
Chapter One

			This experience was far more intimidating than Libby had anticipated.

			Cameras. Applause. Stage lights that beat mercilessly down on her head, and most terrifying of all, three pairs of eyes staring at her before she even started to sing. Of course, she knew they would be there. The network had released the coaches’ names a couple of weeks ago. Some reporters homed in on Helena Forsythe and her wife Noelle Laurent’s participation being the scoop, while others created World War II–looking headlines about how the infamous Palmer Elliston was making a comeback after however many years. One of these women would become Libby’s main coach, and she would find out which within the next few minutes.

			“Welcome to Limelight,” Helena said, once the applause died down.

			Libby had not properly registered the size of the audience behind the coaches until the thunderous sound seemed to cover her like a sandstorm. She smiled, hoping her lips didn’t tremble.

			“Hi. I’m glad to be here. Thank you for having me,” Libby said, amazed at how well her voice carried, unlike her knees that shook under her wide, ankle-length black skirt.

			“Our pleasure. You’re one of our wild cards, which makes me extra curious.” Noelle rested her arms against the desk between the coaches and Libby. “Why don’t you tell us your name, age, and where you’re from?”

			Libby wanted to wipe her damp palms against her skirt, but instead she gripped the microphone harder and kept the smile going. “My name’s Liberty Bell, I’m twenty-eight, and I’m from Chicago.”

			She heard scattered, mandatory shouts from audience members when she mentioned her hometown.

			“Liberty Bell? I thought we weren’t going with stage names at this point in the competition?” Palmer Elliston managed to sound indifferent, but her tone had a definite tinge of scorn.

			Libby had lost count of how many times people had commented on her name. “That’s my real name, actually.” Praying that her exasperation didn’t come through the TV screen too badly, she broadened her smile. It was mildly satisfying to watch a flicker of surprise on Palmer’s face before her stony expression was back. “If it’s a mouthful, please call me Libby.”

			“Liberty Bell. Brilliant name.” Noelle returned Libby’s smile. “So, Libby, what are you singing for us tonight?”

			Changing the mic to her left hand, Libby gripped a fistful of her skirt and looked around for the bar stool she had requested from the producers earlier. It was magically in place at the small, taped x that showed where she needed to be when she performed. “I’m going to sing ‘This Woman’s Work,’ by Kate Bush.”

			“Great song choice.” Noelle motioned toward the stool. “We look forward to hearing you for the first time. The stage is yours.”

			Even if tonight was more an introduction than an audition, Libby knew if she messed up, other performers were literally waiting in the wings to take her place. Once all the coaches signed off on her participation in Limelight, and they moved on to the live shows, it was up to the phone-in audience.

			Nodding to the sound manager offstage, she half-sat casually against the bar stool, one foot on the floor and the other on the support step. The music from the CD Libby had brought began to play, and the familiarity of the amazing song helped settle her nerves. She raised the mic to her lips and began to sing, and despite nerves and trepidation, gave it her all.

			* * *

			Palmer had to lean back in her desk chair as Liberty Bell’s voice washed over her in a way that overpowered her senses. If she had ever heard a voice like this, a mesmerizing blend of light, breathy, husky, and strong, she would have recalled it. Libby used a soft, yet strong, tone in the verses, then let more force through during the chorus. Some of her notes were devastatingly clear and indeed reminded Palmer of a crystal bell. The piano accompaniment let her voice shine, which was smart, and made her stand out compared to the competition. Eager to prove themselves, several other contenders had brought professionally produced and mixed backup music, which threatened to obscure their voices.

			Libby sat very still as she sang, but toward the last chorus, she got up and changed gears, pushing her voice even further. The audience had been quiet until now, but as if on cue, they rose and swayed, waving flashlights from their cell phones behind the coaches.

			Palmer glanced at Helena, who sat on the other side of Noelle. Meeting her gaze, Helena nodded discreetly. Noelle instead smiled broadly, which was redundant, as Palmer knew that the girl with the slightly ridiculous name had been an obvious choice for Limelight.

			The applause and shouts after Libby finished were loud enough to induce tinnitus. Palmer didn’t care what the producers might think and covered her ears with her fingertips.

			“Whoa.” Noelle laughed and got to her feet, applauding. “Libby!”

			Libby shook her head and gestured to her ears, clearly unable to hear Noelle over the audience’s noise.

			“I know, right?” Noelle turned to the audience and laughed again. “They sure love her.”

			Eventually, the excited crowed calmed down, and Libby stood at the edge of the stage again. Her posture was less rigid, and her eyes sparkled as she looked at Noelle, who slapped both palms against the desk. “Your voice is amazing! I could give you a list as long as my hair why I think so, but to keep it short, your tone, your rasp, and the way you let your audience in…Libby, you’re going to be dangerous in this competition.”

			“It’s time for Libby to find out who her coach is,” Helena said. “Palmer, say hello to your third and final contestant. I must say I envy you. You’ll have fun mentoring Libby, that’s for sure.”

			Palmer had already known she would be the one mentoring Libby, but nothing could have prepared her for this woman, and that voice. In her mind, audition shows mostly led to a fast-and-loose sort of fame, with few notable exceptions, which very rarely produced something lasting. Either she was wrong, or Libby possessed a once-in-a-decade talent.

			Looking back at Libby now, Palmer returned to reality with a thump, when she saw barely concealed hesitation, even disappointment, on Libby’s face. No doubt she had hoped for the much more exuberant and famous Noelle. Palmer’s blood cooled, which made her shudder. “I look forward to collaborating with you, Libby,” Palmer said, forcing herself to sound polite, but she realized too late that she might be coming off as indifferent. “Your voice is unique, which I hope will be enough to keep you in the competition.”

			The expression in Libby’s eyes grew opaque, and her smile didn’t show in her light-gray irises. Instead, they seemed deep like water until she switched her gaze over to Noelle and Helena.

			Huh. Of course. Palmer shifted her hands until they were out of view under the glossy white desk and then clenched them hard. Surprisingly, Libby had exceeded any expectations she might have had of the contenders. Plus, she had stirred something in Palmer that had been dormant for the last seven years. Yet it was clear that Libby was surprised to get the coach she wanted the least. Hardly remarkable. So much for the new beginnings that Helena and Noelle had sold Palmer on.

			And how ironic.

			




Chapter Ten

			Palmer slammed the door shut behind her. Two weeks since that first, amazing live show, and if she never laid eyes on Liberty Bell again, that’d be just peachy. Tossing her bag onto the chair inside the door, only to watch it bounce off it and end up on the floor, she wanted to kick something. Last week had been hard, as rock ’n’ roll hadn’t been any of her team’s forte. Perhaps that experience had set Libby up for being difficult this week? They had two days until the third show, and the woman hadn’t found her sound with the song they’d chosen together. Together, for God’s sake! And every time Libby opened her mouth to sing it, she became pitchy, rigid, and expressionless, for lack of a better term. It was Palmer’s job to coach her, and tomorrow their celebrity guest mentor, a famous blues singer, would join them in the rehearsal studio, and Palmer would have to throw her hands up and admit she had failed at working with Limelight’s greatest talent.

			“Damn it to hell.” Palmer opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of apple juice. She had maintenance keep her well stocked in different juices and mineral water, and now she poured a large glass and gulped it down. She had been so focused on trying to coax any sort of feeling out of Libby, she’d forgotten to rehydrate all afternoon.

			Her cell gave a muted buzz and a faint ping. Pulling it from her back pocket, Palmer touched the screen. Helena. Palmer took a deep, long breath and swiped at the screen.

			“Hi, Helena. What’s up?” Was she too curt with her friend? Perhaps.

			“Are you ready for the blues queen tomorrow?” Helena sounded a bit preoccupied.

			“Hm. Sure. For the most part.” Palmer hated lying. This was the truth, for the most part. “Your team had her today, right?”

			“They did, and I think they’re still in shock.” Helena was fully present now. “Valerie Knox is every bit the soul diva, but she knows her stuff, and her feedback to the contenders is tough. Noelle told me as much, and I regret brushing off the warning like I did. Valerie’s standards are high, and she clearly treats our budding artists as she would anyone in one of her master classes. I thought I’d give you a heads-up.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			Now, this was just great. Not only was Libby in a strange funk, but Mona had a minor cold going on and had started practicing only today. Carl was his chipper self, but chipper would not be what Valerie Knox was after.

			Sitting down on the couch, Palmer pulled off her boots and massaged her aching feet. Walking the halls of the vast studio and playing the piano the rest of the time was taking a toll on her. She had to hit the gym more often if she was going to get through the upcoming four weeks. One month. She would be a stumbling wreck by then if she didn’t get in shape.

			She stood abruptly. No time like the present. The apartment building had a well-equipped gym on the second floor. Checking the time, she hoped it wouldn’t be too crowded at nine in the evening. If she could use the cross-trainer for half an hour and do some stretching, she might just get enough sleep.

			Changing into her gym gear, she quickly tied the laces of her favorite Nikes and headed out the door. The second floor was reassuringly empty of guests, and she pushed the door open to the gym, relieved. At first glance, the large room looked empty, but a quick smattering sound showed at least one more person was in the gym. Walking over to the cross-trainer section, she checked out the settings display, snorting when she saw it of course had a computer screen for browsing the internet or watching TV. She punched in some of her usual interval training and climbed onto the machine.

			The sound coming from the far end of the room indicated that someone was beating the crap out of a boxing bag. Louder thumps suggested the individual alternated between boxing and kicking in different series. Not wanting to listen to potential grunts if the guy got even more into what he was doing, she put on a headset and started Noelle’s latest album on her phone. The music set the perfect pace for her, and she was soon lost in the monotonous workout. The muscles in her back began to loosen, and she increased the tempo. Closing her eyes, she pictured the walkway by the sea where she lived back in Los Angeles. Early mornings, she often went for long walks, sometimes taking the neighbor’s dog with her, but never another person. People always wanted to talk, and in LA, people’s favorite subject was themselves. That, or Palmer’s past, which was another topic she didn’t want to pollute her days.

			A shout penetrated one of Noelle’s ballads, and Palmer opened her eyes, pulling one ear free from the headphones.

			“Fuck!” A loud noise came from the other end of the room and then another curse word, less loud, which also made the voice more recognizable.

			Of course. Why not? Libby.

			Turning off the music, Palmer placed the headphones on her bag. She took a complimentary towel and placed it around her neck after wiping the sweat from her forehead before she made her way along the aisle. The noise had ceased, but raspy breaths showed the way.

			Libby sat on the floor next to the still-swinging boxing bag, her forehead pressed to her knees. Next to her lay two discarded boxing gloves. She was breathing hard, and it was difficult to see if she was crying.

			“Libby? Are you okay?” Palmer tempered her voice to sound calm. She didn’t want to fall into the trap of letting her anger through like she’d done at the studio earlier today.

			Libby’s head snapped back, and she looked up, her eyes wide and too shiny. “Oh, great.” Libby sighed. “Now I have to start all over again.”

			“What?” Palmer stopped in mid-motion, having meant to wipe her forehead again. “Excuse me?”

			“I was almost in my place. You know. Like freakin’ mindfulness. I was almost there.” Libby flung her hands in the air. “And, obviously, I thought I was alone. Didn’t hear anyone come in.”

			“And somehow my being here pulled you out of wherever you were? Where was that?” Palmer folded her arms over her chest. “Your happy place?”

			Libby’s eyes went from icy gray to storm-cloud dusky. “Happy place. Oh, that’s rich. After today, you think I’d reach some sunshine-and-rainbow place from beating the hell out of a boxing bag? Your insights and perceptiveness are amazing!” Libby got to her feet, and somewhere in Palmer’s mind, she registered the cheap, well-worn workout clothes. The crop top showed the bottom third of a sports bra, and Libby’s naked midriff indicated that she worked out regularly. Her damp skin was adorned with beads of sweat, which made her glisten under the otherwise unflattering fluorescent lights.

			“Why are you taking out your frustrations on me?” Palmer lowered her voice, knowing she couldn’t be part of a screaming match, or she might just say too much. She made sure her gaze didn’t stray anywhere but to meet Libby’s.

			“I’m not!” Libby spoke hotly, but then perhaps she realized the contradiction in her words. “I don’t mean to.” Rubbing her sweaty face with both hands, she then shot a naked fist into the bag.

			Through years of therapy, Palmer knew a coping mechanism when she saw one. She had gone through several herself. Hitting a boxing bag sure beat drinking yourself into a stupor. Dialing her own ego back, she thought fast about how to approach Libby. “Why are you struggling this week? Do you know?”

			Libby rested her back against the wall, rubbing the knuckles of the hand she’d used on the bag. “It’s the damn song,” she murmured. “I know it sounds stupid, but the…the lyrics.”

			“Then why did you choose ‘Lay Me Down’?” The song by Sam Smith was emotional—heartbreaking even—and when Palmer had found it on the list of songs available, Libby had seemed on board.

			“I just…had no idea. How I’d feel, I mean.” Libby’s expression had gone from angry frustration to hopelessness. “I know I’m letting everyone down, myself included. I should be able to just get on with it. Fuck…it’s what I do.”

			“I’m not a person to give unsolicited advice, but stuffing things down your boots and trying to forget about them just doesn’t work. Especially onstage with a song like that.” Palmer sat down on a bench, feeling the sting in her legs for not taking the time to stretch.

			“Think Carl wants to swap? His song is pretty chipper for an r’n’b.” Libby’s grimace could have passed for a kind of smile. “And yeah, you’re not saying anything I haven’t heard before.” Libby looked completely spent when she sat down next to Palmer. “I’m just used to doing things my way. Wrong or not, it’s what’s worked.”

			“Do you want to risk changing to another song?” Palmer made sure the gym was still empty around them and then took Libby’s left hand. They were both sweaty, but she couldn’t care less.

			“Oh, God. No. No. That’s the only thing that’s worse.” Libby looked down at their joined hands.

			“A song about loss can have a triggering effect. Is that what’s happening with ‘Lay Me Down’?” Palmer shifted to get a better view of Libby’s face. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail that hung like a damp whip along her back.

			“Yes. Obviously. I just don’t get it. I mean, why it’s happening now. It’s not like I haven’t sung that song, or even sadder, before.” Libby wiped at her eyes, but it was hard to tell if sweat or teardrops ran down her cheeks. Whereas she had seemed flustered just before, now she was pale, and if it was sweat, it had clearly turned icy cold. A basket of towels sat by the bench, and Palmer took one and wrapped it around Libby’s shoulders with her free hand.

			“You can’t get a cold on top of everything. Your voice has been getting raspier with every attempt to sing today. You’re not coming down with something, are you?”

			Libby shook her head. “No. Unless you mean the willies.” She snorted.

			“This can trip you up too.” Palmer pulled one leg up and rested her arm against it. “We’re alone in here. Try the first verse. Just very softly.”

			“A cappella?”

			“Unless you brought a guitar?” Palmer deadpanned, hoping her attempt at joking would help relax Libby.

			“Cute.” Libby squirmed on the bench but kept holding Palmer’s hand. “All right.” She hummed a few notes. “Damn. Wish I had perfect pitch. Hmmm. There?” She had managed to find her key.

			“Yes.” Palmer waved her hand and hummed the tone back.

			Libby began by wordlessly singing the melody of the verse, which was hard, especially with Sam Smith’s famous song. Finishing it flawlessly, she repeated it, this time with the lyrics, and even if her eyes glistened as if she barely contained her tears, she came through it and moved on to the chorus. Before the second verse, she stood and let go of Palmer’s hand, walking among the gym equipment as she sang the haunting lyrics of love and loss. Who had Libby lost that had thrown her so badly during the day? Was it because of the high stakes of being part of Limelight? The increasing stress the contenders were under each week was bound to make some of them fall by the wayside. It just couldn’t be Libby.

			Palmer’s breath hitched at her own thought. If she had been as much into self-deception as she’d been all those years ago, she would have chalked it up to her knowing Libby could give her team the win, but that wasn’t it. Or at least not all of it. The idea of losing Libby to an unfavorable televote session, and thus not having the chance to work with her—spend time with her—every week was part of her own increasing stress. That was the goddamn truth.

			She listened to Libby finish the song by singing the last chorus with her full force and emotion. Once she was done, she came over to Palmer, who still sat on the bench. Crouching before her, Libby placed her gentle hands on Palmer’s knees.

			“Thank you. I’m not sure how you knew what to say, or not to say, but you could hear it, right? I didn’t just make it through the song. I felt it again.” Libby squeezed Palmer’s knees at the last words.

			“And that was it, wasn’t it?” Palmer put her own hands on top of Libby’s. “You couldn’t sing it earlier today because you couldn’t let yourself feel it.”

			“Yes.”

			“And you think you can sing like this tomorrow when you work with Valerie Knox?” Palmer had to ask.

			“Yes,” Libby said softly. “A hot bath and that concoction Sam swears by are in my near future. Think I can manage to not share the elevator with any of those posh people that stay here but skip showering here?”

			“I’ll join you. That makes it two against one in case anyone has an opinion.” Palmer grinned.

			“All right.” Libby shuddered and exchanged her towel for a dry one. Palmer did the same.

			They made their way to the elevators, and as it turned out, they were alone as they ascended the tall building. When the car stopped at Libby’s floor, Palmer kept the door from closing by holding her hand on the sensor. “I’m going in an hour ahead of time tomorrow for my own rehearsal,” she said, grimacing at the thought of having to perform as part of the coaches showing off their talents. Even Helena was participating, which would no doubt blow everyone’s mind, as hardly anyone knew about her prowess at the piano. “If you, Carl, or Mona want extra time before meeting with Valerie, you can ride in with me.”

			Libby brightened. “I’ll ask them. I’ll take you up on it, though. I truly need it.” She raised her right eyebrow. “And that’s why you asked.”

			Caught. “Ten in the lobby, then.”

			Libby tilted her head. Despite her sweat-drenched hair and clothes, and being completely void of makeup, she had never looked more enticing. “Ten. See you then.”

			Palmer continued up to her floor and hurried through the corridor. Inside her apartment, she pressed her back against the door and closed her eyes. This could not be happening. It was one thing that so many fans of the show still speculated about the “subtext” between her and Libby. The fact that there might be even a speck of truth to it was dangerous. Swallowing against the painful dryness in the back of her throat, she vowed to kill whatever had yet to even begin.

			Still, in Palmer’s mind, a familiar voice hummed the song Libby was going to dazzle America with on Friday, and of course it wasn’t the original artist’s voice she heard. Fleeing into the shower, she turned the spray to cool, not about to indulge in a hot bath like Libby had. Damn it. She was going to have to work hard to not start each new thought with Liberty Bell in mind.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Valerie Knox turned out to be warm and utterly charming, until they began the rehearsal session. A stunning, tall African American woman in her late forties, Valerie towered over most of them, and Libby suspected she used her impressive height to emphasize her critique. If the producers had brought Valerie in to put the fear of God in the contenders, they were not wrong.

			“Mona. You’re losing the melody. You have proved you can do runs with the best of them, but you don’t have to try to impress the audience by finding ten new notes for every word. Respect the song, and add runs where they actually help emphasize the feelings you’re conveying. All right. From the top.”

			Mona looked furious, and Libby knew how hard it was for her friend to accept criticism, as she was confident in her talent and was a pro at competing. But that also meant Mona was clever enough to listen when someone of Valerie’s stature gave advice, no matter how brash she sounded. Libby was the last one to sing, and she quickly glanced Palmer’s way, where she sat on the couch, her legs crossed. She hadn’t had a chance to say more than hello during the ride over to the studio earlier. Mona and Carl had gladly joined them, and that meant it was out of the question to mention anything about last night.

			Had they really held hands for so long, while Libby sang? It felt surreal as she thought about it today, here among all the others involved with Limelight. Libby had clung to Palmer’s hand as she sang from her heart and allowed herself to truly feel the song, after struggling so badly during rehearsals. She might have imagined that, a few times, she’d seen unfamiliar expressions on Palmer’s face, impossible for her to decipher. Longing, perhaps? No, darker than that. Some sort of ache. But for what?

			Palmer was attractive in an unapproachable, aloof way. She walked around as if a force field surrounded her, and she was always perfectly polite. Still, several times Libby had seen something behind the wall Palmer put up to the world. She recalled being in the town car going home that first night, after the paparazzi had accosted Palmer. That incident had certainly pierced her armor. Then there was their heated exchange after the social media app debacle. And of course, when she came—rushed even?—to Libby’s side when she was freaking out about the risk of her father and his family showing up. Add last night to those examples, and she was beginning to detect a pattern. Then again, Palmer could have other, more personal moments with Mona or Carl, where she let her guard down, without Libby knowing about them. Something made her doubt this possibility, though. Mona and Carl often mentioned how much they appreciated Palmer, but how distant she felt, and how she wasn’t warm and tactile like Noelle was with her team.

			“Just wait until one of us is voted out. She’ll just be extremely polite about it,” Mona had said at one point. “Well, unless it’s you,” she added, pointing at Libby. “Somehow I think she’d be gutted if she lost you early in the show.”

			Libby had only snorted and tried to disregard Mona’s opinion, but now, sitting here and thinking back to last night, she wondered what would make Mona, who was painfully honest most of the time, say such a thing.

			“Liberty?” Valerie’s alto voice made Libby jump.

			“Yes.” Standing up a little too fast and nearly losing her balance, she felt her cheeks grow hot.

			“You were miles away.” Valerie waved her over, her gold-colored, long nails sparkling as she flicked her fingers. “What are you singing tomorrow?”

			“‘Lay Me Down,’ by Sam Smith.”

			“I see. A difficult song. Let’s see where you are this far.” Valerie looked over at Palmer. “Please, can you accompany Liberty on the piano?”

			“Absolutely.” Palmer strode over to the piano stool and took her seat. She played a chord for Libby to find her key and then began the intro.

			Libby looked at Valerie as she started singing, keeping the initial notes soothing and longing. She saw the same images that had flickered through her mind yesterday, but today she managed to keep from letting the hard memories take over. She saw her mother from the perspective of a preteen, tubes and bandages marring her frail body. The song took her back to being eleven, of being in mourning and feeling abandoned by the only person who understood her. She poured this memory into the song now, not using the images of her mother, but rather channeling them, showing the feelings without letting anyone know where they stemmed from.

			Valerie let her finish the song in its entirety, and as silence filled the room and she didn’t speak, Libby knew she had somehow blown it. Tears burned behind her eyes, but she refused to let them show. Instead, she pressed her tongue hard against the back of her teeth, a well-proved trick to keep sadness and disappointment at bay.

			Valerie had stood leaning against the grand piano, across from Libby. Now she pushed off the instrument after rapping her nails against its shiny surface. “Well, now. What am I supposed to say to that performance?” She steadily met Libby’s gaze.

			Libby assumed the question was rhetorical and clasped her hands behind her back while she waited for the verdict. She didn’t dare look over at Palmer. Had the way she sang been so different from last night that she had ruined the song? She pulled at her fingers and dug her nails into her skin when it seemed as if the tongue trick might fail.

			“Helena Forsythe had to do some persuading to make me say yes to have master classes with Limelight’s performers,” Valerie said slowly. “She kept reminding me that I was young once and that the contenders could benefit from my expertise.” She paused and studied Libby. “Liberty. I don’t know how, but you managed to sing Sam’s song in a way that makes me think that you’re equipped with a very young, damaged heart. Sure, we can go into some techniques that will help you. I have pointers about your breathing, and so on. But if you change one single thing about how you just made me feel, like I need to apologize to you on behalf of humanity, I won’t forgive you.”

			Libby gaped. She couldn’t help it. Looking back and forth between Valerie and Palmer, all she could do was shake her head.

			“I think Valerie broke her,” Mona murmured from the couch.

			This remark broke the tension, and Valerie gave a surprisingly raucous laugh. “Did I really?” She rounded the piano and gave Libby a friendly bump on her shoulder with her fist. “Nah. You don’t break easily, do you?”

			“Um. No?” Libby was still taken aback, but after a quick glance at a smiling Palmer, she began to relax. “Thanks. So, I need to do something different with my breathing?” She hoped this question would stop anyone from thinking too much about Valerie’s comment about damaged hearts.

			“Ah! A woman after my own heart—straight to business. Yes. This song is full of long sentences, all on the same notes. You need to make your breathing less obvious, and I can show you how.”

			Valerie spent the next half hour showing Libby, Mona, and Carl the correct breathing technique for their respective songs. Once she was satisfied they had a good grasp of it, she turned to Palmer.

			“I listened in this morning. Noelle was fine, but you need some of this as well. You’re far too tense.”

			Libby saw Palmer grow rigid and blanch.

			“Excuse me? You were there for the coaches’ rehearsal?”

			“I was. I enjoyed the song. Haven’t heard it before. A new one of yours?” Valerie made a scooting motion and sat down at the piano when Palmer stood.

			“Not new, but yes. One of mine.” The tension in Palmer’s lips made them colorless.

			Valerie studied her for a few moments and then clapped three times. “All right. I want Liberty to stay and sing Noelle’s part. Mona, Carl, you have my stamp of approval for tomorrow. See you then.”

			Mona mouthed “whoa” to Libby and then ushered a surprised Carl ahead of her out the door. Libby remained where she stood, as Valerie clearly meant business. She fully expected Palmer to ask her to leave at any given moment.

			“Come on now. Look alive, you two. Pull up the music on your tablet, Palmer. Liberty can read from yours. You do read music, don’t you, Liberty?” Valerie asked.

			“I do.” Walking closer to Palmer, Libby saw how her fingers trembled as she pulled up the music sheet.

			Valerie tossed the lilac scarf she wore back over her shoulder. “D major, right?”

			* * *

			Palmer hated being cornered. She loathed having someone put her on the spot, but she had no way out without revealing her own discomfort, or, in this case, her lack of ease at having Libby witness it all.

			“Yes.” She answered Valerie’s question about the key, reeled herself in, and pointed at the music sheet on her tablet. “Here’s Noelle’s part, in bold, to make it easier. It’s not a difficult melody.”

			“I see.” Libby sounded calm and focused, which was a blessing.

			“Let’s run through it.” Valerie began the intro.

			Palmer knew she was a good, if not by any means great, singer. She sang the first verse, and then it was Libby’s turn. Only when the words she’d written years ago came out of Libby’s mouth did Palmer realize this might be a formidable mistake. When Noelle had sung it this morning, it had been all about her great voice and stage presence, but now, when Libby gave the words her special flavor, Palmer nearly went to her knees.

			 

			Just as I had come to accept

			That finding love was not for me,

			I bought an empty house for an empty heart.

			Then, one day, there you were.

			The way you looked at me

			Crumbled every carefully raised barricade,

			And giving in was all I could do,

			My trembling heart chanting, “Her, yes, her.”

			 

			The song continued in the upbeat style that usually went down well as an opening act, as it was also perfect for the dancers, and each time Libby sang Noelle’s part, Palmer had to force herself to not let it get to her.

			“For heaven’s sake. That was worse than this morning. Your team member has better breathing going on than you do. You’re supposed to be the old fox here.” It was obvious that Valerie was halfway joking, but Palmer doubted she would be able to get her breathing in check as long as her stomach trembled the way it did.

			“It’s been a few years, Valerie,” Palmer said, clenching her teeth around the words.

			Valerie tapped her lower lip with her lethal-looking nail. “Of course,” she said, her tone milder. “Let’s try the first verse. Turn to Libby and sing it to her. Take note of where you feel you have to breathe, and then we’ll discuss what to do.”

			“Is this really necessary?” Palmer was ready to get out of there. She was starting to think that agreeing to perform, even if it was in her contract, was simply not going to work.

			“It is. You’re making a comeback in more ways than one. Don’t give anyone the satisfaction of saying that you’ve lost your touch.” Valerie narrowed her dark eyes. “Because that’s simply not true.”

			Acutely aware that Libby was hearing every word, Palmer merely nodded. “Okay. Go on, then.”

			They sang through the song five times in all, and to Palmer’s surprise, and relief, her shaky performance had mainly been about the breathing. Or lack thereof, as it were. When they finished the song the last time, Valerie got up and planted a kiss on Palmer’s cheek.

			“That’s it, dear. Now I’m off to rehearse my own number. Catch you later.” She stopped by the door, looking back over her shoulder. “I’m almost sorry you’re not performing this one with Libby. You two have an extra something that wasn’t as readily distinguishable with Noelle. Ah, well.” She waved and was out the door.

			Only then did Palmer remember the cameras in the walls. She stomped over to the desk and hit the button that stopped them. “Damn. I forgot about them. They said we wouldn’t remember the cameras after a while. I should’ve remembered.”

			“You think they’ll use your part in the show?” Libby came over and rested her hip against the desk.

			“Oh, they’ll think it’s ‘good TV,’ for sure. Former star producer eats humble pie.” Palmer laughed joylessly. “I’m not being conceited. I was a big deal back in the day, and now I’m not. For me to have to learn basic breathing when singing is indeed humble pie.”

			“If people can’t empathize with what it can be like to step back into the limelight, literally, for someone who’s been away from it for years, they’re the losers.” Libby frowned. “You’re brave to keep doing it.”

			“Brave?” Was Libby crazy? Palmer considered herself certifiable for taking on this role, but if she could produce music instead of commercial jingles, even at an entry level, it could be worth it. “At best, I think I could be described as hopeful.” Palmer ran a hand over her face.

			“I can subscribe to that. Hopeful. Nervous. Afraid. But also enjoying it—a lot.” Something soft and silvery shone in Libby’s eyes. “You’re a big part of that. Even if I had a meltdown yesterday, I genuinely enjoy rehearsals and spending time with the team. Even Mona has grown on me.” She smiled broadly. “Carl feels like the kid brother I never had.”

			“You don’t have siblings?” Palmer tried to remember the form Libby had filled in when she applied to audition in Chicago.

			“Two sisters.” Libby’s eyes turned opaque. “You?”

			“An only child.”

			Libby nodded. After a brief pause, she seemed ready to change the subject. “I love the song. The audience will too.”

			“Thank you.” Palmer took her bag but remained by the desk, unable to take her eyes off Libby. “And thank you for being a good sport, singing with me.”

			“I enjoyed it. And I’m not trying to be conceited either, but I think our voices matched well.” Libby wore her amazing hair loose for once, and now she tossed it back over her shoulders with a practiced flick of her wrist. Sitting in the light from the winter sun, she looked so beautiful, Palmer found she had an entirely different set of problems with her breathing that had nothing to do with singing.

			Being brutally honest with herself, she knew it had everything to do with Liberty Bell.

			




Chapter Twelve

			“Liberty Bell, everyone!”

			Libby stepped off the stage as they reset it from her performance. Hers had been a slow song, but she was still drenched in sweat. For a horrible moment, she had spotted a sandy-haired man on the third row to the left of the coaches’ table, and her pulse had skyrocketed. She had forced herself to remain in the song, in the world she’d traveled to, but the visceral response to the idea that it could be her father had already drenched her.

			“You did it!” Carl met her at the doorway to the greenroom. “Yet another win for you.” His open, unassuming expression made Libby’s chest ache. He was so talented, and also so innocent and wholesome, she worried that the industry would swallow him whole, suck everything out of him as a heartthrob, and then spit him out when he matured. She had seen that happen from a distance and what it could lead to.

			“Thanks,” Libby said, but she backed away from him as he looked like he wanted to hug her. For one thing, she was sweaty, and she wasn’t entirely comfortable with hugs in general. “You’re on last tonight?” The order had changed after one singer in Helena’s team had come down with a cold.

			“Yeah. Good thing Palmer talked me into a ballad after all. Ms. Knox seemed to agree as well.” Carl brushed away invisible lint from his black pants. The open white shirt over a black tank top made him look sharp.

			Libby entered the greenroom and found her favorite corner on the couch under the window. She curled up and pulled a blanket over her legs, as she had begun to shiver when the sweat evaporated.

			“Wow, you look pale and like you’ve been pulled through a mangler.” Of course, Mona had to offer her honest opinion. She had been first out this time and done well.

			“Thank you. The compliments are endless in here,” Libby said. “Is my mascara still on? Do I need to swing by hair-and-makeup before the voting procedure?” She shuddered at just the idea of the worst part of each show—the waiting for the result, standing next to her peers on the stage. The audience called out the names of their favorites as computers calculated how the public had voted using their cell phones or computers. The way the producers extended the moment, for excitement, for entertainment, and to make that elusive “good TV” and rile up the audience was all part of the game. Libby doubted anyone who hadn’t been subjected to it could imagine how it felt. She was certain some would say she had signed up for every aspect of being part of Limelight, which was true, but hearing that didn’t help soothe her nerves whatsoever.

			The TV screen on the wall showed how Carl swayed to the slow rhythm of “Say My Name” by Destiny’s Child. He had the audience in his hand, and his face showed how much he was into his song, how he loved every second on the stage. Libby knew the feeling. It was intoxicating.

			After Carl finished to thunderous applause, it was time to join the rest of the teams onstage. A makeup artist stood ready to touch up anyone who needed it, and apparently Libby did, as the woman jumped in front of her with a powder puff. She dabbed it over Libby’s face and then grinned. “There. Now you’re perfect!”

			Libby thanked her and strode onto the stage, knowing how important it was to look confident but not too cocky. She knew from watching other talent shows how the audience could even boo those they perceived as overly full of themselves. Mona walked a fine line, but so far, her teammate had been safe.

			To Libby’s surprise, the coaches chose to enter the stage and wait for the verdicts with their teams. Helena and Noelle were missing one contender each from the previous two Fridays, and it was sort of in the air that it would only be fair for one of Palmer’s team members to be voted out. Libby swallowed hard at the thought. Just because her performance had gone well, and she was quite sure it had, didn’t mean she could just chill.

			Palmer came to stand next to her. When Dean started his spiel about who might stay and who might go, egging the audience on while listeners still had time to call the show and vote, Carl took her hand. Glancing over at Mona, she saw her clinging to Carl’s other hand. Mona met Libby’s eyes and signaled with a discreet motion of her chin that Libby should include Palmer in the gesture of solidarity.

			“What the actual…” Libby whispered under her breath but snagged Palmer’s hand so fast, she could feel the woman jerk. She squeezed it and gave a totally fake, broad smile.

			Dean began listing the names of those who were safe and ready for next Friday “in random order.” Eventually they were down to one of Helena’s team, a thin girl with a voice as clear as crystal, and Libby.

			Palmer gripped Libby’s hand harder. This could be it. Helena’s girl had performed wonderfully with her clear, folksy voice, and the audience loved her. They probably didn’t hold the same affection for her. Not much about her was sweet.

			“The last person still remaining in the Limelight competition is…” Dean allowed time for the producers to zoom in on Libby and the other girl in a side-by-side shot for the viewers. “Liberty Bell!”

			Liberty’s heart contracted so painfully, she began to sway. A strong arm wrapped around her waist, and she found herself pressed against Palmer’s side. Her head buzzed, and then Carl’s and Mona’s arms went around her and Palmer in an unlikely group hug.

			“Oh, shit
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