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      I was working outside on 45th Street in midtown Manhattan, freezing my nuts off.

      “Have I mentioned how much load-in sucks in January?” I asked my co-workers as we loaded all the lighting equipment, scenery, and props into the Al Hirschfeld Theater. The next show was scheduled to open there in early March.

      “A few hundred times, honey,” Audra Martin responded. The pretty African-American woman in her thirties was half my size, so I figured she must be feeling a lot colder than I was. She never complained, though.

      “Sac up, Roman,” Rex said.

      “Shut up, old man,” I said, and he chuckled. Rex’s beard stubble had started going gray though he was only in his mid-fifties. He was hardly an old man, but he was at least twenty years my senior. Rex, Audra, and I had worked together at the Al Hirschfeld Theater on Broadway for more than ten years. Audra was the head carpenter, Rex was the head property master, and I was the head electrician. Due to strict union rules, absolutely nothing could be done inside the theater unless all three of us were present.

      The show we were unloading for was a comedy called Pirated. It sounded like fun—I much preferred comedies to the heavy dramas. Our last successful show at the Al Hirschfeld Theater was Kinky Boots, a glitzy yet heartwarming story about the friendship between a drag queen and his straight-laced boss at a shoe factory. We all had a blast on that show, and after a long run, it was tough on all of us when it closed.

      The production we did after Kinky Boots closed quickly. That was always hard, too. After months of long hours and grueling work to prepare, it was awful to have a show shut down after a few weeks. Rex, Audra, and I were employed by the theater, not the individual production, so we were only out of work until the next show moved in.

      I reached into the load-in truck and pulled out two rolling carts with pipes attached, better known as meat racks. Grateful for a chance to get back into the warmth of the theater, I brought them inside. After more than an hour out on the street, I figured I’d better step inside for a few. Maybe I would even be able to feel my toes again. I dug my cell phone out of my back pocket to check the time. At almost 10am, it was time for a coffee break anyway. I needed to make sure the guys on my crew weren’t freezing to death.

      “All right, take five, guys and gals. Coffee in the usual place, and we got donuts, too.”

      I headed to the tiny break room in the far back of the theater, as did most of the others.

      I raised a steaming hot paper cup of coffee to my lips, wishing I could crawl inside the cup to warm up.

      “I wonder how rehearsals are going,” Audra said as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

      “Me too,” I said. While the crew took care of all the prep work at the theater, the actors and singers and choreographers were rehearsing in a studio a few blocks away. Rehearsals usually went on for about four to six weeks, six days a week. “I wouldn’t think they’d have to do too much rehearsing on this one, though. They’ve been doing the show off-Broadway for a while, and it sounds like most of the performers made the cut to move to Broadway.”

      “Yep, that’s what I hear,” Rex said. “At least one of the ladies got the ax. You know who they got replacing her, right?”

      “Rosemary Sutton,” I said. “That ought to be interesting.”

      “Always helps to have some star power on board,” Audra said.

      “I guess. If you can call her a star,” I said. “You gotta wonder if she would have gotten the part if she wasn’t Johnny Creel’s fiancée.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Rex stroked his chin.

      “You’ve heard her sing,” Audra replied. “She sounds amazing.”

      I nodded, knowing I couldn’t argue with that. Everybody had heard Rosemary sing when a video of her and her famous boyfriend performing a song together went viral. At the time, Rosemary was a wannabe theater performer, a total unknown. Then she fell in love with The Johnny Creel, a notorious playboy who ran through money and women like there was no tomorrow. As the story went, he totally changed his ways when he fell in love with Rosemary. He must have screwed up somehow, because the viral video showed him on bended knee, apologizing to her through song. Rosemary sang back, and the rest was history. Now, he owned a theater arts foundation for underprivileged kids in Brooklyn.

      “I just hope she isn’t a total snob,” I said. As much as I wanted to believe the best about people, the jerks in the last show had left a bad taste in my mouth. The two leads were total dicks. Velma Sikes and Ernie Cladwell were both C-list celebrities who thought they were better than everybody else and had no problem saying so. God, that sucked.

      Despite my misgivings about working with celebrities, star power was generally a good thing for a show, and I had no doubt that Rosemary’s presence would bring in some of her fans. If she was a total bitch, she’d ruin the production experience for everyone. When a star was rude and nasty to my crew, there was very little I could do about it, and it made me insane.

      “So do I,” Rex said. “Gotta be better than Prince Dick and the She-Devil.”

      I chuckled. “That’s true.” Not only were Ernie and Velma mean to my hardworking crew, but they were so damn ungrateful. Hundreds of thousands of actors, playwrights, songwriters, and crew members would give anything in the world to have the privilege of working on Broadway, and only the teeniest, tiniest percentage of people actually got the chance to do it. I had no patience for people who didn’t appreciate how lucky they were. The Creel family was so rich, they could buy Rosemary any role she wanted, so there was a good chance she would be stuck up and ungrateful. We’d all find out in a few weeks, I guess.

      Rex inhaled two donuts, then swigged down the rest of his coffee. “Back to the grind.”

      “Think it got any warmer out?” I asked.

      “Whew!” said Les, one of my lighting guys, as he walked into the break room. “Starting to snow out there.”

      I closed my eyes and groaned. When I opened them, I groaned again seeing the mess my guys had made. Coffee stirrers and napkins on the table. Donut crumbs everywhere.

      “Dammit,” I muttered as I started to clean up. I couldn’t help myself. I was a bit of a perfectionist, and I couldn’t stand leaving a mess. Job hazard, I guess. Head electrician was a super-detail-oriented job, and if I didn’t make sure everything was perfect at all times, the show would look sloppy. Worse, people could get hurt if I wasn’t careful.

      “I ain’t your mother,” Les said.

      “What?”

      “It’s what you usually say when you’re cleaning up their mess. Thought I’d beat you to it.”

      Chuckling, I nodded as I wiped down the table.

      It only got colder throughout the afternoon and early evening. The snow wasn’t helping things. Even during load-in, I still tried to keep my appearance respectable. I kept a comb in my back pocket, and I had to fix my hair all day. I have thick, dark brown hair that looked black, especially when it was wet all day like today, and it looked unruly if I didn’t keep after it with a comb.

      By 6pm, we were all sick of the cold and more than ready to get the hell out of there.

      “Got any exciting plans this weekend, Roman?” Rex asked between grunts as he and Mitchell, one of the prop crew members, carried a large piece of the pirate ship into the building.

      “I sure do. I have a date with Therese Andrews,” I said with an emphasis on the “Z” sound in her name. Therezzzze Andrews had been an obsession of mine for half my life.

      “You do?” Mitchell asked, eyes wide.

      “Not literally,” I said with a laugh. “Oh God, I wish. Can you imagine?”

      Grateful for a chance to finally take a break and warm up, I leaned against the wall and did just that. Imagined what it would be like to go out with Therese Andrews. She was a hugely famous movie star with ice-blue eyes, light brown hair, and dainty, feminine features. Oh, how I adored her.

      “I meant she’s got a new movie coming out this weekend. Therese Andrews is perfection, and that’s all there is to it,” I said, trying not to sigh like a lovesick teenager.

      “Got that right,” Mitchell said. “Damn.”

      “Eh,” Rex said. “I don’t get the hype.”

      “Well, of course you don’t,” I told him, making the other crew guys laugh. “She’s like, I don’t know, your equivalent of Chris Hemsworth.”

      Rex paused for a moment. “Okay. Now I get it.”

      “I’ve been totally obsessed with her since I was fifteen years old. That was when I first learned how to, you know, explore my body. Just me and a poster of eighteen-year-old Therese.”

      “Zat so?” Audra said as she walked in carrying some wooden boards for the ship.

      I don’t usually blush, but I felt my face get hot. “Uh, sorry, Audra.”

      She laughed and shook her head. Audra worked around the mostly male crew ten to twelve hours a day for months at a time, so there wasn’t much she hadn’t heard already. Still, I tried to behave myself around her.

      “She is beautiful. Can’t argue with that,” Audra agreed. “She’s a good actress, too. She does all that dramatic stuff, but I was surprised how funny she was when she hosted Saturday Night Live. Her new movie’s a comedy, right?”

      “Yeah. It’s some kind of romantic comedy. PG-13.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Damn,” Mitchell said again. “Then you won’t get to see her naked.”

      “Exactly,” I said, though I really did enjoy watching anything featuring Therese Andrews. Audra was right. She was hilarious on SNL, which only intensified my attraction to her. She also seemed highly intelligent when she did TV interviews. Funny, beautiful, and smart. She was the perfect woman.

      “Will never forget her in Roxy Rose.” Mitchell practically salivated as he spoke.

      “That’s for damn sure,” I said, picturing Therese in her sultriest role to date. Roxy Rose was a suspense film, featuring the title character as a federal agent going undercover as a sex worker to bring down a human trafficking ring. Therese had done a nude scene for that film, and I had just about lost my mind. My whole life I’d been fantasizing about seeing her naked. It was like a dream come true.

      “Those stilettos, man,” Mitchell said.

      “Tell me about it,” I said. Thoughts of her wearing those Roxy Rose stilettos and nothing else while I pounded her hard had given me hours and hours of pleasure. In my mind, she always screamed out my name, pleading with me not to stop. I glanced over at Audra, who was now out of earshot. “I’ve spent a lotta showers with Roxy Rose.”

      The guys chuckled.

      “Who hasn’t?” Mitchell said.

      “I haven’t,” Rex chimed in.

      I was about to say something naughty about Rex in the shower with Chris Hemsworth, but Audra walked back over.

      “Okay, guys, can we call it for the day?” I asked.

      Rex, Audra, and I usually tried to release our respective crew members at roughly the same time, so nobody had to look like the bad guy.

      “Yep, I’m good,” Audra said. “Rexy?”

      “I’m ready to roll out. Roman might gonna explode if we don’t let him go see his girl soon.”

      “You know it. It’s funny,” I said to Mitchell. “We all go through celebrity crushes, I guess, and then you move on when you find somebody hotter, or whatever. Don’t know what it is, but it’s always been Therese Andrews for me.”

      “Well I hope you enjoy the movie, honey,” Audra said. “Gettin’ good reviews, I hear. And you be sure to enjoy a good, long shower afterward.”

      Okay, so maybe she hadn’t been out of earshot during our conversation. I felt my face get hot again.

      Audra cackled as she walked away, and my guys just laughed and laughed.
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      I hopped in a cab and headed straight for the movie theater. My stomach rumbled, but I figured popcorn would work for dinner.

      The cab dropped me off at 84th street. By the time I got my tickets and spent even more time in line at the concession stand, I was starving. I ordered a hot dog along with my popcorn and a large Coke.

      Settling back in my cozy reclining seat, I wolfed down my dinner during the previews. Once the movie got started, I wanted to give Therese Andrews my full attention.

      Therese Andrews.

      My body tingled with excitement, just thinking about her. Crazy to think of the effect the woman still had on me after all these years. Her last movie had come out way too long ago, and I couldn’t wait to see her lovely face up on the big screen. I didn’t know what it was about her, but seeing Therese always made me feel like a nervous teenager again.

      Finally, the previews ended and the lights in the theater went down. I drew in a breath of anticipation.

      The beginning of the movie featured Therese’s character as a little girl, which was a little boring. The kid they had playing her was cute, and she did bear a slight resemblance to Therese. The movie was called Little Brat, about a girl named Sophie, a bratty little sister who, growing up, annoyed the shit out of her older brother and all his friends. I knew from the movie’s trailer that when Sophie gets older, her brother’s best friend falls in love with her.

      Though I was impatient for little Sophie to turn into Therese already, I couldn’t help laughing at some of little Sophie’s clever lines. The movie was entertaining enough, and I hoped it would end up being a big hit for Therese.

      After a brief montage showing Sophie growing up, suddenly there she was.

      Therese Andrews, in all her perfect beauty and charm, smiling at me from the huge screen. My heart thumped in my chest, and my palms actually began to sweat. Though I felt kinda stupid for having such a physical reaction to her, it was involuntary.

      Damn. I was no different than those fangirls who’d gone all gooey over Twilight when it first came out. It was crazy and childish to react like this to a movie star.

      Even so, I didn’t want this feeling to end. I didn’t care if I was still getting raging hard-ons for Therese when I was eighty years old. I craved the high I felt whenever I saw her or heard her voice.

      As adult Sophie, the character was even more brazen and sassy than when she was a child. Therese had excellent comic timing, and she knew how to get laughs. I watched Claude, Sophie’s brother’s best friend, fight his growing attraction to the bratty girl he’d once hated.

      I watched jealously as Claude finally gave in to his need for Sophie and kissed her passionately. Sophie had been in love with Claude since she was little, so she reveled in his touch. As I watched their lips meet onscreen, I indulged in the familiar fantasy that I was the one kissing Sophie. Kissing Roxy. Kissing any number of the women Therese Andrews had played onscreen.

      Naturally, my favorite fantasy was kissing Therese Andrews herself. What it would feel like to be on her arm, the envy of men everywhere. Kissing her when we were out in public. Pleasuring her behind closed doors, when we were at home.

      For ninety blissful minutes I stared at Therese on the screen. Though I admired her flawless physique and I dreamed of fucking her senseless, I wasn’t just attracted to her beauty. She also had kind eyes and the sweetest smile that melted my heart. She was genuinely talented, too. Therese immersed herself completely in her roles. Her characters were always believable, no matter what role she played. From sensual, secret agent to the girl next door, Therese became her characters.

      On the subway ride home from the movie theater, I sat in a kind of daze, lost in fantasies of Therese. I frequently fantasized about her, but the images were much stronger when I’d just seen her onscreen. I loved the way I felt after seeing one of her movies. It was like I craved that high.

      Pathetic as it was, I was pretty sure I would go see the film again tomorrow.

      The trip back to my apartment in Little Italy went quickly, which was good. I couldn’t wait to get back to my place. Though it could get kind of lonely living by myself, there were distinct advantages. Like being able to jerk off all I wanted.

      Then again, if I had a girlfriend to come home to, maybe I wouldn’t have to abuse myself all the time.

      Sometimes I worried that maybe I was a little too obsessed with Therese Andrews. It certainly made it nearly impossible for any real woman to live up to those standards. Which was stupid of me, being hardly a Hollywood hunk myself. What right did I have to even imagine I could be with a woman like Therese?

      It didn’t matter. Imagine, I would. In my fantasies, Therese Andrews was mine.
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        * * *

      

      The weather was slightly warmer on Monday morning, making the work a lot easier. Amazing what a few degrees will do. We got a lot of the heavier equipment inside the building, which meant I could start tackling the lighting setup rather than just hauling shit into the theater. As head electrician, I got the lighting plan from the lighting designer, and I was in charge of executing it. In early days of production, that meant I worked on arranging and implementing the cables, lights, power distribution and all that.

      Plenty of work to do inside the Al Hirschfeld, which was fine by me. We all started preparing the set on the stage.

      “Got a meeting with the production stage manager at 10am today,” Rex said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “No idea,” Rex said, looking slightly worried. I was, too. It was unusual to have a meeting with the PSM at this stage in the game. The production stage manager, Harriet Hill, in this case, was the one who ran the whole show once we were live. The PSM calls every cue during the show, like changes in scenery and lighting and stuff. I wondered why she was here at the theater instead of over with the actors in rehearsal.

      I hoped it wasn’t bad news. A show rarely got cancelled before it even started, but it happened occasionally. Broadway was an exciting business to work in, but it was as unstable as all hell.

      We all filed into the break room at 10am, grabbing donuts and coffee along the way. I tried to ignore all the crumpled napkins and half-empty sugar packets I’d wind up cleaning up at the end of the meeting. Having a crew was like having kids sometimes. I’d die for them, but sometimes I wanted to kill them, too.

      Harriet stood up from the table to address us. She was a short yet feisty gal with shortish jet-black hair and dark makeup. In her late thirties or so, she already had an impressive résumé of successful Broadway shows. I hadn’t worked with her before, but she had a good track record. I felt good having her at the helm of Pirated. That was, if we still had a show.

      “Okay, this will be a brief meeting,” she said.

      Uh-oh. Won’t take long to tell us it’s all over.

      We’d lost funding. The cast all quit. The Al Hirschfeld Theater had been condemned. I hated to be such a pessimist, but I’d had the rug pulled out from under me many times on this job.

      “Chill out, it’s not bad news,” Harriet said, cracking a smile in my direction. I heard several sighs of relief from around me, so I wasn’t the only one freaking out.

      “I just wanted to let you know of a pretty important casting change.”

      My brow furrowed. Other than Rosemary Sutton joining the cast, I had no idea who else was in the show now, so why would we need to know about a change? Until tech rehearsals started, we wouldn’t even see the cast.

      “One of the leads from the original off-Broadway show is pregnant, so she had to bow out. The actor replacing her happens to be a huge movie star. Great news, because of course that means advanced ticket sales will go up immediately once word gets out.”

      “That is great news,” Audra said, grinning ear-to-ear. Like me, she’d been through a lot with this business. Any advantage you could get on ticket sales was a big deal. The odds of Pirated being a hit just went up exponentially, and we all knew it.

      “Who’s the celebrity?” Rex asked.

      “Of course, this means we will need a lot of extra security,” Harriet said. “Gonna have to tighten stage door rules, be really careful about who’s allowed in, and all that.”

      “But who is it?” Mitchell asked.

      “All the hassle will be worth it, of course,” Harriet continued, a gleam of mischief in her eye. She was dragging out the mystery just to tease us. “In terms of advance buzz, presales, media interest—”

      “Who is it?” a bunch of us, including me, yelled out.

      Harriet laughed. “Okay, okay. Our little production managed to get … an actress who has never been on Broadway, but apparently has always wanted the chance. She also really wants to do comedy, so this is kind of perfect.”

      Groans all around. Harriet was clearly enjoying her moment.

      She smiled and said, “It’s Therese Andrews.”

      It took me several seconds to fully process what she’d said. I replayed her words in my head several times to make sure I’d really heard what I thought I’d heard.

      It’s Therese Andrews. It’s Therese Andrews.

      I felt all the color drain from my face.

      “Ho!” Rex said, slapping his knee. Audra laughed and clapped her hands.

      I stared at Harriet, then glanced at all the crew members, only to see they were all staring at me. Everyone in the room, except Harriet, was fully aware of my obsession with Therese Andrews.

      Well, I didn’t think anyone was aware of how obsessed I actually was with her. I’d never admit to them that I saw Little Brat three times this past weekend. Or that I had saved tons of magazine articles and pictures of her for the last fifteen years. All they knew was I learned how to jerk off because of her. Which was bad enough.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I managed to say when I finally remembered how to speak.

      “I know,” Harriet said, eyes shining with joy. “I don’t know how we got this lucky, but this is a huge deal.”

      Oh, Harriet. You have NO idea …

      A million thoughts and emotions overloaded my system.

      I was going to meet Therese Andrews.

      I was going to work closely with her for months on end.

      Therese Andrews would actually know my name.

      I might even get to touch her.

      My pulse pounded in my ears. My heart raced. My breath caught in my throat. And everyone was still staring at me. As casually as I could, I sipped my coffee and leaned against the wall. I must have succeeded in playing it cool, because people turned their attention back to Harriet.

      But I couldn’t hear what Harriet was saying, because I had too many questions she couldn’t possibly answer.

      What would it be like to meet Therese Andrews?

      Could I be in the same room with her without making a complete fool of myself?

      What was the real Therese Andrews really like?

      I already knew an awful lot about her life from magazine articles and television interviews, but I had no idea what kind of person she was when off-camera. Would she be kind to my crew?

      Oh God. What if she turned out to be a raging bitch diva in real life?

      The longer I sat there, the more questions filled my head. The only thing I knew for sure was I’d get all the answers in a few short weeks. I was excited.

      And terrified.
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      It was my first day of rehearsals for Pirated. Taking a deep breath and shakily clutching my water bottle, I entered the studio rehearsal space in downtown Manhattan. I was nervous, feeling out of my element. Movie sets had stopped scaring me long ago. This was a whole different ballgame. Not only had I never performed on Broadway before, but most of this cast had been with this production for a long time in the off-Broadway production. They’d be totally comfortable with their parts by now, whereas I was stepping in at pretty much the last minute. Most of the actors knew each other, and I was the odd one out.

      Even so, now I would be the one in charge.

      Okay, well maybe not in charge, but as an international movie star, everyone would cater to my needs. Not my idea, but that was how these things worked. As the most famous actor on set, I would set the tone of the production. Showrunners always made sure “The Star” was happy. I’d been on enough movie sets as a struggling actor to know what it felt like to be at the mercy of an arrogant, demanding leading man or lady. I’d worked on sets before where lesser-known actors were not even allowed to speak to the star, which is kind of sick, to my way of thinking.

      My first order of business today was to ease everyone’s fears, and let them know I wasn’t a diva. I had a lot to learn about working on Broadway, and this show had done quite well off-Broadway before I showed up. I had every intention of making this production experience as pleasant and fun as possible. People, even other actors, were often overwhelmed when they first met me because of my fame. The sooner they found out how boring and ordinary I was in real life, the better.

      Taking a seat in the corner of the studio, I glanced around the rehearsal space which featured a huge bank of windows and shiny hardwood floors suitable for dance rehearsal. The first few moments on any set always went one of two ways. Either people would flock around me and ask me a million questions, or they would be too afraid to approach me. It appeared to be the latter. Several people glanced nervously in my direction, but no one dared come near me. I couldn’t blame them. They didn’t know my “rules” yet.

      I scanned the room, not knowing a single soul here. I did, however, recognize Rosemary Sutton from her famous viral videos. She, too, had joined the cast later in the project. That, combined with the fact that she was pretty famous in her own right, made me hope we might hit it off. I managed to catch her eye and smile. Rosemary smiled back, and after a few moments, she worked up the nerve to approach me.

      She hesitated once she got close to me, so I gestured to the seat next to me, and she sat down.

      “So,” I said with a smile. “May I see the ring?” I figured that would be a good icebreaker. It seemed silly to introduce ourselves by name, since it was obvious we recognized one another already.

      Rosemary laughed, and her green eyes lit up with happiness. She was clearly excited about getting married soon.

      “Of course,” she said, offering me her left hand.

      I slipped my hand under hers as I admired her engagement ring. “Oh my gosh. It’s lovely.”

      I would have said that no matter what it looked like, but it was quite dazzling, with a large, clear diamond in the center and lots of smaller diamonds surrounding it. Johnny Creel must have spent a fortune on it. As well he should, considering he was a billionaire.

      “Nice to meet you, Rosemary,” I said.

      “You too, Therese. I mean, should I call you Therese? Or …” Rosemary asked uncertainly.

      “No, actually. Therese Andrews is my stage name. You can call me Tessa.”

      “Tessa. That’s a pretty name.”

      “Thanks. So! I hear that Johnny Creel is quite a character. I can’t imagine a more romantic proposal than what he did for you.”

      It was a bit odd, knowing so much about a stranger’s personal life the way I knew all about Rosemary’s relationship with Johnny. I figured the proposal was a safe topic, since Rosemary and Johnny had intentionally released the proposal video to the media. The first famous video of their argument and making up in public had been taken by some stranger and released publicly without her permission. I knew firsthand how difficult it was having your personal life played out in public, so I was careful about what I said to Rosemary.

      “Oh, it was so lovely. Having Johnny on one knee and all my friends there,” Rosemary said. She teared up a little, laughing. “Still gets me emotional when I think about it.”

      I laughed too. It was heartwarming to see how much Rosemary obviously loved Johnny. You never knew when it came to celebrity relationships. Some of them were nothing more than publicity stunts.

      Rosemary seemed hesitant, unsure of what to say next. She undoubtedly knew just as much about my personal life as I did about hers. Everyone in the room was likely familiar with the story of my messy love life. About me dating Ricky Scrivello, an actor as famous as I was. It seemed everyone in the world was aware that our two-year relationship had ended when he cheated on me with another, lesser-known actress. It was bad enough to have your heart broken, but facing the pain and humiliation publicly was a true nightmare. Random strangers, reporters, and fans had absolutely no problem asking hurtful, personal questions right to my face.

      At least Rosemary’s uncomfortable silence likely meant she didn’t plan to ask me about Ricky.

      I glanced around the room to see everyone was staring at me. It didn’t bother me. I was used to it. Even so, I looked forward to getting to know everyone on a personal level. Soon enough, they would stop thinking of me as Therese Andrews, movie star, and realize I was just Tessa Gumm from Grand Rapids, Minnesota. There was absolutely nothing exciting about the real me, so anybody expecting Roxy Rose would be sorely disappointed.

      One tall, muscular guy was eying me hesitantly. I could tell he wanted to come over to talk to me. Sometimes I wished I could just stand up and make an announcement, saying I’m not one of those mean movie stars who thinks I’m better than you. Please come and sit with me. Talk to me. It’s okay.

      Rosemary followed my gaze, then she smiled at the tall drink of water watching us. “That’s Luke Rannells. I was friends with him even before this show. He’s a huge fan of yours, and he’s nervous about meeting you.”

      Luke Rannells. He played the part of Captain Samuel Nockboots, the pirate who falls in love with my character in the show. He had light brown eyes, brown hair, and was quite easy on the eyes. It always helped when I found my leading man attractive. I just hoped he wasn’t a jerk, since we’d be spending an awful lot of time working together.

      I turned my head and deliberately looked right into Luke’s eyes. From across the room, I saw his muscles tense. It was cute, but I didn’t want to embarrass him.

      “Well come on over and say hi,” I called over to him. “Roxy Rose might pack a weapon in her pantyhose, but I promise you, I don’t.”

      Luke laughed and walked over to us. He stood there, looking down at us for a moment. My goodness, he was tall.

      “I am totally fangirling right now,” Luke gushed, making me laugh. I liked when people confessed to feeling starstruck. Trying to play it cool never worked. I could always tell when a fan was nervous when approaching me, so I did my best to put them at ease.

      “Can I just ask you one question?” Luke asked eagerly.

      “Well, of course you can, darling,” I said in a faux movie-star voice. I wanted people to know I didn’t take myself too seriously.

      “What was it like to be on SNL?”

      “Oh, wow,” I said, smiling at the memory of performing on Saturday Night Live. I gestured for Luke to sit down in a chair near Rosemary and me. “It was fun and scary and exciting. It was a lot of work, but it was an experience I’ll never forget.”

      Luke leaned forward in his chair, intently listening to me. I got a good vibe from the guy. Yes. He was going to be fun to work with.

      “I really can’t imagine what it must be like to put on a show like that every week,” I continued. “The cast and crew put in crazy hours. I’m sure I didn’t have to work anywhere near as hard as the regulars, but even as a guest star it was exhausting. But wow, what an honor it was to get to do that. Had my adrenaline pumping for the whole ninety minutes, that’s for sure.”

      “I bet,” Luke said, shaking his head in wonder. It was probably his dream to be on SNL. I hoped he would get to do it someday. Pirated becoming a big hit certainly wouldn’t hurt his chances.

      His eyes suddenly opened wide. “God, I’m so sorry! I swear, I’m not usually this rude. I’m Luke Rannells, by the way.”

      I shook his hand and smiled. “Very nice to meet you.”

      The director walked to the center of the room and turned to address us. “Okay, everyone, let’s get started here,” he announced, clapping his hands. Zach Deluca was in his mid-forties with darkish blond hair and grayish eyes.

      Luke, Rosemary, and I stood up and turned our attention to the director.

      “First of all, let’s give a warm welcome to our new cast member, Therese Andrews!” he said with a grin. Everyone applauded for me, and I smiled.

      “Thanks so much. I’m very excited to be here. Therese Andrews is my stage name, so please call me Tessa.” Everyone stared at me curiously as I spoke. “I’ve heard so many wonderful things about this show. You all have done an amazing job with Pirated, and you guys are the reason the show made it to Broadway.”

      The smiles of pride all around warmed my heart. The show was hilarious on paper, and I couldn’t wait to see everyone perform their parts live.

      “You all are the theater experts, and I hope you’ll bear with me. I’m off book for the most part, but I am a Broadway virgin, so please be gentle!”

      That got a laugh out of people, and I could see the relief on their faces. This show was their baby, and they had probably been worried I might come in and start demanding they do everything my way.

      “Okay, let’s start with a scene that involves all six leads, so we can get comfortable working with each other,” Zach said.

      I let out a breath and felt my body relax. It was a relief not to have to do one of my solo songs right away. With all six of us in the scene, I wouldn’t have to do any heavy lifting yet.

      Zach walked us through the choreography of the kidnapping scene. Pirated was a comic musical about three pirates who kidnap three women for ransom. One by one, each pirate falls in love with one of the women. None of them want to admit to their fellow pirates that they’ve gone soft and want to give up their marauding ways to settle down. Luke’s Captain Samuel falls in love with my character, Mary, who keeps trying to escape. Mary loves him, but she is fiercely independent and wants her freedom. In the end, my character gets fed up and demands that he quit hiding his love for her from the other pirates. She gives an awesome, fiery speech about how true love does not hide but should be shown for all the world to see. Mary vows that if Samuel won’t be honest with the other men about his love for her and grant her freedom, she will never speak to him again, and will starve herself to death in order to escape his grasp. Oooh, that was going to be such a fun scene to do! I would get to rant and rave and storm around onstage.

      After we walked through the choreography a few times, we performed the scene. Luke kidnapped me, an actor named Jacob Cariou kidnapped Rosemary’s character, and an actor named Gilbert Vansill kidnapped an actress named Sarah Stritch. Gilbert and Sarah were a few years younger than me in real life, but they played older characters in the show and would eventually be made up to look like they were in their seventies or so. It was a cute subplot about finding love in old age.

      The scene was great fun to do. Luke had to put his hands all over me, and I got to keep yelling at him and pushing him away. The women were victims early on, but they were feisty and funny. We fought the pirates every step of the way. I even got to punch Luke/Captain Samuel. I had stage-fighting experience, so I made it look realistic.

      Rosemary’s character’s love interest was a funny pirate named One-Eyed Jack, who really still had two eyes but kept forgetting which eye was supposed to have the eye patch. Tall, well-built, with dark hair and expressive blue-gray eyes, Rosemary’s onstage partner was as handsome as mine. Jacob played the part to hilarious perfection, but he seemed cold when he wasn’t acting. Oddly enough, he seemed to really dislike Rosemary—he stared daggers at her between takes. Weird, because Rosemary was warm and kind to me, and I’d only heard good things about her in the gossip columns. I wondered what Jacob’s problem was with her.

      Next up, we practiced a scene with just Luke and me. It involved Mary’s first escape attempt where she climbs up a huge rope ladder on the ship, to get away from Captain Samuel. The captain shakes the ladder, causing her to fall a good six feet, right into his arms. When Captain Samuel stares into Mary’s eyes after catching her, that’s when he first realizes he’s in love with her.

      Before we tried it, Zach said, “When we get to the Al Hirschfeld for tech rehearsal, we’ll go over all the technical details of this part. It’s not a hugely dangerous stunt, but you’ll be tumbling down a good ways, so we gotta make sure the timing is always perfect.”

      “Don’t worry. I promise I’ll catch you,” Luke said, making my stomach flutter when he looked at me. I found myself looking forward to falling into his arms.

      “Okay, let’s try it with just a short distance for now,” Zach said. He led me over to a table, and he put a chair next to it. “Climb up here as you say your lines.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Captain Samuel. “Don’t you touch me!” I screamed at him as I stepped up on the chair and onto the table.

      “Not so fast! You can’t get … away …” the captain said, getting distracted when he looked up my skirt as I climbed up. People laughed as they watched. Luke was incredibly funny, and I wished I could see his face at that moment. “… from me!” he eventually finished.

      “Stop that!” I yelled as Mary when I saw Captain Samuel looking up my dress. “How dare—”

      I glanced at the director and he nodded. I looked down at Luke, who was ready to catch me. Nervous, I allowed myself to drop from the table and into Luke’s arms.

      Luke gazed down at me with his eyes full of adoration and love for a full ten seconds before softly saying my character’s name. “Mary.”

      As he held me tenderly in his arms, I wondered what it would be like to have a man look at me like that in real life, instead of just onstage.

      I also wondered if Luke was single, which was ridiculous since I had no real intention of dating him. He was just so gorgeous.

      “Okay, nice job!” Zach said, breaking the mood.

      Luke carefully set me back down on my feet and smiled at me, making my stomach flutter again.

      He was cute, charming, funny, and talented. The whole package. My attraction to him was real, which would certainly make it easy to play his lover.

      I was apprehensive at the mere idea of getting into another romantic relationship. Ricky Scrivello wasn’t the only romantic disaster I’d endured. The guy I dated before Ricky turned out to be a creepy fanboy. Derek had seemed normal at first, claiming he didn’t care that I was a movie star, and that he was interested in the real me. The press made a big deal out of the fact that I was dating a non-celebrity. The tabloids loved it, and for a while, it was rather good publicity for me. People said it showed I was down-to-earth. Then, when it turned out Derek couldn’t separate me from Therese Andrews or Roxy Rose, I broke up with him. Naturally, the gossip rags wanted a reason for our breakup and didn’t stop until they found one. The paparazzi managed to dig up evidence that Derek had been cheating on me. Without their interference, I might never have known he’d been unfaithful. Public knowledge of his affair just added humiliation to the layer of pain I’d already endured.

      Therese Andrews could get a date with any guy. Men would kill to be seen in public with a movie star, and nothing got them hotter than the idea of sleeping with Roxy Rose. I shuddered whenever I thought about the last time I’d had sex with Derek. I’d dressed up in fishnet stockings and a lacy bra and panties, like Roxy Rose, in an effort to please him because I knew how much he loved me in that movie. When he suggested the role playing idea, I thought it might be fun and exciting to have sex in character, but when he called me Roxy during sex, it made me feel dirty. Violated. Maybe with the right guy it would have been okay, but it made me realize that Derek wasn’t in love with me. He was in lust with my fictional characters. I lay there afterward, my eyes welling up with tears, feeling full of regret. He didn’t even notice. I broke up with him soon after that.

      Luke had admitted to being a fanboy, which was better than lying about it like Derek had.

      Next up, we did the scene where
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