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Chapter 1 – An Unexpected Casting
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William had agreed to come for one simple reason.

Moral support.

That was all Sharon had asked for as she steered her compact hatchback through the busy Saturday streets toward the Maplewood Community Theatre.

"You know," she said with a grin, glancing at him from the driver's seat, "most people would consider themselves lucky to spend a Saturday afternoon with me."

William looked up from the coffee balanced carefully between his hands.

"I do."

She blinked.

"You weren't supposed to answer that so quickly."

"I believe in honesty."

"You believe in ruining perfectly good opportunities for witty banter."

He smiled.

"I'll try harder next time."

"Oh, no. That was actually adorable."

William laughed quietly, shaking his head.

Sharon had a remarkable talent for turning ordinary conversations into games. Every compliment arrived disguised as a joke, every challenge hidden inside a smile. It was impossible to stay serious around her for very long.

She parked beside a brick building with a faded marquee that read:

ONE WEEK UNTIL OPENING NIGHT

"Here we are," she announced.

William stepped out, taking in the charming old theater. The building had clearly seen better decades, but someone had lovingly maintained it. Flower boxes lined the entrance, colorful posters covered the windows, and volunteers hurried in and out carrying costumes, paint cans, and wooden props.

It felt alive.

Inside, the scent of fresh paint mixed with sawdust and old velvet curtains.

"Sharon!"

A cheerful voice echoed through the lobby.

Linda hurried toward them with a clipboard tucked beneath one arm. She wore jeans streaked with blue paint and had a pencil holding her dark hair in a loose bun.

"You actually came."

"I said I would."

"I know." Linda smiled warmly before looking at William. "And you convinced him."

"I bribed him with coffee."

William lifted his cup.

"It worked."

Linda laughed.

"I knew it."

The three of them had become friends almost by accident over the previous year. William had met Sharon through work. Sharon had dragged him to one of Linda's charity fundraisers. Somehow dinners became monthly traditions, monthly traditions became weekly gatherings, and before long they had settled into an easy friendship that never seemed to require effort.

They simply fit.

Even if none of them quite understood why.

Linda sighed dramatically.

"I am so glad you're here."

"That bad?" Sharon asked.

Linda rubbed her forehead.

"Worse."

William raised an eyebrow.

"The lead actor accepted a touring job."

"Ouch."

"The female lead sprained her ankle."

"Ouch."

"Our comic relief quit because his girlfriend moved overseas."

William frowned.

"That's...a strange reason."

"I stopped asking questions yesterday."

Sharon laughed.

"So how many disasters does that make?"

Linda looked toward the ceiling.

"I lost count around disaster number six."

They followed her into the auditorium.

Volunteers adjusted stage lights while someone balanced precariously on a ladder painting a balcony backdrop.

Near the front row stood a man in his sixties wearing a colorful scarf despite the summer heat. He held a script in one hand while passionately explaining something to two exhausted assistants.

He turned as Linda approached.

"There you are."

"I found reinforcements."

The man looked at William and Sharon.

"I hope one of you can juggle."

"No."

"Dance?"

"No."

"Sing?"

William answered.

"...Also no."

The man sighed theatrically.

"We truly are doomed."

Linda rolled her eyes.

"Martin, stop terrifying my friends."

"So these are the famous William and Sharon?"

"You've heard of us?" Sharon asked.

"Oh yes."

William looked surprised.

Martin nodded.

"Linda talks about you both constantly."

Linda immediately turned pink.

"I do not."

"You absolutely do."

"I mention them occasionally."

"You've described William as 'the calmest human alive' at least five times."

William blinked.

"You counted?"

"I notice everything."

Martin turned toward Sharon.

"And you are apparently capable of convincing strangers to volunteer for impossible projects."

"I do have a gift."

"So I've heard."

He studied the pair thoughtfully.

"Hmm."

Sharon recognized that expression.

"What?"

Martin smiled.

"Stand over there."

"...Why?"

"Humor me."

William exchanged a confused glance with Sharon before obeying.

Martin stepped backward, squinting as though examining a painting.

"Interesting."

Linda sighed.

"I know that look."

"You do?"

"It means he's about to say something ridiculous."

Martin ignored her.

"William."

"Yes?"

"Smile."

William offered a polite smile.

"No."

"...No?"

"I meant really smile."

"I thought I was."

Sharon burst into laughter.

"Oh, this is wonderful."

William looked helpless.

"What?"

"You smile like someone posing for a passport photo."

"I don't know what that means."

"It means," Martin declared dramatically, "you have hidden potential."

"For what?"

"Leading man."

William actually looked behind himself.

"I think you're talking to someone else."

"I'm not."

Martin pointed toward Sharon.

"And you."

"Me?"

"You sparkle."

"I've never been described as sparkling."

"You are now."

Linda folded her arms.

"Oh no."

Martin turned toward her.

"Oh yes."

"No."

"Absolutely yes."

"What are you planning?"

He lifted three scripts.

"I need replacements."

Linda pinched the bridge of her nose.

"Martin..."

"They're already here."

"They're visitors."

"They're breathing."

"That's an incredibly low standard."

"We've become flexible."

Sharon accepted one of the scripts before Linda could stop her.

"What is it?"

"Our opening production."

She read the title aloud.

"'Three Hearts and a Curtain Call.'"

Martin nodded proudly.

"A romantic comedy."

William immediately handed the script back.

"I've never acted."

"Perfect."

"Perfect?"

"No bad habits."

Linda groaned.

"Please don't encourage him."

Martin ignored her again.

"I'll make you a deal."

William already disliked where this was heading.

"You each read one page."

"And if we're terrible?"

"I'll thank you for your time."

"And if we're good?"

Martin smiled far too confidently.

"I'll solve my biggest problem."

Sharon nudged William.

"Come on."

"No."

"It'll be funny."

"For you."

"For everyone."

Linda looked apologetic.

"You really don't have to."

Sharon opened the script anyway.

"I kind of want to."

William looked from Sharon to Linda.

Linda offered an apologetic shrug.

"I promise no one will judge you."

"I have a feeling that's not entirely true."

Martin clapped loudly.

"Places!"

Within minutes, the nearly empty theater had become an audience.

Stagehands paused their work.

Costume volunteers leaned through the curtains.

Someone switched on the stage lights.

William suddenly understood why actors talked about stage fright.

Even standing there with an unopened script felt strangely intimidating.

Sharon leaned closer.

"Nervous?"

"Yes."

"Good."

"Good?"

"It means you care."

Linda joined them, carrying her own script.

"For what it's worth..."

They looked at her.

"I'm nervous too."

William smiled—a genuine one this time.

"Then at least we're nervous together."

Martin pointed dramatically toward the stage.

"Ladies and gentleman..."

He grinned.

"Let's see if destiny has a sense of humor."

As the three friends climbed the steps beneath the warm glow of the theater lights, none of them imagined that a simple favor would change far more than the production's future.

Before the afternoon ended, they would each walk away with an unexpected role.

Not only in the play.

But in one another's lives.
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Chapter 2 – Learning Their Lines
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Monday evening arrived much faster than any of them expected.

William stood outside Maplewood Community Theatre precisely five minutes before six, script tucked neatly beneath one arm and a notebook in the other. He had highlighted every one of his lines in yellow, marked entrances and exits in blue, and added handwritten notes in the margins.

Preparation had always been his answer to uncertainty.

If he couldn't predict what would happen, he could at least be ready for it.

The theater door swung open before he could knock.

Linda smiled as she balanced two paper cups of coffee.

"I was wondering if you'd be early."

"I almost arrived fifteen minutes ago."

"Almost?"

"I didn't want to seem too eager."

She laughed.

"I appreciate the restraint."

William accepted the coffee.

"Thank you."

"You've already read the script?"

He hesitated.

"...Twice."

Linda blinked.

"Twice?"

"I wanted to understand the story."

"The director only gave it to us yesterday."

"I had some free time."

She shook her head with an amused smile.

"I spent two hours deciding whether my character would say one sentence happily or sarcastically."

William looked genuinely curious.

"Which did you choose?"

"I still haven't decided."

He chuckled.

Somewhere backstage, someone dropped what sounded like an entire box of metal props.

A familiar voice called from behind the curtain.

"I blame gravity!"

Sharon emerged moments later carrying a feathered hat that looked at least three decades older than she was.

"I found treasure!"

Linda sighed.

"You found the costume department."

"Exactly."

She placed the oversized hat on William's head.

"There."

He looked at her.

"There...what?"

"You look like a confused prince."

"I feel like a confused prince."

Linda couldn't help laughing.

"You actually pull it off."

William carefully removed the hat.

"I'll stick to my own wardrobe."

"You have no imagination."

"I have plenty."

"Then prove it."

He looked around the stage before placing the feathered hat onto a nearby statue.

"There."

Sharon tilted her head.

"That's surprisingly artistic."

"I was trying to keep it from falling."

"I choose to believe it was symbolic."

Martin strode into the auditorium with his usual dramatic energy.

"Our stars have arrived!"

"We're not stars," William replied.

"Not yet."

The director clapped his hands.

"Tonight, we begin building chemistry."

Sharon grinned.

"That sounds mysterious."

"It should."

The small cast gathered in a circle.

Besides the three newcomers, only four experienced actors remained. Everyone introduced themselves before Martin explained the evening's plan.

"No acting."

William looked relieved.

"Wonderful."

"Today," Martin continued, "we learn how everyone works."

Sharon raised a hand.

"Is there a wrong answer?"

"Only boring ones."

"Perfect."

Martin divided everyone into pairs for a simple exercise.

Read a page.

Switch partners.

Read it again.

William went first.

He spoke every line exactly as written.

Every comma.

Every pause.

Every word.

When he finished, Martin nodded thoughtfully.

"You certainly know the script."

"I memorized today's scenes."

Silence filled the room.

Linda stared.

"You memorized them?"

"They weren't very long."

Sharon burst into laughter.

"We've been rehearsing for six minutes!"

William frowned.

"I thought that was the assignment."

"It absolutely was not."

Martin rubbed his hands together happily.

"I love this."

William looked concerned.

"I feel like I'm being studied."

"You are."

The next scene belonged to Sharon.

She began reading confidently.

For almost an entire page.

Then she suddenly changed a line.

Then another.

Then another.

Linda blinked.

"...That's not what the script says."

"I know."

"Why did you change it?"

"It sounded funnier."

Martin burst into applause.

"Excellent instinct."

William looked down at his own script.

"There are at least twelve different words."

"I improved them."

"You rewrote the conversation."

"It still means the same thing."

"It objectively does not."

The remaining cast laughed.

Martin held up both hands.

"Neither approach is wrong."

William and Sharon looked at him together.

"You," he pointed toward William, "respect the words."

William nodded.

"And you," he pointed at Sharon, "respect the moment."

She smiled proudly.

Linda sighed.

"What about me?"

Martin smiled.

"You'll show us."

She stepped forward for her first scene with obvious nervousness.

The first sentence came out perfectly.

The second did too.

Then she stopped.

"I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"I think I emphasized the wrong word."

Martin blinked.

"There isn't a wrong word."

"There absolutely is."

She started again.

Halfway through the paragraph—

"No..."

She frowned.

"My character wouldn't tilt her head there."

Sharon smiled.

"Linda."

"Yes?"

"You're arguing with an imaginary person."

Linda looked embarrassed.

"I know."

William spoke gently.

"You've
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