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    ~To my awesomesauce mom, Debbie~


For taking me to watch all those musicals,


And for singing right alongside me in the audience.
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Chapter 1
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Raina

––––––––
[image: ]


I GLANCED AT THE CHEAP paper program in my hands again, noting that yes, Colby was indeed the second act up after the intermission was over. I knew I had plenty of time to get ready before it was my turn to go on stage, since my theatre troupe’s piece was scheduled last for the night, but I was still plenty jittery being down in the audience when I was set to perform. Wanting to keep my mind off of it, I opened the side of my handheld camcorder and doublechecked—again—that the battery was still mostly full. And hopefully I won’t drain it by checking it a dozen more times, I prayed as I snapped the side shut to preserve the battery. I settled the device on my lap and tried to regulate my breathing. Calm down, Raina, you perform three nights a week on stage. It’s old hat now. Stop worrying.

“Why are you sitting up here all by yourself?” a deep voice asked, playfully tapping a paper program on the top of my head. I jerked out of my contemplative trance and looked up to find none other than Jack Liddell at my side in the crowded auditorium. My earlier anxiety melted right off my shoulders at the sight of his handsome and familiar face. With his trim build, dark hair and dancing hazel eyes, I’d always thought Jack could easily pass for a younger version of the actor Colin O’Donoghue—Killian Jones, aka Hook, from the show Once Upon A Time. Of course, Jack was usually cleanshaven for his roles at the theatre, but it was easy to imagine the sexy scruff on his chiseled cheeks. Watch out, Colin, Jack Liddell is coming for you.

“I’m filming my little brother’s performance for my parents since they couldn’t make it tonight.” No need to tell him our parents never made it to any of our performances. Wanting to keep the mood light, I smiled up at him. Who couldn’t smile at Jack Liddell?

“Your little brother made a spot for tonight? That’s amazing! What’s his talent?”

“He’s actually the second act after the intermission ends. Watch and you’ll find out.” There goes that smile again. Stop it now or he’ll think you’re flirting with him. Wait! Isn’t that what you want: to flirt with Jack and see if he flirts back?

He opened his mouth to respond to me, but, of course, the stage technicians chose that precise moment to flicker the lights, signaling the end of intermission and for the audience to return to their seats. Darn my luck! Jack smiled down at me and my knees instantly turned to mush. It was a good thing I had two entire acts to get my womanly emotions under control before I had to get up and actually walk again.

“I’ll do just that, then. See you backstage in a bit for our number.” He briefly put his hand on my shoulder, eliciting a wave of shivers cascading down my back, and then was gone, heading up the rows, probably to sit with the rest of our theatre group near the back.

I relaxed into my high school auditorium seat—well, as best as one could in the cramped space—and smiled to myself. Again. Currently a sophomore in college, I was well on my way to earning my teaching degree with a minor in theatre arts, hoping to one day be a drama teacher and pass on my love for the theater to the next generation. Joining the local musical theatre troupe had been the other best decision I’d made after graduating high school. I got to do my favorite things—sing, dance, and act—with a group of the funniest and most down-to-earth people I could wish for. Of course, while I was going to school fulltime, a steady, biweekly paycheck didn’t hurt either. Not that I needed the money, as my parents deposited a generous monthly allowance into my banking account so I could buy whatever I wanted, but it felt so good to earn something that was all mine.

As an added bonus, it was there at the theatre that I had first met Jack. Jack was the sweetest, all-around nice guy of our company. He was everyone’s friend and always made you feel like a million bucks when he praised you for something. He was the kind of guy your parents would love for you to bring home to dinner. I sighed. He was the kind of guy I would love to bring home for dinner. Not that my parents would ever be there to meet him—they traveled all over the world for their business for several months at a time—but I wanted to bring Jack home just the same. If only he would notice me as more than a friend.

The lights dimmed as I reflected on my childhood. Growing up, I’d always been outfitted with the best clothes, the latest electronics, and attended a prestigious private school. Only the best for Greg and Helen Clarke’s daughter! But on the flip side, I was always so incredibly lonely as nannies dropped in and out of my compact, little world at home while my parents were out living the good life. Worldly possessions couldn’t make up for what I really wanted, though: my parents’ time and love. At least now with my little brother at my side, it didn’t hurt as much when I was left behind.

When I was first hired as a non-speaking extra in the backup chorus at the theatre, I had walked into rehearsals and was enamored by Jack right away. Glossy dark brown hair with just a hint of a wave to it, dreamy hazel eyes with little flecks of green and gold in them that danced under the stage lights. What? Sometimes we had to stand really close during rehearsal, and I noticed these things. Was it my fault the director told us to gaze into each other’s eyes as if we were in love? No, no it wasn’t. I was just a method actor, all right? If my role was to pretend to be in love with Jack, then I was going to do it to the best of my abilities. And I was good at it—dang good at it, if I do say so myself.

And, best of all, Jack had the singing voice of an angel. He had a way about him that instantly put me at ease and made me feel like we were long lost friends. It was easy to see I wasn’t the only girl there with stars in her eyes when it came to Jack Liddell. And then my heart was shattered the very next week when his girlfriend brought him lunch, and they spent the better part of the lunch hour cuddled together and making lovey-dovey faces to each other. Gag! I tried to keep the nausea suddenly churning in my stomach down as I thought about it.

Unless, of course, Jack was going to make those lovey-dovey faces with me. Then it would be completely acceptable, and all would be right in the world.

The girlfriend as I called her—never bothering to find out her actual name because I didn’t want to know—came by to rehearsals every once in a while. I tried to tune her out whenever she was around, just on principle, since I was so in-like with her boyfriend. Then the auditions for The Sound of Music began, and I didn’t have to tune her out anymore since that was my hands-down favorite musical of all time. I had been so in awe when my nanny, Georgia, had showed me the movie for the first time when I was a little girl. Who cared if the movie was old and the picture quality wasn’t the greatest? Not me! It was a classic and inspired my everlasting love for musicals and acting.

I could spend hours pretending I was one of the characters on screen, and best of all? I was always guaranteed a happy ending with my one true love. I had been too timid to try out for the main role of Maria, but Liesel Von Trapp was right up my alley. It—ahem—also didn’t hurt that I knew for a fact that Jack was auditioning for the role of Liesel’s love interest, Rolfe the delivery boy. Our director might as well have just handed him the part, because everyone knew Jack usually got the role he wanted. He was that talented an actor.

Why Jack never tried out for the lead role anymore was anyone’s guess. I’d been told by several of my fellow thespians that he’d starred as the lead in multiple shows before and knew by reading his actor bio in our playbills of his impressive list of past parts. I was thoroughly convinced that if he were the lead in one of our plays, then the tickets would be sold out for every performance once the news dropped.

Luckily for me, I had managed to secure the role of Liesel and would be playing opposite Jack in all of Liesel and Rolfe’s scenes. I had hummed the Sixteen Going on Seventeen song for days! We danced together. We sang together. For hours. Every day. If I had been merely in-like with him before, I was absolutely infatuated with him after all that. He’d look at me like I was beautiful and important. And I simply chose to ignore that he was acting during all those times.

Every time it came to The Kiss between Liesel and Rolfe, Jack would kiss my cheek just next to my mouth on the side closest to our director, Allen, and I would swoon a little inside each time. Sometimes his mouth would land partway on mine—it was supposed to be a fast and impetuous kiss from Rolfe, so Jack didn’t really have that much time to aim—and I didn’t have to fake my delighted response. Imagine my surprise when, on the last night of the show, he actually kissed me!

On. The. Lips.

It was no mistake; his aim was direct and true. Dead center. And the look he gave me? I almost had a coronary on the spot. But the show must go on, and on it did go! Let me tell you: what followed on the stage wasn’t as much acting on my part, as it was displaying my actual, kept-hidden-under-wraps-in-the-depth-of-my-soul feelings for Jack. He didn’t say anything about it after the show; I didn’t say anything about it after the show. But sometimes I would catch him watching me while I was trying to take a sneak peek at him.

That all had happened last week. And then I realized I hadn’t seen the girlfriend since either.

The audience burst into applause and I had to shift my focus, readying the camcorder to film my brother. Colby was going to be awesome! His talent audition had the judges give him a standing ovation and an immediate spot in tonight’s lineup. Our troupe’s eight-person group hadn’t been required to audition for tonight; we’d been asked to come and participate on behalf of the theatre, which we’d gladly accepted. Free publicity was always a plus!

After Colby’s amazing performance with his double yo-yos concluded, I stood and cheered for him like a crazy, proud mom. Yeah, I was one of those supporters. I hooted and whistled with the best of them. After the applause died down, I quickly gathered my things and quietly made my way to the back of the auditorium and out the side door, so I could head to the dressing rooms to change for our upcoming performance.

As I stepped into the women’s dressing room, I was greeted by a chorus of cheerful hellos from my three fellow actresses in various states of dress—or undress, as the case may be. The room was packed with another dozen or so girls vying for a spot in front of the wall of mirrors situated above the long countertop, either applying or removing their makeup. Thankfully, my friends and I were the last act of the night, so we had plenty of time to do our hair and makeup to transform into our 40’s era Andrews Sisters selves.

I walked toward the bright pink traveling rack we’d brought over earlier in the day—we never lost our rack since it easily stood out in a crowd—and unzipped my teal-colored hanging garment bag. Each actress had a separate color bag for our things so there was never any confusion about what belonged to who. After stuffing my camcorder into the bottom of my bag next to my purse, my castmates’ conversation flitted to my ears over the excited chatter of the other performers in the room as I chucked off my shoes.

“So, Shane asked me out on a date,” Maggie said as she shimmied into her navy-blue pencil skirt. Her porcelain skin, platinum blonde hair, baby-blue eyes, and dancer’s grace and body turned a lot of men’s heads.

“Oh, he’s so cute,” gushed Fran as she leaned closer to the edge of a mirror to apply her black eyeliner. When we were set to perform, she worked hard to cover up the adorable freckles on her face, and I saw she’d already tamed her raven tresses back into a low bun. “What did you tell him?”

“I said I’d let him know.” Maggie shrugged as she began to button her ivory blouse over her white camisole. “You know how busy our schedules are going to become on Monday. I don’t know if I want to start something up right now.”

“Just go with your heart,” I urged as I pulled my own costume from my bag. I knew if Jack asked me out, I’d agree in a heartbeat, regardless of our busy schedules. I’d find a way to make it work.

“If you’re too busy, then I’d love to take him off your hands,” Lani chimed in with a Cheshire Cat grin as she adjusted the toe of her nylons. Her caramel-colored skin and dark brown corkscrew curls flowing down half her back reminded me of the Disney princess, Moana.

“Over my dead body,” Maggie growled loudly, and the room fell silent.

All conversations had faded, and every single pair of eyes had turned to watch to see what would happen between the two women; it was so silent, you could hear a bobby pin drop.

And then they both busted up laughing, and Fran and I easily joined in not a moment later. Lani and Maggie were first cousins—it was hard to tell with their night and day coloring—and acted more like sisters since they had such a close relationship. Plus, we all knew Lani was on a self-imposed man-cleanse since she’d gone through a bad breakup a couple months ago. The rest of the spectators gave our little group odd looks before returning to their primping and their own conversations. I bit my lip to keep from laughing out loud again as I quickly changed into my own costume.

“What do you think of the latest Chris Sanderson movie?” Fran asked after a few of the other girls had filtered out of the room. She’d spread her plethora of makeup and brushes out on the counter in front of the mirrors now that there was more room. 

“He’s such a great actor,” Maggie said as she buckled the strap of her nude colored Cappizio dancing shoe. “Did you know he does most of his own stunts?”

“Wait. We’re actually supposed to pay attention to the movie and not just ogle the leading man?” Lani asked with a playful grin. “Oops.” Her exaggerated pumping eyebrows earned a few chuckles.

“Yeah, the plot isn’t nearly as important as the man-candy on screen,” Fran replied with a smirk. “Talk about hot.”

“Yes, okay. We all agree the man’s hot, but he’s also a really great actor.” Maggie stood there with her hands on her hips. “It’s rare these days to find a handsome guy who actually knows how to act, am I right?”

“Speaking of handsome,” Lani murmured, suddenly beside me, with a nudge to my shoulder. “You’re so lucky you get to partner with Jack again. Not only on our song tonight, but for Hello Dolly for the next four weeks.”

Heck, yeah, I am! But she didn’t need to know how excited I was about the fact. I needed to act casual. “He’s a great partner and really fun to work with.”

“If he looked at me the way he looks at you—” she cut off, dramatically fanning her cheeks.

I scoffed. “He is an actor, Lani.” Don’t blush, Raina. Don’t you dare blush. “It just means he’s good at his job.”

“Mm-hm.” She didn’t sound convinced. “You know that half of our castmates are in love with him, not only because he’s so incredibly cute, but the fact that he’s so incredibly nice puts a perfect cherry on top. The classic boy-next-door heartthrob meets theatre god. Oh, I’ve got it!” Lani grabbed my arm excitedly as I pulled out my makeup bag, causing its contents to rattle. “The theatre heartthrob!” She grinned, watching me for my reaction, but I studiously focused on pulling out my tubes and brushes. Be calm, I reminded myself. Now was not the time to break.

Not to be deterred, Lani continued on as she began blending her eyeshadow. “But no one else has managed to make it past friendship with him. I mean, women literally audition just for a chance to kiss Jack.”

I stopped with my blush brush halfway to my cheek and faced her. “Jack doesn’t really kiss any of his costars, you know that. Not even a stage-kiss, except for—” I snapped my mouth shut, but it was too late. Lani smiled triumphantly, her chocolate brown eyes lit with delight.

“Except for whom? Hmm?” she purred.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I muttered, turning back to my makeup. So much for needing blush; my cheeks were flaming all on their own. I quickly added the soft powder anyway, so the stage lights wouldn’t wash me out.

“Fine. Live in denial.” She shrugged and then paused for a few moments to apply her lipstick. “But when you two fall in love and get married, I get to say I told you so, and you have to promise to name your first daughter after me.” She winked at me through the mirror and I rolled my eyes, refusing to rise to the bait again.

Thankfully, Lani moved our conversation along as we continued with our stage makeup. “Remind me, again, why we’re singing Boogie-Woogie Bugle Boy instead of one of the songs from Dolly? You know, our upcoming show that premiers this Thursday. The whole reason we’re here tonight is to promote it.”

“Because Allan wanted us to and he’s the one signing our paychecks,” I suggested dryly as I nudged her with my shoulder. I was pretty sure the song was Allan’s attempt to give a nod to Bette Middler, who had played Dolly on Broadway and had also rerecorded the song back in the 70’s, but I enjoyed joking with Lani.

“Touché.” She sent me a wink.

I was just applying my last fake eyelash when a female stagehand poked her head through the door with our five-minute warning. With the ease of routine done hundreds of times, the four of us quickly finished our own preparations and then helped each other smooth down any stray hairs, aiding with any last-minute costume adjustments due to attaching our mic packs, so everything looked perfect. We headed toward the door as my friends continued their conversation about talented male actors.

“Talk about a triple threat,” Maggie said as we walked out of the dressing room and into the hall.

“You mean quadruple threat, right?” Lani chimed in, right behind her. “Being that handsome is certainly a talent.”

“Talking about me again, are you?” Brighton asked from behind us. I turned just in time to see him throw a wink at Lani as we met up with our partners in the hallway.

“In your dreams, Brighton.” Lani patted him on the cheek as she sauntered by. No one missed the way his eyes followed her every movement—well, no one except Lani—but we all kept our mouths shut. It was a poorly kept secret in our troupe that Brighton had a massive crush on Lani, but the moment he’d expressed his interest, she’d friend-zoned him so fast and had since acted completely unaffected by his flirting. He’d never stopped trying, though, and I silently cheered him on because I thought they’d make a great couple—that, and I knew what it felt like to have unrequited feelings for someone you saw almost every day.

Speaking of that someone, Jack threw his arm over my shoulder and squeezed me into his side; the scent of his spicy cologne had me taking an extra deep breath, just to savor it more. “Your brother was amazing out there, Raina! I still can’t get over him coordinating two yo-yos at the same time and not tangling up the strings.”

“Yeah, it’s like his superpower,” I agreed, thrilled to the tips of my toes about not only how well Colby had performed, but that Jack’s arm was around me without an audience in front of us.

“Maybe he can teach me some basic tricks sometime?”

“I’m sure he’d love that.” Be still my heart. Jack wanted to spend time with me outside of theatre-related things! Well, he wanted to spend time with Colby anyway. But he couldn’t get to Colby without me, so I was still counting it as a win. When Jack released me a few moments later at the backstage door, I felt bereft and a little cold without the contact, until my pre-performance nerves came rushing back full force. You are a triple threat, I reminded myself. You’ve performed this routine so many times, you could do it in your sleep. You won’t trip and fall flat on your face.

I repeated my mantra over and over as our octet walked out behind the closed curtain and arranged ourselves into our starting positions at center stage. Jack took my hand and squeezed it, sending my nerves packing as I melted a little from his warm touch.

“Ready, partner?” he asked with a wink.

Jack was my partner in every sense of the word. We succeeded together or we failed together, but either way, he had my back. Unconditionally. I was ready; I could do this.

“Ready,” I said with a determined nod as the curtains began to part. It’s showtime.
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Chapter 2
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Raina

––––––––
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I SANG AND DANCED MY heart out, flawlessly executing each dance sequence with my partner and the rest of our team. And now we were at the last line of the song, winding down to my favorite choreography: the end poses.

“He’s the boogie-woogie bugle boy of Company” —deep rapid breath— “Company Beeeeeeeee!”

Two beats for each couple—that’s all we had. We’d practiced for hours and hours to be in complete synchronization. I pictured each of my teammates’ movements as I counted down to my turn. Brighton quickly twirled Lani out from their closed dance position and they posed with their free hands flared out in stiff dance form. Maxwell dropped to one knee with Fran sitting on his outstretched leg almost instantaneously, her jazz hands splayed out beside her head. Maggie and Daniel pulled each other closer, squished torso to torso and cheek to cheek, hands clasped together, facing the audience, while Maggie kicked her right foot back to add a little flair.

Our turn.

I wrapped my arms around Jack’s neck as he dipped me backward over his bent knee. I kept my left leg straight and stiff, so it would naturally kick out as he lowered my head toward the ground, while he snuggled his grinning face into my cheek. Was it wrong to feel so ecstatic from his intimate touch even though it was completely choreographed?

Our four voices faded out in unison, but we maintained our poses while listening to the audience’s thundering applause and waiting for the curtain to close. Both our chests were heaving for breath while my heart was beating overtime as Jack held me snuggly in his arms, his warm breath against my skin. We were pressed so close together, I was sure he could feel the thumping of my heart trying to beat its way right out of my ribcage. Could he also feel the off-the-charts chemistry between us I was feeling? Maybe he could feel it too, or maybe it was part of the exhilaration of a job well done, but whatever the reason, Jack had to have felt something. And I felt it too when his nose nuzzled against my cheek just as the curtain finished passing in front of us.

And it wasn’t an accident. Oh, no. There was constant pressure until it was time to stand up.

Jack had nuzzled my cheek when no one else was watching, and then helped me to my feet after the curtain closed like nothing had happened. Like he hadn’t just rocked my world. I didn’t have much time to dwell on it, though, because Jack grabbed my hand and the eight of us hurried off the stage and booked it back toward the exit doors near the dressing rooms. We only had however long it took for the emcee to come back on stage to make his final comments, to beat the audience to the lobby area before they left. Allan DeWitt, our director and owner of the theatre, had assigned us to hand out fliers with discount matinee coupons for Hello Dolly! to whomever was attending the talent showcase. 

The lobby was loud as guests and performers crowded around each other to either congratulate or be congratulated. My castmates and I started out in a row of eight, each of us standing next to our partners, as we received our own praise. It was clear to see I was the least boisterous member of our troupe, even though I was being friendly and trying my hardest to encourage people to attend our next play without hitting them over the head with pushiness. But as more people gathered around and time wore on, I realized I’d been separated from all my friends.

Since I was out of fliers and people were pressing past me to find someone who wasn’t, I decided I had done my duty to Allan, and it was the perfect time to duck out and pick Colby up from the backstage entrance. I tried to catch Jack’s eye through the masses, to tell him I was leaving, but there were too many people between us. It was a shame I couldn’t get another chance to talk to Jack, but I also felt for the community members who’d volunteered to watch the underage performers until they were collected by their families; they couldn’t go home until every child was picked up.

As I walked down the cement stairs into the fresh night air, I began humming the melody to Boogie-Woogie Bugle Boy and tried not to think so much about how Jack stood closer to me than normal during our performance... or actually nuzzled my cheek at the end... or how he’d been smiling at me more during and after our rehearsal this afternoon, before we’d all been dismissed for dinner.

“Raina! Wait up!” Jack called out into the night, causing me to turn sharply in his direction and wobble on the bottom step. In doing so, I lost my balance and stepped down at a very wrong angle, rolling my ankle. I fell to the ground with an undignified squeak and in an even more undignified spread.

“Raina!” Jack yelled in panic, obviously witnessing my oh-so embarrassing fall. I scrambled to sit up and arrange myself modestly before Jack made it down to me. He knelt beside me on the cool concrete and hovered over me like a mother hen. I’d be cartwheeling over the attention right now if I weren’t in so much pain and mortified at my clumsiness. “Oh my gosh, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I insisted. But as I tried to stand and my ankle buckled beneath me, I realized I was definitely not fine. “Oh!” I grabbed my ankle as I slumped back down onto the cement step.

“Fine, indeed.” His sarcasm was thick in the air between us. “You
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