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To the Moon and Back

Lauren Prescott had dreamed of being an actress since
she was cast as Wendy in her middle school production of Peter
Pan. Yes, her nightgown snagged and brought the set tumbling
down, but she was hooked. After years of unsuccessful auditions,
performing just wasn’t in the cards. Instead, Lauren established
herself as a successful stage manager at the esteemed McAllister
Theater. Unfortunately, the resident director has cast celebrity
Carly Daniel: headstrong, entitled, and always late. So why is
their chemistry turning her the hell on?

 


After partying her way through her twenties and
ruining a successful film career, Carly Daniel has to take whatever
she can get. If schlepping it onstage will raise her star again,
she’ll listen to her pesky agent. Added bonus: the uptight stage
manager is a sexy distraction.

 


When Carly’s costar is sidelined, Lauren must decide
whether renewing a long-forgotten dream will jeopardize what she
has percolating with Carly. Is the limelight big enough for
two?


Reviewers Love Melissa Brayden

“Melissa Brayden has become one of the most popular
novelists of the genre, writing hit after hit of funny, relatable,
and very sexy stories for women who love
women.”—Afterellen.com

 


 


Love Like This

 


“I really have to commend Melissa Brayden in her
exceptional writing and especially in the way she writes not only
the romance but the friendships between the group of women.”—Les
Rêveur

 


“Brayden upped her game. The characters are
remarkably distinct from one another. The secondary characters are
rich and wonderfully integrated into the story. The dialogue is
crisp and witty.”—Frivolous Reviews

 


 


Sparks Like Ours

 


“Brayden sets up a flirtatious tit-for-tat that’s
honest, relatable, and passionate. The women’s fears are real, but
the loving support from the supporting cast helps them find their
way to a happy future. This enjoyable romance is sure to interest
readers in the other stories from Seven Shores.”—Publishers
Weekly

 


“Sparks Like Ours is made up of myriad bits of
truth that make for a cozy, lovely summer read.”—Queerly
Reads

 


 


Hearts Like Hers

 


“Hearts Like Hers has all the ingredients that
readers can expect from Ms. Brayden: witty dialogue, heartfelt
relationships, hot chemistry and passionate romance.”—Lez Review
Books

 


“Once again Melissa Brayden stands at the top. She
unequivocally is the queen of romance.”—Front Porch
Romance

 


“Hearts Like Hers has a breezy style that
makes it a perfect beach read. The romance is paced well, the sex
is super hot, and the conflict made perfect sense and honored
Autumn and Kate’s journeys.”—The Lesbian Review

 


 


Eyes Like Those

 


“Brayden’s story of blossoming love behind the
Hollywood scenes provides the right amount of warmth, camaraderie,
and drama.”—RT Book Reviews

 


“Brayden’s writing is just getting better and better.
The story is well done, full of well-honed wit and humour, and the
characters are complex and interesting.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 


“Melissa Brayden knocks it out of the park once again
with this fantastic and beautifully written novel.”—Les
Reveur

 


“Pure Melissa Brayden at her best…Another great read
that won’t disappoint Brayden’s fans. Can’t wait for the rest of
the series.”—Lez Review Books

 


 


Strawberry Summer

 


“This small-town second-chance romance is full of
tenderness and heart. The 10 Best Romance Books of
2017.”—Vulture

 


“Strawberry Summer is a tribute to first love
and soulmates and growing into the person you’re meant to be. I
feel like I say this each time I read a new Melissa Brayden
offering, but I loved this book so much that I cannot wait to see
what she delivers next.”—Smart Bitches, Trashy Books

 


“Strawberry Summer will suck you in, rip out
your heart, and put all the pieces back together by the end, maybe
even a little better than they were before.”—The Lesbian
Review

 


“[A] sweet and charming small-town lesbian
romance.”—Pretty Little Book Reviews
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“Brayden aptly develops the growing relationship
between Ana and Natalie, making the emotional payoff that much
sweeter. This ably plotted, moving offering will earn its place
deep in readers’ hearts.”—Publishers Weekly
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“There are romances and there are romances…Melissa
Brayden can be relied on to write consistently very sweet, pure
romances and delivers again with her newest book Kiss the
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with great sadness or even anger—a whole gamut of emotions that
take readers on a gentle roller coaster with a consistent upbeat
tone. And at the heart of this book is a hymn to true friendship
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about this novel that won’t delight any reader, I can guarantee
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series, hope it will be about Mallory!”—Melina Bickard,
Librarian, Waterloo Library (London)
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very relatable women looking for love.”—Sharing Is Caring Book
Reviews

 


 


Ready or Not

 


“The chemistry is off the charts. The swoon factor is
high. I promise you this book will make you smile. I had such high
hopes for this book, and Melissa Brayden leapt right over
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Chapter One

“No one died today,” Lauren Prescott said out loud to
herself. It was a glorious statement, and she proclaimed it
proudly. She hadn’t killed anyone, and no one had keeled over on
their own. She punched the air a few times in a Rocky-like victory
dance. That accomplishment was a pretty big deal for a Saturday
night sold-out show with a cast who had a penchant for drama,
hijinks, and tantrums. As she began her final stage managerial
duties for the night, she longed to include that sentence on the
performance report she would momentarily email to her entire
production team, as well as the designers, director, and front
office staff for The McAllister Theater. She decided, instead, to
add that knowledge to the celebratory wine column. In other words,
all the reasons she’d earned a great big gulping of a glass once
she returned home to peace, quiet, and serenity. God, she longed
for that wine. She might even chair dance like a boss once it was
in her hand. After all, celebratory wine time was her most favorite
of all the times, which was why she reserved it as her daily
after-show reward. Lauren dreamed about it now, lustily. She could
be in the living room she very much missed in under an hour if she
played her cards right and was expeditious with her daily
paperwork.

Thank God the tumultuous night was finally winding
down, and only two people had cried. Well, two and a half, if you
count misting up and fanning your face like it was on fire. Most of
the actors were already out of costume and makeup and out the door
following the performance, likely signing Playbills for the patrons
who’d lingered for photos and a chat with their favorites. Lauren’s
two assistant stage managers were busy tending to their nightly
housekeeping responsibilities. Janie, who decked the show at the
stage level, was busy organizing the props and giving Milky White,
the cow puppet they used in the musical, Sondheim’s Into the
Woods, a good brushing to get the makeup stains off her
shoulder. At the same time, Trip Hooper, her right-hand man and the
closest friend she had, swept the stage in that very methodical way
Trip was known for. When he spotted Lauren watching him, he offered
a playful salute along with a jovial dance.

“You’re totally Bert right now,” she told him and
began to hum a few bars of “Chim Chim Cher-ee.”

He spun in a circle with his broom.

“You need soot though, or you’re just the poor man’s
version, and who wants that?”

He kicked his heels together in full chimney sweep
mode and grinned. “I’ll work on that for ya, Mary,” he said in his
best Cockney.

“Brilliant.” Lauren adored her staff. She was lucky,
because this was not the kind of job you waded through alone.
That’s actually how she and Trip had become so close. In stage
management, you needed soldiers to help you crawl through the
battlefield of high maintenance performers and irate designers.
Later, you had a cocktail together and toasted days like today when
nobody died and said all the things you could never say in
the actual rehearsal room, even though you desperately wanted to.
She and Trip had been through many such battles and were closer
than ever because of it. They always had each other’s backs and
always would.

“Night, Lauren,” Jesi, their wig mistress, said as
she headed home. “Almost to the end of this one, and I don’t know
about you, but I’m ready. This group is a handful.”

“They’re definitely on their own journey. I pray for
them,” she said with a wink. “One more to go, and we’re out. Oh,
hey,” Lauren said, pausing Jesi’s exit. “Did Cinderella’s act two
wig sit far back tonight, or was that just me?”

“It did.” Jesi shook her head ruefully. “All because
Alicia keeps tugging on it when she’s gabbing with the princes in
the wings. It’s how she flirts. I’ve talked to her, but I can’t
hold her hand all night. She’s a man-crazy lady.”

Lauren nodded, knowing how much Alicia hated being
wigged. She was a kind person, but the brand of actress who didn’t
understand why everything wasn’t simpler for her specifically. When
she’d asked Lauren to run lines with her, part of her gig as stage
manager, Alicia actually asked if she could rewrite a few of them.
Sondheim and Lapine would be so pleased. Alicia had also
argued to use her own hair for the show but lost that fight to the
design team when it was pointed out quietly in a production meeting
that she didn’t have a ton of hair to work with, as it had thinned
out considerably once she’d entered her thirties. The costume
designer had made the right call, in Lauren’s opinion, and Alicia
was much more glamorous in the wig. Now, if they could keep the
princes, who happened to be gay anyway, away from her for one more
day.

They were so close, Lauren could taste it. Into
the Woods was in its final weekend of performances at The
McAllister Theater in Minneapolis, where Lauren was one of two
resident production stage managers. Her job was varied and intense,
but she wouldn’t trade it for any other. It fell to her to oversee
the assistant stage managers and keep everything about the
production moving forward in a timely, healthy, and organized
manner, and that came with a long list of responsibilities. Lauren
called each cue of the show personally on the headset from the
stage manager’s booth. She worked with actors on any problems, both
personal or performance based, arranged for their understudies to
step in when they were sick, and made sure the production team was
informed about nearly every detail of each performance. She filled
out electronic paperwork on every performance. She coordinated with
the house manager. She made sure the director’s vision remained
intact once the show opened. She booked doctor’s appointments,
arranged for rides, and acted as therapist and counselor. In short,
there was nothing Lauren Prescott didn’t do in the scope of her job
to make each and every performance better, and she did it calmly
with a smile.

And while she loved her gig as stage manager, she
loved The McAllister even more. With a season of six productions
annually, every one had to be top-notch. Lauren generally stage
managed three or four of them, making the pace of her life
incredibly busy. Sure, she’d love to date, socialize, or maybe make
it to the gym on occasion. Hell, she’d settle for time to drink her
coffee before it got cold. Yet she didn’t have time.

“And send,” she said, striking the key on her
silver Mac with the rose-gold casing that would blast the
performance report to everyone who worked behind the scenes in any
position of status. They’d run three minutes longer than the night
before, which meant that The Baker was milking his dramatic moments
again. She’d pass on the note, knowing the director’s wish for him
to keep the pace of those emotional moments in act 2 aloft.

Most of the forty-eight performances of Into the
Woods had been sold out, and the reviews had been relatively
positive. Yet the production had devolved into a backstage circus
because of the dramatic nature of a few choice actors. Nothing new,
but not Lauren’s favorite type of ensemble. Her goal was to get
them to the end of the run the following evening without The
Baker’s Wife killing The Baker, without Little Red Riding Hood
wandering away to Instagram her face eighty times a show to the
world while missing her act 1 entrance, and without The Narrator, a
functioning alcoholic, performing so soused that audience members
noticed. She could do it! She saw the homestretch in front of her
with a glass of wine blinking like a 7-Eleven sign on a lonely
highway at midnight.

God, she couldn’t wait for this trip.

She’d earned this vacation. Dreamed about it. In
forty-eight hours, this production would be another successful
entry on her already impressive résumé, and The McAllister would
bring a new show to the main stage, and enter rehearsals for
another. The system was in constant motion.

“Mona—the dresser for the princes?—hit on me
tonight,” Trip said, leaning against her table in the booth. “She
grabbed my ass, and it hurt like hell. Mona has traumatized
me.”

“Do you want me to write it up?” Lauren asked with a
sympathetic grin. She was also the first step to Human Resources
for such claims, before the union got involved. “Call it aggressive
ass grabbing?”

Trip rubbed his right cheek. “I do not. This
time.”

“I’d do that for you, Trippy. I’ll say Mona’s an ass
grabber.”

“Nah. Maybe next time. I just want my boss and
friend to sympathize with me.”

She offered him puppy dog eyes and blinked slowly.
“I’m so sorry your ass is sore, and that Mona thinks it’s so cute
she has to harm it.”

“That’s it,” he said, nodding, warming to the
characterization. “I have a harmed ass. I’m glad you’re finally
acknowledging my pain.”

“Always, Trip. Always. Want to go home now? Cuz it
feels like it’s three a.m. and I’m close to death.”

“Quarter to midnight, but yes, please,” he said,
snapping out of martyr mode. A thought seemed to pop into his
brain. “Excuse me. Lala?”

“Yes?” Lauren asked, smiling at the use of the
nickname he’d assigned her years ago.

“Will you be at the after-party tomorrow night?
Please don’t say you need to have lonely wine time at home. Lonely
wine time is really sad wine time, and you don’t want to be that
lady.”

She nodded and ignored his judgmental observation.
“I’ll be there. I’m exhausted, numb, and ready to clock out of this
one, but it wouldn’t feel right to skip out, you know?” She’d never
missed a closing party and didn’t plan to now. There was something
important about the cast and creatives coming together socially to
say their good-byes, and send the show off into the history books
as a united group. Say what you would about a drama-filled
production, but once the curtain was down for good, everyone forgot
the tumultuous details and fell in love all over again. The glory
of theater.

“Perfect. I’ll need you to keep me from flirting
with Gregory. It’s your job.” Gregory played Rapunzel’s Prince in
the show, and Trip had been drooling over him since they’d started
rehearsals. Gregory, however, was the love ’em and leave ’em type,
and Trip was more the fall in love and get married type, so Lauren
had done her best to run interference.

She raised an eyebrow. “We’re still on that?”

Trip covered his heart. “Can you support my
endeavors sans judgment?”

“I can.” He bowed, and she laughed. “Now get out of
here, so I can finish my paperwork by five a.m.”

“You mean midnight.”

“It’s whatever. I’m barely alive.”

“One day more!” he sang loudly, giving her his best
Les Mis. She had the decency to grin. When he disappeared
from sight, she heard several more voices join his chorus. She
laughed quietly. Theater people, man. Their world was a unique
environment, full of unique individuals who Lauren happened to
love, flaws and all.

Just before leaving The McAllister that night,
Lauren paused to watch one of her most favorite rituals. A
stagehand placed the ghost light center stage and wandered away.
Gorgeous. She folded her arms across her chest and let the image
affect her. There was no visual she loved more. Something about
that solitary light keeping watch over the theater, until they
could come back and tell more stories the next day, stole her
heart. She leaned into her goose bumps, offering herself a small
hug. She stayed another minute and stared at the light,
internalizing it, appreciating it, before packing up her bag and
heading out. When she arrived in the staff parking lot, she turned
back and regarded the looming white building with four long regal
columns in front. The amount of theatrical history inside those
walls was not lost on Lauren. She carried a great deal of reverence
for the theater, and never tired of its demands. They were friends,
she and The McAllister. She leaned back against her car. She’d once
dreamed about performing on that stage herself. She didn’t dust off
those old dreams too often, because why harp on the past, you know?
She wasn’t meant to be an actress and clearly understood that now.
But there were times when she allowed the twinge of envy to creep
in, when she saw others doing what she once longed to do herself
and felt the loss. She batted back those wistful thoughts before
they got too far along. Hell, she was Lauren Prescott, and holding
everything together was her specialty. No time for those kinds of
indulgences.

She stood and gave the theater a final nod good
night. She’d be back in just eleven short hours for the final
Sunday matinee. That meant older patrons and children would cram
the house in a jumble of red wine and peanut M&M’s.

First up, her after-show celebratory wine gulping,
when she could put her feet up, relax into her own life, and leave
the stage management professional on the shelf for another day.
Bring on her real world, namely: her dog, her house, and her
leggings purposefully purchased one size too large for this very
occasion.

 


* * *

 


Whoa. Carly Daniel lowered her
banana-razzmatazz-kale smoothie and set it on her white marble
kitchen counter in sunny Los Angeles. The man servicing her
infinity pool stared at her in her baby blue bikini through the
automated open wall between her backyard and kitchen. She turned
away from him, killing his view, and stared at her phone’s readout
in disbelief. Her agent was calling for the first time in months.
She wasn’t calling Alika. Alika was calling her. At long
fucking last. She picked up without hesitation, hoping silently for
an offer, an audition, anything to get her feeling like she was
working again. Alika Moore had been dodging her calls for weeks, so
to have her reach out now had Carly’s heart hammering with
anticipation.

“Hey, Alika. Just catching some rays.” Carly forced
a smile because she knew it would make her sound happier. She
always made a point to sound breezy and successful, even though
they both knew her career was circling the toilet. “How’s your
day?”

“Been busy out there,” Alika said. She had a lot of
clients, and Carly was now probably low priority after her star had
fallen so publicly. She was lucky her agent hadn’t dropped her
altogether. “I’m calling because, wonder of wonders, we have an
offer on the table.”

Carly closed her eyes and thanked heaven above.
“Tell me it’s Barrow’s latest film. I don’t even mind auditioning
for him, which we both know I haven’t had to do in a while. Plus,
he loves me, so it would just be a formality.” She and director Jay
Barrow had been talking about working together for the past two
years, and his new film had the perfect role for her. She’d read
the script three times, reveled in the dialogue, the rich
characterization, and the fantastic plot twist toward the end that
would have audiences talking for weeks. She was ready to report
when and where they needed her.

“I called on it already. They passed.”

Carly started to speak and stopped. She turned
around and stared at her white cabinets with the glass insets. That
didn’t make sense. Jay told her she was a favorite actress of his
and he was dying to work with her. “Did you tell them I’d audition?
I’ll prove what I have to prove.”

“I told them you’d audition. I told them you’d be in
bed every night by eleven. I told them they could have your
firstborn. They passed, Carly. They’re all passing, and if we don’t
do something to turn this around, this whole hands-off Carly Daniel
policy that’s circulating the studio system is going to be
permanent.”

Carly frowned. She’d behaved badly, partied too
hard, and taken advantage of her status in Hollywood, imagining
she’d be solid no matter what she did, including holding up
production when she’d failed to make her call times. She’d fallen
into the Valley of the Stupid and was paying for it mightily. It
wouldn’t have been such a big deal if that hotheaded director
hadn’t run to every media outlet who would listen and exaggerated
all that had happened. It didn’t matter how sorry she was, or how
vehemently she planned to be different moving forward. No more late
partying. No more late arrivals, no more pushy opinions, and
definitely no more hookups who would tell all to the tabloids. She
truly regretted that one night with the Norwegian woman who sold
compromising photos of them to The Inquirer. Her kingdom for
a time machine. Yet she’d been on the straight and narrow for
months now, and no one cared. Well, maybe until now. She
backtracked to the important part, leaving the Barrow news in the
past. “But there’s an offer?”

“Not one you’re going to be thrilled with, but if
you ask me, we’re lucky to get it.” There was a weariness in
Alika’s tone, and the words themselves didn’t bode well,
either.

“Okay, I guess. Tell me about it?”

“The McAllister Theater in Minneapolis is mounting a
production of a new play, Starry Nights.”

Carly squinted and noticed absently her tan was in
great shape. That was a bonus, at least. “Like the Van Gogh
painting?”

“The script is inspired by the painting, yes, and
I’ve gotta be honest with you, it’s good. The director, Ethan
Moore—no relation, by the way—has offered you one of the two lead
roles.”

Carly shook her head, picked up her smoothie, and
walked. “But stage work? Think about it, Alika, no. That’s not who
I am. It’s not what I do.” She sighed dramatically. “If this offer
was Broadway, then maybe. I could at least think of it as a bonus
on the old résumé, but some dusty old regional house?”

“It’s not just some regional house.” Alika
seemed frustrated again. “It’s the fucking McAllister. Well
respected. Coveted in artistic circles. It attracts top echelon
directors, actors, and designers, all because everyone wants to
work at The McAllister at least once in their career. Don’t just
blow this off, Carly. I can’t guarantee there’ll be another
offer.”

“You honestly think I should do this?”

“If you want to reestablish yourself, this is a
fantastic way to do it.” Alika had put on her serious voice, the
one she used when she tried to get Carly to see things from her
point of view. The serious voice tended to be right, so Carly paid
attention. “Go back to basics. Act your ass off in this play, and
let the reviews sell you to Hollywood all over again for the
credible work you did. Remind them you’re an actress and not a
headline.”

Carly dropped her head back and stared at the
ceiling. Not only did stage work not appeal to her, but she’d never
done any theater. Zilch. Not even in her tiny high school back in
Oregon. Her first audition had been for a television guest spot
when she was nineteen, and that had quickly led to her first film
cameo at twenty. Since then, the water had been warm in Hollywood,
and her star had continued to rise until she was the name selling
films. Nine years later, as she approached her thirtieth birthday,
she could definitely say that star had fallen. And hard.

On the other hand, how hard could it be to transfer
what she did to a live performance, right? She was a good actress.
She knew that much, and acting was acting. “Can I think about
it?”

“You can, but why?” Alika drew out the last word.
Carly could imagine Alika’s hair vibrating the way it did when she
was frustrated. “Would you rather float around in your pool some
more and sip mimosas? I can let you get back to that. I have other
clients who are interested in working.” One of Carly’s favorite
things about Alika was that she rarely sucked up and instead told
it like it was. “Or we can begin building your career back to what
it was, one brick at a time. The McAllister is a brick, baby
girl.”

Why did Alika have to be so tell-it-like-it-is?
Carly sighed and tapped her countertop about eight hundred times.
Her pool guy stole another glance at her in her bikini, and she
closed her sheer cover-up tighter around her body. “Fine. Take the
offer. There’s a dude gawking openly at my breasts, and I’d like to
say something positive happened today.”

“Gawking at you? What else is new?” Alika chuckled.
“Report his ass to his supervisor immediately. Also, as your
friend, I’m happy you see the light. I’ll send over the contract as
soon as I have it. This is the right move. The McAllister is
big.”

“When do I have to be in—I’m sorry, where the hell
am I going, again?”

“Minneapolis. They want you there for the first
rehearsal next week. The theater will be in touch to arrange your
travel once we’ve signed. Start flexing that acting muscle
again.”

“On it. Maybe you’ll visit?”

“Doubtful. I must wheel and deal so we can all
eat.”

Carly sighed as she tried to keep up, tried to
imagine waking up in Minneapolis next week, and tried not to swear
in frustration at her agent, who was merely the messenger. “Alika.
Level with me. Is this whole thing really necessary? I mean, can’t
we just send Warner Brothers a fruit basket and hope they tell the
others?”

“Baby girl, if you want to see your career ever
again, then I’d say yes, you need to pay some dues. Fruit baskets
can be for later.”

It wasn’t how she’d imagined she’d spend the next
three months of her life, but then when had life ever been
predictable? She’d go to Minnesota, of all places, hang out at an
old boring theater, and show everyone in show business that, after
everything, she was a safe bet. That was right. Carly Daniel would
play ball, and she’d play it well. Maybe she’d even make a new
friend or two in Minneapolis. That part, she’d never had trouble
with.

She harnessed all her energy. “All right. Next week
it is. Do you have a script for me?”

“I’ll send it right over. And Carly? This is the
right move. You gotta trust me on this. It’s a desert out there for
you. You’re crawling on your hands and knees in search of
water.”

“Jesus, that’s a depressing image.”

“It’s your life. Seek out that oasis. It’s in
Minneapolis.”

Carly clicked off the call and caught her reflection
in the glass. She pulled her blond hair from the clip holding it
back and felt it tumble down past her shoulder blades. She stared
out at her infinity pool that overlooked all of the Hollywood
Hills. It was August. She had maybe six months until she couldn’t
afford this house any longer, unless something changed. Life was
about to shift dramatically for her, but Carly was up for it. She
wondered what Minneapolis was like in the fall.

 


* * *

 


Ten minutes to actor call time and every single last
one of them had already signed in. What had Lauren done to deserve
such a smooth final performance? Her little stage manager heart
swelled with pride. No phone calls to make. No one to track down.
No tardy entries on that performance report. She celebrated the
victories when they happened.

Following today, Into the Woods would fade
into history and Lauren had some time off. She would take a weekend
trip to Cancun, lie on a beautiful beach, take in the crystal blue
waters, and who knew? Maybe she’d meet a nice woman at a bar for
some after-hours fun. The other resident production stage manager,
Matthew the Great, would take over the driver’s seat as PSM on a
new play going into rehearsal at The McAllister, Starry
Nights, scheduled to run for four weeks in the fall. She’d
return to PSM the Christmas show, which would go into rehearsal in
just over a month, once Starry Nights moved to the stage.
Between now and then, she’d find out what it felt like to be a
person again, a real live one with a life.

“Got a sec, Lauren?”

“Hey, Wilks.” Nolan Wilks was the artistic director
of The McAllister and responsible for keeping the whole engine
moving. In other words, her boss, and a very capable one. “What’s
up? I’m approaching half hour so I don’t have a ton of time to
talk, unfortunately.”

He straightened his polo shirt as if it were a tie.
She smothered an affectionate grin. “You’re going to hate me, but
you might just have to hate me. Are you ready to hate me?”

She stared at him, checked her watch, and held up
one finger to place him on hold. She pressed a button on the
microphone in the booth and leaned toward it. “Ladies and
gentleman, half hour until curtain. This is your half hour.”
Refocusing on Wilks, she prepared herself. “Please don’t make me
hate you. I much prefer celebrating you as headmaster over all of
Hogwarts.” She smiled at him but wondered what in the world was
going on if he was storming the booth at half hour.

“I need you for Starry Nights.”

She swallowed. “No, you don’t. You and I both know
I’ll be on that much needed vacation. That means me, a beach, and
the tiniest of umbrellas in my glass. Picture it, and please don’t
say any more. This is my time away, and I’m in love with it. We’re
getting married.”

“Time you very much deserve.” He paused. She stared.
They repeated the process. “But I need you, and you know I wouldn’t
ask if it wasn’t that important.”

She took a moment. “I don’t understand. Matty’s on
it. Matty is fully capable.” Matthew the Great was a decent enough
production stage manager. Reliable, focused. True, he didn’t always
know the best way to defuse a hot-button situation, but his
organizational skills had earned him his nickname. His series of
personally developed charts and spreadsheets had changed Lauren’s
PSM life for the better. Plus, Matty could track a prop’s journey
onstage like no one she’d ever met.

Wilks rubbed his forehead. “I’m not sure he’s right
for this one. We have a high-profile cast member, and I need
someone with a delicate touch.”

Lauren frowned. “But that’s not at all unusual.
Pretty much every other production has someone famous headlining.
We’ve worked with Meryl Streep, for God’s sakes. Matty can handle
famous.”

“It’s not unusual, no,” Wilks said. “But from what
I’ve read this morning of Carly Daniel, she can be a handful.”

Lauren blinked. Carly Daniel? Of course she knew of
her. She’d been a much talked about film actress who was everyone’s
favorite in Hollywood until recently. It all came back to her.
Sometime last year, a series of articles about her misbehavior on
sets swarmed the gossip rags, and as a result, she’d been MIA
onscreen. Lauren looked to Wilks, incredulous. “Who’s directing
Starry Nights?” The real question was who the hell had cast
a party girl to come and headline at a show at the esteemed
McAllister Theater, of all places?

“Ethan Moore, who I’ve been trying to get on our
season for years. I finally managed it. He’s a fabulous director
who knows what he’s doing. He’ll do great things here, but he wants
Daniel. Insisted.”

Lauren could understand, to an extent, why. She was
a good actress, layered, and watchable as hell with how pretty she
was. Lauren couldn’t argue that fact. Lauren wished she had half of
Carly’s talent—maybe things would have gone differently for her. As
far as Ethan Moore, of course she’d heard of him, too. He’d
directed multiple times on Broadway in the past five years but
would be new to The McAllister space. “Okay, so Carly Daniel,
problem child, is starring in our next one. Sounds like a done
deal. Keep her from dancing on top of tables and you’ll be fine.
Why do you want me?”

“You can handle her, and I want more than anything
for Ethan to have a good experience here. I’d love to foster this
relationship with him for future projects, and if Carly Daniel
comes in and makes this production unsavory for him, he’ll always
remember his time here as…undesirable. Ultimately, we’ll pay the
price for it.”

She closed her eyes. “And Matty can’t make that
happen for you? I’m hours from a beach and a piña colada, Wilks.
Hours,” she practically squeaked. Anything to not have to lose her
vacation. She needed this vacation. She’d planned for it for over a
year now. She had a bundle of little brochures all in a folder.

“Not the way you can, Lauren. No one has your cool
head and skill with people. I was nervous about not having you with
Ethan already, but now that Carly Daniel has been attached to the
project?” He shifted and stuck his hands in his pockets. “I really
need you and will buy you eighteen piña coladas when this is said
and done.”

She glanced at the clock apologetically. “I need to
get this performance going.”

“Of course. I’ll scoot-scat out of your way.” He did
a little dance to lighten things up, which Lauren appreciated.
Wilks, who had to be in his late sixties, could be cute despite his
otherwise distinguished persona. She wanted to pat him on his head
while still carrying great respect for him. “Think about it? You’d
be the hero of this place.” He backed away. More scoot-scatting.
“And you’ll be compensated appropriately.”

“You should have led with that.”

He pointed at her. “I will next time. And
Lauren?”

“Sir?”

“You’re the best goddamned stage manager in the
business.”

“I will remind you of that someday when you forget.”
He nodded and snuck away so she could do her job for the next three
hours and give this show a proper closing. The compensation part of
his offer didn’t sound half bad. As a stage manager, she was a
member of Actors’ Equity, and there was a minimum pay scale in
place. Hearing Wilks say he’d go above and beyond did carry some
weight. Maybe if she put off her vacation a bit, she could take a
few extra perks for herself. Fly first class. Upgrade her
reservation to one of those upscale all-inclusive places with
private cabanas and butlers that brought the fruity drinks. She
closed her eyes and imagined herself in a bikini, the sun caressing
her skin. God, could she really give that up?

“Lauren, we’re at fifteen,” Trip informed her.

“Right, right, right. My fault entirely.” She made
the fifteen-minute call to everyone backstage and checked in via
headset with her house manager, who reported everything out front
was on schedule for an on-time curtain.

Twenty minutes later, they were wandering their way
through a Sondheim journey, the audience on the edge of their
seats. From the booth that overlooked the house, where she called
each and every show, Lauren could occasionally catch a glimpse of
an audience member’s face as they went along for the ride, gasping
and glancing at their seatmate for each plot twist or turn. She
loved that about theater. Back when she used to be an actress
herself, she’d taken great pride in affecting those who took in her
shows. When an audience member cried or laughed loudly, she carried
that energy with her and brought it back out again in appreciation
of that relationship. That actor-audience connection was like
nothing she’d ever experienced. Those kinds of thoughts always made
Lauren’s heart squeeze.

She missed life onstage. Not to say she didn’t love
her job. When acting hadn’t panned out after college, she’d made a
choice for herself that would keep her in the business she dearly
loved, working to tell stories every day. Her skill set fit nicely
into stage management. She’d started as a production assistant at a
lower level regional theater in Missouri, worked her way up to
assistant stage manager after a couple of years, and eventually
became a PSM. Landing a resident gig at The McAllister had been a
dream come true. Well, a second-choice dream come true after that
first dream didn’t pan out. People could have multiple dreams,
couldn’t they? And she didn’t take anything for granted. No,
sir.

Four and a half hours later and Lauren swirled her
lemonade margarita and adjusted her burgundy cocktail dress. The
cast party, always traditionally held at the upscale Argyle Hotel,
was fully underway. Everyone was doing that thing where they
reminisced about how far they’d all come together, hugging everyone
else to excess, and professing how much they were going to miss
each other. Though it was definitely a routine process for the
closing of a show, it didn’t make the sentiments any less
sincere.

“Lauren, I don’t know how I would have survived
without you,” Emily Heitner said with a flutter of dramatic hand
gestures. She was a well-respected actress who’d played the role of
The Witch. Kisses and kind words followed.

“Oh my goodness, Lauren. I might miss you most of
all,” a male cast member gushed. More kisses and kind words. There
was a welcome predictability to it all that she truly
cherished.

They danced and sang with the music as the beverages
flowed more freely, and when most of the cast and creatives cleared
out, Lauren did, too.

She walked to her sky blue Mini Cooper with the
white top just after eleven that night and heard footsteps behind
her. When she turned to see who followed so closely, she wasn’t
surprised.

“Hey, there,” Tinsley said. “That was a lot of
fun.”

“Hey, Tins. It was. Headed home?” Tinsley Worth was
an up-and-coming scenic designer who was currently working under
their head of department. She lent her artistic talents to their
main stage sets and got to design some of the smaller children’s
shows in the adjoining space.

Tinsley leaned against the Mini and smiled. “I was
actually seeing where you were headed. Thought maybe you’d want to
grab a drink?”

Lauren considered the offer. Tinsley was cute, and
friendly, and her crush on Lauren seemed apparent. Lauren just
wasn’t sure she had the time in her life to offer to someone right
now. It was possible all Tinsley wanted was a hookup, but wasn’t
that a bad idea with people you worked alongside? Hadn’t she just
given Trip that same advice? As tempting as it was, Lauren decided
to sidestep the offer.

“You’re sweet, but I’ve had such a killer day, you
know?” She tapped the top of the Mini. “Gonna head home and play
sock tug-o-war with Rocky IV, and maybe have a Baileys on the rocks
before bed. Still debating whether I’ll wear the footie pajamas or
not, wild child that I am. No photos, please.”

Tinsley laughed. “You definitely have the pajama
fashion down. So, I’ve been wondering about something. Is Rocky
your fourth dog named Rocky?” Tinsley asked, flashing her smile
again. Yep, she was looking for some action, and Lauren just wasn’t
prepared to go there with her. She was a pretty girl, and friendly,
and gay as hell, but that didn’t necessarily mean Lauren wanted to
take her up on the apparent offer. Maybe her romance mechanism had
busted somewhere along the way. She should be all over this chance
yet wasn’t. That said something.

“No, I just prefer the fourth movie. Rocky just
wants to retire, but then his friend needs justice. Then there’s
Adrian having all these feelings, and Dolph Lundgren is a fantastic
villain, and I’m here for it. Does that make any sense? My brain is
compartmentalized.”

“I think I translated.” She nodded. “A very cute
explanation. I’ll let you get to those footie pajamas.”

“I better hurry. Have a great night.” Lauren slid
into the driver’s side and wondered if that had come off as rude.
She’d tried to explain the Rocky IV origins with a grin
attached, but maybe she was just awkward. After her long day, who
knew what her face said to Tinsley? To help punctuate her
lightness, she waved through the windshield just before speeding
away. It would have to do.

Her favorite snuffling pug, Rocky, did his famous
front paw dance as she opened the door to her home, at long last.
She dropped to the ground and mimicked his prancing back and forth.
“Rocky, Rocky, Rocky,” she said to each landing of his front paws,
exciting him all the more. The more he snuffled, the more thrilled
he was. Finally, she toppled him onto his back and rubbed his belly
and his sides vigorously, his favorite. “Do you know how much I
missed you? There was this cow wandering around onstage, and it
reminds me of you every time, you wiggle worm of love. I will kiss
your face eight times to celebrate our reunion.” More snuffling as
he was kissed. He loved kisses.

Lauren scooped up her best friend and carried him
into her living room where they collapsed together on the couch and
channel surfed until her adrenaline from the day receded. She did
go ahead and pull that cup of Baileys, which tasted like a lovely
chocolate shake in liqueur form. Before consuming it, she took a
moment to straighten the blanket on her couch and make sure it was
folded neatly. Everything in Lauren’s life came with order, her
lifeline.

Once she’d accomplished her goal, she was able to
breathe a little easier in her well-structured home. Magazines on
the coffee table, but books on the shelves. Mug handles faced to
the right, and dish towels were folded into squares. Everything had
its place, and that made her happy.

The more Lauren relaxed, the more her mind began to
turn over the events of the day. More specifically, one important
event. She thought on the offer before her. The question was, did
she have another three months left in her? Could she push pause on
a vacation that she’d already booked and pined away for in order to
go back into the rehearsal room all over again?

As she drifted off to sleep with Rocky snoring at
her side, the answer was clear.

Hell no.


Chapter Two

“What do you think of me in plaid?” Carly asked and
held a shirt up to her chest. “I feel like in Minneapolis maybe I
should embrace my plaid side. Are there lumberjack types there? I
feel like I remember that from school.”

Her best friend, Fallon, sat cross-legged on the
floor of Carly’s enormous walk-in closet, one of her favorite rooms
in all the world. “I think you look great in plaid, and isn’t
Minnesota where Little House on the Prairie took place?
Plaid worked for Walnut Grove, though I think they’ve
industrialized quite a bit since then.” She said it with a
semisarcastic grin and turned another page of the Cosmo
she’d found on Carly’s bedside table. “Did you know that
blueberries are a superfood? I feel like my day just made
progress.”

“I did know. I have some in my fridge if you’re
hungry.” She was struggling with what to pack for this unplanned
jaunt across the country. “What about sweaters? I feel like
sweaters are making a strong comeback.”

“I didn’t know they’d been banished.”

“The heavier ones certainly were. Chunky heels were
also temporarily on the no-fly list. I never know who decides such
things, but I wish they’d slow down a little bit with all the
shifts.”

“I kinda feel like you and your fellow starlets do.”
Fallon shook her head. “Leave it to me to be on the wrong side of
fashion for the
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