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“Theater is a verb before it is a noun,
an act before it is a place.”

— Martha Graham

“I’ve always said I had more guts than
I had talent.”

— Dolly Parton




ROLLING STONE

TOP 100 MUSIC SCANDALS OF THE PAST 50 YEARS

#14: KATEE ROSE DESTROYS RYAN LANEVE’S HEART (AND HER CAREER)

It will make you feel old as dirt to realize that there are youths today who are completely unaware that Ryan LaNeve, movie star, was once Ryan LaNeve, teen sketch show cheeseball. The short-lived Show N Tell was a launchpad for many a star, including his former flame, Katee Rose. LaNeve and Rose first met on the set when they were teens, but their relationship was thrust into the spotlight as they both gained popularity—her as a solo act and him as one-fifth of CrushZone, the hottest boy band of the time.

Their reign as the prince and princess of pop ended abruptly when LaNeve revealed that Rose had been unfaithful. Although it was never confirmed, the scandal gained even more traction when it was implied that Rose had been cheating on him with none other than fellow CrushZone member Calvin Tyler Kirby.

In a case of life imitating art, LaNeve left CrushZone to take a star-making role in Kiss Me First, as the sad-sack husband who watches his marriage dissolve when his wife prostitutes herself, in a loose remake of Indecent Proposal.

As for Katee Rose? The nasally performer had already been on the way out, and the scandal was just the final nail in the coffin of her career.
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It was trial by fire, musical theatre–style.

Once our bags had been unpacked, instead of the first-day bonding activities I was accustomed to at my usual Jewish summer camp, everyone had been herded into the theatre and told we’d be auditioning for the end-of-summer showcase.

Right. Now.

Camp Curtain Call was not fucking around.

Most people would be shaking in their boots, but I wasn’t. I was more than up for the challenge. I was ready.

It was exactly the reason I’d wanted to come here in the first place.

I had it all planned out.

Step one: Convince unsupportive parents to spend bat mitzvah money on expensive, exclusive theatre camp.

Step two: Astonish everyone at said camp with my talent, charm, and can-do spirit.

Step three: Perform—to a standing ovation—at the end-of-summer showcase, impressing an audience full of agents, managers, and other theatre powerhouses.

Step four: Theatrical domination.

I sat in the back row and observed my competition.

Even though I’d anticipated step one to be the hardest to pull off, I knew the rest wouldn’t be a Sunday walk in the park. There was talent here—plenty of it—but that didn’t discourage me. There was no pride in being the best of the subpar. If anything, this would make my triumph all the more glorious.

Auditions were being conducted alphabetically, so I had the advantage of watching everyone with last names from A to Rosenberg go before me. We were an hour in, and I’d already changed my audition song twice, after watching the front row of instructors sigh at yet another rendition of “I Dreamed a Dream” and “Don’t Rain on My Parade.”

Luckily, I’d prepared at least a dozen potential performances, ranging from the expected to the more obscure. Right now, I was debating between “If I Were a Bell” and “Lion Tamer.” One was funny, one was wistful. Most singers were leaning toward the latter, so I was leaning toward the former. Luckily, I was excellent at both.

It was essential that I stand out.

The next camper stepped onstage.

“Rachel James,” she said, her hair thick and shiny, her teeth perfect.

There was a soft groan next to me. I glanced over to find a face scrunched with disdain behind big, round glasses.

“It’s a stage name,” she said when she caught me looking. “Her real name is Rochelle Illowski.”

A stage name. I was probably going to need one of those.

Though, when I imagined receiving my (first) Tony Award, it had always been “And the winner is Kathleen Rosenberg!”

I could tell, from the way the instructors leaned forward, the way the whole room went quiet, and the straight line of her shoulders, that Rachel knew what she was doing.

And she did.

Her voice was gorgeous. Crystal clear and emotive.

We weren’t supposed to clap after auditions, but half of the campers did anyway. No one stopped them.

“She’s good,” I said.

“She’s been on tour,” the girl with glasses said.

I was unspeakably jealous. And a little nervous.

“Wow,” I said.

“She’s a bitch.”

I looked at my new friend, surprised and delighted by the outburst. She shrugged.

“She put pine cones in my bunk last year,” she said. “And stole my signed Rent playbill.”

“That bitch,” I said, and meant it.

“I’m Harriet,” she said. Her box braids were pulled up away from her face in a towering twist.

“Kathleen,” I replied.

We shook hands.

“First summer?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Fourth,” she said.

“You must know everyone,” I said.

She shrugged, but with a pleased smile.

“It is very nice to meet you,” I said.

I meant that too. A Rent fan and someone who knew the ins and outs of Curtain Call? It was as if the patron saint of musical theatre—Stephen Sondheim—was smiling on me.

Perhaps.

“What do you sing?” I asked.

“I’m an alto,” she said.

Lucky indeed. A new friend that I didn’t have to compete with.

“But I mostly write songs,” Harriet said.

“You write your own songs?” I asked.

She nodded.

It was like she’d just confessed to having a superpower.

“You’re my new best friend,” I said.

“Okay,” she said.

Harriet knew everyone and everything about them. At least the important things, like how many summers they’d been attending, if they’d been featured in the showcase, and if they’d ever performed professionally.

“That’s Courtney,” she’d say. “Six summers. Was only in the showcase once and it was an ensemble role.”

Or “That’s Shauna. Only her second summer, but she had a duet last year.”

Or “Corina wasn’t here last summer, but she was the summer before. I think she was in the chorus.”

It was a little like being with my dad when he was reciting baseball stats. Only actually interesting.

“Who. Is. That?” I asked.

My attention was completely captivated by the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. And considering that he looked at least sixteen, he was definitely a man. He had floppy hair cut like a curtain in the middle of his forehead and a puka shell necklace, and I couldn’t stop staring at the way he’d looped his thumbs into his cargo shorts as he rocked back and forth on his heels. He had nice legs too. Strong and tanned.

“Calvin Kirby,” he said, standing center stage.

Every hormone in my body went off like overheated lightbulbs. Pop. Pop. Pop.

He was a baritone.

I was in love.
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CHAPTER 1

I’d made a terrible mistake.

Well, two terrible mistakes.

The first was agreeing to the lunch. The second was not insisting that Harriet and I arrive together. We would have been late, because Harriet was always late, but it would have been better than being early, which I was because I was always early.

Cal too, apparently.

He was already seated when the waitress escorted me back. He glanced up as I approached.

Three mistakes.

The grainy headshot that the trades used whenever he was mentioned was at least five years old, and now that he was here, eyes locked with mine, it was clear that photo hardly did him justice.

He stood and seemed to go up and up and up. Had he always been this tall?

His clothes fit well. He had a five o’clock shadow that had arrived just in time. His hair was artfully tousled. I imagined him wearing mirrored sunglasses while driving through Brooklyn in a convertible, causing everyone to stop and stare.

“Kathleen Rosenberg,” he said.

And then there was his voice. I’d forgotten—worked hard to forget—just how fucking good it was. How deep and resonant.

God. I felt it in my toes and my fingertips.

“Well, well, well,” I said. “If it isn’t Calvin Tyler Kirby.”

His cheek twitched, but his polite—fake—smile didn’t falter.

He hated being referred to by all three names. Which was exactly the point.

Cal should consider himself lucky that I wasn’t using his even more loathed nickname.

In fact, he should consider himself lucky that I showed up here in the first place. The last time we’d seen each other, he’d called me a “mistake” and I’d told him to get the fuck out of my life.

He’d obliged.

My feelings about him hadn’t changed, but circumstances had. And I’d promised Harriet I’d hear him out.

“It’s good to see you,” he lied, holding out a hand.

“Come now,” I said.

Placing my hands on his shoulders, I leaned up and gave him two loud, obnoxious air kisses. His muscles tensed beneath my palms. His cologne—like an orange grove—wrapped around me. I ignored how good all of it felt, let go, and stepped back.

“Shall we?” He gestured toward the table.

We sat.

It was like being in a sauna of awkwardness. I could feel it in my pores.

“It’s been a while,” I said. Understatement of the century.

Cal raised an eyebrow but said nothing. His menu was apparently fascinating.

I was fairly certain, despite his unruffled exterior, that Cal was doing exactly what I was doing—which was recalling the last time we’d been in a room together, exchanging barbs. We’d both said some unkind things.

How long had it been? Ten years? Fifteen?

It didn’t really matter. I could still remember the disgust and disappointment in his eyes. How he’d turned away, not looking back as he left me alone to deal with the consequences of our shared actions.

I wondered if he felt bad about it now, or if he still thought I’d deserved what happened.

The complete lack of apology seemed to indicate he had no regrets.

Well, that was fine. Fucking fine.

Because it wasn’t like I was about to accept an apology, even if he had offered one. Sorry wasn’t enough to repair what had been broken.

My career. My spirit.

I knew I was being dramatic, but I was quite certain Calvin Tyler Kirby wouldn’t expect anything less.

“Harriet’s always late,” I said, even though I was sure he knew that.

“I’m in no rush,” he said, still examining his menu.

I wanted to reach across the table, rip it out of his hands, tear it into a million tiny pieces, and force him to look at me.

“Fantastic,” I said through clenched teeth.

I should have turned my attention to my own menu but found myself staring at him instead. At all the ways time had changed him. I tried imagining his younger self superimposed over this one, contrasting the gray in his hair and the lines around his eyes with my memory of him with frosted tips and eyeliner.

Had he done the same to me when I walked in?

I would deny it if pressed, but I’d put extra effort into my appearance today. My hair hadn’t been blond since my Katee Rose days, but I’d taken the time to tame and style it, resisting the urge to dye my own multiplying grays.

The weather was that charming in-between of winter and spring, when days had an equal chance of being floral and bright or chilled and slushy. It had been nice when I left my apartment, but there was no guarantee that it would stay that way. I’d worn jeans and a lightweight sweater, but I knew for a fact that Cal had noticed the fit of both since his gaze had darted downward—just for a moment—when he first saw me. It was gratifying to know that the boobs that had earned me the moniker “Titty Rose” from the tabloids continued to maintain their stage presence after all these years.

“Is there something on my face?” Cal asked.

He hadn’t even looked up.

“Just your eyes, nose, and mouth,” I said sweetly.

If he was trying to catch me off guard, he was going to have to try a lot harder. I was ready for him. Crouched, with tail twitching, just waiting for an opportunity to attack. I might have gotten softer and rounder since he last saw me, but I’d sharpened my claws. Donned some armor. If he thought he was dealing with the person I’d been back then, he was going to be sorely disappointed.

Katee had trusted him.

Kathleen knew better.

“I’ve heard the grilled octopus is good,” he said.

“It is,” I said.

He finally lifted his eyes to meet mine.

“How good?” he asked.

He was asking about the octopus, but also, he wasn’t.

“Best you’ve ever had,” I said.

He smiled at that.

I’d forgotten about his stupid fucking dimples.

“Sorry I’m late,” Harriet said.

We both started at that. I hadn’t even seen Harriet approach. In fact, for a moment, I’d completely forgotten that she was the reason I was here in the first place.

I wanted to blame the dimples.

Cal rose to greet Harriet, giving her a hug. I did the same.

“Give him a chance,” she said in my ear.

I sat, and the smile I offered was all teeth. Sharklike.

“Kathleen was just telling me how great the grilled octopus is,” Cal said.

“Life changing,” I said.

That earned me a sharp kick from Harriet under the table. It stung, but not as bad as learning that my best friend had been cavorting with my archenemy for months behind my back.

Okay. Cavorting wasn’t quite the right word.

Plotting. Collaborating. Scheming.

We ordered—Cal got the octopus—and once the server had gone, Harriet’s gaze bounced between the two of us as if she were waiting for a bell to go off and one of us to take the first swing.

It wasn’t going to be me.

“I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me,” Cal said. “Thank you.”

I hated how polite and formal he sounded. I’d thought it would be awkward enough seeing him again after everything we’d been through, but it was somehow worse to sit here and pretend that none of it had happened. To playact that we were strangers. Professional strangers.

Well. If that’s how he wanted to play it.

“Oh no,” I said. “Thank you.”

There was a pause and Cal cleared his throat.

“Riveted! is a very special show,” he said.

Last week when Harriet had asked me to meet her for dinner, I had braced for the worst. She’d been distant for months, canceling plans at the last minute and making ridiculous excuses, like that she was busy because she was training for a marathon.

The only thing Harriet had ever run for was Shakespeare in the Park tickets.

We’d gone to our favorite place, Aardvark and Artichoke, and I’d focused on my drink while going through a mental list of all the worst-case scenarios for why she’d been avoiding me. She was sick. She was moving. She was back together with my least favorite of her ex-girlfriends.

It was worse than all those things.

And better too.

“I’d been searching for the right show when Harriet approached me,” Cal said.

“It’s so crazy,” Harriet had told me last week. “He called. Completely out of the blue.”

I raised an eyebrow and looked at Harriet.

She stared at her water glass.

“How fortuitous,” I said, but knew there was a reason she’d lied.

I couldn’t even blame her for the subterfuge.

Riveted! wasn’t the first musical Harriet had written. It wasn’t even the fifth. Or the tenth.

When we met at fourteen, she’d written at least two dozen songs—and a handful had been quite good. By the time I was touring worldwide as Katee Rose, Harriet had albums of excellent material. She had been on the verge of success, of becoming the kind of songwriter that was in high demand. The person that everyone wanted to work with.

Instead, she was practically anonymous, stuck writing the occasional tune for made-for-TV movies or C-list one-hit wonders. Once in a while, it would seem like she’d be getting another chance, another break, but it always fell apart before anything could happen. She deserved better.

And all I could do was watch and feel guilty all over again.

“Riveted! is fresh, yet familiar,” Cal was saying. “It walks that line between nostalgia and innovation.”

“It’s brilliant,” I said.

“It’s brilliant,” Cal echoed.

At least we could agree on that.

“I want to do a workshop here in New York,” Cal said. “Then out-of-town tryouts. Maybe the Globe or the Orpheum, or even somewhere closer to home. And then, if all goes well—and I plan on it going well—we’ll be taking it to Broadway.”

He said all of this with such confidence that it was hard not to feel hopeful.

But hope was a dangerous, capricious thing. Especially connected to Cal Kirby.

“And you’ll be directing it,” I said.

“Yes,” Cal said.

This wasn’t just Harriet’s show. Yes, she’d written the all-female musical based on the iconic Rosie the Riveter, but one of the three leading roles, Peggy, had been created for me. It was tailor-made to emphasize my known talent—dancing—and also my lesser-known ones, like the fact that I actually had a pretty decent voice under all the auto-tuning management had done to my albums way back when. And even though I hadn’t recorded anything in a decade, I knew that auto-tuning happened even more frequently these days. The last record before my forced retirement had been especially egregious—I had barely recognized myself when I’d heard it.

This time if I went back onstage it would be on my terms. With my voice. My name.

I’d tried for years to love something else the way I loved performing.

Money wasn’t the problem—I’d been smart and lucky—I had enough to live on, especially since my life wasn’t especially extravagant anymore. And there were always residuals from my songs, which still got licensed. In lean times, I taught dance, but mostly I did that to fill the days.

That was the thing I’d had to get used to after my career ended. All the time I had. And all the time I had to myself.

Boredom had been a novelty at first—once the depression lifted—but a novelty that quickly faded.

I took up all kinds of hobbies, trying to find something else that would provide the feeling of being in the spotlight. Listened for sounds I loved more than applause. Sought the good kind of nervousness that happened right before a curtain went up. Hungered for the pleasure that came from hitting that perfect note and holding it . . . holding it . . . holding it . . . and letting it go.

But I couldn’t escape who I was.

“When would the workshop begin?” I asked.

“There are a few other things we need to discuss before we get into schedules,” Cal said.

I was gratified that Harriet also seemed surprised by this information. As far as I’d known, this meeting was mostly to make sure that Cal and I could be in the same room without ripping each other to shreds.

Signs were pointing to no.

“What other things?” she asked.

“Casting,” Cal said.

The implication was crystal clear.

I pushed back from the table.

“Look,” he said, “it’s complicated.”

“No,” Harriet said, “it’s not. Cast whoever else you want for other roles, but Kathleen is Peggy. The part was written for her. With her.” She turned to me. “I told him that. From the beginning. From day one.”

I knew she was telling the truth. I was a part of the show. A package deal. One that some people might see as a benefit to sales and marketing.

“This is why I wanted to meet with both of you,” Cal said.

“Of course,” I said. “Much better to see the damage when you do something like this in person.”

He ignored me, which was good because I was ninety percent sure I could kill him with my gaze if I tried hard enough.

“I’m beholden to the producers,” he said. “And they have opinions.”

“I’ve heard those are like assholes,” I said.

Cal met my gaze, and I was surprised to see anger simmering there. What the fuck did he have to be angry about? He was the one with the power. He was the one in control. He was the one holding our hopes and dreams in his hand.

If anyone should be furious, it was me.

And I was.

“Will you let me explain?” he asked, jaw tense.

I gestured for him to continue, though most of me had gone numb.

“The producers are nervous,” he said. “About Katee. Her . . . reputation.”

I. Was. Going. To. Kill. Him.

“My reputation?” My throat was tight, and the words came out with a squawk. It wasn’t the most flattering sound, but I didn’t really care.

Because Cal was the reason for my so-called reputation. Because it had happened over a decade ago. Because I was a different person now. Because Katee Rose didn’t fucking exist.

The whole thing was just an excuse to get me out of the way.

“I won’t do the show without her,” Harriet said.

I hadn’t expected anything less, but it didn’t matter. I knew what Cal was doing. He was forcing her to choose.

It was cruel. That’s what this was. A cruel punishment to get back at me for what happened. As if he were some innocent bystander caught in my destructive, slutty path. As if he were the wronged one.

I should have expected it. Should have anticipated it.

And I couldn’t even say that I didn’t deserve it.

I just didn’t think he’d be low enough to drag Harriet into it.

But that was my fault too. Because old Cal? Sweet, thoughtful Cal from back then would have never done anything like this.

I was the reason he wasn’t that kind of person anymore.

“We have options,” Cal said.

I looked over at Harriet, saw our shared dreams of Broadway and opening night and the Tony Awards dissipating like smoke.

I’d killed her dreams once before. I wasn’t going to let that happen again.

“Do it without me,” I said.

“What?” she said. “No.”

“You’ll find someone else,” I said. “Someone better.”

Fat chance. That role had been written for me. It was perfect for me. I’d be amazing.

But this was Harriet’s opportunity.

Maybe it was better this way. When Harriet had told me that Cal wanted to direct the show, the thought of being in the same room as him, let alone working with him for months on a show I cared deeply about, letting him direct me, made me nauseous.

I’d imagined that he was probably relishing the chance to put me through the wringer. To punish me. Again. And again. And again.

Apparently he preferred a clean kill.

Harriet sat there, looking at me, looking at Cal, and then looking at her hands. She took a deep breath. Let it out. She stood.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Cal. “I won’t do the show without Kathleen.”

I grabbed her arm, pulled her back into her seat.

“Stop,” I said. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

For the first time since arriving in the restaurant, I turned and faced Cal head-on. No overly dramatic cheek kisses, no gritted teeth, no angry glares. I didn’t smile and I spoke evenly. Slowly.

“Harriet is a genius,” I said.

“I agree,” he said.

“She deserves this,” I said.

“Yes,” he said.

“Good,” I said. “Then it’s settled.”

“Kathleen—” Harriet said, but I held up a hand.

“Comp tickets whenever I want,” I said. “That’s the deal.”

Her eyes were brimming with tears. I passed her a napkin, biting the inside of my cheek so I wouldn’t cry as well. Because there was no way I was letting a single tear fall in front of Cal.

He wanted to hurt me? Fine. Mission accomplished. But he wasn’t going to see me cry. Not again. Never again.

“Not so fast,” Cal said.

Harriet and I both went still.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“I said there were options.” He leaned back in his chair, arms folded. Smug.

“Options,” I repeated.

“No need to martyr yourself before you hear them,” he said.

Harriet put her hand on my knee, which was a good thing because if she hadn’t, I might have leapt across the table and throttled her director.

“What are the options?” Harriet asked.

Cal looked at me.

“You audition for the role,” he said.

“Audition?” Harriet repeated.

“For you,” I said.

“For the producers,” Cal said.

“For you,” I said.

“To make sure it’s the right fit,” Cal said.

“Excuse me,” I said, getting up from the table. “I need to use the restroom.”

It was thankfully empty, dark, and cool. Mirrorless. I swept away the first damp quiver of tears from my lashes and took a deep breath.

I knew this feeling far too well.

The tight vise around my heart, the way it felt like a hand was squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, the shortness of breath, the helplessness of it all, was an anxiety attack. Learning that these feelings had a name—had a diagnosis and solutions—had been a revelation after years of muscling through something I’d thought was normal.

There was medication. Therapy. Meditation.

But there were times when I couldn’t control the way my body reacted. I hated it. Hated the reminder that there were certain things I couldn’t overcome by sheer nerve and stubbornness and willpower.

I took a deep breath. And another. And another.

Audition.

I wasn’t opposed to auditioning as a concept. I understood and respected the purpose of the exercise, and there had even been a time when I reveled in any opportunity to show off. To perform. When that giddy, nervous energy could sustain me for days.

The problem was that I’d be auditioning for Cal.

Auditions were an opportunity to show exactly what you were capable of. To showcase not just your talent but the innate nerve required to be an artist—an unshakable confidence in your own skills. You needed to believe that you were great—that you were exactly what they were looking for.

Some might call it arrogance.

Either way, there was a time when I’d had that—and more—in spades.

It wasn’t completely gone, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that the past decade or so had landed some brutal blows to my ego.

So now the thought of auditioning filled me not with excitement but with dread. And disappointment.

Because there were a handful of people on this planet that knew exactly what I was capable of. Harriet was one of them.

Once upon a time Cal had been too.

Obviously that had changed.

He was either fucking with me or didn’t trust that I could do it.

Both options made me furious.

It would be so easy to walk back to the table, pick up my glass of water, and throw it right in his smug face. He probably wouldn’t hold it against Harriet. He’d probably be expecting it. Might even be hoping for it.

Just proof of my so-called reputation. The perfect justification for why I couldn’t be cast in the show in the first place. A self-fulfilling prophecy.

But I wasn’t that girl anymore.

I didn’t have the luxury of saying no. Of walking away.

And I didn’t want to.

This was my chance. And I knew, from experience, that I might not get another. I was lucky to get this one.

I wanted this part. Needed this part.

And I loved myself more than I hated Cal.

So, I put some cold water on the back of my neck and walked out of the restroom, back to the table. I sat down across from Cal. I patted Harriet’s hand when she put it questioningly on my knee.

“All right,” I said. “Name the day.”
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CHAPTER 2

They were still screaming my name.

I felt like I was vibrating, the sound of the crowd like a rung bell throughout my entire body. I kept waiting to get used to it, but it hadn’t happened yet.

“You were incredible, babe!” Ryan said as he swept me up in his arms, not caring that I was slick with sweat and coated with body glitter.

He spun me and the room blurred around us. When we stopped, he kissed me. He tasted like sour candy and chewing gum. Familiar and welcome. I couldn’t believe he was here. That we were together again.

Everything. Was. Perfect.

Mostly.

Maybe.

The truth was, I’d been starting to think that it was time for us to break up.

But that was just because the long-distance thing had been getting to me. That was over now. We were fine. We were great.

“It was good?” I asked.

“Good?” Ryan pulled back and let out a low whistle. “They love you!”

I’d killed it tonight and I knew it. My feet, my back, my knees, would all be hurting by tomorrow, but that wasn’t anything a hot bath and a long massage couldn’t cure.

Right now, I couldn’t feel a thing. I was floating on air. My first big stadium show, and I’d packed the place. Two hours on the stage in front of thousands of screaming fans, who all knew the words to my songs and sang along. I still hated that management, aka Diana, had decided it would be better for me to lip-sync, but I understood that it kept me from huffing and puffing into my mic. Because those dance moves were not easy.

“I think I messed up a few steps during ‘Kiss Me Now,’ ” I said.

Ryan shook his head. “If you did, no one even noticed.”

But I had. Which meant I needed to practice that routine again before the next show. Before we took off.

“I can’t believe the tour starts next week,” I said.

Ryan put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me close and planting a kiss on my temple. I felt kind of icky, with the sweat beginning to dry on my skin, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“I can’t wait,” he said. “This is what we’ve been dreaming about.”

“A whole year together,” I said. “All around the world.”

When the tour had first been announced, I’d been disappointed. I’d already toured the United States, stopping only to record a few new singles and shoot a cameo in a movie that was coming out next year. The pace had been grueling, and the thought of continuing at this speed, not just new cities every few nights but new countries, had been overwhelming. Then they told me who’d be opening for me.

“You gotta come meet the guys,” Ryan said.

“They’re here?”

“They’re here!”

His hand in mine, I was pulled away from the stage.

The last six months had been the hardest, with Ryan at boy band boot camp in Florida. Even on the rare occasions when we got to talk, we were both so exhausted that we’d fallen asleep on the phone multiple times.

“Did they see the show?” I asked.

Ryan nodded. “They’re big fans,” he said.

I ducked my head. It was still awkward and a little embarrassing to have “fans.” Especially when they were my peers.

“Should I change first?” I asked, pulling my sweat-soaked costume away from my body.

It suctioned back to my skin with a juicy thwack when I let go. Ew.

But Ryan was already pulling me into the VIP area. We were immediately swarmed, but across the room, I saw four guys rise—almost in unison—from a couch. Clearly the boot camp had worked.

It took some maneuvering, but Ryan managed to get us through the crowd of people to the other side.

“Katee,” he said, “this is CrushZone. My band.”

“Your band?” one of the guys asked. He had a charming Australian accent and sounded amused, not annoyed.

Ryan laughed. “You know what I mean,” he said. “This is Wyatt.”

I shook his hand.

“This is LC and Mason.” Ryan gestured to a blond guy with brilliant blue eyes and his visual contrast, a guy with dark almost blue-black hair, eyeliner, and thick strong eyebrows.

“I’m a big fan,” LC said. There was a faint twang to his voice.

“We’re all fans,” Mason said.

He had a great smoky voice. I was betting he was one of the front men, along with Ryan.

“And this is Cal State,” Ryan said.

Seeing him again was like getting air blown right in my face. And down the back of my neck.

“Cal,” he said.

Still a baritone.

“Hi,” he said.

I stared.

He’d dyed his hair.

“Oh my god,” I said. “Cal Kirby?”

He grinned at me. “Hey, Kathleen,” he said.

I stepped forward, about to hug him, but Ryan had already wrapped his arm around Cal’s shoulders and was messing with his hair. Cal pushed him off, his eyes still focused on me.

“I wasn’t sure you’d remember me,” he said.

“How could I forget?” I asked.

God. Those dimples. That voice. If anything, both had gotten better with age.

“A girl always remembers her first . . .” I cleared my throat. “Her first duet partner.”

I’d wondered, over the years, what had happened to him. If he still thought about that summer. That last night. That moment on the roof.

The smile we shared—knowing and sheepish and a little bit naughty—indicated that he had. I felt all tingly inside.

“You guys know each other?” Ryan asked.

Cal looked away. I looked at Ryan.

“We went to camp together,” I said.

“When we were kids,” Cal said. “The first thing she said to me was that I’d been flat during my audition.”

“That’s not true!” I said, outraged.

“No?” He gave me a look.

“It wasn’t the first thing I told you,” I said.

“Second thing, then,” he said.

“Well, you were,” I said.

He laughed. Ryan didn’t. I cleared my throat.

“He knows Harriet too,” I said.

“You’re still friends with Harriet?” Cal asked.

I grinned. “She’s writing songs for my next album,” I said. “She’ll be coming on tour for a little bit too.”

“Cool,” Cal said.

“Yeah,” Ryan said. “It’s cool that you guys all know each other.”

I recognized the tone in his voice. Luckily, I knew how to defuse it.

“Hey,” I said, wrapping my arms around his waist. “I missed you.”

He was so cute, his nose scrunched up as he debated whether to be jealous or attentive. I gave him a squeeze.

“I missed you too,” he said.

“How did you guys meet?” LC asked. “We’ve been asking Ryan, but he keeps telling us something different every time.”

I gave Ryan a look, but he just grinned at me.

“What?” he said. “We could have met at the blackjack tables in Vegas. Or while swimming with sharks.”

“The midair skydiving story was a little suspect,” Mason said.

“Well, I guess in comparison to that, it’s not quite as interesting,” I said. “We met on Show N Tell.”

The teen showcase had lasted only a few seasons, but it had completely changed my life. Not just meeting Ryan—which had happened while he was a main cast member and I was a lowly dancer—but it had connected me with Diana, who became my manager and helped create who I was today.

“I watched her audition,” Ryan said. “And told the producers that they had to cast her.”

I always pretended that I liked this story, but I didn’t. I didn’t like how Ryan made it sound like he was responsible for my career. Like he was the one who made all of this happen.

“My hero,” I said.

Ryan looped his arms around me, and this time the kiss wasn’t as chaste as the one he’d given me before. It felt like his tongue went all the way down my throat.

The guys coughed.

“Guess we should give you some privacy,” Wyatt said.

“Yeah,” Ryan said, and leaned in to kiss me again.

“Yeah,” I said, leaning back.

“Nice meeting you,” LC said.

“See you on tour,” Mason said.

“I can’t wait,” I said.

“Me neither,” said Cal.
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CHAPTER 3

The year after everything fell apart was still a bit of a blur. I’d slept a lot. Twelve hours. Fourteen. Eighteen.

Part of it was the fact that I’d been working nearly nonstop since I was a teenager. The other part was the heavy, bone-deep weariness that came from the reality that the entire world knew you were a big old slut who had cheated on your beloved boy band boyfriend.

My last concert had erupted in boos, and even though Diana said that she and the rest of my management were just taking a break, that they were just stepping back to give me time, it was clear to all of us that my career was over. That no one was going to buy albums by or tickets to see someone who had smashed Ryan LaNeve’s heart into a billion tiny pieces.

He’d even shed a tear—a single tear—in one of his many, many interviews. He couldn’t stop talking about our breakup. About how betrayed he felt. How blindsided he was by the whole thing. All the while sitting right next to Cal, who said nothing.

It wasn’t until CrushZone broke up that the rumors connecting me with Cal began circulating. It never got added to my Wikipedia page, all official-like, but it became a “common knowledge” pop culture thing. I suspected that was Ryan’s work as well, but it didn’t seem to hurt Cal too much. Nope. Everyone was happy to blame me.

I didn’t do press. I didn’t do interviews. I stayed inside.

Even if I’d wanted to go anywhere, I knew the paparazzi would follow, all hoping to get a shot of me looking my worst. Which would have been easy since I’d rather have slept than showered in those days.

They would sometimes camp outside my apartment, but as time went on, and other celebrities drew their attention, I was able to take walks at night. Sometimes Harriet would join me—she was my lone connection to the outside world, though even she disappeared for a while when my next album was officially canceled. I couldn’t blame her. I didn’t want to be around me either.

Eventually the price on my head dropped and I didn’t have to worry about getting photographed every time I left the house. I wasn’t worth the effort or the time, and even though I was relieved, I knew what it meant as well. It was over. Everything. All of it.

I was a has-been before my twenty-fifth birthday.

I really should have known better. Even Sondheim killed off the Baker’s Wife when she fucked Cinderella’s Prince. Mr. “Charming, Not Sincere” got away scot-free, while the wanton slut got what she deserved, crushed under a giant’s boot.

* * *

The week before the audition, I kept having stress dreams.

I knew that some people had nightmares about being onstage. About forgetting
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