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  Chapter 1

Beyond the wide glass doors of the shopping center a light rain drizzled. Freddie felt the rush of damp air that blew in off the gray London street as shoppers poured in. August had turned cool and gray. 
In the two days she had been here, not a single sunbeam cut through the heavy fog. The grime of the streets clung to her boots, jacket, and backpack, and the air smelled like stale cigarettes and rancid fish sticks. 
She had checked out of the hotel, unable to pay for another night. Ashton said he would take care of the hotel, meals, and their flight back to Boston. She had never imagined that this whole trip had been a set-up for him to meet up with his ex-girlfriend Sloane. 
He had crept out of their hotel room in the middle of the night. He didn’t have the balls to tell her to her face that he was leaving.
She didn’t know what she ever saw in him. She thought she would give it a chance that their relationship might grow into love. Deep down, she just wanted him to recognize her talents and assign her the role of principal dancer, the vacancy the result of Sloane leaving to join a ballet troupe in the UK.
A trust-fund baby, Ashton had no idea what it was like to scrimp and pinch every penny of her dancer’s salary. He had invited her to go on vacation with him, suggesting that they split some of the costs. Not wanting to take advantage of his position and ready money, she had insisted on paying for their flights from Boston to London.
Not wanting to look cheap, she splurged on first class tickets, nearly emptying her bank account. She hadn’t expected to be abandoned in a foreign country with no roof over her head, no money, and no return ticket. She didn’t have fare to ride the Underground, and her bank account wouldn’t cover a day trip to Stratford-on-Avon. 
Thank goodness she had packed a few candy bars in case she needed a snack. Now she didn’t know how long she’d have to make them last. She had eaten a half of a chocolate bar for breakfast this morning, washing it down with water from the bathroom sink. 
Her stomach growled like a lion on the hunt. Freddie ventured out from the warmth and protection of the shopping center to find a nearby café for a cheap, filling late lunch that would also be her supper. She shivered in the dampness, turning abruptly down a side street only to be sprayed with filthy rainwater as a car hit a puddle. 
She sucked in a breath and brushed off the dirt, trying not to smear the wet filth on her lavender rain jacket. The scent of frying oil invaded her nostrils as she opened the cafe door and marched up to take her place at the end of the line.  
She immediately recognized the three young men standing in front of her as the Goon Boys, an Irish comedy troupe. Ashton had taken her to their show last night, but he spent most of the time in the lobby yakking on his cell phone.
“Gotta take this,” he said in a low, stage whisper while fumbling with his buzzing phone. “Its’ the boss.” He rose and hauled up the aisle, the lobby doors slamming so loudly behind him that several audience members jumped in their seats. 
At the time, she assumed the caller was his father, Fitzpatrick Ashpole, the founder and President of the Ashpole Heritage Ballet Company in Boston. Ashton was the CEO and his mother, Ashleigh Alistair Ashpole, was the creative director. 
The most recent rumor that spread like wildfire through the ballet troupe was that the ballet company was struggling financially. 
Freddie could give them a dozen reasons why, but they didn’t seek her advice. Her two roommates, Emma and Delphine, were more talented than Sloane. Mrs. Ashpole stuck them in the corps de ballet, and they spent every spare moment seeking employment in a ballet troupe where their talents would be appreciated. 
Freddie had auditioned for the position of principal dancer two years ago, but lost the spot to Sloane whose major qualification was that she was dating Ashton. Freddie was her understudy, learning the part and practicing her heart out with the hope that Sloane would get sick or break a leg. It wasn’t terribly motivating to be an understudy, but someone had to be ready to step in on a moment’s notice.  
What she hadn’t expected was to be assigned as the assistant costume mistress.
“It’s good training to learn all the jobs that keep the troupe running,” Ashton’s mother said when she announced Freddie’s new position. “We all have to pitch in to help. Who better than a dancer to manage the costumes?” 
When Ashton excused himself and headed for the lobby, she assumed he was discussing with his father how the salvage the Ashpole Heritage Ballet Company that was sinking like a shipwrecked boat. The “boss” who had called wasn’t his father.  
She stole a glance at the tall, blonde Goon Boy and smiled for the first time today. The other Goon Boys called him Rory Roar. That couldn’t possibly be his real name, but then, any name would do for a guy that handsome and sexy. 
Last night, she had felt guilty sitting there fantasizing about going back to the hotel with Rory while Ashton was occupied on his phone in the lobby. A rush of heat coursed through her to be standing so close to him.
Rory and the two other Goon Boys stood in a tight circle in front of her deep in conversation.   
“Sean can’t make it tonight,” Rory said. “He found something better, so he said, and we should find someone else for the job.” 
“We need to find someone for tonight? That bites the big one. We can’t have just anyone manage the props.” The short, curly-haired guy sounded angry, and she felt his frustration.
“I can do that,” Freddie said, as surprised as they were that she interrupted their private conversation. This was one moment when she couldn’t afford to be shy. 
All three of the Goon Boys turned and stared at her like an uninvited guest at a dinner party. Rory’s eyes were a perfect sea green. If she didn’t look away, she would get lost in them and forget why she interrupted them in the first place. She wished she didn’t look like a grimy backpacker stained by the road.  
She straightened and smiled. “I saw your show last night. Loved it, by the way. I can manage your props and make sure they are where you need them at the exact time you need them.”
“American?” Rory said, fixing his sea green eyes on her.
“We have props, too, you know,” she said. “What were you paying Sean?” She hated talking money, but the prospect of living on the street fueled her bravado. 
“A twenty-pound note and a few pints.” The third guy, tall with ginger hair said, throwing a glance to the other two. 
“Duncan? Right?” She nodded at him as she stepped into the group. “Gentlemen, I’ll take the twenty and a corner to sleep in at night. After three nights, if I do the job to your satisfaction, I will expect a raise to forty pounds.” She tried to look confident while hiding the hope and fear that twisted together in her stomach. 
This was no get rich quick scheme, but it could save her from busking on the street until she could figure out another source of income. How many people would throw coins to a ballerina pirouetting along the sidewalk? 
“Give us minute,” Rory said as he and the other two stepped to the side.
“Don’t worry, I’ll hold your place in line,” she assured them with a smile. 
She reminded herself that they were actors, experts at reading body language. They probably could smell her fear a mile away. Nothing could erase the terror she felt that she might be forced to sleep on the street, scrounge for food in dumpsters, and never be able to shake off the damp chill that rose from the sidewalks even in August. 
Would she ever get home? 
Her best strategy to blast through this uncertainty was to pretend that she was the sugarplum fairy, all confidence and energy, the same way she danced the role last year as Sloane’s understudy. She squared her shoulders and met their gazes directly. 
“How do we know you can do the job?” Rory asked.
“I’m the assistant wardrobe coordinator in addition to being the understudy to the soloist in a ballet troupe in Boston,” she said, glancing at each of them as she spoke. “If I can handle all of those things simultaneously, I’m sure I can handle having your props ready.”
Rory eyed her suspiciously. “So, you’re saying you can do the job better than Sean?”
“I’m guessing Sean did it for the pints at the pub and how many more the twenty-pound note would buy. You need someone familiar with the stage and performances.” 
“And the corner to sleep in?” Rory tilted his head, assessing her. “Don’t you have a flat or a hotel room?” 
“It’s a long story.” She withheld a sigh, and instead inhaled and continued. “I don’t take up much space, and I can keep an eye on your props.” 
“How do we know you won’t run off with our props?” Rory asked.
“Really?” She couldn’t believe he was asking that. “Your costumes are thrift store rags, you wear paper bags as masks in one skit, and very cheap wigs in several others.” She rolled her eyes. “I couldn’t buy a coffee with the money they would bring.”
The corners of Rory’s mouth turn up slight as though he was trying not to smile. He had inched a bit closer, and for a moment, her heart fluttered and all words left her brain. 
“Please,” she pleaded, “I’m a performer, too. If you don’t hire me, I’ll be living on the street. No one wants to see a ballerina busking.” 
She was desperate, but not so desperate that she would sleep with one of them as a condition for the job. She would walk away before she traded her body as currency for survival. She had already done it once for her career, and look how that turned out.
#






  
  Chapter 2

Was Lady Luck smiling on them, or was this a disaster in the making? Sean was no prize, but they knew next to nothing about this woman who looked like she had just arrived from backpacking through forests and vegetable farms. 
She did say that she was a wardrobe mistress and an understudy to the soloist at a ballet company. She had to be lying about one of those positions. Maybe both. Her body language said she was anxious and desperate. There was fear on her face that she worked hard to disguise. 
How had she come to be in London needing money and a place to stay?
When Sean suggested he receive half of his wages in pints at the pub, that should have been a red flag that this job was nothing but a lark to him. Even Ziggy, who had been mates with Sean at university and suggested him for the job, agreed that they’d be better off wrangling the props themselves. 
What was in it for Sean other than a twenty and pints? He didn’t major in theater at university, and he wasn’t planning a career as a stage manager. Rory couldn’t remember what Sean majored in or if he had even graduated. He must have spent more time at the pub than in class. It seemed as though he had yet to find his passion, and obviously, it wasn’t managing props for their skits.  
Would hiring this woman whose major qualification was that she had been on line behind them for fish and chips be any better choice? 
She said she was a dancer and had experience as a costume coordinator. She may have embellished the truth when she said she worked for a ballet company. Managing costumes for a ballet company sounded more complicated than overseeing costumes for a strip joint or  an elementary school play. 
He supposed that looking after costumes at a strip joint or a school play was truthfully more difficult and frustrating than keeping track of their props.
What was the story behind wanting a corner to sleep in? Was that some kind of Yank humor? She didn’t look like she lived on the street. Her lavender jacket was the wrong color for strolling the London streets no less living on them. 
The London rain carried soot and grime that stained even the blackest mackintosh. Stains and smudges already spoiled her lovely jacket, undoubtedly the result of a puddle splash.
The jacket made her eyes shine brilliantly despite her distress. In the dim light of the cafe, her eyes were a beautiful, deep orchid, rivaling the deep purple hues of the orchids he had seen last week on a visit to Kew Gardens. Behind the bravado that masked her fear, he found a sweet earnestness underscored with a fierceness. Enchanting. 
He felt drawn to her forthrightness tempered with honey. 
“It’s a “yes” for me,” Duncan said.
“For me, too,” Ziggy said, nodding his head vehemently.
“I guess it’s unanimous,” Rory said, extending his hand to her. “Welcome on board, Ms. Lawes.”
“Thank you.” 
The relief in her smile was so enormous that one would have thought they had saved her life. The Goon Boys certainly were bona fide heroes, hiring her to manage the props for their comedy show  
There had to be a skit in that story somewhere.
“And please, call me Freddie,” she said shaking hands with each of them and thanking them profusely. 
“We might be calling you worse names than that when things aren’t going well,” Duncan said. “As a performer yourself, you know how tempers can flare when frustrations are high.” 
A look of concern passed over her face.
“Not to worry,” Ziggy said. “We never yelled at Sean even when he screwed up big-time. Improv is our specialty. We go with the flow. A special perk of your position is that you can yell back.” 
“I assume you have a specific order for your skits and the props for each,” she said confusion clouding her face. “As long as we’re on the same page, there shouldn’t be any screw-ups or need for yelling.” 
“You’re going to have to get used to working with comedians,” Rory said, touching her shoulder lightly. “How about we spot you supper tonight so we can celebrate and get to know you better. You don’t mind eating early, do you?”
Ziggy found them a table against the back wall while Rory, Duncan, and Freddie carried their orders from the counter. When Freddie sat, Rory moved quickly to snag the seat across from her, looking forward to basking in the sparkle of her violet eyes. Duncan had slid into the seat next to her, making Rory second guess his own choice. He had only to look into Freddie’s eyes to know that he had the best seat in the restaurant. 
As Freddie unwrapped her fish sandwich, he noticed her hands trembling. She looked up, aware that she was being watched. 
“I wasn’t expecting London to be so chilly in August,” she said, squeezing her hands together. 
“It’s been unseasonably cool for the past week,” Duncan said. “The cold front lingered longer than the meteorologists expected. People are wearing jumpers in August!” 
“If you’re cold, we have jumpers in our wardrobe chest that we aren’t using in the show,” Rory said. “You’re welcome to wear any of them, even the ugly Christmas designs.”
“Thanks, but I don’t need the attention that an ugly Christmas sweater would bring.” She smiled shyly. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”   
“So, you saw our show last night,” Duncan asked as he lifted his fish sandwich, ready to take a bite. “What did you think?” 
“I loved it. Laughed all the way through.” She wrapped her fingers around her tea cup. “You have a special talent for wordplay and also for music. I liked the songs that you wrote and played.  
“Did you come to the show alone?” Rory asked.
Her lips drew in a tight line as she stared at her tea for a moment. 
“No. I was with a guy who spent most of the show in the lobby talking on the phone.” She smiled weakly. “He missed a great show.” 
“He wasn’t that asshole, um, sorry, I mean idiot, that popped up a couple of times and let the lobby door slam when he exited, was he?” Ziggy asked. “I told Sean to find him in the lobby and tell him to stay there for the rest of the show. He was ruining the show for the rest of the audience.”  
“We were sitting toward stage right, in case someone on the other side of the audience was doing the same thing.” She bit her lip. 
“Mr. Big Shot had his phone in his ear as he hauled up the aisle. He was the topic of our conversation after the show,” Duncan said. “I don’t remember an audience member so rude in all the time we’ve been doing this.”
“We’ve had our share of hecklers,” Ziggy said, “but hecklers test our comedic chops. I enjoy parrying with a good heckler. Keeps me sharp.”
“He was a distraction, annoying the other audience members and making the experience less enjoyable for them,” Rory said.   
“I apologize for the trouble he caused. I don’t think he’ll be coming to any more of your performances.” 
Rory watched her nibble at a chip, while her fish sandwich sat untouched.
“Managing our props is a big job,” he said. “You’ll need to eat to keep up with us.” He nodded to her uneaten sandwich. “The fish tastes better hot. Trust me on this one.” 
She nodded and picked up her sandwich with both hands.  
“How was it that you came to our show with Mr. Big Shot?” Rory asked, following up quickly with, ”I don’t mean to pry. If it’s too personal, you can tell me to bugger off.” He smiled. “We don’t want to stress our new props manager.” 
She shook her head. “We were dating in Boston and came to London for a vacation.” She stared out at the dining room. “Or, so I thought. He left in the middle of the night and went back to his ex-girlfriend who dances for a ballet company in Kent.” She glanced at Rory and Ziggy sitting across the table. “He didn’t have the balls to tell me he was leaving, where he was going, and why.” She picked up a chip and angrily bit it in half.
“Ouch!” Ziggy said, miming a knife being stuck into his heart. “I’m so sorry for you, but it sounds like you’re better off without him.” 
“You’re right about that,” she said, “except for a few minor details. He said he would  pay for our lodging, meals, and our return tickets. He paid for the hotel one night at a time, and never shared the details of our purported return flight.” She shut her eyes tight as though trying to shake off a bad vision. “I sprung for our flights from Boston which nearly emptied my bank account.” Her eyes settled on each of them one at a time. “I am so grateful for the job and the corner to sleep in.” 
A wave of embarrassment swept across her face as she reached for another chip.
“Would you like to try a splash of vinegar on your chips,” Ziggy said in the voice of a snobby character from one of their skits, “or that sweet red sauce that you Americans favor. We make you ask for it to extract our revenge on you for your Paul Revere, his ride and his pewter candlesticks.”
Rory surmised that she had been through a lot in the past twenty-four hours. If she was heartbroken about Mr. Big Shot dumping her for his ex, she wasn’t showing any outward signs. Simply surviving with no available cash may have taken precedence over grieving. 
Or maybe Mr. Big Shot hadn’t been the love of her life.
When she looked up, her eyes were moist, but she smiled broadly. “Oh, c’mon, who doesn’t love a classic rock band that wears Revolutionary War costumes. Guys in tight pants and waistcoats? I’d follow them anywhere.”  She arched an eyebrow and then turned her attention on her fish sandwich.
Rory took a bite of his sandwich. She was going to fit in perfectly. 
“I want you on my team for pub trivia night,” Rory said as the Goon Boys broke out into laughter. 
“Anytime,” she said, her smile sincere. “Any time that I’m not working, that is.”
“Speaking of which,” Rory said, “we have a show tonight and for several nights for the next two weeks. Can you fit us into your schedule?”  






  
  Chapter 3

In every theater, the air backstage was perfumed by excitement, fear, and the dusty sweet scent of pancake makeup. Freddie inhaled deeply, happy to be home. Tonight, the Tumbler Theater in the Soho district of London was her home, and with any luck, would be for the duration of the trio’s engagement here. 
The Goon Boys were onstage performing a skit in which Ziggy impersonated Rod Stewart singing “Da Ya think I’m Sexy.” Even in a wig and a costume that the classic rock crooner would certainly have worn for a performance, Ziggy was the most unlikely rock star. The shortest of the Goon Boys, his rounded face was elfin.
She hugged a basket of multi-colored mini soccer balls, the fingers of her left hand curled securely on the rim. In a few seconds, she would hand it off to Ziggy who would come dancing into the wings. A smooth hand-off was imperative so the basket didn’t accidentally tip over as he danced back on stage. The basket would indeed be tipped, but only at the exact right time it was called for in the script.
A couple dozen balls were secured in the basket under a transparent plastic net to give the impression that the basket was full without having to release the entire lot onto the stage. That many loose balls would take the rest of the night to clear off the stage and all the while posed a trip hazard, an accident waiting to happen.  
In the script, Ziggy returned to the stage fumbling with the basket and dumping the balls onto the stage to the horrified reactions of Duncan and Rory’s characters. 
She had seen videos of Rod Stewart kicking soccer balls into the audience during his concerts. He was famous for it. 
Ziggy’s clumsy attempts were part of the act, she was sure. In mock frustration, he picked up a few and threw them at Rory and Duncan who pummeled him with the mini-spheres they had picked up off the stage.
The audience roared.
Last night when she came to the show with Ashton, she found the skit funny because of their impersonations. But tonight, observing it from the wings and knowing the mechanics behind it, the skit was even more hilarious. The trio had a knack for physical comedy that emphasized and enhanced their impressions and word play. 
Through their combined comedic talents, they stretched a single word or phrase to create an entire scene. 
It was magic, and it was genius.  
For tonight and the extent of their run, she was happy to hand off their props, make enough money to eat, and have a warm corner to sleep in. She was making barely enough money to survive, and part of that survival depended on the kindness of her employers giving her a place the sleep for free. 
Anxiety rippled beneath her skin wondering how she could make enough money for a flight home. Her more immediate problem was where she would sleep.  
“So, I’ll sleep here?” she said when the four of them arrived backstage after their early supper.  
Props were lined up against the wall. She recognized them from the skits last night. The backstage area at stage right was open and looked directly across the stage to its twin area on the other side. 
The space had all the warmth and coziness of a vast, arctic wasteland. 
Some of the props were large enough that she could create a cubicle between them and the wall so she could feel protected and safe enough to catch a couple of hours of sleep. 
Not ideal, but she would manage. She had no choice. 
“You can’t sleep here in the theater,” Duncan said. “You are a crazy Yank if you thought we would let you sleep here!” 
“I’m sure the theater manager wouldn’t allow it, either,” Rory said. “Insurance and liability.”
She hoped this wasn’t some kind of bait and switch. They promised her a corner to sleep in, but never clarified if that corner was backstage with their props, in their dressing room, or part of a bed that she would be sharing with one of the Goon Boys.
If she turned down their sleeping arrangement, would they withhold the twenty-pound note she would earn wrangling their props tonight?
Damn! She should have asked for the money up front. She could walk away now. At least she had a full stomach. 
“You can sleep in our flat,” Ziggy said. “Technically, it’s our London office and where we video many of our skits. The sofa in the parlor is a pull-out bed, and there’s a loo on the first floor with a sink and shower. You won’t have to share it. We have one on the second floor.” 
His description was an improvement over anything that she had imagined, but she would reserve judgment until she saw it with her own eyes.
“Sounds comfortable,” she said, “and certainly more comfortable than living on the street.” 
As soon as she said it, she reminded herself to not share her desperation. They seemed like nice guys, but in truth, what did she really know about them? 
Her desperate circumstances could be an invitation for them to take advantage of her.      
“Follow me,” Duncan said, heading down a hall that led away from the stage. “You can put your bags in our dressing room. The list of skits and props is in there. I’ll go over it with you.”
The dressing room was a glorified closet, ten feet by ten feet, with a counter on one wall over which hung a mirror that spanned its length. A musky, man-smell with a hint of citrus permeated the room. There was no window, and the ceiling felt low and oppressive, like it was slowly compressing the room. A half-open door on the left wall revealed a tiny powder room. 
She wasn’t shocked or surprised by the size of the bare-bones dressing room. When the ballet company toured, the theaters did their best to accommodate them. The soloists got dressing rooms about this size with a star on the door. The dozen or so dancers in the corps de ballet shared a room only slightly larger than this one where they stood shoulder to shoulder in front of the mirror applying their stage makeup.
Even when she had danced the lead in Giselle in three shows in Chicago last February when Sloane was laid up with food poisoning, she wasn’t invited to take over the soloist’s dressing room. 
“Sloane wants to watch the performance,” Ashton said, “but she might suddenly need use the bathroom. You know how food poisoning can sneak up on you.” 
Freddie felt blessed to have never had that experience. Because Sloane was dating Ashton, the company’s CEO and also the son of the company’s owner, she enjoyed privileges beyond any that a soloist could reasonably expect.    
Three wooden chairs that looked like part of a dining room set donated from someone’s great-great-grandmother’s estate, were lined up at the counter. Three trays on the counter held foundation sticks, a box of tissues, and cotton balls.
Duncan pulled one of the chairs out and gestured for her to sit.
“This is the order of our skits and all the props and costumes for each,” he said handing her a plastic sleeve of papers.  
“Do you mind if I write on these?”
“Sure. We’ll be depending on you, so whatever you need to do to keep everything straight and on track is fine,” Duncan said as he started through the stack with her. 
After he reviewed the list with her, Rory took her backstage to where the props were stored and went over in great detail how, where, and when she was to have each prop ready. While he talked, she scribbled notes in a shorthand that she hoped she could interpret when she needed that prop.  
“Any questions?” 
“I might have some after I have a chance to digest this,” she said. “I’ll stay here for now and organize the props so they’re ready for tonight’s performance.” 
“Just note that sometimes we change the order of the skits on the fly. You’ll need to pay attention to what we do and say.” An emotion flashed in his sea green eyes that she couldn’t read. 
She had a long night ahead with props to manage so perfectly that they will applaud their smarts for hiring her. She couldn’t afford any errors or glitches that soured their performance. Her continued employment and having a safe, warm place to spend the night depended on it. 
Managing the props to their satisfaction seemed a no-brainer, but then there was the delicate matter of her sleeping arrangements. 
She couldn’t allow any of the feelings about Rory that stirred in her to cloud her judgment.






  
  Chapter 4

After the show, Freddie stayed backstage organizing the props in preparation for the tomorrow night’s performance while the Goon Boys fled to their dressing room to remove their makeup and change into their street clothes. She was grateful for the time alone. 
A single light shone on the stage. Her heart squeezed in her chest as she imagined herself executing perfect pirouettes across the stage and then leaping like a gazelle. She so badly needed to dance. The hit of dopamine that dancing released would help her get through the night.  
As she straightened the long-haired wig, combing it with her fingers, she had to admire how expert the Goon Boys were with stage makeup. They meticulously blended the streaks of foundation and bronzer that they drew on their cheeks, forehead, and chin to give them color so they didn’t look like ghosts on stage. When each of them twisted or contorted his face to portray a new character, the makeup highlighted the new character’s features.  
Since their show was a series of sketches, and all three performed in all the sketches, they didn’t have the luxury of time between skits to change their makeup or even apply lipstick and blush if they had to portray a woman or little girl, which each of them did in the various skits. 
The Goon Boys also made liberal use of wigs, eyeglasses, and simple costumes, all of which were her responsibility. Their best prop, however, was their own
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