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      It was bizarre being friends with a billionaire, but I was getting used to it.

      I knocked on Johnny Creel’s penthouse door, and he answered with a grin. “Hey, Susie!”

      “Hey yourself,” I said with a smile. I slung my arm around his neck and squeezed him. Johnny’s grin widened as he returned my warm embrace.

      “Rosemary’s on her way,” he said after he let go of me. Rosemary was the love of Johnny’s life, and my best friend.

      “Cool,” I said as we headed toward the living room. All Johnny’s furniture was sleek black leather, and the lamps and ceiling light fixtures were made of the finest crystal. The living room was huge—it had enough seating for more than twenty people. A seventy-five-inch television was mounted on the wall. Johnny’s pad was the best place to hang for all our friend gatherings. Too bad he and Rosemary were leaving for New York soon.

      My heart squeezed in my chest whenever I thought about it. I was thrilled that Johnny was taking Rosemary to New York so she could pursue her dream of performing on Broadway, but I would miss her terribly. She was my dearest friend, and the only one who truly understood me. Performing on Broadway was my dream, too. Rosemary and I had been in lots of shows together over the years, and we’d spent hours fantasizing about being on the stage in New York.

      “Mindy’s got your Prosecco chilling,” Johnny said.

      “Nice!” Mindy was Johnny’s housekeeper. She was a sweetheart, but it felt weird to have somebody wait on me. I doubted I would ever get used to it.

      “Hey, hey everybody,” I said to my buddies Ryan and Tim who were sitting on opposite ends of a comfy leather couch. I took a seat between the two guys, and my friend Erica sat across from us.

      

      I lifted my arms and pulled Tim and Ryan in for a hug.

      “How we doin’, fellas?”

      “Good. Tired, though. Long week,” Ryan said as he rested his head on my shoulder. The guys were used to my hugginess and never minded me hanging on them. It was all platonic, of course. Tim was single at the moment, but I had a boyfriend and so did Ryan. Actually, Ryan had a fiancé and would be married as soon as Jack came back from his latest tour with the U.S. Marines.

      Mindy emerged from the kitchen with a smile and glass of Prosecco for me.

      “Here you go, Susie,” she said. I let go of Tim and Ryan to grab my drink.

      “Ah, you are the best, Mindy. Thanks so much,” I said, feeling guilty about not getting up to get the drink myself. Johnny always reassured me that it was okay to let Mindy do her job, and that she was well-compensated. I still felt weird, but at least I’d finally gotten her to stop calling me Ms. Peters.

      Johnny accepted a fresh beer from Mindy with a smile and a nod of thanks. After taking a healthy sip from the glass, he turned to me. “So, how’s Carl?”

      “Overwhelmed as always,” I said with a sigh. My boyfriend, a medical student at Georgetown University, was crazy busy all the time. All he ever did was study, and it was tough on our relationship. We’d been dating for more than a year, but we rarely saw each other anymore. Fortunately, I had a wonderful network of friends to keep me from being lonely. “How are the plans for New York coming?”

      “Great! We found this amazing apartment in Chelsea, in a place called London Terrace Towers. Once we get all settled, I can bring you all up to see it.”

      I smiled. “Bring you up” likely meant that Johnny would arrange for all of us to travel in style to New York City. He’d probably rent a stretch limo to take us all from Washington D.C. to visit him and Rosemary.

      “I can’t believe Rosemary hasn’t heard back from NYU,” I said, feeling a knot of anxiety form in my stomach. It had always been Rosemary’s dream to go to college, to get her theater degree. She didn’t like the idea of having her wealthy boyfriend pay for everything in her life, but having Johnny’s rich family offer to pay for her education was too much for her to resist. Her only caveat was that the Creels did not interfere with the admission process. Rosemary was determined to apply to NYU on her own and hopefully get in on her own merit. I admired Rosemary’s courage, but I just hoped to God she got into the school.

      “I know,” Johnny said, looking as I worried as I felt. “She’s going crazy with all the waiting.”

      “Have you figured out what you’re gonna do in New York yet, John-boy?” I asked. Last I’d heard, Johnny still had no clue what he wanted to do when he got there. He and Rosemary were going to New York whether she got into school or not. If she didn’t make it into NYU, she planned to get a part-time job and focus on landing some auditions. She said she couldn’t bear the idea of Johnny’s family handing her free rent and food. She wanted to at least contribute some money. Johnny certainly didn’t have to work, but he needed something to do with his time.

      “Yes, actually,” Johnny said. “I have an idea that I’m really excited about, but I haven’t talked it over with Rosemary yet. If she’s on board with it, you all will be the next ones to know about it.”

      I heard Johnny’s front door open, and a few seconds later, Rosemary walked into the room. She looked upset.

      “What’s the matter?” Johnny asked with concern.

      “I heard back from NYU,” she said quietly.

      My heart sank. She didn’t make it.

      “Oh, Rosemary,” Johnny said tenderly, rushing toward her.

      “No, it’s not—I mean, I just got the email. I can’t look,” Rosemary said, her eyes filled with fear. “You do it. Please.”

      Rosemary thrust her phone at him.

      Johnny hesitantly took the phone from her. From the agonized expression on his face, I knew he had kept his promise and hadn’t interfered in helping her get into the school. He clearly had no idea what the email would say, and it would be unbearable for him to be the one to break her heart if the news wasn’t good.

      I jumped up from the couch and so did Erica, Tim, and Ryan. Rosemary smiled gratefully at us as we gathered around her to show our support. Ryan, who was particularly dear to her, put his hand on her back.

      Rosemary drew in a deep breath and nodded at Johnny.

      “Rosemary, whatever happens, remember that I love you, and I am so incredibly proud of you,” Johnny said in a voice filled with emotion. Rosemary nodded, holding her breath.

      Johnny swallowed and pressed the button to wake up the phone. He clicked on the email from NYU, then his face split into a huge grin. He looked up at Rosemary and said, “You did it, Princess.”

      Rosemary let out her breath and we all burst into applause. She grabbed the phone from Johnny and read over the email to make sure. Then she opened her arms and Johnny ran into them, squeezing her tight and lifting her off the ground.

      “Congratulations, Rosemary. You deserve this so much.” Johnny held her tight and rubbed her back. When he finally let go, he chuckled softly to see tears dripping down her face. She always teared up when she was especially emotional, and it was wonderful to see her tears of joy. Johnny gently wiped the droplets from her eyes, then stepped back so the rest of us could descend upon her.

      “You did it, sweetie!” Ryan exclaimed, grabbing Rosemary and pulling her into a hug. He squeezed her as tightly as Johnny had, and she laughed happily. She spun around to greet me next.

      We locked eyes, and I said, “Rosemary, oh my God!”

      “I know!” she said, laughing. We hugged each other, Rosemary crying, both of us laughing.

      Except for Johnny, everyone gathered here in his penthouse were theater types. We all performed in local community shows, but only Rosemary and I were truly serious about our craft. I’d been lucky that my parents could afford to send me to college, so I had both a theater and a teaching degree. Now it was Rosemary’s turn, and my heart was ready to explode with happiness for her.

      “Mindy?” Johnny called out. “You can bring it in, now.”

      Mindy emerged a moment later carrying a tray with a bottle of champagne and a bunch of empty glasses. She seemed prepared, like she’d overheard the celebration going on in the living room. She set down the tray, then expertly opened the champagne and started pouring. She left the glasses there, then walked over to Rosemary.

      “Congratulations, Rosemary,” Mindy said, opening her arms. Rosemary hugged her warmly.

      “Thank you so much,” Rosemary said.

      Mindy handed out the glasses of champagne, starting with Rosemary and Johnny and then to the rest of us.

      “You too, Mindy,” Johnny said with a grin.

      Mindy poured herself a glass.

      “To Rosemary Sutton, NYU theater student and the next big star to hit the great white way,” Johnny said with enthusiasm.

      “Hear, hear!” we all shouted as we drank a toast to our friend.

      I waited patiently as Rosemary took turns chatting with our friends. Finally, she settled in a chair next to me with her drink.

      “I’m so excited for you, Rosemary. I can’t even tell you how happy I am. Can you imagine studying theater in New York?” I gushed.

      We squealed like a couple of schoolgirls, making Johnny laugh.

      “I know,” Rosemary said, drawing in a deep breath. She looked ecstatic and incredibly relieved. It had been a long, painful admission process, and the waiting had been awful.

      “I don’t know what I’m gonna do without you,” I said.

      “I’m gonna miss you like crazy. You could always move to New York, too. I’m sure you could find a job there. And, you know, Johnny can always …”

      “I know,” I told her. Johnny could pay for me to move to New York so I could go on auditions and try to make it to Broadway. We’d been through that scenario a bunch of times, and as tempting as it was, I couldn’t accept his generous offer. It wouldn’t feel right. Besides, my life was here. “And it’s so sweet of him. But I have a job I really like, and of course, there’s Carl. He’s still got two years left of med school here in D.C., so it’s not like he could just up and move to New York.”

      “I understand,” Rosemary said sadly. “It just would have been so wonderful.”

      “Yeah, it really would be,” I said as physical pain stabbed my heart. Being in New York with Rosemary, supporting each other through tough auditions and the triumph and heartbreak of being a performer, would have been incredible. I was in my mid-twenties, and I wouldn’t be young forever. It was a long shot to make it to Broadway, and the older I got, the less likely it was that it would ever happen. I did want to go to New York someday, to at least give it a try, but it never seemed to be the right time.

      “I can’t believe I got into NYU,” Rosemary said with a dreamy smile. Then she looked thoughtful for a moment.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked her.

      “Sometimes I can’t help but think …” Rosemary took a sip of her champagne, then set down the glass and looked at me. “Do you think they let me in because of the video?”

      She was referring to the infamous video of Johnny’s grand gesture of apology, in his effort to win her back after a terrible fight. He was already a celebrity at the time—the notorious playboy son of famed bank attorney Walter Creel. Johnny also used to be a big jerk. He’d been a womanizer, a big spender, and he also used to be Rosemary’s boss. Johnny had treated her badly when she worked as his executive assistant, but then he’d learned some harsh lessons about life when he suddenly lost his fortune. Walter Creel had been accused of some white-collar crime, and while he was under investigation, his assets were completely frozen. For the first time in his life, Johnny had had no money and no prospects. Rosemary graciously helped him get back on his feet, and that’s when they fell in love. He supported her theater dreams and loved that she was a performer, but when his dad’s name was cleared and Johnny was rich again, he’d fallen back into his old, spoiled ways. Rosemary overheard him trash-talking musical theater to all his friends behind her back, and it broke her heart. Johnny knew he had been an idiot for trying to fit back in with his asshole friends, so he made a public apology to Rosemary by serenading her with a showtune in the middle of a crowded restaurant.

      “Of course not, Rosemary. You got in on your talent. End of story,” I told her firmly.

      The video had been a viral sensation, and the odds were that NYU had gotten wind of it. It was big news everywhere, but particularly in the theater community. Johnny had sung “Rosemary,” a showtune from the musical How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying. He sounded pretty good, but he was nothing compared to Rosemary. She was incredible. Rosemary had fired back at him with an impromptu medley of showtunes, telling him exactly how she felt. She started with an angry song called “Forget About the Boy,” which contained lots of lyrics about him being a double-crosser and pulling the rug out from under her. She sang snippets of a few different songs, giving a full-out performance and making him sweat a bit, before ending with a song about love and forgiveness. Someone had captured the video on a cell phone, complete with all the emotion and drama.

      “Even if the admissions people did see the video, it really showcased your talent. Maybe that did help you get in, but not because you’re famous. It’s still because you’re an incredible singer,” I said.

      “Maybe,” Rosemary said thoughtfully. She gazed over at Johnny who was talking with Ryan and Timothy. “I love him so much, but sometimes it’s tough to be only known as Johnny Creel’s girlfriend. I worry that NYU is hoping they’ll get a big donation from the Creels if they let me in.”

      “I understand. But seriously, that video showed how great a singer you are and that you can hold your own, even up against the Creel bigwigs. You showed you are nobody’s fool, baby.”

      Rosemary smiled with pride. “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

      Johnny truly was a changed man. Losing all his money and falling in love with a poor girl made him realize what was really important in life. It had nearly destroyed him when Rosemary broke up with him, and I knew he would never take her for granted again.

      “Now all you guys need to do is figure out what Johnny’s gonna do to keep himself out of trouble in New York,” I said in a loud voice, making sure Johnny heard me. He looked over at me and grinned. A wave of affection swept over me. Johnny was like the goofy brother I never had. I realized how much I was going to miss him, too.

      “Oh, I got some ideas,” Johnny said.

      “Is that so? Well, that’s news to me,” Rosemary said with a smile. Johnny wasn’t exactly what you could call ambitious. For most of his life, he’d been able to afford to sit around and do nothing, so that’s what he did.

      “I’ll tell you about it later. Tonight is your special night,” Johnny said. “I figured I would discuss my idea with you first and then tell everybody, if you approve.”

      “Honey, if it’s something you want to do, of course I’ll approve,” Rosemary said, green eyes sparkling. “Tell me, tell me, tell me!”

      Johnny chuckled. He came over and sat down in the chair next to her, then leaned over and gently ran his fingers through her long red hair. Though I was pretty happy with my bright blue eyes, I would kill to have that red hair of hers. Mine was such a boring brown.

      “Okay, so here’s what I’m thinkin’, and you can tell me if you think it’s crazy,” Johnny said, gazing at Rosemary tenderly. “I thought it would be cool if I started an arts and theater kind of foundation for underprivileged kids. It would have after-school programs like theater, voice lessons, acting, dancing, and maybe arts and crafts kinds of stuff. All free for the kids, of course. We could build it in some poor neighborhood in Brooklyn or somewhere, and then we could have the kids bussed in from other poor neighborhoods.”

      I smiled as I watched Johnny explain his idea. He spoke quickly and with great excitement, like a little kid. It was adorable.

      “And just think, Rosemary,” Johnny said, his gentle gray eyes lighting up. “The place would have a big auditorium where you could rehearse your monologues for classes and for auditions and stuff. Your own private stage when the kids aren’t using it. My dad would totally be on board, because it would be a huge tax write-off and it would make him look good. And it’s like I could really help these kids make their dreams come true, and finally do something useful with my life.”

      We all looked at Rosemary for her reaction, and none of us was surprised by what we saw. She covered her mouth with her hand as fresh tears spilled from her eyes. When she finally composed herself enough to speak, she whispered, “Oh Johnny, that’s so beautiful.”

      Oh, yes. Johnny Creel was a changed man all right. The foundation idea was such a wonderful way to help others less fortunate than him, and it was a lovely testament to his love for Rosemary.

      Carl would never do anything like that for me in a million years.

      Rosemary threw her arms around Johnny and hugged him tight. When she finally let him go, he looked into her eyes. “And Princess, I want to name the foundation after you. The Rosemary Sutton Foundation.”

      Her eyes opened wide and she looked downright panicked. “Johnny, you can’t do that. Oh, it’s so sweet, and I love you for it, but you just can’t. I don’t want anybody to think I’m trying to curry any favors on my auditions. If you use my name, Broadway producers might hear about it and when I go to an audition, they’ll think I’m some spoiled rich girlfriend of a billionaire. They’ll think I’m trying to buy a role, or they’ll think—”

      Johnny chuckled softly. “It’s okay, Rosemary. I understand. We’ll call it something else. The Creel Foundation, maybe. I’m sure that will make my dad happy anyway. It doesn’t matter what we call it. I just want you to know that you are the inspiration for it. Because of your kindness and generosity. The way you helped me when I needed it most, and the way you inspire me every day by reaching for your dreams and never giving up.”

      Rosemary smiled through her happy tears. She was too choked up with emotion to speak, so she wrapped her arms around Johnny and they held each other for a moment.

      “Okay, my turn,” Ryan said firmly but with a grin. Standing in front of the couch, he offered Rosemary his hand. She smiled and allowed him to pull her into a standing position. Hugging her tightly, he said, “Sweetie, I’m gonna miss you so much.”

      I got up from the couch, prepared to wait my turn to embrace Rosemary again. Ryan grinned at me, then pulled me in for a group hug. Ryan and I hugged her tight as we all tried not to cry.

      “You’re gonna make it, baby. I just know it,” I told Rosemary.

      I glanced up to see Johnny looking at me thoughtfully.

      “What?” I asked him.

      “You really should be moving to New York, too,” Johnny said with a look of gentle concern on his face.

      I let out a sigh. The idea of leaving everything behind and heading to New York was far more tempting than I wanted to admit to myself.

      “I wish I could, Johnny. Really.” Thoughts of Carl, my job, and all my other responsibilities swirled in my head.

      “Hey,” Johnny said, reaching for my hand and then squeezing it in both of his. He looked me straight in the eye and said, “I’ll tell you what I told Rosemary not so long ago. Just promise me you’ll think about it.”

      I smiled gratefully and nodded.

      “Okay, Johnny. I promise.”
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      Two Years Later

      In the years that had passed since Rosemary and Johnny moved to New York, not a single day had gone by that I hadn’t thought about running off and joining them.

      Two years later and I was no closer to my dreams than I was when they left.

      I was still stuck in the same rut, still teaching at Western High School in Washington D.C., and still dating Carl. I had thought his time in medical school was bad, but that was nothing compared to his medical residency. He was working insane hours, and it was hard for him to find time to see me. It would only be a few more years of residency, but sometimes I wondered if things would get better once he was a full-fledged, practicing doctor. He would still be busy then, and I worried what that meant for our future.

      Snapped out of my thoughts by the sound of the bell, I stood up behind my desk. “Okay, guys, don’t forget the test on Monday on prepositional phrases. Also, your literary analysis paper is due at the end of next week,” I said to my English class. The students groaned, and I felt like joining them. Even I felt that studying grammar and analyzing works of literature took the fun out of them. It would be so much better if we could just read books like The Catcher in the Rye, or even better, simply perform the works of Shakespeare rather than analyzing them to death.

      A flutter of excitement rippled through me as I packed up my tote bag and grabbed my purse, preparing to go to theater practice. It was the same thing every day. I did my best to slog through the school day so I could get to the only part I truly enjoyed; moderating the after-school drama program. Our year-end theater production was next week, and we were doing Bye, Bye, Birdie. I had such a talented group of kids this year, and I was so proud of all of them.

      I rushed to the auditorium so I could have a few moments to myself. The first thing I did was step onto the stage, close my eyes, and draw in a deep breath.

      How I loved the smell of the theater. It was funny the way theaters tended to smell the same, wherever I was. This high school, my old college, the community theater where I performed—they all had the scent of paint and wood and magic. I closed my eyes and imagined I was in the middle of a Broadway stage instead of some dingy gymnasium.

      I opened my eyes and started dancing to the music in my head. I performed the song and dance routine “America” from West Side Story, which was one of my favorites. I’d been in the show years ago in college, and I still remembered all the steps. The door to the auditorium opened, and some of the kids started streaming in, but I ignored them. They were used to coming in and seeing me in full performance mode. I couldn’t help myself, and they knew it.

      I sang and danced the entire routine, feeling all my stress and boredom from the day slipping away. The stage was where I came alive. My heart pumped and my adrenaline surged as I performed the high energy routine. It was like therapy for my soul. I finished my dance with a big flourish, and my kids applauded and whistled.

      “Wahoo, go Ms. Susie!”

      “You’re killin’ it, Ms. S!”

      I laughed and took a gracious bow, panting and happy to be onstage.

      I clapped my hands. “Okay! Show next week, so we don’t have a minute to lose. We need to run through the whole shebang at least once, so let’s get a move on.”

      My heart swelled with pride as I watched my kids run through the show. They were so talented and entertaining, and Bye Bye Birdie was such a fun show to do with kids this age. It was about a heartthrob singer named Conrad who gets drafted into the armed forces, causing a frenzy among his adoring fans. It was based on what happened when Elvis Presley got drafted during the height of his popularity.

      The drama students this year were terrific. They’d worked really hard, so they needed minimal direction from me at this point. Too bad none of the kids were interested in performing as a career. There was nothing I loved more than mentoring a kid with theater dreams like mine. Sometimes I felt like a fraud, though. Who was I to tell anybody how to make it in show business? I wasn’t even a full-time drama teacher, let alone a successful performer.

      I grinned from ear to ear as I watched my prized pupil, Antoine Jackson, sing one of Conrad Birdie’s showstopping tunes, “If You’re Really Sincere.” I adored Antoine. He was a gentle soul with dark skin and dark brown eyes. I watched proudly as he strutted across the stage, giving a full-out performance that rivaled Elvis himself. No matter how many times I’d seen it in rehearsal, it always made me laugh to watch him perform as his “fans” screamed in adoration around him. Antoine was incredible, but I knew he didn’t have the heart of an artist. He was more technically minded, and would probably go into the computer science field or something. He was rather shy, but I recognized his talent immediately and implored him to audition for me. Being in the show seemed to draw him out of his shell, and even though he might never do another show, I hoped he would look back on this experience as something really cool he did once back in high school.

      I drew in a deep breath, letting the peace and happiness of being in the theater surround me. I felt like I spent most of my life biding my time so I could get here, where I wanted to be. Where I belonged.

      And Johnny has an entire school devoted to teaching theater. In New York.

      The idea of spending my days teaching and auditioning in New York City seemed impossible. I spent hours daydreaming about it, the same way people fantasize about what they would do if they won the lottery. The urge to run off to the Big Apple was growing stronger every day, but I loved my high school kids, and I loved Carl. I couldn’t just up and leave.

      Could I?

      The deadline for renewing my teacher contract for the next school year was in two weeks. I did enjoy teaching, but it was always painful for me to start back every September, after spending the summer doing nothing but theater-related stuff. It was only May, and I was already dreading the beginning of the next school year.

      But what would Carl say if I told him I wanted to go to New York? We had talked about getting married after his medical residency in two years.

      My mind suddenly started whirring with possibilities. What if I went to New York for two years while Carl finished his residency at the hospital?

      My breath caught in my throat. The mere thought of going to New York made me want to cry with joy. I wanted this. Dear God, I wanted this so much. Theater was in my blood, and I knew I would live a life full of regrets if I didn’t at least give myself a good, honest shot at making it onto Broadway.

      I stood there watching my precious kids perform the show’s finale, my heart filled with renewed hope and a sense of purpose.

      Oh my God, I think I’m really gonna do this thing.
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      I told Carl I needed to see him as soon as possible. In my heart I knew what I wanted to do, but moving to New York would affect his life, too. It was only fair that I discussed it with him first.

      As usual, Carl was working constantly, so the only way I could see him was to meet him in the hospital’s cafeteria. I sat at the table and nervously scanned the room for him. I had gotten us a couple of burgers and fries already, since I knew he was pressed for time.

      My heart lurched with sympathy when I saw Carl approach. He looked utterly exhausted as he headed toward me. He collapsed into the chair across from me, flipping his light brown hair out of his face.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, taking his hand in mine.

      “Yeah, I’ll survive. Only two more years, right?” he said with a weak smile.

      People always complain about how much money doctors make, but they certainly paid their dues first. Between the years of medical school and the hell that was a physician’s residency, they deserved to be rewarded.

      “What’s up?” Carl asked. “Everything okay?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. There’s just something important I wanted to tell you. It’s nothing bad…” I took a deep breath. I wished we had more time to ease into this discussion, like over a leisurely dinner or something. That wasn’t possible, so I knew I had to get right down to it. “Carl, I’ve decided not to renew my contract with the school this year. I want to go to New York.”

      Carl looked stunned for a moment, then said, “What? What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not getting any younger, Carl. If I’m going to realistically pursue a career on Broadway, I can’t waste any more time.”

      Carl grabbed his cheeseburger and starting eating. He did not look pleased.

      “I know it’s going to be an adjustment for both of us, but the truth is we don’t see much of each other as it is. You’ve got a couple more years on your residency, so it’s kind of perfect, in a way. I can take two years to go to New York and give it my best shot. Then, when you’re done your residency, I can come back if things don’t work out.”

      I wasn’t sure what would happen if things did work out, but what a wonderful problem that would be to have. My stomach fluttered with joy at the thought. And even if I didn’t make it, the thought of living in New York for two years and focusing entirely on theater made me want to jump up and scream with excitement.

      “You cannot be serious,” Carl said, a grim look on his face.

      “Of course I am. I’ve always been serious about performing. You know that,” I said, trying to swallow my disappointment at his initial reaction.

      “Susie, this is crazy. You can’t just up and go to New York,” he said.

      I stared at him a moment. Deep down, I had known he wouldn’t be supportive. He never had been. Sure, he came to all my shows, but his eyes tended to glaze over whenever I talked about theater. Carl was good about asking how my day was and all that, but he never seemed to grasp the notion that I didn’t want to talk about teaching high school. That was only my day job; theater was my whole life.

      “Why can’t you support me for once? I’ve been supportive of everything you’re doing with your life. It’s not easy being the girlfriend of a med student. You’re never around. I hate it, but I’m supportive because I know how important it is to you.”

      “Yeah, exactly,” Carl said irritably. “What I’m doing is important.”

      “And what I’m doing isn’t?”

      Carl snorted. “Really, Suze? You’re gonna compare musical theater to being a doctor and saving lives?”

      I drew in a deep breath to steady myself. It wasn’t enough, so I took a sip of my Diet Coke in an effort to calm down before I said anything I would regret. I was proud of Carl for wanting to be a doctor, and I certainly admired the hard work and effort he was putting into it. But he could be so insufferable about it sometimes. It was hard to explain that theater meant as much to me as being a doctor meant to him. This wasn’t the first time he’d made the issue into a contest that I simply couldn’t win. Saving lives was more important than entertaining people. Fine. I conceded that. But why wasn’t there room for both in this world?

      My heart was heavy. I wished I had the words to express how much it hurt that he didn’t have my back. “After all this time, how do you still not get how important this is to me?”

      Carl sighed wearily. I understood he was too tired to have this conversation now, and yet it was painful that he couldn’t be bothered to comfort me. I felt like nothing but an annoying inconvenience to his oh-so-important life.

      An image of Johnny flashed through my mind. He not only supported Rosemary’s dreams, but he was so proud of her. He watched her, enraptured, every time she sang. Sure, being as rich as he was made it easy to support her financially. When she allowed it, anyway. But it was more than that. He understood how much she wanted this. Johnny knew this wasn’t some silly hobby of hers. It was part of who she was. Just like it was a part of who I was.

      A sudden realization hit me, one that I should have figured out long ago. Being a theater performer was the very essence of who I was, and Carl thought it was silly and stupid. Which meant he thought I was silly and stupid. He thought of me as some vapid, selfish theater diva, while he was a noble hero off saving lives.

      “I’m sorry, Susie,” Carl said. He didn’t sound sorry for hurting my feelings. It was like he was saying, Sorry, I don’t get it. He didn’t get it, and he never would.

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. My heart physically hurt in my chest. I realized that if I moved to New York, it would most likely be the end of Carl and me. We had been together for three years. Was I really ready to throw all of that away?

      I thought of Johnny again. Even when he was flat broke, he had encouraged Rosemary to go to New York to pursue her dreams. He had told her that he’d miss her like crazy, but he would understand if leaving was what she needed to do in order to be happy. Johnny was prepared to wait for her. He’d have been utterly lost without Rosemary, but he loved her enough to let her go.

      “Do you have any idea what the odds are of you making it to Broadway? Like, a billion to one,” Carl said suddenly.

      That was probably the cruelest thing anyone had ever said to me. The physical pain in my chest was so sharp that Carl might as well have punched me in the heart.

      I closed my eyes, determined not to let loose the tears of pain and anger that were welling in my eyes.

      Of course I knew the odds. Every artist knows the terrible odds of making it. We think about it a thousand times a day, but something deep inside us keeps us going each day, in spite of the odds. We face rejection, heartache, loneliness, and despair, but we face the storm head on anyway. Yes, doctors were brave. But so were the actors, singers, writers, poets, and dreamers who put their hearts and souls on the line every day. We were all brave. It’s not a goddamned contest, you heartless bastard.

      Despite my best efforts, my tears spilled openly down my cheeks. Carl looked alarmed at my expression. Of course he was surprised at my reaction. He had no idea how badly he’d hurt me because he had no understanding of who I really was.

      My hands were shaking with anger. I was angry at Carl but even more furious at myself. I had always considered myself a strong, independent woman, but it was time to face the harsh fact that I had put off my dreams for two solid years for a man. A man who was in no way, shape, or form worthy of me.

      Poor, heroic, put-upon Carl sighed. “I guess it’s okay if you want to do this thing—”

      “Oh, honey,” I said with a bitter laugh, standing up, then slamming my chair into the table for good measure. “I don’t need your permission to do ‘this thing.’ I’m doing it. Without you.”

      Carl looked up at me, wide-eyed. I gazed deeply into his eyes, trying to take a moment to mourn the life that I thought I’d have with him. I had been his girlfriend for three years. We’d planned to get married. It was all falling apart now, and I felt like I should have been devastated. I was shocked to find that I only felt one thing.

      Relief.

      Relief that I no longer had to perform the tentative balancing act that was trying to keep Carl happy. I’d been doing it for so long, it was hard to imagine not having that burden. No more carefully worded explanations that I couldn’t go somewhere because I had rehearsal, no more steeling myself for his underwhelmed reaction when I got a part I really wanted, all the while knowing he wouldn’t care.

      “Susie, come on now. Can’t we talk about this?” Carl said. He stood, holding his hands out plaintively. He looked at me like I was nuts. He had no idea where all this was coming from because he never listened to anything I said.

      “I’ve tried talking to you about it, Carl. You either don’t hear
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