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TIMES SQUARE IS AS much noise as lights. 

Scalpers shout to sell last minute theater tickets, tourists click and ‘cheese’, taxis swoosh by with loud honks. Salty snacks, sweet snacks, sizzling sausages, and slap! Into buns with mustard, ketchup, and pickles.

Lights play their part in this strange and strident cacophony. Most of the time they illuminate, other times, they blind.

That summer evening, however, these sparkles were a pale illumination compared with the happy glow in Maude’s eyes. They were as luminous as dancing fireflies.

The twenty-year-old with chocolate brown skin and dark, frizzled hair underneath her fashionable hat crossed Broadway, entered a quieter street, and stopped by The Season, a fancy seafood restaurant with candlelit tables, a romantic atmosphere, and a rather expensive menu. 

Peering through the window, she found the young man she was looking for. 

A used baseball cap covered his stiff, long, black hair, and large-rimmed sunglasses hid his eyes. He stirred a stale coke with a straw.

Checking his watch, he knitted his large and bushy black eyebrows in a frown, restlessly tapped his foot, and looked around as if waiting for an enemy to ambush him. He signaled to the waiter for a new drink. 

Outside looking in, Maude put on a grave face, pushed her hat down deep, squishing her dark, natural hair flat as she did so. 

She entered the restaurant and arrived at the table at the same time as the elderly waiter was placing a new drink in front of his distracted client.

The strange, young man thanked the waiter and turned to Maude grimly. She remained standing.

“You’ve made it,” he greeted somberly.

“I’m here, aren’t I?” Eyes narrowed, she threw a furtive glance at the door. 

“You came alone?” he asked, following her gaze. He stirred the straw, the blocks of ice crashed into each other.  

“I was very careful.” She adopted a sullen expression and waited for an invitation.

“Then, you may sit.”

“Don’t you want to check I’m not wearing a mic or a hidden camera?” Maude asked as she took off her jacket, swung it around the seat, but remained standing, her hand carefully poised on the back of the chair.

The young man stopped stirring and let the straw slide into his drink like a piece of wood in sinking sand.

“You’re not taking this seriously.”

“How can I?” Maude laughed gingerly. “Even I can’t recognize the ‘Love Doctor’ behind that awful getup. I feel like I’m celebrating our anniversary with an entirely different person than the guy I’m supposed to be with.”

It must be stated that this stranger looked nothing like the internationally known pop singer. But behind the glasses, the mustache, the wig dry as withered hay, and the bushy eyebrows, it was Matt’s laughter that gave him away. He took off his glasses, closed them and laid them on the table next to his glass. 

“You’ve made no real effort to hide who you are,” he stated, his gray eyes glowing with amused reproach.

“What about this large hat?” 

Maude thought it was a great sacrifice to her usual dress code as she, and a number of fashion magazines, acknowledged she did not possess what one would call ‘a hat face.’ 

“I was afraid we wouldn’t recognize and would miss each other. Can you imagine that? I’d choose a handsome stranger to spend the evening with. Then, I’d fall madly in love with him and would have to break up with you,” she mocked. 

“Laugh all you want. You’ll thank me once the night is over and no one has spotted, photographed, or tweeted about our date.”

Maude nodded and, still laughing, took a seat in front of Matt. She opened the menu.

Despite the fake eyebrows and the horrific wig, she was proud to call him hers.

It still amazed her to think how long they had waited before being together. Of course, it was largely due to her own stubbornness, and partly her own foolishness, which she only now grudgingly admitted were inherent to her personality.

Now that they were together, and had been so for a year, it was the most natural connection in the world and she wondered how she could ever have pushed him away, or more recently, struggled to tell him she loved him. 

To communicate, words had become unnecessary, but the two spoke for the pleasure of hearing the other’s mocking voice. For though they were in love, their camaraderie had not faded and it was with much teasing that they voiced their thoughts.

“Good evening. Have you decided on your order?” the waiter asked in a gravelly voice and with the perfect posture of a soldier in the Queen’s Guard.

Matt coughed a little and said, “The lady needs more time.”

The waiter nodded and walked away.

“Why would I need more time?” Maude shut the menu with a definite clap.

“You always do.”

“Not this time.” She laid the menu on the corner of the table, her hand lingering on its leather cover. 

“That would be a first.”

“You always choose in a hurry. Then you look longingly at my food and expect me to share.” 

“Have you received news from Cynthia?” Matt asked, changing the subject. 

Not that his culinary choices were anything to be ashamed of. But he often observed the female tendency to portray indecision as a quality rather than a fault, and had decided against arguing the particular point that evening.

“She’s arrived in Spain!” Maude exclaimed. “Just fifty more stops on her year-long honeymoon.” Her enthusiasm was followed by a sharp sigh. 

She missed her cousin cruelly, and since her departure two months ago, each day had reminded Maude how essential the elder Baldwin sibling was to the family.

Though she had resented the idea of her cousin marrying Daniel, thus entering Alan Lewis’ family, Maude had eventually come around and decided that her cousin’s happiness mattered above all. She’d learned to accept that Daniel Lewis was only the son of the same man who had participated in the ruin of her career. 

Alan Lewis, Cynthia’s new father-in-law, had also recently orchestrated the rapid rise to fame of Julia Tanand, a singer that resembled Maude in many obvious ways.

By putting a strong emphasis on her piano compositions and heavily underlining the fact that she was French in the media, Julia Tanand had managed to temporarily fill the void left by Maude when she had decided to leave the US pop scene and return to France to concentrate on her classical music career. And run away from the scandal the press had uncovered merely two years ago. Maude could accept that Cynthia was marrying into the Lewis family, but she would never forgive Alan Lewis for pressuring her to fake a relationship with Thomas Bradfield.

Thomas’ musical career had also suffered after the scandal had erupted like a hot volcano. Many labels had shied from him as if he carried the plague.

Not all record labels were like Soulville, run by her uncle James, who stood by her side through thick and thin.

But all that havoc was behind her, now that the latest single from her sophomore album, By  Your Side, was number one on the Billboard 200.

“Cynthia’s going to call me tomorrow after we have that big meeting with Uncle James. Do you have any idea what it’s about?” Maude twirled her hands restlessly.

“No idea,” Matt replied. He pointed to Maude’s menu to remind her to decide on the food she wanted to order.

“I’ve chosen what I want. You won’t have a single bite from my plate.”

Maude signaled to the waiter, but Matt interrupted her gesture by taking her hand.

“I haven’t made up my mind, yet,” he explained with a mischievous smile. He forgot he was wearing a wig and ran his fingers through his hair, before realizing it was coming off, revealing his dark blonde hair. The effect was oddly comical and Maude snorted.

“You say I’m slow.”

“You are. But I don’t choose my food well. So, I’ll take my time for once. You get to see how that feels.”

“Fine,” Maude replied. She leaned against her chair seemingly patient. But she was hungry, starving, in fact, and could not wait for him to choose. He made a great motion of going through the entire menu and reciting each item as though learning them off by heart.

“I’m very patient,” Maude taunted.

“You’re anything but.”  

“I should just change my mind now and take something else off the menu.”

“No, no,” Matt said quickly. He snapped the menu shut and looked up to Maude with a cunning smile. “I’ve made up my mind.” He called the waiter and they ordered.

Moments like these were the easiest. 

They could forget everyone else in the room. They did not see the man nervously toying with a little, black jewelry box in his left pocket. Or his unsuspecting girlfriend waiting for her dessert with the impatience of a greedy child. Nor did they notice one of the waiters discreetly counting his tips, away from the customers who paid him no attention. A young woman, decked in a Dolce & Gabbana dress, sat alone at a table for two waiting for her evening companion to arrive with a resigned air of bored patience.

As she pushed strands of curls behind her ears, the young woman caught sight of two muscular paparazzi failing at discretion on the other side of the window with cameras as big as photo booths.

“Ooh,” was all she exclaimed, as she primped her hair. She followed the aim of the camera, noticed it pointing at Maude and Matt, and grabbed her phone out of her purse. She snapped a shot of the two holding hands over the table.

Matt realized what was happening instantly and shielded his face as well as Maude’s with his hands.

“They’re here,” he muttered under his breath. “Let’s go.” 

They rose, their chairs screeching on the tiled floor. The waiter chose that moment to arrive with their orders, an elaborate dish of seafood.

Maude fished out a couple of bills from her purse and slapped them on the table as the two men made their way for the entrance of the restaurant.

“Sorry, we’ve got to run!”

Matt and Maude made a beeline for the kitchen, burst through the door, and were immediately assaulted by the steamy atmosphere. The chef, a man with a mustache as thin as cat whiskers, yelled as the two intruders crossed the crowded room, weaving their way through dishes and the rushed personnel. 

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” He waved his sauce-filled spoon in the air, splattering his formerly immaculate chef cap with tomato. “The kitchen is off limits to customers! OFF LIMITS!” he bellowed.

Shrimp, crabs, and mussels, plates and sparkling silverware danced under the noses of the two swift escapees as they swerved and zigzagged out. Left, right, right, left, left, left, right. Matt pulled Maude close to him just in time to avoid two steaming bowls of clam chowder. 

Behind them, the two paparazzi scrambled, hurrying all the while protecting their expensive material, squeezed against their chest, tucked underneath their hairy forearms.

Maude and Matt reached the back door just as they heard glass breaking, silverware rattling, screams and gasps. 

Crash, clang, clink, clink, clink, whoosh.

A howl tore through the kitchen, followed by tiny whimpers. 

Curiosity stopped Maude and she threw a furtive glance behind her back. Not believing her eyes, she turned fully, before exploding into peals of hearty laughter.

The two men were covered in seafood: the tall one had shrimp dangling from his ears like earrings. The smaller man wriggled as crabs slipped through his baggy pants and mussels fell down his shirt.

They struggled to get up, prompting Maude’s departure.

“Good thing I’d made sure there was another exit,” Matt observed, as they hurried outdoors.

A taxi was stationed not far. Maude and Matt ran to it, opened the door, and slid in the backseat just as the two paparazzi rushed toward them, leaving trails of mussel juice in their path.

“Leave now!” Maude cried to the driver, a pale man with bluish skin. He pressed lightly on the accelerator.

“Where to?” he asked in a jaded tone.

The paparazzi had reached the car and glued their cameras to the windows.

“Tribeca! Now hurry!” Matt yelled.

Clutching the steering wheel, the taxi driver stomped on the accelerator nervously until the car screeched its painful protest, scaring off the paparazzi.

Maude waved gaily and stuck out her tongue to the huffing men as they brushed off the remaining seafood hanging from their clothes.

The taxi continued its route down Broadway. 

The glow in Maude’s eyes had not dimmed in the least and continued as she laughed while reminiscing their hot pursuit.

“I think I could play in an action movie. Mission Impossible style,” she observed. 

“You’d need extensive acting lessons.”

“Hmm, you’re right.” The recollection of the only movie she had ever played in, Vampire Love, tampered her acting ambitions. 

Matt wrapped his arms around her shoulders so that she turned to him.

“I guess my disguise wasn’t as great as yours,” she confessed.

“I should’ve ordered sooner,” he replied, equally penitent. He rubbed her shoulder gently.

“It’s been weeks since we’ve been able to dine, just the two of us, without cameras, paparazzi or fans, and I now know why,” Maude declared. His hand fell limply on the seat.

She turned her gaze to the dazzling electric lights of the city. Glitzy billboards, flashy publicity spots, and film posters, all seemed to mock her. They were a definite indicator that the limelights could reach her anywhere, even going so far as invading her privacy.

However, Maude had learned to take it all with an easier stride than she had merely two years prior. When the scandal broke out, and Soulville went through dire circumstances, she feared she would never be able to make music that people listened to in the pop music world. 

It is thus, with human nature, that the things we hold on to the most are those we are in peril of losing. But the frenzy and paparazzi Maude had once loathed, she now viewed as key elements to the longevity of her career and the record label she loved. Though she deplored the intensity with which they hovered, the paparazzi were more appreciated than the threat of anonymity. 

The tiny TV screen in the vehicle showed images of Matt and Maude together. Matt moved to turn it off but Maude turned up the volume instead.

“MauMa were seen strolling together in Central Park. Rumors are they’re working together on a new secret project for Soulville.”

Maude turned off the screen.

“So, tell me,” Matt insisted. “Why do we keep failing at this little game?”

Maude took his hand, intertwined his fingers with her own and, beaming, she declared, “Because of you. Why else?”

Matt threw his head back. “I should’ve guessed I’d be blamed for this fiasco.”

“Your plans are over-the-top and we always end up getting caught. I bet you I can come up with the perfect plan to spend a private incognito evening just like everyone else. With no disguise.”

“Oh, you want to bet now?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You think you can do better? I’ve been under the public eye much longer than you.”

“Yeah, but you lack finesse. What we need is a feminine touch. A Maude touch, in fact.”

“How about a MauMa touch?”

“Why do celebrity couple names exist?” she wondered aloud.

“Don’t you like MauMa?” Matt teased.

“It sounds like the MoMA. They obviously don’t know how much you hate museums. The paparazzi have probably never stepped into one either.” Maude scrunched her face as she imagined the wildest plans to evade the invasive reporters. “But you’d have to agree to go inside a museum for a date.”

“You wish for quite a few impossible things.”

“Impossible n’est pas français (Impossible isn’t French). You should know that.”

“I’ve tried my hardest to find interesting ideas. But you just refuse to wear a mustache when we’re out. Something about it not being feminine enough.”

Maude laughed. “I’m sure you’d love to make fun of me if I wore one. But the purpose here isn’t to look ridiculous. The task at hand is to find a way to be free of those sneaky paparazzi and—”

Maude’s impassioned speech was interrupted by her phone. She drew it out of her purse and raised an eyebrow as she read the text message she had received.

“It’s Jaz. ‘Save me now. I’m dying. 167 Franklin Street at the Brooklyn Label,’” Maude read. She knew better than to worry about the second daughter of the Baldwin clan. 

But she had promised Cynthia to look after Jazmine and Benjamin Baldwin during her absence. “Be there for them,” Cynthia had said, as she entrusted the family to Maude’s care.

Maude had promised, and she would never turn a deaf ear to a cry for help, even if it was an exaggerated one. 

“What’s Jaz doing tonight?” Matt asked.

“No idea.”

Matt told the driver their new destination.

“Let’s go save Jaz. And Maude, don’t worry. We’ll find a way to go on a more or less normal date. Even if you have to wear a mustache in the process.”

“There are perks to being chased by mad men.” Maude batted her eyelashes with feigned innocence. “Your wig is gone.” She playfully ruffled his blonde hair.

Among Maude’s flaws, and she was aware that she possessed quite a few, no one would ever list her inability to see the brighter side to an already comical situation. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2


[image: image]


WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT Brooklyn Label, Maude searched for Jazmine. 

The café had a vintage Brooklyn charm. Its pale yellow and wood paneled walls gave it the same appeasing quality as banana sundaes and cinnamon quills. A lazy fan hung from the chipped eggshell ceiling and rotated inefficiently. An aloe vera plant with leaves like tentacles graced the bar. Behind it, a waitress with a nose ring and a Hawaiian shirt served lattes to customers.

Finally, Maude spotted her cousin.

Jazmine sat in a mocha-colored sofa and nodded sullenly while her two friends talked. Slouched in her seat, she appeared smaller than she really was. She, who usually preferred short haircuts, had let her permed hair grow. 

Stacey and Lily had not quite outgrown their high school cheerleader phase and wore bright lipstick, which made them look like they were out for blood, perhaps Jazmine’s.

The red neon EXIT sign shone vividly in her desperate eyes.

Maude and Matt headed toward their corner of the room and Jazmine’s face lit up at their arrival. The bond between Maude and her cousin was a strong one, reinforced by months of cohabitation in the same room. Cardinal differences made each girl necessary to the balance of the other. 

“You’re here!” Jazmine cried out with relief. She jumped out of her seat and greeted her cousin with a welcoming hug. She turned to Matt, glanced critically at his interesting get-up, and reached for his face. She pulled off his fake eyebrows with two swift movements, making him cry out in pain. 

“You’re scaring me.” 

Matt inched away from her, rubbing his eyebrows and fearing for the fate of his fake mustache. 

“What have you girls been up to?” he asked, after greeting Jazmine’s friends.

“Things are going great,” Stacey piped up. “I’m studying to become an accountant. It’s a lot of work, but it’s interesting, I guess.” Stacey paused, lowering her eyelids. “Sometimes I wished I’d taken a year off to do absolutely nothing like Jaz decided to do.” Her face brightened again. “I just didn’t want to waste any time, you know. I don’t have that kind of leisure.” She twisted her dark red hair up in a loose bun before letting it fall back to her shoulders.

Jazmine glowered, took her big, yellow cup in both hands, but set it back without drinking.

“I’m not twiddling my thumbs,” she pointed out. “Just because I don’t sit in a classroom doesn’t mean I’m idle.”

“What do you do?” Lily asked. She took a sip from her chocolate Mayan and instantly licked her upper lip to clear it from the foam she couldn’t feel, but assumed had lingered. “We know these two work on their albums. Maude’s been getting a lot of media attention; she’s been promoting her single and sophomore album on every show. She’s out there. But what about you?”

Lily asked the question without malice. Only genuine curiosity prompted a person following a conventional path as she did, to gaze at artists through eyes of wonder and bewilderment.

Jazmine thought of an adequate response, but before she answered, Matt intervened.

“An artist never reveals his routine. We keep quiet so that the public assume what we do is effortless magic. More often they think we’re idle. But we know better.”

Maude squeezed his hand gently in agreement and Jazmine gratefully smiled at him.

“Don’t worry. We know you two work a lot. There was a picture of you guys singing in Central Park. You looked so cute.” Stacey searched through her phone for the link to the article, but Maude stopped her.

“Unfortunately girls, we’ve come to whisk Jazmine away. She’s, um, promised she’d help us prepare for an important meeting tomorrow at Soulville,” Maude lied.

“So that’s what you do!” Stacey exclaimed. “You work for your father’s company.” Stacey laughed, as if she’d uncovered a dirty secret. “I wish my father were an accountant. That way I’d have all these great connections. You’ll never be a starving artist.”

Maude hurried to say goodbye to the girls and dragged a brooding Jazmine toward the door.

Once outside, she hailed a cab, green like a thick-skinned citrus fruit, and pushed an angrier Jazmine inside.

“Can you believe those girls?” Jazmine burst out as soon as the door shut.

“They didn’t mean it in a bad way,” Maude coaxed. 

“It still hurts,” Matt answered. 

“See, he gets it,” Jazmine raised her hands in despair before letting them drop with discouragement. “Although no one will ever accuse you of slacking.”

“Don’t be so sure about that.” Matt looked out the window, his face veiled with a sudden bout of sobriety. “Many people think singing isn’t a real job. If it’s not a nine to five, people just don’t get it.”

The rest of the journey was quiet as each pondered on their respective dedication to art. Jazmine’s thoughts were the heaviest.

“Nobody will ever take me seriously,” was the conclusion she voiced after several minutes of internal debate.

“Uncle James believes in you.” Maude nudged her cousin softly. “He’s just waiting for you to tell him you’re ready.”

“That’s just it. I’ve got to be my own person.”

“You can be that and work with Soulville.” Maude pictured her uncle’s disappointment and felt certain that she wasn’t projecting her own.

“It’s tough enough being a girl in the rock world without people thinking I made it just because my father is CEO of Soulville.”

“And you’re a bass player. If you want to make it, you’ll have to be in a rock band. Not a solo artist,” Matt pointed out.

“It’s a shame there aren’t many famous girls our age in rock bands,” Maude put in. “When did girls stop being rock stars?”

“Mostly when all-female bands went out of fashion,” Matt stated. 

“My band in high school was mostly girls.” 

Jazmine’s gaze wandered as she remembered her band, the Screaming Angels. It was only three years prior that they had performed at a seventies-themed party for Franklin High’s Summer Dance. 

Of the heartbreak she had endured that night only an imperceptible scar remained. But Jazmine had fallen into the trap of finding the past’s faded colors more alluring than the present’s glaring tones, and the future’s nebulous haze.   

“Lily and Stacey weren’t so hung up on becoming accountants or notaries or whatever,” Jazmine sighed.   

The car was silent for the next couple of blocks, each passenger pensive. 

“Why don’t I create a new rock band?” Jazmine thought aloud. She turned to Maude, sitting in the middle seat, and waited for her reaction with uncertainty.

“Why don’t you?” Maude replied with enthusiasm, and dissipated the doubt in Jazmine’s eyes. “It’s a great idea! I’m sure Uncle James would—”

“I won’t ask for my father’s help,” Jazmine broke in curtly. “This is something I have to do on my own.”

“But think how much fun we’d have working together in Soulville,” Maude countered. “We would go to work together, I could help you write songs—”

“I don’t even have a band yet. But I won’t find authentic rockers if I tell them I’m James Baldwin’s daughter. You don’t know that world.”

Maude thought of Cynthia and her promise.

“I have nothing against discovering the rock scene with you.” Maude mischievously smiled, and Jazmine returned it frankly, full of excitement. 

“I wouldn’t go on this adventure without you.”

“I’d like to see how this goes.” Matt rested his head against the window and peered at his two female companions with awe.

Maude tucked her arm under her cousin’s as a silent promise, a renewal of their undiminished bond. 

The taxi dropped the girls in front of the lovely brownstone in Tribeca; they both waved goodbye to Matt.

They entered their home. The same familiar walls and scent of recently burned incense greeted them in the entrance hall. Shoes were disorderly arranged at the entrance: sneakers, rain boots, and stilettos. In addition to the usual family possessions, there were also snakeskin boots and a purple, leather jacket hanging from the coat rack.  

Ear-piercing shrieks made their way from the living room to the entrance hall followed by peals of laughter. Maude and Jazmine knowingly looked at each other before marching into the living room.

In the cream-colored sofa sat James and Victoria Baldwin. Between them, Aunt Pearl’s purple hair peeked from below the sofa. She held her sides as she toppled over herself with laughter. Victoria and James both joined in the general hysteria. Their peals of laughter muffled the sound coming from the TV screen. From where Maude stood, she couldn’t make much sense of the black and white film featuring a two-headed gorilla in a trench coat throwing around chairs in an empty laboratory. 

“What’s going on in here?” Jazmine asked, bewildered.

The three adults turned to the newcomers. Aunt Pearl wiped the corners of her eyes, Victoria sniffed, and James choked with the spasms of his dying laughter.

“We’re watching horror movies,” Aunt Pearl stated matter-of-factly, as if the genre was generally known for provoking laughter.

“They’re just too funny,” Victoria added. “How many times can a director film a person’s head being ridiculously chopped off and oozing ketchup before calling it quits?”

“Old horror films are the funniest comedies ever,” James agreed. He took the remote control and pressed pause, freezing the gorilla’s two heads in a grotesque grimace.

“You might be more in the mood if you turned off the lights,” Maude observed. 

A Shoji lamp shone in the open, welcoming, Japanese-style living room. No amount of headless ghosts, gorillas, or gremlins on the TV screen could endanger the room’s soothing atmosphere. 

“Unless you’re scared that is,” Jazmine teased.

“I remember a girl of fourteen who couldn’t go to bed alone for a week after having seen Poltergeist,” James recalled.

“That wasn’t me!” Jazmine cried out, while Maude shrieked “At fourteen?”

The adults broke into laughter.

“‘Mommy, can I sleep with you guys just this once?’” Victoria mimicked. 

“I didn’t. . . you make me sound like a two-year-old!” Jazmine protested.

Victoria gave her a meaningful look full of tender amusement, as if challenging her daughter to contradict her.

“I’ve grown now,” Jazmine folded her arms across her chest. “I can stand on my own two feet.”

Pearl and James exchanged quizzical glances, unsure whether they were still allowed to laugh or if Jazmine had taken the joking to heart.

“Nobody said otherwise,” James put in carefully.

Jazmine pulled Maude toward the staircase.

“Come on,” she urged. “We’ve got stuff to do, don’t we?”

Maude scarcely got a chance to wave goodbye to Aunt Pearl before Jazmine whispered in her ear,

“Don’t tell them anything yet. About the band.”

Jazmine marched upstairs; Maude ran after her.

“Where do we start?” Maude asked once they’d entered their shared room and locked the door.

The wide room hosted two queen beds, two dressers, two closets, and a multitude of small messes, all belonging to the second Baldwin sibling. Jazmine’s brown face powder lay opened on her dresser next to a pile of stylish tops, skirts and shorts. More items from her wardrobe were scattered on Maude’s side of the room, as well as shoes, fashion magazines, and jewelry. 

Maude swept off the latest edition of Hollywood Buzz from her bed before laying in it, legs crossed.

“You’ve got to help me write songs,” Jazmine replied.

Maude nodded energetically. 

“We need to look for a lead singer of course,” Jazmine continued. She picked up the magazine, rolled it into a cylinder, and tapped her left palm. “Someone with a strong voice, someone who can move mountains, someone who gives us chills even when it’s 100 degrees in the shade, someone who—”

A strong knock at the door interrupted Jazmine’s enumeration of all the qualities her ideal singer would encompass.

“Who is it?” Jazmine asked.

“Who do you think?” the door answered in a male voice that was still breaking.

Maude went to the door and unlocked it only to find a forlorn Benjamin on the doorstep.  

Now a fifteen-year-old boy, Benjamin had broad shoulders, a lean frame, and a mass of hair just as curly as when he was eleven and had met Maude at the airport. He wore a gray tank top and baggy jeans.

For eleven years, Benjamin had enjoyed the privilege of having two older sisters who doted on him. The arrival of Maude in the Baldwin family, over three years ago, had been an addition he’d welcomed and still rejoiced in as it tripled the affection and attention he received. Though his friends puzzled over his contentment in having three female, older siblings, he shook his head with an air of mystery which made them feel Benjamin kept a secret he would never let them in on.

“I’m tired of girls,” Benjamin stated somberly.

“You’ve come to the right sister.” Jazmine indicated he could come in.

“Girls just don’t know what they want!” he sighed. “Tisha broke up with me. Again. By text message.”

“I thought everything was fine between you two.” Maude put her arm around Ben’s shoulders for moral support.

“So did I, man. I even told her I loved her and all. Brought her doughnuts in the morning before school.”

“After a month?” Jazmine shrieked. Ben’s angry glare did not stop her from letting out a little laugh.

“I already pictured our whole life together.”

“You’re unbelievable,” Jazmine admonished. “You’re one of those guys.”

“What guys?”

“Don’t listen to Jaz,” Maude brushed off. “Just because you’re a good guy doesn’t mean you’ll never get the girl.”

“It does,” Jazmine argued.

“I thought girls loved to hear the L word.” Ben scratched his head wearily.

“It’s important that you mean it,” Maude turned to Jazmine, who threw her hands up in the air.

“I did mean it! I think,” Ben hesitated. “I’m crushed now. Isn’t that proof?”

“Whatever! Just don’t say it first!” Jazmine shrieked.

“That’s what you told me a couple of months ago and I never should’ve listened to you.” Maude dragged Ben away from the door and closed it. Victoria and James did not need to overhear their youngest child’s love tribulations.

“You-you!” Jazmine spluttered with a look of complete disbelief. “You waited and Matt told you he loved you when he was ready, didn’t he? Thanks to me, you didn’t rush him into saying the words.”

Maude pointedly ignored Jazmine and directed her full attention on Ben.

“You’ll find the right one.”

“Before losing her to some tattooed, pot-lover douche,” Jazmine contended.

“I gotta agree with Jaz.” Ben sat limply on Maude’s bed. “Tss, this is my third break-up in less than two months. I gotta be doing something wrong.”

“Did you tell all three of them you loved them?” Jazmine asked warily.

Ben didn’t answer, only giving a sheepish grin and scratching the back of his head.

“Let me give you some advice, little bro: act like a jerk. You’ll get all the girls you want.”

“How do I do that?” His soft, sad eyes made it harder for Maude to keep a straight face. She couldn’t tell him there was no way those eyes would ever convince girls he had it in for them.

“I’ll teach you,” Jazmine offered.

Maude let out a sigh and threw her hands in surrender. 

“Fine, Ben. Follow your sister’s bad advice, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“It’s not that hard, really,” Jazmine went on, without glancing at an indignant Maude. “Say no to everything a girl asks, be unavailable. Remember this: just because a girl says she hates complicated, doesn’t mean it’s true. Oh! Don’t show any sign of weakness or fear.”

“Even if she has a dog?” Ben asked, raising his hand.

“You’re still afraid of dogs?” Jazmine asked, slumping in her bed with discouragement.

“And monkeys. And dolphins.”

“D-Dolphins?” Maude spluttered. “Why would anybody hate monkeys and dolphins?”

“They’re too smart. Never liked Planet of the Apes. That’s what’s awaiting the human race, man. I swear those creatures are gonna take over. As for dolphins: you never watched reruns of Flipper?”

“Just try to act cool,” Jazmine said with raised eyebrows. “Stay away from dolphins and you should be fine.”

“Yeah, ‘K.” He got up, flexed his arms like a body-builder, and took a deep breath. “I’m ready, man. Uh-hun, yeah, I’m in. Bad Boy Ben is on.”
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Chapter 3


[image: image]


MAUDE COULD NOT WAIT to get to Soulville the next day. 

Which was why she ended up being the only person in the conference room at seven thirty a.m.

Her uncle had not yet arrived, but her enthusiasm did not dampen. 

Each time she found herself on Soulville’s fourteenth floor, every muscle in her body relaxed.

That morning, however, nothing could quiet her agitation. Not the cursed Steinway Concert Grand Piano she had grown to love, not the Ceylon tea she drank in the shared, homey kitchen, not even the sunrise that gently pulled the entire city out of its slumber. 

Outside, the sky awoke in a concert of harmonious colors and summer symphonies sung by sprightly sparrows.

Inside, Maude sung like the mythical mermaid whose beautiful voice caused sailors to sink their ships. Her voice was as assured in its high notes as in its lows, her singing as melodious as the course of a brook running down a solitary mountain path.  

She had found peace. 

As the conference room filled, she continued to sing and reminded those present why James had been right in signing an unknown orphan from the north of France. 

James’ arrival marked the beginning of the much-awaited meeting.

She took a seat at the large, oval table between Matt and their publicist, Kat. Maude’s mind wandered while James began the meeting with news items she found no interest in.

She’d never forgotten the first day she’d played in the conference room, right after meeting Matt for the first time. She’d blown away the audience in that room by playing Beethoven’s Tempest.

“. . . Soulville is turning an important profit ever since By Your Side was released both nationally and internationally. We’re planning a world tour for Maude next year. And, we’ve started signing on new singers again!”

Maude beamed and the other members in the room nodded with satisfaction.

“This brings me to an important piece of news,” James was saying. “For the first time in the history of this label, Soulville will be financing a Broadway musical. Not just any musical. One with songs composed by Tony Lino.”

The room broke into an excited chatter.

“The Tony Lino?” Kat asked. She unbuttoned her gray suit, cracked her knuckles, and scribbled on her notepad. “I hope his new musical will be as popular as Sandcastle, not a dud like the recent Eggs. Glad I wasn’t a publicist on that fiasco.”

“Sandcastle has one of my favorite Broadway songs,” Maude said. She hummed the song Once in a Lifetime.

“Eggs’ failure was partly due to Tony’s collaboration with Ed Thannon,” James argued.

“Two big egos can’t work well together. And let’s face it: Ed Thannon isn’t as great a composer as he thinks he is,” Kat muttered.

James leaned back against his office chair, relaxed. “That’s why Freddie Soderline wants another songwriter to work with Tony on his new musical.”

“Freddie Soderline is producing the musical?” Kat did not raise her nose from her notepad but chewed her pen. “This should make for an interesting press release. They haven’t worked together for ten years. Since Sandcastle.”

“They’re working together now.” James pressed his elbows on the table. “Violet’s Voice will be epic.”

“What’s it about?” Matt asked.

James rose from his seat, took a stack of stapled documents and distributed them as he made his way around the table.

“Time: the 70s. Violette’s a French singer who wants to make it big on Broadway. She arrives in New York City almost penniless, but has big dreams. She changes her name to Violet and takes a job as a governess for a wealthy businessman who has two very naughty children: a teenage girl, Lilac, and a young boy, Lance.”

Maude leafed through the document that contained only the first two scenes, but immediately her imagination took over.

She imagined Violet walking for the first time in New York after having lived all her life in Paris: Violet’s shyness, her fascination, her eyes lighting up, the erratic beats of her heart, the mixture of fear, happiness, impatience . . .

“This is perfect,” Maude said dreamily, though no one else heard her. 

“One of our artists will compose the Broadway musical and work with Tony Lino,” James continued.

Maude’s head shot up faster than a spacecraft tearing through the atmosphere. As her hand gripped the edge of the table, she pulled her chair closer, and raised hopeful eyes to her uncle.

Could this be the news? Would she have the amazing honor of working on a musical that she felt was destined for her?

James returned to his seat, but his eyes remained on his niece, showing the same benevolent gaze with which he had asked her, years ago, to join his record label.

“What do you think, Maude? Mr. Soderline said the gig was as good as yours. Are you up for the challenge?”

Looking at Matt, Maude saw a replica of her own enthusiasm on his face. Both delighted in a new opportunity to write songs together again. He nodded, but his explicit acquiescence was hardly necessary.

“I’m so in!” Maude exclaimed.

Violet was as real to her now as anything she could touch. Her face, her strawberry scent, her dreamy gaze, and her shy smile.

But especially her unbeatable determination.

Maude would do her justice.

*****
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WORKING ON MUSIC WAS Maude and Matt’s favorite pastime. 

Indoors or outdoors, whether the sun shone or hid behind surly clouds, the two singers were equal in their passion for music.

The morning after the meeting, they went to Prospect Park. Matt had slipped his guitar in his case and carried it on his shoulder. Maude had packed the brand new, leather book with blank pages she’d bought for the sole purpose of working on Violet’s Voice. She buried her nose in the pages and smelled the scent that promised new things to come. The same smell that brought back memories of little brown notebooks she had stashed in a dreary basement, years ago, when all she knew was the comfort of music sheets and notebooks.  

As she sat next to Matt on the 3-train riding toward Brooklyn, Maude’s heart was at ease. Few paparazzi would follow them to Brooklyn and, as she pressed her sunglasses to her nose, she thought how lucky she was. This project opened new horizons for her. She’d never written a song for a musical. Now, Violet’s Voice needed ten. 

Next to her, a man wearing a Knicks sweatshirt nodded off, while the doors opened and closed to a slow rhythm of ré, la, sol like the first notes of a lullaby. While the train sped to Borough Hall station, the woman two seats from her mumbled about the end of the universe and the final judgment that would inevitably take place the following Tuesday.

End of the world or not, Maude rested her head on Matt’s shoulder, and together they arrived at the Grand Army Plaza stop.

“I know why you like Grand Army Plaza,” Matt said playfully as they stepped out of the station.

“I’m sure you don’t.”

“It reminds you of Paris, doesn’t it? The arch looks like the Arc de Triomphe.”

They exited the station, walked past the Brooklyn Public Library with the beautiful gilded hieroglyphs, and faced the arch.

“It does.” Maude wrapped her arm around Matt’s, curled her fingers around his and, together, they strolled in silence until they reached their spot behind a row of trees. 

It was an isolated shore by the lake where no one could find them, away from the vain swans with inflated torsos, away from the bird watchers, and joggers. 

A horizontal, red safety ladder poked out of the sand in front of a heavy, eerie stump, the remaining carcass of a soulless tree. Part of it was in the water, while the other half was emerged and made for a comfortable seat. Matt placed his guitar case against the safety ladder and took out his guitar. After removing her sandals, Maude sat atop the stump, and dipped her feet into the clear water. From afar, she could see ducks on the other side of the lake, nibbling on bits of bread thrown by people leaning against the ‘Don’t feed the fowl’ sign.

“What do you think of Violet’s Voice?” Matt asked.

“It’s a wonderful story.”

“Sound familiar?”

“She comes from Paris; I don’t.” Maude grinned. “Of course, there are some similarities between our stories. That’s why Mr. Soderline wants me to work on these songs. So, I was thinking of the first song in scene number one when she arrives in New York. We need an upbeat song. She’s happy to be here. She’s full of dreams. She’s on Broadway!”

“There are all the lights and she’s daydreaming about her bright future. She’s so certain fame will come her way immediately. Boy is she wrong.”

“Pessimist,” Maude chided. “What were you like when you first got here?” she asked, curious.

Matt took a seat next to Maude on the stump, steadied his guitar on his knees and gave her the confident smile he used to dazzle the female population.

“I fit right in. Made friends pretty quickly.”

“Girl friends I’m sure.”

“Of course. And some guy friends, too.” He shrugged. “My family lived in the Upper East Side because my father said so. Didn’t ask for my opinion.”

“Why didn’t you like your neighborhood?”

“Too many French people,” he winced.

“Good thing you’re French or I might’ve felt offended.” Maude nudged him, playfully.

“What’s the point of being in a new country if you do the same things and see the same people you did in your own?”

“So . . . you never hung out with your kind?”

“I was in Brooklyn as much as I could, meeting musicians and singers when my father wasn’t paying attention.”

“But you were just a kid!” 

“My father was really busy. As for my mom . . .” He strummed the guitar gently. Peering at the water, he gazed at a reflection of his past. “My mom! She believed in letting me make my own decisions. We often went to live music venues together. She always found ways to get me in places I shouldn’t have. It’s funny because she was very respectful of conventions, lived a quiet married life, and did everything to please my father. But when it came to me, ah, well, she threw caution to the wind.” 

Matt’s slapped his palm against the strings and muted the music abruptly. He would never grow used to the absence of his mother. In all the time that Maude had known him, she had trodden carefully on the subject of his parents, never wanting to prompt the silent torture she presently read in his eyes.

She took his guitar and placed it behind them in the sand.

“I wish I’d known your mother.” She took him in her arms and rocked him with all the love she knew he needed.

“My mother would’ve loved you. She and my aunt would’ve fussed over you endlessly.”

“Just like you and Cordelia fought nonstop during my European tour?” Maude wrapped her arms tighter around him. She hesitated before asking in a single breath: “What about your father? What would he think of me?”

She was afraid of his answer and played with Matt’s hair to affect a nonchalance she did not feel.

Matt stiffened and his voice was devoid of warmth as he said, “What does my father think outside of his Wall Street office and his reputation? I don’t think I know him at all.”

“But he’s alive.” Maude spoke of Matt’s father, but thought of her own. The one she had never known, the one who laid in a grave because he fought for what he believed in.

“He was one of those French parents, you know. Those who want their kids to go to famous French business schools and work in boring offices,” Matt said with dejection. “He wanted me to be just like him.”

“Maybe he’s changed his mind. You’ll never know unless you ask him, unless you speak to him again.”

“If he hasn’t contacted me once in eight years, don’t you think it’s still very clear he hasn’t changed his mind?”

When Maude did not answer, Matt untied her arms from his neck and left the stump.

“Let’s focus on Violet,” he said, changing topics. “Did you write the first verse?” 

Maude sighed, disappointed that he was shutting her off from a subject she wished to explore further. 

“I’ll sing the first verse and chorus if you help me out with the second verse.”

Matt nodded and took his guitar. Maude got up and stood on the stump as she presented her song.

“The song is called Broadway.”

She cleared her throat and began singing:

All that glitter, all that gold

Can’t wait for my future to unfold

Oh, that music, oh, that dance!

All I need is to take a chance.

As she sang, arms outstretched like wings, she thought she would fly away with elation as she imagined Violet’s dreams, desires, and wishes. Broadway lights smiled at her as she sang the chorus with enthusiastic energy.

Look out, Broadway 

Here I come

Listen, Broadway

Hear my song

Stand back, Broadway

Let me through

And watch my wildest dreams

Become true!

She finished her song with a low bow, but instead of receiving Matt’s ruthless criticism, she heard silence. She lifted her head with a questioning gaze.

“Hold up, shh.” Matt held a finger up to his lips and, with his other hand, pointed toward the tree not far from where they stood.

He lunged behind the tree’s trunk and bumped into a man holding a camera.

“What are you doing?” Matt barked. “Which magazine do you work for?”

Flustered, the man dropped his camera and pictures of ducks appeared on his screen.

“I-I work for Big Birds, Little Birds,” he stuttered. “A magazine about b-birds.”

“Sorry,” Matt mumbled as he sheepishly realized that the man dressed in a little brown hat and sleeveless vest was a bird watcher.

“I thought you were someone else.” He picked up the camera, wiped it clean, and gave it back to the bird lover who fled soon after.

“It’s not the same, is it?” Maude leaned against the tree and invited Matt to do the same.

“As when we first met and wrote songs in Wollman Rink?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Sure, there are a couple of major differences, but I prefer now.”

“Because we’re together?”

“Yeah. I’m still waiting for that date you promised. Any idea how to escape the paparazzi?”

“Not yet. But it’ll be great.”

“Well, with the NAM Awards’ nominations coming up, you’re not going to get any rest. I, on the other hand, am not a contestant this year. I’ll just watch you stress over your nominations.”

“Assuming I’m nominated.”

“You’re the only one doubting that.”

“I won’t count my eggs before they hatch.”

“Everyone knows you’re a strong contender for the Artist of the Year category.”

Maude bit her lip pensively. She wouldn’t dare to hope again. But her latest single Love is Here to Stay, co-written with Matt, did receive praise from critics and fans alike. However, Julie Tanand’s single, Too Fast, remained for seven weeks at number two on the Billboard 200.

“What about Lindsey Linton? Isn’t she a strong contender?”

“She is.”

“Then, I’d rather not get my hopes up too high. Lindsey received the Artist of the Year award when I was nominated two years ago. And I refuse to be disappointed again. She’ll be nominated and win this year, too.”

Maude’s phone buzzed.

“It’s my alarm clock. I completely forgot. Get up! We’ve got to pick up Ben after his music lesson.”

“Why?”

“Because he needs us to impress his future new girlfriend. That’s why. And apparently, this girl’s got good taste, because she loves our music.”
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Chapter 4
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BENJAMIN BALDWIN TREATED members of the opposite sex with respect.

This was the inevitable result of living in the proximity of four loving women. 

Victoria regularly took her son to the women’s shelter she ran to make him aware that both male and female involvement was essential to the improvement of women’s rights. With Cynthia, he found an attentive ear and sound council. Jazmine pushed him to be daring in many ways. 

Maude’s unexpected arrival turned this trio into a female quartet, though her role remained to be defined. 

Despite this harmonious state of affairs, Ben presently thought it wise to disrupt the concerto and only listen to Jazmine’s alluring solo.

Presently, he found himself in music class, with ten other students as passionate as he was about the long, two-stringed fiddle called the erhu. Ever since he’d decided to master this Chinese instrument at the age of twelve, he had never regretted his choice. 

He played it sitting down with the lower part of the instrument on his left thigh and the slow melody transported the class to a faraway region where snow-filled mountain peaks were hidden by clouds as thick as morning fog.

As he played the erhu, he mulled over his sister’s advice, and thought it was good.

He frequently checked for his cousin’s arrival as if it would hasten it.

“Ben, concentrate. Slow down,” Jade, his erhu teacher, instructed. 

He readjusted his erhu and stole a quick glance in Min-young’s direction. She remained as beautiful as when he’d checked two minutes ago.

Her black, glossy hair swayed just above her shoulders as she played. To experience the music fully, she closed her lovely slanted eyes as her long, slender fingers guided the fiddle of her Chinese violin with grace and deftness. 

Their duo would have satisfied their teacher had Ben not suffered attention deficiencies. His eyes flitted between his instrument and his partner more often than his fingers touched his strings. Each of those times, he caught his breath, taken-aback and thankful he did not have a trumpet in his mouth so that his abnormal breathing patterns had no effect on his melody. However, his quickened heartbeat did, and he ended the piece before Min-young.

“Your duo is good, but it isn’t perfect yet.” Jade turned to Ben with a critical eye.

“You need to stay focused. On the instrument. Not the door, not . . .” She gave a meaningful look aimed at Min-young. Luckily, Min-young was staring at her instrument and unaware that the teacher was alluding to her. “Nothing but the music. Unless you want to make a fool of yourself in front of the entire audience at the end-of-year performance. The entire audience including . . .” Her eyes fell on Min-young again, but found her student to be staring back, “. . . your friends,” she finished with an amused smile.

“We don’t want that,” Min-young ran her fingers through her hair and brought the left side of her hair to the right side of her face in a gesture Ben found eminently cool. He would have found it just as admirable had she searched her hair for lice. The strength of his infatuation could not be undermined. 

Class ended and the students left the middle of the room to let the following musicians prepare for their class.

“You in a hurry?” Min-young asked as she placed her instrument in its case.

“Nah.” He stopped and remembered Jazmine’s advice. Be unavailable. “I mean, yeah. I am. Why?”

“We could practice a little more. Just us two. Without Jade breathing down our necks.”

Ben instantly regretted his second response. Alone time with Min-young would have hastened the road to romance. But retracting his statement would look foolish.

“Can’t right now,” he said miserably. “I’m meeting . . . someone.” The pause in his sentence was just long enough to tickle Min-young’s curiosity. 

“You got a girlfriend?” The flash of interest in her eyes convinced Ben he was on the right track.

“Sorta,” he lied.

“Sorta?”

“It’s complicated,” he added, though Tisha had pronounced their breakup in no uncertain terms.

“Oh, I know complicated.”

“You’re with someone?”

“Sorta too. Like you. Complicated.”

“Do you like complicated?”

“Nah.”

“Neither do I,” Ben heaved a sigh of relief. Then, more of Jazmine’s precepts came to mind. Just because a girl says she hates complicated, doesn’t mean it’s true. 

He cleared his throat. “Complicated can be great, though. You know, when it makes sense,” he finished lamely; pretty certain he was not making any sense at all.

Min-young stared at him blankly.

“’Kay,” she shrugged.

At that moment, thankfully, Maude strolled in with Matt, just as Jade left the room for her break.

Min-young gripped Ben’s arm and dug in her fingernails. “Don’t look now. MauMa is in this very room. Act cool, act cool!” She followed her own advice and achieved a face that was somewhere between chewing gum and swallowing a fly.

“There they are,” Ben said, trying to forget Min-young’s hand was still on his arm.

“Wait, you know them?”

Ben only grinned and waved to them as they approached. At that moment, he was grateful his father had found Maude in Paris, grateful he knew Matt, and thankful their music was popular. Needless to say, he had a terrific speech prepared for next Thanksgiving.

“Hey!” Maude greeted cheerfully.

“Hey,” Min-young answered with a nod, looking unmoved.

Matt and Ben did an elaborate handshake, requiring a lot of hand slapping and some punching. Once they were done, Ben turned to Min-young, still fighting to remain cool, and said with an overwhelming amount of self-confidence, “I’ll text you for practice. One of these days.”

He grabbed his erhu case and left with the two newcomers.

“We’re leaving already?” Maude whispered. 

“Yeah. Is she looking our way?”

Maude turned around discreetly as they crossed the threshold.

“She is.”

“How does she look?”

“Shocked, but she’s definitely going for jaded.”

“Isn’t that her natural look?” Matt asked.

“She’s not jaded. She’s fly.”

They left the school.

“Tsk, you made us come to your music school just so we could leave right away?” Maude reprimanded. “I’d planned on talking you up.”

“I had to drop her,” Ben explained. “Show her I was unavailable because I know people who are way cooler than she is.”

“Heard that, Matt? We’re cooler than his fly friend.”

“Course we are. Not everyone can do that handshake.”

“I can’t. Does that make me uncool?” Maude asked with pouty lips.

“Yeah, but I still love you.”

Ben ignored their banter and thrust his music case into his cousin’s hands.

“She’s crazy about me now. I can feel it in my bones.” He did an impression of a boxer throwing straight punches in the air.

“Because you ignored her?” Maude rolled her eyes.

“Nice move,” Matt approved.

“Nice move?” She jabbed Matt in the lower backside with Ben’s case.

Matt jumped away from Maude, rubbed his back, and declared, “Ben’s never going to get a girl like Min-young if he’s his usual self.”

“Don’t be mean, man. I know you’re right. But don’t be mean.”

“I wonder why Matt and Jazmine never dated,” Maude said, more to herself than to her companions, amazed that it had never occurred to her before that her cousin and boyfriend had a similar mind.

“We’re too alike. We’d never last,” Matt said philosophically.

“You agree with Jaz when she says nice guys end up last?”

“It depends on the girl but, generally, yes, I agree.”

“You were nice to me.”

Ben and Matt looked at each other and both erupted in loud laughter.

“If you don’t want to wait three years before dating Min-young, I beg you.” Matt clasped his hands in a pleading stance. “Please, follow Jazmine’s advice.”

*****
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THE EVENING THE NAM Awards’ nominations were scheduled to be announced, Maude attended a rooftop party with Matt at the Rockefeller Center. She wished with all her heart to be nominated for Artist of the Year, but knew the competition to be steep.

The rooftop was filled with famous rock, rap, country, pop, and even classical singers. She saw Eric Tamlin, the famed rock singer, checking out his green Mohawk in a wine glass. Miss. Educated, the first female rapper to win a NAM award for Best Rap Album, was not far away helping herself to a mini quiche or two. On another side of the roof, Lindsey Linton giggled profusely over one of Bryan Hemstone’s jokes, while Dani Safran, his recent girlfriend, tried to appear unfazed. Though they all chatted, laughed, and ate, their eyes frequently turned to the big, white screen as they waited for the much-anticipated nominations.

Julia Tanand was also present. Her jet-black hair was tied in her signature messy updo and she wore heels that allowed her to tower over everyone else. She immediately joined Maude and rubbed her back in what appeared to be a friendly manner.

“Maude, ma chérie (my darling). I’m so happy to see you. Haven’t you gained a little weight since the last time I saw you?”

She said this as Maude prepared to put a pig-in-a-blanket in her mouth and expected her to refrain. Maude paused before shoving it in her mouth with defiance.

“Haven’t you grown another pair of horns since I last saw you?” she asked, as she filled her plate with more food.

“Oh, you! You’re so cute. No, I haven’t,” Julia laughed, slapping Maude’s wrist with mild reproof. She lowered her voice and partly covered her mouth as she entreated Maude to listen to her latest secret. “I’ve been busy since we last saw each other.”

“I’m sure you have.” Maude backed away, unwilling to hear what Julia had to say. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go greet Bryan—”

“I’m writing songs for a Broadway musical,” Julia squealed. “Violet’s Voice. Have you heard of it? Tell me you’ve heard of it!”

Maude stopped, turned back to Julia, and laid her plate on the table.

“You’re not working on that. I am.”

“Ah, but no. Alan managed to secure me a meeting with Tony Lino and he’s sure I’m what he wants. He said Soderline had thought of you, but that you weren’t the right fit for the project.” Julia affected a look of mild remorse, which made Maude wish she could smack it off her face.

“You’re only going after this because I want it.”

“Don’t say that! It makes me sound competitive and petty. No, no, no. I just think it’s the compelling story of a girl who wants to become a famous Hollywood actress. A beautiful story, ma petite Maude (my little Maude).”

“She wants to become a Broadway singer,” Maude retorted. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about. I’ll speak to Mr. Soderline first thing tomorrow morning.”

“You don’t need to do that, ma pauvre petite Maude (my poor little Maude). He’s coming over right this instant.”

Mr. Soderline was a kind man with a round belly, full cheeks, and a great love for Broadway.

He greeted each girl with affability, humming a song from Sandcastle. He stopped upon noticing both girls frowning.

“I know why you’re both staring at me. It seems you both heard you’ll be working with Tony on Violet’s Voice. It’s simple, really. We both disagree on who would make the best composer.”

“That’s not what Tony said.” Julia’s voice reached new highs as she realized her triumph was not yet complete. “We spoke this morning. He wants me.”

“And I want Maude,” Mr. Soderline said. “So, we’ve come up with a plan. We want you to compose four songs for the musical. You already have the information for the first song. We’ll send you the information for the next three. Each time, you’ll get a week to compose a song, record it, and send it back to us. After listening to each song, we’ll choose one of you to work with Tony. Do you agree with this plan?”

Maude nodded while Julia puffed. 

“If you don’t want this, Julia, we could give Maude the spot right away.”

“Oui, oui, I agree.”

“Perfect, send me your first song in a week.” He turned to leave, but Maude called him back.

“Are we allowed to seek an outside opinion for our songs?”

Mr. Soderline chuckled. “I see. I’ve heard you work with Matt when you’re composing. Yes, yes, you can seek anyone’s opinion except professionals from the musical theater scene. Is that all?”

Maude nodded, pleased with his answer.

“Good luck on the nominations, girls.”

The girls glared at each other.

“Don’t get too comfortable. You’ll never work with Tony,” Maude said through gritted teeth.

“Tony said I was the perfect match. Being French, having arrived in New York not so long ago, being such a prolific musician.”

Maude crossed her arms and lifted her head proudly. 

“You’re lucky Alan Lewis promoted you as an exact copy of me or you probably wouldn’t even have had a shot in the business. That’s why you’ll always be the person who came after me.”

Julia’s eyes bulged. But as she was about to retort, the party’s host spoke out. He pushed back his platinum blonde hair away from his face and jumped up and down with excitement.

“All right, everyone! Gather around. The nominations for the NAM Awards will be announced.”

Maude turned toward the wide screen and, fingers crossed, she waited for the nominations.

*****
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MAUDE LAURENT, A NOMINATION Monster

It’s no secret that Maude’s return from Europe marked the release of an amazing sophomore album entitled By Your Side.

And after her crazy publicity stunt over two years ago, it seemed Maude would never produce anything worth listening to again. 

In her absence, new artists such as Julia Tanand took up what Maude had abandoned.

Then, she released a new album and it was as if she’d never left. Or at least like her departure was for the best. She came back stronger than ever.

And if anyone doubted it, her six nominations at the latest NAM Awards would reassure even the most skeptical. Maude Laurent was nominated for:


●  Artist of the Year

●  Best Pop Performance

●  Best Pop Vocal Album

●  Best Classical Instrumental Solo

●  Best Contemporary Classical Composition

●  Song of the Year



Matt’s ex-girlfriend, Rebecca Sylvester, was also nominated for the Best Contemporary Classical Composition Award.

Although Julia Tanand and Bryan Hemstone collected two nominations and Lindsey Linton four, each shares a nomination with Maude Laurent in the Artist of the Year category. 

As all four stars, new and old, face off for the most prestigious award, Maude Laurent’s victory in one domain is already assured: she proved that her talent is multi-faceted and that it eclipses every other piece of gossip her private life often overshadows. Her former scandal, her rivalries with other pop stars, her high-profile relationship with pop star Matt, all that disappear to leave one unshakable truth:

Maude Laurent’s the real deal.

Lana Terelli for Beats Magazine

Maude hugged the magazine and leaned against the orange couch in Matt’s Creation Room.

Six nominations.

If anyone had told her four years ago, when she lived in the Ruchets’ basement, that she would be the object of such recognition, she would have pinched her own arm to be certain she wasn’t in the midst of the most vivid dream.

She had previously received a nomination for the Artist of the Year Award and, though she had not won, she was now positive this would be the right year.

Matt finished tuning his guitar.

“You ready to work or are you still mooning over your six nominations?”

“Can you blame me?”

“Not even a little. I’m proud of you.” He set his guitar down, sat next to her on the couch, and wrapped his arms around her waist. “But I hope you’re ready this time around.”

“What for?”

“You’ll have to prove you really want that Artist of the Year Award.”

“I want it!” 

“You want it enough to campaign like crazy?”

“Yes!” She punched a cushion to prove her determination, then settled back in his arms. “Kat and I talked about it this morning.”

“Social media, charities, ads. Anything to get the committee pining for you. Lindsey and Julia will do it, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t understand why talent isn’t enough to win an award.”

“It’s called politics.”

He kissed her forehead ever so softly to smooth out the worry crease from her brow. She smiled at him and was about to speak when his phone rang. He pulled it out from his jean pocket and answered without looking at the screen.

“Hello,” he greeted with his good-natured smile. Maude heard a female voice, rushed speaking, but wasn’t paying attention until she saw Matt’s grin disappear abruptly. He hung up and stashed his phone back into his pocket.

“Who was that?” Maude asked when he did not mention the call. 

“Wrong number,” he mumbled, leaving the couch and taking his guitar.

Maude peered at him curiously. His hand shook slightly, but he steadied it on his guitar frame. 

“Ready to work on our song? I was thinking of the first verse and—­”

“That was a wrong number?” Maude interrupted.

“Yeah. No one interesting. Come on, let’s get down to business.”

“Are you sure?” She did not comment on the fact that the caller was female, though the detail was noticeable.

For a second, Matt looked torn. Then, the tension eased from his face and he managed a convincing smile.

“Yes, quit worrying.”

Maude bit back any further questions and went to the piano. “OK, let’s work.”

She stared at him, unsure, until he reassured her with a crisp nod and they began playing.
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Chapter 5
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WHEN JAZMINE BALDWIN had decided against an idea, there existed no force on earth to deter her from it. 

As a child, when she refused to do her homework, no amount of coaxing, threatening, or enticement could unclench the fist she had tightened with sheer strong will.

Unfortunately, the determination she showed to oppose authority was not as strong when she found herself confronted with the hard task of making a decision. 

Therefore, as she searched for new members to form her prospective band, Maude’s second opinion was necessary. 

Luckily, Maude liked to be sought out for counsel, though she had once sworn her cousin Cynthia would be the only legitimate person to give advice in the family. Jazmine, who agreed that Cynthia’s advice was gold, had to give in to the crude restrictions of reality and accept that, in Cynthia’s absence, Maude’s opinion would count double.

Maude was very excited with the opportunity. Her strongest desire was that Jazmine find her path and show the world what a talented musician she was. Sensitive to the fact that not many female rock bands found their way to fame, she resolved that Jazmine needed all the help she could get, and puzzled over the fact that she refused to seek her father’s input. 

As one having had no one to turn to in the first sixteen years of her life, Maude figured Jazmine’s vehement opposition to receiving parental aid was the leisure of children having never experienced the absolute void of an orphan childhood.

But since she accepted her cousin’s help, Maude had decided to do so full on, including arranging for one of Soulville’s rooms on the thirteenth floor to be available for the auditions, adding a table, chairs, a guitar, and a set of drums.

“All right, Maude.” Jazmine laid out her sheets of paper on the table in front of them like a map to a treasure island and gave Maude a deep look full of false gravity. 

“We don’t have a lot of time because we’re paying for this room full price by the hour. We need a guitarist, a drummer, and a singer.” She raised a finger each time she listed an item. “May the power of Courtney Love be with us.” She pointed to her black T-shirt with a printed picture of the most famous female rock singer of all time and rubbed it for luck.

“You up for this?” She tilted her head waiting for Maude’s response and one of her big hoop earrings brushed her shoulder. 

“I’ll be as tough as a judge on The Voice,” Maude pledged as she also rubbed Jazmine’s T-shirt for luck. “One question. What are these?” She took up a sheet of paper and scanned its content.

“That’s how you evaluate our contestants.”

“But these sheets are only for me? Where are yours?” Maude dangled the document under her cousin’s nose.

“I don’t need those.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve got an amazing musical ear.”

“And I don’t?”

“You do,” Jazmine said slowly, before adding bluntly, “Mostly for classical. Rock is my area of expertise. Besides, you’ve got to remember each detail for every candidate. It’s easier if you write it down.”

“Fine.” Maude made a face at her cousin. “Gee, could you help me spell my name? Not sure I can manage on my own.”

Jazmine shooed her away playfully and strolled to the door, graceful as ever in her black tights and black leather boots. As she opened it, she yelled, “First candidate!”

She turned and started her way back to her seat before she saw what the first candidate looked like.

A scrawny boy with long, curly hair, a top hat, and sunglasses entered the room with a guitar strapped around his shoulders.

Jazmine turned around to hand the first contestant an Evaluation Sheet. She looked him over and stopped in her tracks.

“You’re a boy.” She placed one hand on her hip and glared at him.

“A real boy, too,” he said. He laughed at his joke. Maude and Jazmine did not.

“The ad said we’re forming an all-female band,” Jazmine said, jabbing her stack of papers in his chest.

“That’s discrimination.”

Maude buried her face in her hands, but Jazmine, undaunted, laughed mercilessly.

“Go tell that to the other million all-male rock bands; see if they care.” Jazmine pushed him out and slammed the door in his face. She turned to Maude with a satisfied smile.

“You need to call the next candidate,” Maude reminded her.

“Oh yeah,” she giggled.

She reopened the door. Behind the first rejected candidate was a long line of male and female artists in hats, leather jackets and boots, some even wore paint. It was a singular crowd of enthusiastic rock musicians. 

“All the male candidates can go home, now!” Jazmine shouted. “If you’re a boy and you’re here, I won’t think it’s a sign of motivation. I’ll just assume you can’t read.”

A number of boys grumbled and stepped out of the line, some going so far as raising their fist at Jazmine and insulting her. Nonplussed, Jazmine called in the first female candidate.

Ariana, a girl with bright purple streaks in her hair, entered and settled behind the drums. She dropped her sticks twice before she began to play. It wasn’t long before Jazmine muttered,

“Has no sense of rhythm.”

Maude, who agreed, scribbled it on her Evaluation Sheet, and they thanked a grumbling Ariana.

The next singer, Sondra, a girl who considered that singing did not amount to much else other than screaming. Cassandra’s guitar technique was far from stellar though she had brought her own expensive Ibanez. And Britt dropped her drumsticks so often, Maude contemplated taping them to her hands. By the time the next singer entered holding a stereo, Maude and Jazmine were slumped in their chairs, making paper planes with the leftover Evaluation Sheets.

“Hi, I’m Carrie and I would like to sing Celebrity Skin by Hole. I see you’re a fan of Courtney Love, so I hope you’ll appreciate my homage.”

Maude and Jazmine nodded.

“But first I’d like to say that I really like your work, Maude Laurent.”

Maude Laurent thanked her.

Carrie pushed the play button and began singing. After a few lyrics, the two distracted judges stopped playing with their paper airplanes and sat up straight. 

Carrie’s voice was unique and deserved their undivided attention.

It not only sounded like a goat’s bleat, it never found the right rhythm or pitch.

Looking at each other, the girls tried to contain their laughter, but did not do a very good job concealing their amusement. 

Jazmine waved her hands in the air.

“Please stop!” 

“Oh my God! Am I in?” Carrie jumped up and down.

“In what?” Jazmine asked. “Not in sync, that’s for sure.”

Maude’s giggles escaped like soda bubbles spewing out of a shaken bottle.

“What’s wrong?” Carrie asked.

“What’s wrong?” Jazmine repeated, pulling her chair closer to the table. “Not one note is in the right pitch. Have you ever taken a singing class? Or even sung in front of another human being?”

“My teacher says my voice is unique.” Carrie lifted her head proudly and expected the judges to concur.

“The problem,” Maude said mildly, “might be that you’re trying too hard.”

“Let me get this straight? You losers don’t want me? Fine! I never wanted to be a part of this stupid band anyway. I’ve had offers from other people.”

“Are they deaf? Jazmine asked, raising her hands with consternation. 

Carrie marched out and slammed the door behind her.

The next girl to enter held a medical textbook in front of her face. She continued to read it until she reached the drums. She set it down on the floor, tied her short, brown hair with a white scrunchy, thus revealing two piercings on her left ear. After lifting her green glasses from her very thin nose, she played a solo full of energy and passion.

Maude and Jazmine grinned at each other. Jazmine’s nod and shining eyes prompted Maude to add a little star next to their new favorite candidate.

Unfortunately, at the end of the solo, the girl got up, picked up her book, and said, “That was fun! I’m late for Chemistry class. I’ve really got to go.”

“Wait,” Jazmine jumped from her seat. “What’s your name?”

“Rachel Fatton. I left my name and contact on the Evaluation Sheet.”

“You’re a student?”

“Premed.” Rachel hugged her medical book with pride.

“Would you have time for a band? Premed is pretty intense.” Maude scribbled the information on her own sheet.

“I’ll make time. Are you guys a serious band?”

“We are.” Jazmine walked to Rachel. “We’ll let you know soon if we decide to take you on. Or if we take one of all the other talented candidates.” 

“Cool! I’d really like to be a part of your band. Let me know. Gotta run now. I’ll have to grab a burger at Burger Empire because the line will be too long at Patti’s Patties. I read this scientific study that said the sauce in Burger Empire’s sandwiches has a fifty percent chance of giving you cancer if you eat there just twice a week. Do you eat there?”

“I did,” Jazmine wrinkled her nose. “Now I won’t.”

“I eat there three times a week, because I love their burgers. I’ll do my own chemo sessions once I’m a doctor,” she laughed pleasantly, gathered her things and ran out of room, before the girls could say a proper goodbye.

Once they were left alone, Jazmine squealed, “She’d make a great drummer.”

“You mean she’s better than all the other talented candidates?” Maude pushed her cousin’s shoulder in a mildly mocking manner.

“I hope I didn’t seem too eager. That’s why I said that there were other candidates we might be interested in.”

“You’re right. Rachel should be the eager one to work with you. Let’s hear the next person.”

It seemed only every other candidate was worth seeing. Admittedly, not every musician was bad, but Jazmine searched for the special spark.

The next guitarist was Tatiana, a pretty girl with tiny, brown eyes like beads and very thin facial features. She also had a remarkably round and prominent butt, a huge pair of breasts, and a slim waist. But the most astonishing thing about her was that she carried two guitar cases.

She sat on a chair and placed the first guitar on her knees. Instead of lifting it and holding it in its usual position, she placed the guitar horizontally, belly-up, and played using a bottleneck slide around her finger. She also sang, though her voice was less assured than her guitar playing skills.

“What is she doing?” Maude asked. “Why is she holding her guitar that way?”

Jazmine’s eyes shone. “She’s playing the slide guitar. It’s amazing.”

Tatiana played with swift dexterity. Then she changed instruments, took a guitar and, holding it in normal position, continued the same piece.

“I love her,” Jazmine whispered.

Maude had to admit the girl’s technique was impressive and her concentration as she switched instruments surprisingly mechanical.

Maude couldn’t help but write down a single sentence on her sheet in the drawback column.

Once Tatiana finished, she smiled and put aside her slide guitar.

“That was amazing!” Jazmine could not contain her excitement and jumped from her seat. “Let me see your instrument.”

The two girls chatted, while Maude observed Tatiana.

“How did you learn to play?” Jazmine asked.

“Well, I love Ben Harper and he’s such an amazing guitarist. Most of my inspiration comes from him.”

“Wow! Well, I think we’ll be contacting you soon,” Jazmine said, forgetting to tamper her enthusiasm. “Thanks so much for coming.”

“Thank you for having me. Bye.”

Tatiana took her two instruments and left the room.

Jazmine turned to Maude, bending her legs up and down with barely contained excitement. “She’s the best! What we could do with those skills!”

“I thought she was really good too, but—”

“No buts! She’s perfect!”

“Her singing isn’t too great.”

“That’s okay, she sang for the performance, but she’ll be a guitarist in the group, not a singer.”

“That’s fine, then. But—”

“Another but?”

Maude looked down at her sheet though she knew what she had written. “She’s a little stiff, don’t you think?”

“That’s because she was sitting down!” Jazmine protested. 

“She was very concentrated that’s for sure, but still, I think she lacked movement. Maybe she needs to be more relaxed.”

Jazmine came by Maude’s side and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“You’re an amazing musician, but I know a talented guitarist when I see one.”

“Like Jonathan?” Maude asked wryly.

Jazmine dropped her arm like a rock.

“He was a bad boyfriend, but he was a great guitarist. And Tatiana is even better.”

“It’s a good thing you’re not into girls. You won’t date Tatiana, break up with her, and break up the band.”

“That I won’t. This band is way too important.” She picked up her stash of papers and held them close to her heart. “Tatiana was the last candidate and we ended on a good note. I’ll call her and Rachel tomorrow to tell them they’re in the band so we can start working together.”

Maude and Jazmine high-fived several times until their hands stung.

“But we didn’t find our lead singer.” Maude chewed on her pencil eraser, thoughtful. “I did like a couple of candidates. Like Sheryl! She had a pretty voice.”

“We’re not looking for pretty. We’re looking for raw, brutal, devastating. Not one of our candidates passed that test.”

“Maybe we should hold more auditions?”

“Nope! That was a one-time deal. If our singer won’t come looking for us, we’ll go looking for her.” Jazmine’s eyes were filled with a dreamy glow. “Believe me, when we find her, there won’t be a single doubt that she’s the one.”
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MAUDE WAS A GIRL WHO had never forgotten from which hell she had escaped.

Though she now had plenty more to eat, drink, and wear, she kept the memories of Carvin like an invisible mantle adjoined to her being. 

She often dreamt of the days she was a lonely orphan in the Ruchet household. At times, she remembered those nocturnal visions. Other times, they vanished in the morning as soon as her eyelids lifted and allowed the light of day to surge through.

It was because of these memories that she considered charity work to be sacred, and not to be trifled with as the object of a calculated publicity stunt.

Unfortunately, that was not the way the NAM Awards committee regarded things, according to Kat’s strong admonitions. 

To prove that she was worthy of receiving the coveted award of Artist of the Year, she had to be seen, not just heard. She had to prove that she was not just an incredible singer, but also an amazing human being.

Thus, for two weeks, she engaged in an array of publicity stunts to state that she was a conscious citizen, an animal lover, a feminist, a civil rights activist, a believer of peace, a friend to war veterans. Whether she believed or not in these causes proved irrelevant, if everybody else saw and thought that she cared.

That present evening in autumn, she arrived at a foster group home in Brooklyn. She had asked that there be no cameraman, no journalist, and no reporter.

The Children’s Haven was far from being a haven.

From outside, it was a house with chipped paint, a crooked fence, and a missing shingle or two on the roof. The entrance smelled of cheap sanitary products splashed in a hurry to give a false impression of cleanliness.

Mrs. Mary greeted Maude and took her jacket.

A ruddy woman with stringy hair, small-rimmed black glasses that she wore on her forehead, rarely in front of her eyes, Mrs. Mary had an uncanny habit of putting her finger in her nose when she thought nobody else was watching. She was a nervous woman with a mind that moved faster than her tongue and caused her to interrupt herself in order to express a new idea before she finished explaining the previous one. 

In the bedrooms, each bed was properly made with blue, synthetic covers. The dining room was filled with plastic tables, hastily wiped, with traces of water lingering like dried tears.

“This is the dining room,” Mrs. Mary was telling the new visitor. “It needs paint because. . . but we do what we can and . . . of course, we give each kid chores . . . so that’s why it hasn’t been painted yet.”

Maude had given up trying to follow the course of Mrs. Mary’s mind, but found her otherwise sympathetic.

They made their way to the living room where a group of ten teenagers waited for them. 

Dressed in jeans and white t-shirts, they apparently had received the order to look identical though they were not. Some were tall, some were small, others were skinny like Maude had been, and some carried the unhealthy fat of malnourishment. All appeared like former versions of herself and, as they gathered around her, she wondered how many more existed in the world. Children without parents who had to start out without this essential component.

There was a girl, not older than twelve, chubby, with gorgeous round cheeks and frizzled hair, huge eyebrows, and a chipped tooth who asked for a picture.

“Hi Maude Laurent! I’m Karen.” She hugged Maude spontaneously. 

“Pleased to meet—”

The doorbell interrupted her sentence.

“Oh, that must be . . .” Mrs. Mary began. “Yes, yes, let me open the door for her.” She sprang from the sofa and hurried to the hallway.

“Ah!” Maude heard as she hugged Karen back. “Of course, please come in!” There was a shuffle as Maude caught several male voices and a single feminine voice other than their host’s.

Coats were hung, footsteps resonated and soon Julia Tanand appeared in the living room, followed by a small cameraman and a tall man holding a microphone.

“Maude! What are you doing here?” Julia’s eyes widened in such an exaggerated manner, that Maude was certain her surprise was just another one of her rival’s bad performances.

“Hi Julia,” Maude let go of Karen as Julia came over to greet her. “Can I speak with you privately?” Maude asked. “Away from all this.” She pointed to the cameraman and his acolyte.

“Of course, ma chérie.” Julia followed Maude into the hallway and then outside the home.

“Why did you bring your cameraman? Mrs. Mary agreed: no publicity. And why are you even here?”

“I heard only recently of this charming place.” She looked at the misshapen roof, wrinkled her nose and pressed her hands together. “I thought of all the hard work Mrs. Mary has been doing all these years and I just cried. I knew I had to visit these at-risk youths.”

“They’re not at-risk,” Maude said bitingly. 

“This home certainly is.” She brushed the sleeves of her designer jacket to remove a couple of imaginary specks of dirt.

“I came to see these children and to spend time with them. Could you please tell your crew to leave?” Maude asked.

“Nope! I’ve seen all your publicity stunts and I don’t believe you for a second. The moment I have my back turned, you’ll be posting photos on Twitter and Facebook #MaudeAtChildrensHaven.”

“I won’t. Just . . . can’t you think of another charity you want to help with?”

“I’ve been through every category: women, vets, animals, and all sorts of illnesses. All I need on my list are skinny little orphans.”

Maude shut her eyelids and counted to three.

“Skinny little orphans?” she let out through gritted teeth.

When she opened her eyes again, Julia looked at her, concerned. Maude squared her shoulders.

“Get your crew out of here!”

“Or what?”

“Or nothing,” she growled. “Get them out, or I will.”

Julia had witnessed Maude aggravated, tired, conciliating, diplomatic, and exasperated. Never had she seen her determined and steady like a boulder that would not budge.

Maude’s eyes lit up with flames of anger, her lips shut tightly in a disapproving line, and her shoulders straightened with righteous indignation.

Julia cowered.

“Fine. I’ll just take selfies with the kids then. It’s way cooler anyway. You weren’t so morally uptight when you were flaunting your butt at the women’s shelter.”

Maude bit back words of spite, but her heart beat with excruciating rapidity in her chest as guilt coursed through her veins. 

The truthfulness of Julia’s analysis was painfully irritating. 

Who was she to judge Julia? When she, herself, had gone through the entire parade of charities to appear as a paragon of virtue? 

She entered the house, Julia trailing her, and went to the living room.

“Ah, there you are! I was looking . . . would you sing for the kids?” Mrs. Mary asked.

“Of course!” Julia beamed and gathered her hands. She turned to her cameraman and, with a cutting gesture under her neck, she told him to turn off the camera. Leaning her head in Maude’s direction, she indicated the cause of her change of heart with an annoyed frown.

“Oh great!” Mrs. Mary said. “I heard you two like Broadway musicals and . . . oh, we’ve got a piano right here that you can use.”

“Piano?” Julia’s hands dropped to her sides while Maude smiled and gushed, “Ohh, the pretty piano.”

“I didn’t know I’d have to play this evening.”

Maude looked at Julia quizzically. “If you don’t want to play, I will.”

“Sure. I chipped a nail earlier and I’d rather not play.”

Maude rolled her eyes. “You don’t need nails to play. They’re more of a hindrance if anything else.”

Maude left her and went to the piano followed by the group of children.

“Which musical would you like us to sing?” she asked them once seated.

“High School Musical!”

“Cats!”

“The Lion King!”

“Mary Poppins!”

“My Fair Lady!”

“I’m with the last suggestion,” Julia remarked. My Fair Lady. I Could Have Danced All Night. I sing; you play.”

Maude nodded and began the opening theme before Julia interrupted her.

“Quicker, please.”

Maude started over, but again, Julia crossed her arms and glared at Maude.

“Not that quick.”

Maude hid her exasperation, but muttered, “You’re free to play if you want.”

Julia uncrossed her arms and shook her head with decision.

“No, no. That’s fine. You can play.”

“Which tempo do you want? Andantino? Allegretto?”

Julia looked at her blankly, composed herself, and said, biting her lip viciously, “That last one. Allegrettinono.”

Maude peered at her with a raised eyebrow.

“You mean Allegretto.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No, you said—”

“Doesn’t matter what you heard,” Julia cut in. Then, turning to the children with a large smile, she said, “Play the song. The kids are getting impatient, right kids?”

Maude turned back to the piano and began the opening theme of the Broadway song. 

Julia turned away from the piano and sang:

I could have danced all night,

I could have danced all night,

And still have begged for more.

Her voice was lovely, though she put much emphasis on imitating Julie Andrews’ British accent, which only sounded silly in Julia’s mouth. Otherwise, her singing was charming and Maude admired her talent, though not enough to envy it.

The children sang along on the chorus but, of all the children, fourteen-year-old Grace’s voice sounded the clearest. 

Sullen Grace sang with a frown and looked frequently to the window as if she wanted to be anywhere other than in Children’s Haven. Interrupted by several heaves of annoyance, her voice was nevertheless pure and agreeable. Maude noticed it and smiled. 

Talent could be found even in the places people least expected.

Once the song ended, Julia hurried to take selfies with the children. Most of them were reluctant, but she nevertheless pushed the matter with such force that some relented.

“Cheeeeeeeese!” She put her arm around Desiree, a girl not over fifteen with freckles spreading on her nose and across her cheeks. Julia stuck out her tongue, took a selfie, then gripped Desiree’s shirt as the girl attempted to retreat.

“Another one!” Julia, this time, held her fingers up in a ‘V’ for victory not completely covering Desiree’s sulk.

Grace glared at them from across the room before exiting with a huff. Maude watched her leave, walked up to Julia as she took another picture with Desiree, and tapped her shoulder. Desiree used this lull to return to her group of friends.

“I think that’s enough now, Julia,” Maude said.

“Aww, are you jealous? You want us to take a selfie together?”

“Maybe some other time.” Maude forced a smile all the while holding her breath. “You’re making the kids uncomfortable.”

“No I’m not! Come on, Effie. Didn’t you say you wanted to take a picture with me?”

Effie, who dreamed of nothing more than becoming a star, bounced up to Julia, took her phone, and held it up from different angles to find her best profile.

“See?” Julia opened her arms wide to show that she embraced the width of her immense popularity.

Maude pursed her lips with irritation, sighed, and walked out of the room. She found Grace in the kitchen filling a glass with tap water which, far from being transparent, was instead a light straw yellow.

“Not sure you should drink that.” Maude joined Grace and stood next to her, her back leaning against the sink.

“We can’t all have champagne flowing out of our faucets.” Grace turned off the water with her fist.

Maude’s eyebrows knitted together as she wondered at the girl’s exasperation against her. There was no use in telling her that only water came out of her faucet as she refused to give in to the girl’s acrid taunts. Yet, she felt Julia’s behavior was associated with her own and that she could not leave the house without clearing her name.

“I understand that you hate this sort of publicity. I don’t agree very much with it either.”

Grace slammed the glass on the counter, spilling half its dirty content.

“Why’d you come then? Is it to gape at us poor foster kids like we’re animals in a zoo?”

“Of course not, I—”

“You what? You feel sorry for us? You want to help us out?”

“Listen, I—”

“You and that Julia chick, you’re just here to get some cute pictures with the poor foster kids, post it on your Facebook page and make people love you more than they already do. You come here with your fancy cameras, fancy clothes. You don’t care about us. Nobody does.”

“I care—”

“Sometimes I just wish I was rich. Not famous, just rich. Because being poor means you always have to please others. Smile when you don’t want to smile. Act nice or you’ll be considered pure evil. Clean up when you don’t want to clean up. Wear white shirts because you don’t wanna look dirty or the rich charitable folks ain’t never gonna give you any of their cash. Please, please. You gotta say please to beg, you gotta smile to please! I don’t wanna hear the word please ever again!”

“Nobody’s asking you to beg—”

“Or thank you! ‘Thank the kind lady’ for the old clothes she gave you instead of throwing them in the trash. Thank the diva who spared a couple of hours in her busy schedule to come take pictures of you.”

“You say nobody cares about you, but those who show an interest you hate as well.”

“Only those who don’t really care, those with an ulterior motive so big it swallows up anything else. A charitable action is no longer good if you show it to the entire world, or if you’re doing it only to feel good about yourself. Why are you here?”

“I’m not here for the cameras,” Maude argued. “I asked Julia to turn them off. I would never want you to think that I’m disrespecting you.”

“Why are you here?” she repeated.

“I’m here because . . .” Maude’s mouth remained open, but no words came out as she fought with her conscience. 

Julia had been right in calling her out on her hypocrisy. How dare she give Julia a lecture when her own intentions were so far from being honorable? The prospect of winning the Artist of the Year Award had blinded her far more than she would have cared to admit. 

Though she considered herself a charitable person, none of the actions she had undertaken of late had meaning. She had followed the path indicated by others without questioning her lack of sincerity.

Only when she had come to this home had she cared for the privacy of its residents. Only in the home where she had found teenagers who resembled the girl she was merely four years ago. And yet she had come only because she was on a crusade, not to help others but to appear self-righteous.

Though she had fought Julia’s extravagant displays, they both found themselves in the same place for the same motive.

No more.

“I initially came because I’m campaigning for the NAM Awards.”

“Gee, that makes me feel so special.”

“But then I came because I truly cared. Which is why I didn’t want any publicity.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better? Or make you feel good?”

“I made a mistake in coming.”

“I saw you. All those other charity works you did.” Grace turned around, facing the counter. “You must really want that award.”

“Not anymore. I’m done. Whether I win or lose will depend only on my music.”

“Right.”

“You may not believe me, but I understand you a whole lot better than you think.”

Grace proceeded to roll her eyes, but stopped when Maude gave her a sad smile, shook her head like one who keeps a secret that the other would never understand, and let out a small ‘humpf.’

“This is not a contest on which one of us had the hardest life,” Maude said. 

She recalled having said this to many who assumed her life had been a long, blissful stroll in a field of daisies. Nobody needed to know what she had endured but the people who truly cared for her. Even their understanding had the limits of inexperience. 

Hardship marked those who had endured it, isolating them from their loved ones who would never grasp the extent of the burn unless they themselves were marked by the same iron rod.

“What is it?” Grace asked. Pushing her glass aside, she leaned closer to Maude, and though her sleeve wiped up the spilt water, she was too curious to know Maude’s story to care.

“Nothing,” Maude replied pleasantly. “Except maybe . . . I’d like to come back when all this is over.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t have to. But if I come back, will you spend time with me?”

“If you come back, I’ll do anything you want.” Grace’s snarky laughter indicated her lack of faith in Maude’s good will.

“I’ll hold you to your word.” Maude pushed herself away from the counter and walked out of the kitchen.

Returning to the living room, she found Julia sitting crossed-legged on the piano stool.

Her head jerked up and, with a smile that illuminated her entire face, she cried out, “My selfie with Desiree just got five hundred retweets on Twitter! Charity really pays off.”

She hugged her phone, squealing like a police car siren, while Maude thought she would gladly force dirty tap water down Julia’s throat if it could just make her keep quiet.
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BENJAMIN BALDWIN HAD never defined himself as an avid reader. 

He browsed through comic books, skimmed through graphic novels and threw aside newspapers without glancing at them. Novels ended up in the dark corner of his room that he called ‘Devil Triangle’ because once they had disappeared in that spot, they never reappeared before him again. 

As for his sisters’ female magazines, he scorned them with every fiber of his masculine being. The level of his contempt had heightened once he noticed Maude appeared frequently on their covers. The magazines celebrated her girl-next-door look: effortlessly pretty.

He had learned not to believe a word those magazines wrote once he read Maude supposedly woke up in the morning looking perfect which he knew firsthand to be false. Unless Webster’s dictionary had incorporated drool, eye crud, and morning breath in the definition of perfection.

Though he and Maude often laughed over these ludicrous assertions, and took pleasure in comparing her portrayal in the magazines with the reality of Maude’s character, he never imagined the day would come in which he would search for guidance in the glossy leaflets of a girl’s magazine.

Yet that day had come. 

Oh, how Benjamin Baldwin was humbled!

The matter was of the simplest forms. He sought with acute desperation to understand why girls fell madly in love with bad boys and what constituted a troublesome boyfriend.

Sitting on the floor of his bedroom surrounded by magazines, he was about to uncover the secret in the July 2015 edition of Girl Talk, when Maude entered his room. He hid the magazine under his rug. He glanced around him and grumbled. All the other magazines sprawled around him gave him away.

“Now that we’ve established you were going through Cynthia and Jazmine’s collection of magazines, I want to know why.” Maude plopped on the bed and bent over to grab a random magazine.

“Min-young is hooked. Now all I have to do is keep this up.”

“How are you going to learn to be a bad boy by reading Girl Talk? Aren’t there any men magazines that can list ten ways to be a bad boy?”

“Not that I’ve heard of. Girl magazines feature girls whining and whining about their ‘bad boy’ boyfriends. But they never leave ‘em! They only want them more.”

“What did you find?”

“There’s this whole article in Girl Talk called ‘15 signs your Bad Boy is Mr. Right.’”

Maude fell back against Ben’s pillows and moaned in despair.

“Read it aloud,” she finally said.

Ben huffed, pulled out his magazine from under the rug, made a show of searching for the article even though Maude could see he had folded the right corner of the desired page, and read the piece.

––––––––
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15 SIGNS YOUR BAD BOY is Mr. Right

By Daisy McPhail.

He spits, curses, dresses in dark colors, and hardly ever smiles. Despite this atypical behavior, you can’t help falling for him.

Here are fifteen signs that prove that this Bad Boy is Mr. Right.

N°1. He never smiles.






A bad boy is constantly misunderstood. He had a difficult childhood, no parents, an abusive father or stepfather. He’s dead inside. If your crush smiles, he’s not a real bad boy. Only when he’ll have found true love with you will he be able to crack a grin. Until then, expect nothing but frowns. But hey, isn’t that what you love about him?






N°2. He rarely makes eye contact.






Your bad boy never looks at you when he speaks because he fears you’ll see right through him. He knows that you’ll see how much he truly cares though he’s told you a hundred times that he absolutely hates you.






N°3. He insults you.






He’s trying to push you away. Remember Bad Boy has never known anything else but a loveless childhood. 

Forget receiving a single compliment.

He’s afraid if he tells you how beautiful you are, you’ll leave him for someone else. Just because he tells you you’re an ugly duckling doesn’t mean he means it. He’s the only one who sees your true beauty and he wants to keep you by his side. 

Saying you’re ugly is the best compliment you can receive from a Bad Boy.






N°4. He’s jealous of every guy you speak to or who even looks at you.






Bad Boy has some real self-esteem issues, and he wants you all to himself because he’s not used to someone truly loving him. Also, he has a strong macho side, which means that he’s protective. If he punches a guy for looking at you, you’re on the road to pure happiness. Violent behavior to defend his woman just goes to show how much he cares.

N°5. He dresses in dark colors. 






Leather jacket, leather pants, dark T-shirt, or gangsta style. Whichever rock god or rapper bad boy style, this guy is trying to impress you. And he’s showing you the dark, brooding state of his heart. 

N°6. He takes you out on his motorcycle without giving you a helmet.






Just because Bad Boy is evil doesn’t mean he isn’t romantic. If he takes you for a ride on his very masculine ride without giving you a helmet, he’s testing the strength of your love. He wants to make sure you’re confident your love can overcome death. 

Remember Immortal Love when Tommy and Freda died in a crash, but their souls found each other in the afterlife.

Just get on that bike and enjoy your happily ever after. 






Maude grabbed the magazine and tumbled off the bed, ripping the left corner of the page in the process. 

“You’re making this stuff up. They can’t be printing this garbage.” She skimmed the article, enumerating the remaining items: “He lies constantly to protect you. He chats with you on Snapchat, but constantly ignores you in real life. He flirts with other girls right under your nose.”

Maude slammed the magazine on the bed. 

“Oh, come on, Ben. You don’t want to turn into that!” She picked it up again. “He acts like a jerk to everyone but you. He acts nice to everyone but you! The article is contradicting itself!”

“Hey, I think it’s giving pretty good advice. Especially the motorcycle piece. Every girl likes a guy on a bike. Don’t tell me you don’t.”

“Well . . .” Maude looked down at the magazine. “Of course a bike is cool, but it doesn’t mean—”

“Then you’ll help me?” Ben interrupted.

“With what?”

“Learning to ride a bike?”

“I don’t know how to ride one.”

“If I find one, you’ll watch me learn? I don’t want to do it alone.”

Ben looked at her with his big, brown eyes. In the four years they had known each other, Ben’s hair had gone from curly, to short, to curly again. His voice had changed. But his eyes remained as ever, the eyes of the sweet boy of eleven she had met at the airport waving a misspelled ‘Maud Laurent’ sign. He was the same boy she played video games with and had given a piano lesson to. 

“Fine,” Maude relented. “I’ll stand by in case you need me to call an ambulance.”

“For now, you’ve got to help me find my new style.”

Maude groaned.

“I need the biker look! Come on!”

“Now?”

“Yes, now! You’re not busy.”

“How do you know?”

“You’re lying around in my bed. Aren’t you?”

Ben grabbed her hand and pulled her off the bed with such force that she dropped the magazine.

“Come on cuz. We gotta find me some bad boy clothes.”

*****
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BEN AND MAUDE ENTERED Bob’s Biker Shop in Brooklyn on a quiet portion of Union Street. Nearby, construction workers worked on a building site, and Maude thought the sign ‘Danger, Hard Hats Required at All Times!’ was appropriate for the task Ben had decided to undertake.

The sales lady looked at them with suspicion. For sure, they did not have the look the other customers sported. 

They walked by a man with a mullet who smirked at Ben’s slightly baggy jeans, tank top, and All Stars. 

The sales lady had several piercings on each nostril, eyebrow, and tongue.

She was a middle-aged woman with short jean shorts and leather boots, wild, curly, greasy auburn hair, pink lipstick which further brought attention to her missing teeth, electric blue eyeliner, and red-powdered cheeks. Her sleeveless shirt revealed a tattoo encircling the top of her arm like a bracelet.

Leaning against the counter, she noisily licked a lollypop and did not mind that, by doing so, she was in danger of further ruining an already lacking dentition. Her nametag read Leanne.

“What d’y’all want?” she asked drowsily, her lollipop still in her mouth.

Ben cleared his throat and, advancing in long strides, said, “I want to change my look. To look more like a bad, um, a biker.”

“A bad biker?”

“Something like that,” Maude muttered.

“Ya’ll came to the right place,” Leanne slurred. She licked her candy loudly and waved it around. “Take a look and holla if ya need me.”

Maude followed Ben to the male section as he grabbed jackets, leather pants, checkered and black shirts, vintage boots, ripped jeans, and bandanas. Maude chose a few jeans and shirts all the while eyeing the other male customers, silently hoping her cousin would never dye his curls green.

But once he came out of the fitting room with a V-neck, black t-shirt, shining leather jacket, and ripped jeans, even she had to admit, her cousin could pull off the look. He pushed away the dirty, white door closing the dressing room and stepped all the way out with a sullen look, one hand in his pocket, as serious as his new tortured persona required. 

It was his duty to realistically portray a misunderstood individual after all. Not a happy teenager with loving sisters, parents, cousins, and whose sole misfortune was that of being too good.

“Interesting,” Maude commented. “You look a whole lot less ridiculous than I thought you would.”

“Really?” he said eagerly with a wide smile displaying two rows of straight teeth.

“Ugh. There. You ruined it all by smiling,” Maude scolded with mild mockery.

“Oh. Right.” He put his hand in front of his forehead and, lowering it gradually, he covered his smile. Once his hand had reached his chin, his frown had reappeared.

“Much better,” Maude approved.

“Mm-hmm. Much, much better. My kinda guy.”

Maude whirled around to find Leanne prowling up to them, swaying her hips and licking her lollipop sloppily in a manner that appeared seductive only in her mind.

The saleslady stopped in front of a speechless Ben and slid the candy out of her mouth with deliberate slowness. 

“You look darn good. Bikers are my type. My little ‘uns fathers were all bikers. And guess what? My kids need a new stepdad.”

Maude clapped her hand in front of her mouth to prevent her laughter from erupting. Her voice trembled dangerously as she said, “This guy here is looking for a girlfriend. One who likes bad boys.”

Ben’s eyes widened and he took a step back, but was trapped once he hit the fitting room door with a mute thud. His hand struggled to find the doorknob, beating aimlessly up and down the door like a seesaw.

“Erm, I think there’s a client waiting at the cash register. Over there.” He pointed behind Leanne, but she had eyes only for him.

“Bill can wait. What’ ya said your name was again?”

“I never said it.” 

Leanne poked Ben’s chin with the lollypop, smearing saliva on his face.

“Eww!” Ben yelped. He banged the door open, ran inside, and shut the door on Leanne’s heart-shaped lips, while Maude toppled over with laughter.

“I’m not a biker yet!” Ben cried out from behind the door. 

“He’s right you know,” Maude squeezed her sides to ease the pain from her laughter. “He doesn’t even own a motorcycle.”

“Oh.” Leanne, heartbroken, stuck her lollypop into her mouth as a means of consolation. Just as quickly as she had stuffed her candy, she pulled it out again with a loud pop! and exclaimed, “He can use Red Pepper’s bike! Just to try. It’s out front.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Maude cautioned.

“Aww, he ain’t coming back. Left me and my little uns’ for some trailer trash named Fran. So, I said I was keeping his bike and to see if he’d try and stop me. I’d shoot him! I would too. Why he left a diamond like me for a pile of rocks like Fran, I don’t know.”

Maude mumbled something about red peppers not mixing well with lollipops, but could not offer up a better explanation as she tried with every bone in her body to refrain from further laughter.

The dressing room door opened just enough to let Ben’s head appear. His face lit up with interest.

“I can try Doctor Pepper’s bike?”

“Red Pepper,” Leanne corrected without harshness. “Yeah you can, once you pay for your new clothes. But you can keep them on. For now at least.” She moved her eyebrows up and down with meaning as she fished out keys from her tiny short’s pocket and slapped them in a baffled Ben’s palm. 

After Ben paid for his new outfits, he, Maude and Leanne went outside and found Red Pepper’s motorcycle stationed not far from the construction site. 

Ben mounted the motorcycle, put the helmet on his head, and placed his hand on the clutch.

“You ever rode one?” Leanne asked.

“Once or twice.”

He had barely started the engine before he heard yelling. On the opposite sidewalk, near the construction site, a man with long, brown hair, army pants, and mirrored sunglasses hollered, arms in the air as he threw menacing punches in the air.

“What’s his problem?” Ben asked. “Leanne, you know this guy?”

Leanne’s jaw dropped. Her lollipop fell to the floor and broke in two.

“I ne’er thought he’d be back. Fran musta dumped him.”

“Is that Red Pepper?” Ben asked as he turned off the ignition.

The biker with long hair began to run, yelling words they could barely understand from where they stood. “You get your butt off my bike, you moron! Better get off or I’ll make ya get off!”

“The bike’s not yours anymore to-to . . . dispose of,” Leanne yelled back in hysterics, scrambling to find the appropriate legal jargon to assert her proprietary claim. 

“Ben, get off.” Maude advised with growing concern. 

Ben had already jumped off the bike and wriggled the helmet off his head with frantic panic as Red Pepper ran faster and faster, his insults drawing a vivid image of what he planned to do to the boy who dared mount his property. It was little wonder that he bore the nickname Red Pepper as his face, though still far off, appeared as red as a traffic light.

“Run!” Maude yelled.

Ben threw the helmet down, prompting further insults from Red Pepper, and took off. Maude followed close behind with the shopping bags while the helmet rolled on the concrete ground next to Leanne’s stomping boot.

“You betta not touch my bike, Red. I’ll shoot you! I will!” Leanne stooped to pick up her lollypop, jumped back up and held her dirty candy like a gun aimed at Red Pepper.

Maude and Ben ran past the fitness studio, past the flower shop, past bikes, cars, and anything Red Pepper could use as a weapon against them, until they finally reached Columbia Street and jumped head first in a taxi.

Ben fought to catch his breath, but recovered enough to turn to Maude and say,

“You’re . . . not telling . . . anybody . . . about this. ‘Specially not Jaz.”

Maude nodded, heaving in and out painfully.

“I . . . won’ t . . . tell . . . anyone,” she promised, her hand to heart. “But I know . . . about this.” She shook her head, smiled her wickedest, older sibling grin, and said in one breath, “And I’ll never let you forget it, ‘Bad Boy’ Ben.”
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Chapter 8
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IT WAS A NORMAL DAY in Soulville Records. 

Jake, Soulville’s most loyal secretary, greeted newcomers. Artists recorded their songs, musicians tuned their instruments, publicists devised plans to promote their clients, the legal team drafted contracts for soon-to-be stars and, most importantly, Maude and Matt argued over their latest song. 

Matt’s Creation Room, called The Violetta and Alfredo Room by its most intimate occupants, had witnessed numerous tantrums and outbursts over the years.

Its walls covered with posters and memorabilia shook with fear in the moments of intense creativity. The ceiling received with immutable stoicism many music sheets thrown up in the air with frustration by the two artists. The hinges had winced many a time when the door was slammed in anger. The French windows sighed as the two complained about the stuffed atmosphere caused by intense concentration. The orange and green sofas groaned when the two artists jumped up and down on their cushions to relieve the tension.

It was without surprise then that the piano ground its ivory teeth as Matt pressed the keys in despair.

“I don’t agree with you.” Matt eased his hand off the piano and turned to Maude who lay on an orange sofa clutching her notebook, her blue pen pinned to her chin thoughtfully.

The notebook’s pages were filled with barred inscriptions, crossed out lyrics, flower doodles, hastily drawn notes, and other meaningless scribbles only their author could decipher.

“I think Violet needs to express how strongly she feels about the Italian cook right away. The song is supposed to be Lorenzo teaching Violet to cook so we should use a real recipe and make it full of double meaning. What if she learned to make quiche?”

“That’s way too complicated. How are you going to make a metaphor on love and eggs for example?”

Maude scratched her pen against her chin and said, “Hmm, how about . . . she’s ready to break the egg shell and let love in? Or to hatch out of her egg to start a new life?”

“Or that your idea stinks of rotten eggs?” Matt offered, swinging his legs over the piano bench to face her squarely. 

Thus, his face was in full view when Maude threw at him an orange cushion and did not miss her target.

“Throwing cushions won’t help you write a better song. Unfortunately.” Matt threw back the cushion. It landed in Maude’s lap.

“Why don’t you find a better idea? Since all of mine are supposedly bad.”

“You turned down all those that I had!”

“Those weren’t ideas, they were atrocities,” Maude complained. “That whole spaghetti story . . .”

“It was tasteful, to say the least.”

“The pots and pans idea.”

“It had pizzazz.”

“The vinaigrette?”

“Aw come on. Oil and water? That was a great idea.”

“Mm.”

Maude chewed her pen, putting blue ink on her bottom lip. Matt left the piano to sit next to her on the sofa. He lifted her legs and gently placed them on his knees. 

“We’re stuck. And you do know what we do when we’re stuck?”

Maude turned on her side, hid her face in the cushion, and shook her head. She emerged only to say, “No way. We’re not leaving this room until we’ve found the lyrics to the new song.”

“We have to go out! It worked for Paris versus New York City, didn’t it? That day we spent in Central Park and Brooklyn. Our favorite Mexican restaurant, Las Fajitas, where you nearly died choking on the Machaca.”

Maude laughed a ginger laugh at the recollection while Matt showed her the picture he’d kept of her all these years. The face of her sixteen-year-old self was comically frozen with shock, her hands gripping her throat as if she wished to wring it out.

Maude’s laughter ended abruptly as she was struck with an idea.

“What is it?” Matt asked, intrigued. He knew Maude’s faces all too well.

“Las Fajitas! That’s the answer. Oh, Matt you’re a genius!” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek with a resounding smack.

Matt grinned sheepishly and said, “I always thought I was, but you’ve never recognized my immense talent.”

“Of course I have!” Maude protested. “But then songs about pots and pans aren’t what I would call genius.”

“Just tell me why I’m a genius already,” Matt urged, eager to brush off the reminder that he deserved the title only occasionally.

“Because we’re going to write our song and we’re going on a date: no paparazzi, no press, and no cameras.” She took Matt’s hands in her own and squeezed them with excitement. “We’re going to take a cooking class with the best chef in the world.”

Matt nodded and readily agreed that the word ‘genius’ was the most suitable to describe a master plan he’d had absolutely no intention of designing.

*****
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LAS FAJITAS WAS WITHOUT lavish fanciness. 

However, to its beloved clientele, Las Fajitas was defined not by what it lacked, but by what it possessed. Great Mexican homemade food, colorful decorations, tasty drinks, lively atmosphere, salsa music that could make the ground shake, and the kindest, warmest owners the neighborhood could wish for.

When Maude and Matt entered the restaurant that evening, a strong man with a booming voice was busy at a table putting a plate of tortillas in front of a lively pair of friends who immediately plunged chips in hot sauce like a scuba diver scours the bottom of the ocean. 

It was not long before Eduardo spotted his two new customers. He immediately came their way, arms open wide open, and greeted them each with a bear hug.

“Long time no see! Thought you guys were dead.”

“We will be after Rosa makes us eat Machaca,” Maude said.

“She’s waiting for you! Shoo! Go see what she has in store for you two. You’ll suffer. But remember, you’re the ones who wanted a cooking class.”

“It was Maude more than me,” Matt corrected.

They went to the kitchen and met Rosa, a woman with beautiful curves and a crown of hair as dark as black sapphires, who was stirring a pot with the energy of twelve angry women.

She signaled to them to come nearer to her and, without stopping, kissed each one on the forehead.

“Maude, I don’t see you often enough. Once every two-three years is not enough. Matt comes often, but you, never. Now, Rosa knows you’re busy with albums, fake boyfriends . . .”

“Rosa!” Maude protested hotly.

“ . . .  and real boyfriends,” Rosa ended with an amused smile, her hand still gripping the spoon.

“How is Matt treating you, cariña (honey)?”

“Fine. Most of the time,” Maude said with a cheeky grin. “But we’re kind of struggling on this one song and we need your help.”

“You always need Rosa. Let that be your first lesson of the day. Now, go wash your hands, put on an apron, and I’ll teach you how to cook the best Machaca ever.

They obeyed like the little cooking soldiers they were, and their lesson began.

In went the ingredients one by one, rich in color and flavor: beef, sweet onion, diced tomatoes, green bell pepper, and more.

“Don’t add too much salt.” Rosa held back Maude’s hand over the large slow cooker. “I said a pinch of salt, not a spoonful.”

“And your secret ingredient, Rosa?” Matt asked, as he placed beef portions in the crock of his slow cooker. “What is it?”

“It wouldn’t be a secret if I told you now, cariño?”

“Should we add a spoonful of . . . that thing?” he teased.

“You’re not going to trap me into telling you my secret ingredient. It’s been passed down from generation to generation.”

“It’s love,” Matt said. “The secret ingredient is always love. Can’t it be something more worthwhile? Like a can of worms or something. Why is the secret ingredient always love?”

“Mine isn’t love,” Rosa said with a smile. “But you do have to add that in your food or else the result is disastrous. You can always tell when a person cooked with love or not.”

“Everybody needs to add a pinch of love to their food. Not a pinch of salt, but a pinch of love. Get it?” Matt slapped his thigh, pleased with his joke.

“Interesting.” Maude ran to her bag and took out her pen and notebook. She scribbled madly for a couple of minutes. “That’s it! Our song! A pinch of love! That’s the concept. Listen. It starts out with the chef.”

She held up her notebook and read her lyrics out loud. 

I’ll teach you to cook,

You’ll become a chef,

If you close your recipe book,

And put it back on its shelf.

All that book will tell you, 

Is to add some flour, add some salt,

And if it tastes bad,

It’s your own fault.

But in those pages, 

You’ll never read, 

Of the secret ingredient,

Every great dish needs.

––––––––
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“GREAT START!” MATT dropped his spoon and came to Maude’s side, reading over her shoulder.

“You don’t mention the pinch of love.”

“Not yet, it’ll be in Violet’s verse as she realizes she’s falling in love with the cook.”

“Speaking of cook, how about you get back to your dish. It’s turning to crisp here. Don’t you smell that?”

“Oops!” Maude hurried back to her spot and conveyed all her attention back to her dish in appearance. But really, her mind wandered back to her song and its lyrics. 

How she adored Violet and her story! She pictured the character in the spacious kitchen of an immense mansion with a handsome Italian chef teaching her to cook. Violet’s confusion, Violet pleasantly distraught as she realizes the strength of her feelings, and wonders if Lorenzo will answer favorably to them.

It was no wonder that Maude’s dish turned out to be less savory than Matt’s as he had heeded to all of Rosa’s sound advice, while Maude was lost in an enchanting daydream.

But as Maude critically surveyed the outcome of her dish, she heard music coming from the lobby. Maracas, drums, and engaging salsa beats.

“It’s salsa class starting,” Rosa said. She peered at Maude’s burnt beef and wrinkled her nose with disapproval.

“Salsa class?” Matt said. “What do you think, Maude? Want to give it a try?”

“Erm.” She looked down at her dish. “I’ve never danced salsa before.”

“It’s a beginner’s course.” Rosa pushed Maude to the door. “You should go. You’ll be a better dancer than cook, chiquita.”

“Ah, we don’t want Maude to make a fool of herself,” Matt said with a mischievous grin.

Maude straightened immediately, took off her apron, and threw it aside. 

“I’ll make a fool of myself only if I don’t try. And you should know by now that I’m not afraid to try something new.”

Without waiting for Matt’s response, she pushed the door open and walked out as the door swung behind her.

Matt turned to Rosa, shaking his head with a dazed look of amazement. “Every time. It works every single time.”

He kissed Rosa’s cheek and, after thanking her for their cooking lesson, he followed Maude to the other room.

The tables were all backed in a corner and two rows of people faced each other.

Men on one side, women on the other. And in the middle, a good-looking man with olive skin and hair cut short. He had a strong build, though he was not very tall. Wearing a tight-fitting T-shirt, he appeared confident without displaying an excess of self-love.

Carlos clapped in his hands and called for attention.

“Let’s start with the basic step. Women always start with their left foot, men with their right. Look at me! This is the rhythm you’ll apply: one, two, three. Pause. Five, six, seven.”

Maude smiled at Matt who faced her.

“Maude, keep your arms up, not down along your sides. Fold them up.”

Maude obliged and continued counting. One two three, five, six, seven.

With that lovely rhythm, she soon learned the mambo and the rumba which she often mistakenly called the Rambo. 

“Now, salsa is a dance that involves two partners, so pair up.”

Matt stepped in Maude’s direction, took her left hand in his right, and placed his left hand in her back.

She squeezed his hand and, as the band played a version of La Vida Es Un Carnaval, she heard nothing. Neither the maracas, nor Carlos giving instructions. Not even the sound of her shuffling feet. The whirlwind she was transported in, the beats, the rhythm, the laughter, none of it muted the sound of her own beating heart. 

Mambo, Rumba, Dile que no, Dile que si, one, two, three. Matt whirled and twirled with ease, caught her when she was hesitant and directed her with a confident hand. 

And with that, the lyrics for Violet’s song came ever so naturally. 

My heart is racing,

My knees are weak,

Why are these feelings,

So sour yet so sweet?

When he takes my hand, 

I can’t let go,

But there’s something I need to know.

The name of this feeling,

My ma taught me its meaning,

It’s called a pinch of love.

“That sounds pretty cool to me,” Matt said, as he pressed her closer to him.

“Tell the truth. This isn’t your first time taking a salsa class.”

“I never said it was. I’ve known Rosa and Eduardo for years. Of course, I followed a salsa class here and there.”

“You’re not too bad,” Maude declared.

“Rumba!” Carlos cried out. Matt moved Maude to the right.

“You’re not too great,” he pointed out.

“It’s my first lesson!”

“Good thing I’m leading.”

“Mambo!” Carlos clapped in his hands to remind his students of the rhythm.

“I could lead, but I don’t want to.”

“Maybe next time. I gotta say, your date idea was a very good one.”

“And it didn’t involve any fake mustaches.”

“Even the best plans have their drawbacks.”

Maude shook her head smiling. “This is perfection.”

The salsa class soon ended, but the two lovers continued to dance until Maude legs could no longer support her enthusiasm.

As she limped out of the restaurant, her knees weak with fatigue, her heart racing, and her feet pinching far more than the pinch of love, Maude realized that romantic moments were painless in songs but, in real life, required a sacrifice to create immortal memories of bliss.
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Chapter 9
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“MY NAME IS HEATHER Blanchard? And I’m 33?”

Maude flipped her fake ID card and stared at Jazmine with circumspection.

They stood in line near the entrance to The Cave, from which the loud music reached their ears as easily as if they had been inside. 

“You can’t go with Maude Laurent. Not only are we not twenty-one yet, but believe me I’m doing you a favor. You don’t want to be recognized here,” Jazmine whispered.

“Why not?”

“Grunge rock singers don’t really care for your brand of music.”

“I don’t really like theirs either, so I don’t mind.”

“Are you sure you want to come in? If we get in, that is.”

Maude nodded. “I want to meet this Haze you’ve been raving about for days.”

“She performs here once a month and there’s always a queue like this when she comes, from what I’ve read about her in the YouTube comments under her videos. I also heard she was thinking of joining a band. She just hasn’t found the right one yet. Oh, Maude! Her voice is amazing and I want her in mine. OK, shh, it’s our turn. Look over twenty-one and pull that hat over your face a little.”

Jasmine flashed her brightest smile at the security guard with a bleach blonde military cut as she handed him their ID cards.

“Where were you born?” he asked Maude with suspicious eyes.

Maude said the first place that came to mind. “Vermont.”

Suspicion receded from the security guard’s face. Instead, he looked at her with interest.

“I had a girlfriend named Isobel Blanchard born in Vermont, too. You related?” He nodded eagerly, waiting for her to confirm the relation.

Maude looked blankly at the security guard as her mind raced. If she said yes, he’d let them in without hesitation. If she said no, he might dig deeper into their fake identity. He was looking closely at her now and she blurted out,

“I love Isobel, she’s my favorite cousin! Distant cousin. We don’t see her that much.”

“I know right? My name’s Christian. Crazy Eye for friends.” His grin widened and he shook Maude’s hand as if he’d found a long-lost friend. “Isobel was always busy.” He lowered his voice and frowned. “That’s why we broke up.” 

Maude nodded with sympathy. She, too, was taken up with this sad love tale.

“Man, that’s so sad. She really liked you.”

Jazmine jabbed Maude with her elbow to tell her to stop talking.

“She did?” Crazy Eye’s face lit up like a lantern. “She said she was sick of hearing me whine.”

“Yeah?” Maude’s face tightened as she fought to find a way out of this lie.

“Well you know, she’s emotionally scarred so that . . . erm, explains a lot.”

“You kidding? She’s the happiest person I know.”

“She-she hides her-her pain,” Maude stammered. Jazmine turned away.

“Especially since that car accident I heard she was involved in.” Crazy-Eye looked down, struggling to keep from crying as his lower lip trembled.

“Yes!” Maude cried out. “It was so awful! I thought we were going to lose her. She was—”

“There was no car accident,” Crazy Eye cut in, lifting his head abruptly. All trace of friendliness had vanished. “And you ain’t getting into this bar. You can leave, Heather. You too, Pat.”

“Aww, come on,” Jazmine pleaded. “Please man, just let us in.”

The security guard folded his arms and, as the people behind them grumbled, Maude and Jazmine stepped out of the line.

“How was I supposed to know Isobel hadn’t been in a car accident?”

“Couldn’t you just say you didn’t know her?” Jazmine stormed off and into a small street at the corner of The Cave to get away from the crowd’s mocking scrutiny. The music still reached their ears, reminding them that they were excluded from the fun.

“I thought he’d let us in if I said we knew someone in common.”

“He didn’t and now we’re never . . .” Jazmine grabbed Maude’s arm and, pointing to the two huge garbage bins against the wall, she raised her arm to the open window situated a couple of feet above the two containers.

“That’s our way in.”

Maude looked at the garbage containers with far more skepticism than her cousin. The closed lids did not appear solid. And she had no idea what she would find on the other side of the window.

“Go ahead,” Jazmine urged. “Get on the garbage, grab the window’s railing, and hoist yourself up.”

“Me? I have to try your crazy plan first?”

“Yes you, Heather Blanchard.”

“Fine, fine.”

Maude blew on her hands and rubbed them together, heaving like a runner about to start a race. She climbed atop the garbage container. After rising slowly, she jumped up, grabbed the window’s railing, and clung to it, legs dangling mid-air. Using her upper body strength, she hoisted herself on the windowsill. Sweat ran from her eyebrow down to her neck. She peered through to the other side the window.

“It’s a bathroom stall!” she yelled to Jazmine. 

“Ok, cool! Go ahead! Jump in!”

“The stall is closed. There isn’t much room to land.”

Maude gulped, crossed her fingers, uncrossed them, closed her eyes, and opened them again. There was no way she could avoid the toilet. She had to jump as far as possible from the toilet or she’d land feet first in it.

One, two, three, five, six, seven.

She had no idea why salsa came to mind, but it gave her courage.

Mambo, Rumba.

“Rambo!” she yelled as she sprang from the window. She soared through the air, arms flailing, legs parted, and she landed one leg in the toilet bowl, the other on the floor. Her hands hastened to grab the door of the stall.

“Ew, ew!” She took her soaked foot out of the toilet and put her hand to her nose. 

The toilet had not been flushed, and her foot reeked of fresh piss. 

She immediately flushed the toilet and rushed out of the stall to wash her shoe.

She heard a loud thud and, turning around, welcomed her cousin with a sigh of relief.

“Phew,” Jazmine wiped her forehead. “Good thing the stall was open or I would’ve landed feet first in the toilet. Oh.” Jazmine realized Maude’s leap of faith had known a less fortunate outcome than hers.

Laughing, she helped her cousin clean her shoe but, try as they might, the smell wouldn’t dissipate.

“Come on, let’s go inside,” Maude finally said. “We’re here to see Haze.”

She slipped her shoe back on and together, trying hard to ignore the smell and squishy sound coming from Maude’s shoe, they went into The Cave.

Without a doubt, Haze was an artist one could not easily ignore.

With powerful vocals that could shake the ground she marched on and a fiery look of defiance, her voice came from deep within. She let it out like a cry of anguish that tore people’s hearts right open. She had skin brown like caramel, and eyes the color of hazelnuts, a long nose with a flat bridge, and a faint scar under her bottom lip. 

Maude listened awestruck. Jazmine joined her hands and, holding them to her chest, she mouthed Haze’s lyrics as the singer yelled:

Totally over,

Totally over,

Totally over you!

They watched as she jumped, marched, and slid across the stage, her microphone glued to her mouth.

Not coming back to,

Not coming back to,

Not coming back to you!

Maude found herself enjoying Haze’s performance, and she wasn’t the only one. The crowd responded to the singer’s electrifying energy with an equally energetic response. Bodies swayed, lips blew kisses of affection. Not one person in the compact room remained unmoving and unmoved.

As the performance drew to an end, Haze turned her back to the audience. The crowd gathered close to the stage, hands in the air. 

Humming, Haze neared the edge of the stage. Arms outstretched, she closed her eyes, and fell gently backwards into the crowd’s waiting arms. Screaming wildly, her fans carried her on a rollicking wave.

Jazmine took Maude’s hand and pulled her forward. The audience dropped Haze near the bar and pressed her as each admirer wanted a moment to tell her how amazing she was.

Maude stopped Jazmine and yelled in her ear. “Not now! Come with me!”

Dragging an unwilling Jazmine away from the commotion, she led her back to where they had entered. But instead of going inside the bathroom, they waited near the door next to it. 

“What now?” Jazmine asked, biting her lip with a look of uncertainty in her eyes.

“There’s no way she’s not going to want a breath of fresh air after that performance. And no one will think of looking for her near the door leading to the garbage disposal.”

Jazmine nodded knowingly and waited.

They waited standing; they waited sitting, then lying sloppily against the door. They got up to let the barman throw his garbage outside.

When he left, Jazmine turned to Maude.

“Maybe there’s another quiet exit for artists.”

“She knows people will be waiting over there.”

Maude scratched her nose. Her confidence lessened by the second.

“Maude!” Jazmine cried out, breaking her from her wary line of thinking.

Maude lifted her head, just as Haze stopped in front of them. Maude saw her boots first, then her brown leather jacket, fish net tank top, and the long, thick dreadlocks falling to her waist, and finally her dark eyes surrounded by a thick layer of kohl. She leaned forward.

“Mind letting a tired girl through?”

The two girls scrambled up and, once on their two feet, Jazmine spoke. “We’ll let you out after you’ve listened to me.”

“I don’t dig kidnappings.”

“This isn’t one. I just wanted to tell you I love your voice, and I want to offer you to join my band.”

“Your band?” Haze crossed her arms and looked at the pair with intense scrutiny. “What band?”

“We don’t have a name yet, but we’re an all-girl rock band. Here’s what we’ve been doing so far.”

Jazmine handed her a CD which Haze took warily.

“To make sure you’ll listen, here!” Jazmine took out an iPod and handed Haze a pair of earphones.

Haze looked at it suspiciously and took it.

“Am I going to like what I hear?”

“You’ll love it.”

She pushed the earphone in her ear, took the iPod and turned away from them, like an animal in a zoo seeking privacy. 

Jazmine took Maude’s hand and they mutually crushed each other’s fingers with hope and anticipation.

“Not bad,” Haze yelled. “Killer bass. Strong guitar and drums.”

She took off the earphones and turned back to Jazmine.

“I composed the music,” Jazmine stated proudly. “All we need is a voice.”

“And some killer lyrics.” Haze handed Jazmine the iPod.

“We’ve got that covered,” Maude said.

Haze turned to her and looking at her through slanted eyelids, she asked, “And who are you? Hiding behind that fugly hat.”

“My hat’s not . . . never mind. I’m here only for moral support.”

Haze took a step closer to her, bent her knees to take a better look under her hat.

“You look familiar.” And with no warning, she gave the hat a tap upwards followed by several more. Maude pulled back, irritated, making her hat fall off in the process.

“You’re working with Maude Laurent?”

Haze turned to Jazmine, her eyes narrowed to a slit.

“She’s writing the lyrics, but entirely under another name. She’s only doing it to help me out.”

“Look,” Maude said, “I won’t be involved at all if you don’t want me in the band. This is Jazmine’s project entirely. But she really wants you in this, so I don’t mind stepping down if you’re interested in working with her.”

“I can’t have anybody associated with Maude Laurent working with me.”

“Excuse me?” Maude could not believe what she was hearing. “Did I do something to you?”

She asked expecting a negative, but Haze locked her arms against her chest.

“I can’t just hate you because you’re a lame artist?”

Maude’s eyes popped wide open.

It was not the first time her music was criticized. Though she had learned to swallow her pride when she read negative reviews in newspapers, it was something new to hear it flung into her face. 

“You don’t have to like my music,” she croaked, remaining calm for the sake of her cousin. “But Jazmine is the real deal. Don’t pass on a chance to work with her because of me.”

Haze stood tall, looked at a hopeful Jazmine. Her features softened and she smiled at Jazmine.

“What you’ve got is solid. But, nah. I’ll pass. Can I go outside now?”

The girls parted and she prowled through, pushing the door open. She stopped, putting her hand to her nose.

“By the way, you stink. But you already knew that.”

Marching out, the door swung back and closed with a loud, metallic clang. Jazmine looked like she wanted to run after Haze, but she stayed rooted to the same spot, crushed.

“I’m sorry, Jaz,” Maude apologized miserably. “I shouldn’t have come.”

Jazmine sighed, and with drooped shoulders, turned to her cousin.

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t have done this without you. The fake ID, your lies, and that leap in the toilet. You’re the craziest, funniest, wing woman a girl could hope for. I’m glad you came. I’m lucky to have a cousin who not only refuses to run away from a challenge, but jumps head first into a toilet.”

She slipped her arm into Maude’s, squeezed it affectionately, and together they headed for the exit. 
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Chapter 10
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MUSIC AWARD CEREMONIES are not for the faint of heart.

They are preceded by hectic days filled with press, poses, and the search for perfect pumps.

Each element participates in the insanity. 

Maude fought for three days with Donna, her stylist, who insisted she wore an avant-garde dress involving purple feathers, polka dots, and sheep skin. Donna argued Maude was too tame and would not stand out on the red carpet. Maude retorted she’d look like she ran away from a farm. They finally agreed on a skirt made of white feathers by an up-and-coming designer who could use the publicity.

Though this wasn’t Maude’s first award show, it was without a doubt one of the most nerve-wrecking evenings of her life. 

During the ride to the Golden Disc Hall, she fidgeted endlessly. Matt sat quietly in a dark tuxedo. He was cool and collected, though he glanced at his cell phone from time to time.

Their limousine wheeled near the entrance of the Golden Disc Hall. Maude made no motion to open the door. Through the tinted window she could see the glinting red carpet and, on each side, a cheering crowd as Dani Safran and Bryan Hemstone spoke to reporters. Lexie Staz was among them, holding the biggest microphone and pressing it against Bryan’s bottom lip.

“You don’t seem to be in a hurry to get out.” Matt looked at her, worried. “We can head back home if you like.”

Maude shook her head and touched the soft feathers on her skirt. They were pretty, she decided.

“I’m scared,” she finally admitted. “I can’t not win the Artist of the Year Award twice, right? It would be such bad karma.”

“It happens sometimes.” Matt played with one of the feathers of her skirt. “You can’t go in there with that attitude. You’ve got to be happy you were even nominated. To six awards, too!”

“I am. Of course I am. But I . . .”

“What is it?”

“Is it wrong of me to want it so much?” she asked.

“Of course not. The opposite would be strange. Whatever happens, I’m proud of you.” His fingers found hers and their hands entwined amorously.

“I don’t know how you do it. How you always manage to make me feel better.”

She found herself wondering if she was as good to him as he was to her.

“Years of practice. I am the Love Doctor after all.”

“Oh, you really want to go there?” Maude joked.

“No, no, forget it! I don’t want you to start singing—”

But it was too late. Maude sang a verse from Matt’s most famous hit. It was also the song he hated the most from his own discography.

Call nine one one,

Get the Love Doctor, 

On the phone.

I’ll wipe your tears,

Repair your heart. 

Together we’ll get,

A brand new start.

Maude snapped her fingers, moved her shoulders up and down, and laughed until Matt said,

“You’re not doing it right. You’ve got to have this dark, brooding stare, not a big smile. I’m a love surgeon not a pediatrician.”

“Sorry, I didn’t know there were more than one specialty in Love Doctor schools. How do I enroll?”

“You enroll after you win the Artist of the Year Award.” Matt pointed to the window, reminding her that the outside world awaited.

“Ready for the red carpet?” 

Once she nodded pleasantly, he left the limousine.

She opened the door and stepped out one dainty foot at a time. Matt, who had circled the vehicle, took her hand, and pulled her gently out of the limousine.

His arm encircled her waist as they were met with blinding flashes and wild clamor on each side of the carpet. His support calmed her and her smile was bright and engaging.

“Did I tell you how great you looked?”

Maude grinned, grateful for his support. They stood immobile for a couple of minutes as they were photographed from all sides.

Matt’s phone rang and, after taking it out of his inner pocket, he looked at it briefly, before putting it back into his vest. But not before Maude saw the phone number’s last four digits.

1457.

“Who was that?” Maude asked. She remained poised as more pictures were taken. “I don’t mean to be nosy or anything.” she added quickly. “But you’ve just been getting all these calls that you’re not answering, and I’m starting to wonder if . . . I know it’s a girl and . . .”

“It’s no one important, Maude. Just enjoy the evening.” His gaze was turned to the cameras. She tugged his sleeve to make him look at her.

The kiss he laid on her temple was rougher than usual, and did not succeed in erasing her worry.

Just as she was about to insist on knowing who the caller was, Lexie Staz and her cameraman walked up to them. She pushed up her Ray Ban glasses with one hand, while her other was outstretched like a selfie stick and, pushing the microphone under Maude’s nose, she asked, “What’s it like to be nominated for all these awards?”

Lexie Staz did not bother with preamble, and used her take-no-prisoner attitude to collect information people did not always realize they were revealing.

“I’m a nervous wreck, that’s what,” Maude replied.

“It’s a good thing Matt’s so calm.” Lexie peered at Matt, who was typing a text message.

“He is,” Maude answered when Matt didn’t. “Perhaps a little too calm.” Her smile dipped, but she held it back up valiantly.

“That’s because I trust the evening will go well,” Matt finally answered, putting his phone in his pocket.

“Trust.” Maude looked back at Lexie with a tight smile. “Matt’s trust is everything to me.”

Matt looked away before answering with a hint of irony only Maude could detect, “We could write an entire song on how much Maude trusts me.”

“I’m sure it would win awards.” Lexie studied the couple intensely. “You two OK? I mean, no one would blame you if you were apprehensive, Maude. You’re sharing one nomination with Matt’s second longest girlfriend, and another with Lindsey Linton, who also had something going on with Matt.”

“There never was anything between Lindsey—” 

Matt was interrupted by the crowd’s renewed cheers.

Lexie turned away from Matt and immediately a sly smile appeared on her lips.

“There’s Lindsey Linton with her date.” Lexie looked torn between wanting to greet the couple and staying where she was. “Did she come with Thomas Bradfield? We haven’t seen his face in ages! Ever since he was released from his contract with Glitter Records. You know, after that whole scandal.” She looked at Maude with mock concern. “Isn’t this awkward?”

Matt’s nostrils flared, but Maude remained poised. “They’re surrounded by reporters. Hope you’re not missing out on a scoop.”

Maude watched Lexie hurry to the couple and her eyes remained on them. Lindsey looked radiant in her golden haute couture dress. Her long, blonde hair was straightened to perfection so that not one wave disturbed her low ponytail.

Maude’s heart dropped when she saw Thomas.

Unsmiling, only the darkest gloom appeared on his face. He had also lost weight, which gave his face more angular and harsh features. 

His gaze met hers and she smiled, hesitant. He only glared before turning back to Lexie.

“We should go in,” Matt said. “Unless you want to talk to Bradfield.” 

“I don’t think Thomas wants to talk to me.” Maude frowned, not noticing the tightening of Matt’s jaw. 

Both deep in thought, they finished walking the red carpet, and entered the venue.

Maude’s family was already seated. 

Victoria kissed Maude on the cheek and whispered, “Don’t worry, honey, everything will be fine.”

James pinched her chin. Jazmine and Ben sat near their prim cousin Harriet, and Peter Longarm, her arrogant husband. When Harriet stood to greet her famous cousin, Maude gasped.

“Harriet! You’re pregnant!” she cried out.

Harriet touched her belly with a pleased smile. 

“Four months.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Maude hugged Harriet with more merriment than reproof.

“None of us knew actually.” Aunt Pearl came up to Maude to greet her and threw a sideways glance at Harriet.

“Not even her parents.” Stephen, Harriet’s father, stood erect and glared at Peter with a stern eyebrow.

“Hon, how many times do I have to tell you, women keep their first trimester a secret?” Aunt Loretta said in her usual nasal drawl. She surveyed Maude’s skirt critically before giving her a kiss hello.

“We could not tell because we did not want to jinx the fact that I’m going to have a girl,” Peter straightened his black tie pompously.

“You’re having a girl, that’s great!” Maude exclaimed. 

“Not exactly.” Peter lifted his eyes to the ceiling. When he finally turned back to Maude, he looked at her as if she had snot flowing out of her nose. “I never said we’d been informed of the child’s sex. Just that I want a girl”

When the entire family asked ‘why’ multiple times, Peter’s ego was satisfied, and he offered an explanation with an air of mystery.

“Having a girl will help my political career.”

“Really?” Aunt Victoria asked, her eyebrows nearly reaching her hairline. “Weren’t you the same person who wanted Cynthia to give up her law career to support yours? Just because she’s a girl?”

Peter again raised his eyes to the ceiling and placed his right hand to his heart.

“What I’ve noticed is how political empires are being passed down from fathers to daughters more and more often. By the time Sybil Antigone Longarm—”

“She already has a full name?” Jazmine looked at Harriet’s belly with pity.

“Of course. By the time Sybil is of age to vote, this trend will be even more common. I’m a visionary. I can picture this perfectly.” He caressed his chin, and his gaze wandered into space as he pictured his child’s future achievements. “When she’s older, I’ll pass on the reins of power, and she’ll be everything I want her to be.”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” James pressed Peter’s shoulder kindly. “Women have a way of getting what they want.”

“They do,” Victoria added. “It’s called free-will. Every child has it. And your daughter will follow the path she chooses.”

“We’ll see,” Harriet replied. She clasped Peter’s hand and they looked at Harriet’s protruding belly as they would a heap of gold. Peter placed his other hand on his wife’s stomach and caressed his future investment.

Maude felt sorry for the unborn Sybil. 

Soon, the ceremony started.

Maude and Matt sat next to each other as the awards and their winners were announced one by one. 

Cries, drunken speeches, tears of happiness, and shrieks: each winner found a way to express their tumultuous joy. Each unhappy contestant found a way to politely accept defeat.

Each award gave way to new emotions.

As the evening progressed and no award came Maude’s way, she began to worry, especially when an exhilarated Rebecca Sylvester won the Best Contemporary Classical Composition Award. 

Maude clapped, but she was cruelly disappointed, and now a little apprehensive. She knew Hollywood Buzz would be happy to point out that she had lost to Matt’s ex-girlfriend. 

At last the Artist of the Year Award came about. 

Dani Safran stood on the stage with Eric Tamlin and, after a rehearsed and unfunny exchange, she announced the nominees.

“The Award nominees are Bryan Hemstone.” She paused to smile at her boyfriend, before resuming her speech. “Lindsey Linton, Maude Laurent, and Julia Tanand.” She paused again waiting for Eric Tamlin to announce the winner.

Busy observing his Mohawk in the trophy’s reflection, he needed a second to remember why he was on stage. He hastily opened the envelope containing the name of the winner, and read it aloud.

“The winner is . . .” He paused for dramatic effect. “Julia Tanand!”

On the other side of the room, Julia squealed and cried “Oh, mon Dieu (Oh my God)!”

Maude’s heart stopped for what seemed like an entire minute.

She had not won a single award. Six nominations and not a single trophy! 

Shame filled her from head to toe. Her face was on fire, and her eyes watered even though she was adamant on not crying. Breathing heavily, she stared straight ahead, widening her eyelids in hopes of preventing tears from falling. Looking down at her knees, she found she detested her skirt. 

Why had she worn this dreadful attire? She looked like a bird’s nest!

The cloth burned her skin. Maude tapped her foot angrily.

The cameras! 

She had to smile. Applaud. And pretend she was not basking in unwanted shame.

Forcing her lips to curl, she was quite sure she only achieved a pitiful grimace. 

Clap, clap, clap! 

The sound was deafening.

Matt squeezed her hand and whispered something encouraging, which she did not hear.

Her mouth could no longer produce a single sound. All she wanted to do was cry.

“I can’t believe I won!” Julia squealed on stage. “Merci! Merci (Thank you)!”

Maude was a loser. That was the only way she could presently see herself. Not a winner, not an achiever. 

A big, fat loser.

“I know I did not have as many nominations as some.” She looked pointedly at Maude. “I thought I had zero chances of winning against all these talented singers. I’d like to thank my family, friends . . .” 

Maude would be a laughing stock. The entirety of the press would make fun of her. They would ask her how she felt and she’d have to lie. And say that she was grateful for the lesson on humility. She would not be allowed to say that she was so disappointed she had difficulty breathing.

“I’d like to make a special mention to all the underprivileged kids I met in The Children’s Haven.”

Maude’s hands quivered as she fought to keep her sobs in.

It was ridiculous really. She had known worse situations in her life. This certainly was not as bad as living in a basement with rats, little lighting, and a mattress so thin she felt the cold floor against her bare shoulders as she lay at night.

And as she thought anew about her life in Carvin, and the dreams she had cherished as she fell asleep in the cold, wintry nights, Maude did an inexplicable thing.

She laughed. 

It started out as a nervous chuckle. It continued as a giggle.

She clasped her hand over her mouth, eyes widened with shock and surprise.

But once laughter had bubbled out of its jar, it was an impossible task to put the lid back on. 

Unfortunately, the camera was on Maude as she laughed and it remained on her while Julia spoke with heartfelt emotion, real or prompted, of baby dolphins and how they needed saving in such desperate times.

Try as she might, Maude could not put an end to her fit. Her laughter erupted louder than ever, her shoulders shook as she toppled over to hide her face between her knees. But her giddiness did not cease, though she heaved like a woman about to give birth. 

Matt’s hand massaged her back gently, as he attempted to remain neutral. Each face in the room turned to them.

Victoria and James tried to cover their niece with their backs while Jazmine jabbed her rib. 

Benjamin did not see any reason why he could not join in his cousin’s contagious laughter. To Harriet and Peter’s horror, he howled louder than Maude, thinking it might divert the camera to him.

It did not.

Julia, who could see on the giant screen that the girl she despised was stealing the limelight she had fought so hard to attain, curled her fingers around her trophy, ready to hurl it across the room, and at Maude’s head. 

“I didn’t know talking about massacred baby dolphins was so funny.” Pursing her lips, Julia continued, her head swiveling left and right like an uptight owl.

“Anyhow, I’d like to say that the issue of the baby dolphins is a very serious one, and I’m so happy to have this platform tonight to shed light on this situation. All I can say is this: save the dolphins!”

Maude, who had slowly raised her head, went into another explosion of laughter. Peter buried his head in his hands, while Matt could not help but let out a small chuckle. 

Maude managed to calm down only as Julia left the podium, which seemed even more suspicious to everyone else around.

Luckily, the ceremony ended soon after, and Maude was the first out of the room.

She walked out swiftly, head hanging low, but her family quickly caught up with her.

“Do you still want to go to the NAM Party?” Aunt Victoria asked, concerned.

“She doesn’t have much of a choice,” Harriet said curtly, rubbing her belly. “It’s humiliating enough that she won nothing, then laughed like a chimp during Julia Tanand’s speech. If she were to skip the party, the press would be sure to notice it.”

“I did not laugh like a chimp!” Maude protested. “Would you rather I cried?”

“I can’t be associated with this. I’d rather you just managed to pull off a poker face,” Peter said. 

“I tried! And then I wanted to cry. Because I lost every single nomination.”

“Maude, I’m so sorry,” Jazmine pressed Maude’s shoulder sympathetically.

“It’s fine. Or at least, it will be.” Maude sighed. “Someday. I have to go to the party. Good thing you’re all here to support me.”

Harriet and Peter grumbled, but the rest of the family gave her words of encouragement, hugs, and affection.

When she entered the party, Maude held her breath before finally being able to breathe normally again.

As she went to get a drink, Lindsey met her with a smug smile. But before she could say anything, Maude spoke. “Don’t say anything nasty.”

It was an unnecessary injunction, as Lindsey had no intention of abiding to the simplest rules of decorum.

“Now why would I say anything nasty? You’d just laugh at anything I say for a whole half hour.”

“I didn’t laugh that long,” Maude mumbled. “Nervous laughter can’t be stopped that easily.”

“Tell that to Julia’s fans. The video is already on YouTube.”

“Already?” Maude squeaked.

Lindsey jammed her phone under Maude’s nose, and played the aforementioned video.

It already had a couple thousand views. 

Maude pushed Lindsey’s arm away.

“I didn’t need to see this. But thanks for being so gracious.” 

“Don’t sweat it. I don’t know how you dare show up at the party. Do you know you’ve made history?”

“History?”

“Most nominated at the NAM Awards, without receiving a single award.”

“I . . .”

Maude could not find any witty repartee, as her embarrassment overtook any coherent thought her mind could have formed under normal circumstances. She held on to her glass with crisp tightness. She released her grip, tapping on the glass with each finger impatiently. Forcing a smile, she finally said, “Always so informative. Have you ever considered a career in journalism?”

“I’m sure I’d make a great gossip columnist.”

“Positive,” Maude answered curtly. She made a step to leave, but Lindsey stopped her.

“If it makes you feel any better, I wish you’d won the Artist of the Year Award.”

“You were nominated, too.”

“I meant, since I didn’t win, I’d have preferred the award went to you.”

Maude peered at Lindsey with wonder. Only she could think this assertion could be interpreted as a genuine compliment. And Maude could appreciate the great pain Lindsey took to say something soothing.

“Thank you, Lindsey. That’s very generous of you.”

“I dislike you less than Julia. She’s such a phony.”

“To be fair, you thought I was fake when we first met.”

“But she really is. Way more than you were. Besides, nobody would ever think you’re little miss perfect now.”

“I never claimed I was.”

“That’s how you appeared. But between your scandal with Thomas and your way of falling into some fresh scandal, I’ve got to admit, I’m disliking you less and less.”

Maude raised her eyebrows.

“I know that you like me, Lindsey. The only person who needs to accept this truth, is you. Whenever you decide you want to be friends, call me.”

Maude walked decidedly away. 

She saw Jazmine with her band members Tatiana and Rachel, whom she had invited to the party. They glanced around excitedly at all the celebrities they wished to join one day in the hall of fame. Happy to see her cousin bond with her new friends, Maude hesitated to go join her.

Ben stood not far away, and had invited a guest of his own: the beautiful Min-young. He couldn’t tear his eyes from her, though he outrageously flirted with a group of gorgeous girls right in front of her. Min-young flipped her hair from one side to another, trying her hardest to look indifferent, and failing miserably.

Maude’s eyes darted left and right, but stopped when she noticed a familiar face. 

Rebecca Sylvester stood in the corner of a room, in a beautiful, pink dress holding a trophy for the Best Contemporary Classical Composition. She was speaking with a small group of people, including Matt.

A thought crossed Maude’s mind.

Had Rebecca been calling Matt? 

No sooner had she formed the thought, did she fight to chase it away.

Unfortunately, uncomfortable thoughts tend to impress further on the mind.

She hated to admit it, but her friendship with Rebecca was one she missed cruelly. Yet she dared not join their conversation. Her evening was disastrous enough. She did not wish to add the awkwardness of a conversation with her current boyfriend and his ex-girlfriend. The one who had managed to secure an award, while she had received none. 

The fact she had made history did not improve her overall self-appreciation. 

Maude made a step toward Uncle James, who was deep in conversation with the winner of the Best Rock Album, but someone blocked her safe passage to her family.

She raised her eyes and there stood before her the tall and familiar Thomas Bradfield.

“You’re leaving?” he asked. His face was grim and it saddened her to see he looked unhappy. 

“I . . . No, I wasn’t.” She stopped, readjusting her left strap uncomfortably. “Are you OK? How are you these days?”

“How do you think I am?” It was as if he had held back these words for months, waiting to finally spew them out. Maude could not understand the state of continuous anger he seemed to cherish.

“Are you angry with me?”

“Angry?” He laughed dryly. “That’s not the right word.”

“What is the right word then?”

“How about pissed? How about furious? How about vengeful? How about I enjoyed seeing you lose every single award tonight.” His face grew redder with each word he flung like a punch.

Maude stepped away from him, but changing her mind she took a step closer to him, standing her ground.

“You want to blame me for something we both did? We both pretended we were dating for the benefit of our record labels. And let me tell you something, you were way more into it than I ever was.”

“Maybe, but once the scandal broke out, you cancelled concerts and fled. You lived a happy, little life, in a beautiful castle in France, while I took all the heat. Alone. My label dropped me. Nobody wanted to touch me with a ten-foot pole.”

Maude bent her head. “I’m sorry. Really I am. But I didn’t want to go through all that.”

“You thought only of yourself. Then, you came back, and your label greeted you with open arms. The perks of being the boss’ niece.”

“I worked my butt off to get the public to trust me again.”

“You didn’t even think of me! Of how all this impacted me! You didn’t even care that I was caught in the crossfires of your rivalry with Rebecca Sylvester.”

Maude looked away, sad.

“Yeah, I know she’s the one who outed us.”

“It doesn’t matter. We were in the wrong. We never should’ve­­—­”

“Easy for you to take the moral high ground! You never suffered the consequences of your actions. Your label stood by your side.”

“You could’ve chosen your label better. If I recall correctly, your ambition prompted you to sign with Glitter, offering them a song I wrote. Something I forgave you for.”

“Soulville didn’t want me. I had no choice.”

“See that’s where you’re wrong. You always have a choice, but you always make the wrong ones. Then you take pleasure in blaming others for your mistakes.”

Thomas’ shoulders slumped, defeated. 

“You were invited to the NAM Awards,” Maude observed. “You must be doing something right.”

“I’m dating Lindsey. Sort of. She might convince Glitter to give me a new contract.” His eyes avoided hers.

Maude gripped his arm with a sense of urgency. “Don’t take short cuts. If you really want to make music, you’ve got to do it the right way or you’ll always end up back at square one.”

“Easy for you to say,” he mumbled. 

She dropped her hand, shaking her head with immense sadness.

“You’re better than this. If only you could see that.”

She left him, intent on exiting the room. She’d had it with the whole party.

On her way out, she walked by Julia taking selfies holding her trophy, surrounded by her friends and family, and many new admirers. Julia stopped only to glower at Maude as she passed by. Her posse followed her lead by jeering. Maude could make out the words ‘no awards’, ‘pathetic’, and ‘has been.’ 

Only one girl among Julia’s circle did not take part in the general lampooning. Turning her back on Julia, she displayed stunningly long, dark hair that reached her lower back. She grimaced apologetically, wanting to distance herself from the behavior her group of friends displayed.

Maude noticed her, shrugged, and left without looking back.

Once in the hallway, she paused in the empty staircase. She looked up at the ceiling, and sighed.

This would be a long evening.

The door opened behind her, and closed again.

“You want to get out of here?”

She knew the voice to be Matt’s and closed her eyes with relief, before turning to him.

“It’s that obvious?”

“To me it is.”

“I won something tonight.”

“My admiration?”

“Didn’t I already have that?”

“It’s doubled since the evening passed. What did you win?”

“I won the Most Nominated Without Winning any NAM Award.”

“Don’t listen to this sort of rubbish. Do you know how many people wish they could have been nominated at all?”

“I know, you’re right,” Maude sighed. “And though I know my life was way worse than this in Carvin, I can’t help but wish I’d won. Does that make me ungrateful?”

“Of course not.”

“And I wish Julia at least had lost. So sick of her smug little face. And her speech. She doesn’t care about dolphins any more than I care about rats.”

“Do you know what I care about?”

“Mmm.”

“What do you remember of the last NAM Awards we attended?”

“I wore a pretty dress.”

“And . . .”

“I won an award.”

He leaned closer, and wrapped his arms around her waist.

“And we came together in a staircase like this. We were all alone,” Maude added.

“Exactly.”

“And I was sort of fake dating Thomas at the time.”

Matt scrunched up his nose.

“And we had a fight,” Maude added, patting his nose.

“And I was about to kiss you.” Matt rubbed his nose against Maude’s with tenderness.

“But we were interrupted,” Maude recalled. “Unlike right now. There’s no one but us. Nothing holding you back . . .”

And the rest of her sentence was interrupted by Matt’s lips on hers. Pulling her closer to him, he ran his hand through her hair, and kissed her with care. Her arms encircled his neck as she clung to him. Every sad thought flew out of Maude’s little head. Her defeats, the Youtube video, Julia Tanand, Lindsey, Thomas, Rebecca, and even the mysterious caller.

Matt let her go, and she rested her head on his chest.

They stayed like this until Matt said, “Want me to take you home?”

Maude nodded, happy. 

“I’ll get our coats, and tell your family we’re leaving.”

She let him go reluctantly, and watched him re-enter the room. 

Pressing her hands against her heart she sighed. The evening was most certainly ending on a far better note than it had begun. 

Her phone vibrated in her purse.

She took it out, but did not recognize the number immediately, and hesitated before answering.

917-634-1457.

She read the last digits again.

1457! The same digits she’d seen on Matt’s phone before he’d ignored his mysterious caller.

She answered the phone, her hand shaking.

“Hello?” Her voice seemed distant, and she wondered if the caller heard. “Who is this?” she asked, louder.

“I’m Janet.” 

The caller spoke with curt decisiveness, preventing Maude from hanging up, though she felt it would be best.

“I’ve been trying to call Matt for the last couple of weeks,” Janet continued. “Since he’s been ignoring my calls, I thought I’d have better luck with his girlfriend. Or whatever you are.”

Maude removed the phone from her ear, ready to hang up, but Janet continued.

“You’re Maude Laurent?”

“Yes.”

“You’re his current girlfriend.”

“Yes, I am,” Maude answered, irritated.

“Good. We need to meet. This is serious and I won’t take no for an answer.”
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Chapter 11
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THE NAM awards

The NAM awards ceremony thrilled millions of American viewers. Whether it was Nathalie Fare’s drunken acceptance speech or Tyrell Bare’s fall as he accepted his prize, the night was filled with pleasant surprises.

But the best of all was Maude Laurent and her ability to make everything about her. 

Not only did she make history by not garnering a single trophy after receiving six nominations, she had the audacity to laugh throughout poor Julia Tanand’s heartfelt acceptance speech. The winner of the Artist of the Year Award kept her cool and finished her speech with dignity, calling all to save the baby dolphins. You’d think a massacred species would sober Maude Laurent up, but no. Instead, her whole family joined in her hysterics including aspiring local politician, Peter Longarm, from the prestigious Longarm family.

Maude Laurent has not stepped out of her Tribeca home for days except to release a statement apologizing for her behavior and blaming it on nerves. But no one is duped. This French girl can’t stand that another French voice is more successful than hers. 

In the French girl category, new Frenchie Julia Tanand clearly deserves a trophy.

Lexie Staz, for Hollywood Buzz.

*****
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MAUDE WAS SMALL. 

The skyscrapers on Wall Street were known to generate discomfort. Though the sun shone, its feeble rays could barely penetrate in between the tall, gray buildings of steel. People hurried around, too tired to speak, too afraid to think, too busy to feel. Hot dog trucks steamed, Indian food trucks let out smells of spices and deliciousness. Not forgetting smoothie trucks and doughnut trucks parked next to each other. The good, the bad, the consumption of easy and quick fixes to fill the emptiness left by working daily in an environment devoid of warmth.

That was the place Janet chose to meet Maude Laurent on a cold day in December, the first day Maude had stepped out of her house since the NAM Awards debacle.

She was a woman of means. Maude saw that in a glance as they entered a small café on Hanover Street.

They ordered and took a seat before Janet spoke.

Her voice was feeble and she wore a fur coat like a woman who needed to feel protected.

Her nails were painted a conventional pale pink and matched her matte lipstick. Two round pearls embellished her ears. When she took off her coat, her frail frame appeared fully.

“We finally meet.”

“I was curious to know what you wanted from me.” Maude leaned forward, her elbows resting on the table and her hands crossed together. “Who are you?”

“What you really want to know is who am I to Mathieu?”

Mathieu. The only person who called Matt that way was his aunt Cordelia. 

“Are you family?” Maude asked.

“Not yet, but I aspire to be.”

“Why did you want to meet me?”

Janet folded her arms across her chest, and uncrossed them.

“I’m Lionel’s fiancée.”

Maude looked at her with puzzlement.

“Who’s Lionel?”

“Christ, he really told you nothing of his family.” 

Maude’s heart stopped. How well did she know Matt?

Not willing to admit to anything, she waited.

“Lionel is Matt’s father. And I’m his future stepmother.” Her voice softened as she said this.

Maude leaned against her chair, arms crossed. His stepmother had called, all this time.

Maude realized at that instant how little she knew of Matt’s family. He had never mentioned his father had a fiancée. He had never told her his father’s name! Maybe she should have insisted more on knowing about his family. At least she knew about his mother’s side, she consoled herself.

“He never talks of his father. Nor does he about you. I guess congratulations are in order.”

“They are. In three months, I’ll be Mrs. Beauchamp. But I need your help.”

“Me?”

“Matt refuses to come to the wedding.”

“He knows you’re getting married?”

“We sent invitations months ago. He never answered.” She looked down at her palms and Maude saw, for the first time since her arrival, that Janet was letting her guard down. Her features showed great preoccupation and sadness.

“I want him to come. I need him to be there.”

“You’ve got to understand, I don’t wish to meddle with Matt’s relationship with his father.”

Still looking at her hands, Janet spoke like a woman who had held on to a heavy weight for many years and was finally willing to unload her burden and tell her woes to a trusting ear.

“Those two are so proud.” She closed her eyes and sighed deeply. “If we don’t interfere, they’ll spend the rest of their lives estranged. I wouldn’t want that for my worst enemy.”

The waiter brought Maude’s vanilla tea and Janet’s cappuccino with heart-shaped foam. Maude blew over her tea, while her mind remained preoccupied.

“Has Mr. Beauchamp tried to reach out to Matt?”

“He’s dying to,” Janet said earnestly. “I know he wants Matt to be there. He just has no idea how to reach him, or how to express to his son how much he misses him. He has trouble expressing his emotions. Do you know he waited a year before he told me he loved me?” She chuckled at the memory as if the event had taken place a mere couple of days ago. “Is Matt more loquacious on that front?” she asked with a playful smile.

Maude thought about Matt’s declaration of love and could not help but give a slow smile. He definitely had that in common with his father. 

The two women looked at each other like they had each found a new friend.

Janet took Maude’s hand and squeezed it as she nodded with understanding. “Those two were made from the same cloth!” She brought her hand back to her cup. “Unfortunately, that’s why neither is capable of taking the first step.”

“Has Mr. Beauchamp told you he wants Matt at his wedding?” Maude asked cautiously.

“Multiple times!”

“Then he should contact Matt.”

“If Matt isn’t answering my phone calls, he won’t answer his father’s.”

“He should find a way.”

“That’s why we’ve got to act.” She moved her cappuccino away and propped her elbows on the table after sweeping it for invisible crumbs. “Let’s get them to meet.”

“You want me to trap Matt?”

“It’s not a trap if it’s for his own good. He lost his mother, his aunt’s in Europe these days. He has no family left but his dad and me. If we get them to talk face to face, they’ll clear the air, and they can move on. His father is so proud of him.”

“He is?” Maude’s doubt began to dissipate.

“He wasn’t at first. But he’s changed. In part thanks to me,” Janet gave Maude a sheepish grin. “Love changes a man. For the better. He was even willing to start a new family with me, but,” she lowered her gaze, “I can’t have children of my own.” Janet’s voice trembled.

Maude was speechless, though her heart ached as she witnessed Janet’s suffering.

“Oh, Maude!” Tears rolled down Janet’s cheeks and she wiped them with the back of her hand.  “I hope you never know the grief of being unable to conceive. We’ve tried and tried until the doctor gave us the fatal verdict.”

“I’m so sorry.” 

“I feel like I’ve disappointed him,” she said in a tired voice. “Lionel longs to have a family, he longs for a son. I can’t give him one, but I can bring back the one he’s lost,” she said with a determination that provoked Maude’s honest admiration.

“I want us to be a family. I know I can never replace his mother, but I can give him maternal affection. If he allows me to be in his life,” she added in a soft voice. “I lost my father last year and I know you’ve lost both your parents.”

Maude looked away, unwilling to broach the painful topic. But when her gaze met Janet’s again, all she saw was understanding and the compassion of someone who knew the awful sorrow of losing a parent.

A tear rolled down Maude’s face as she looked away once more. 

“If you could have them back, would you waste time with feuds and quarrels?” Janet’s voice broke as she said, “I know I wouldn’t. Matt deserves a second chance at having a father who cares for him. If Matt could bring you back your father, wouldn’t you love him all the more for it?”

Maude swallowed. She thought of her father, Aaron, of the faded pictures her aunt had shown her. She would give anything to know her father, to see his smile, to hear his voice. Just once.

Everything had been taken from her. Matt did not have to go through the same loneliness. He shouldn’t have to. She loved him enough to spare him that amount of pain.

“I . . .” Maude stopped, lifted her head, before saying resolutely, “I’ll think about it.”

Janet heaved a sigh of relief, smiled a warm smile, and brought her hands together with excitement.

“I know that if you do, you’ll agree with me.”

Janet paid the check, pulling out bills from her Louis Vuitton purse and laid them on the table.

“We’ve got to bring these two back together.”

*****
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MAUDE DISLIKED BEING the center of the wrong kind of attention. 

Yet, she could not take her eyes off the humiliating YouTube video. It had garnered thousands of views in the last two weeks.

Perhaps a couple hundreds of those views were due to Maude herself. She could not help but watch the train wreck in her old PJs. The cameraman had caught her displeasure, followed by her pensive expression, and her outburst of mirth. A couple of YouTube’s most talented artists had created dreadful auto-tunes she would’ve found funny, had they been about someone else. Commenters from all over the Internet considered this the most famous embarrassing moment in NAM Awards’ history.

Maude tugged the bed cover over her head, and scrolled down to the comments section.

TaylorForever

She should be ashamed! Laughing while Julia speaks of saving baby dolphins. Maude Laurent is heartless.

Julia1999

She’s disrispectful. Mode Laurent should crawl back from the whole she came from.

ParisvsNewYork2005

She didn’t do it on purpose. It was a nervous breakdown cause she was tired. You crawl back to whichever rock you live under. AND you should learn to use a diktionary. Maude forever!

HeartshapedFlower13

Maude’s dress was prettier than Julia’s.

Stylesismyhusband8

Julia is way hotter than Maude. And Maude’s just pretending to be French. I never heard her speak French before. Don’t you find that weird?

“I speak French! Just because I don’t speak it in front of you doesn’t mean I’m not French.” Maude cried out balling her fist against her computer’s screen.

Jazmine entered their room just in time to hear Maude’s soliloquy. She marched to the bed, pulled off the cover, and slapped the computer shut.

“It’s been two weeks. Don’t you think it’s time to get out of the house?”

“I’ve gone out of the house!”

“For something other than food!”

Maude did not admit she had been out for more than that. She knew Jazmine would disapprove of her meeting with Matt’s future stepmother.

“You’re coming with me tonight,” Jazmine pulled Maude out of bed.

“Where?” Maude moaned, yanking the cover over her head.

“I’m taking you to my band’s first live gig,” Jazmine said proudly.

“I thought you didn’t want anyone from the family to see your first gig? Did you find a decent singer at least?”

“Gee, Maude, you could show a little enthusiasm. I chose a singer.”

“Who?”

“Rose-Marie.”

“No way. You can’t let her sing. She tried to reach those lows. She really did, but she couldn’t, and she just kept on trying and trying.”

Jazmine went to her dresser, and put on a touch of mascara. 

“She was our best candidate. Unless . . .” 

“What?”

Jazmine slid out of her chair and jumped on Maude’s bed.

“Unless my favorite cousin in the world wanted to sing.”

“I’m your favorite cousin?” Maude smiled sweetly. It was a title she greatly enjoyed.

“It’s not that hard if you’re up against the likes of Harriet.”

“Hmpf.” Maude stuck out her bottom lip. Even a monkey could make a better cousin than Harriet and her abominable husband. 

Peter called every day to whine about how she had ruined his nonexistent political career.

“I can’t help you, Jaz. My voice isn’t trained to sing rock. It’ll be awful. I think I’ve been through enough embarrassment for a lifetime.” She opened her laptop, but Jazmine shut it back down.

“That’s what you always say. But then, I don’t know how you do it, you manage to get into some other embarrassing ordeal.”

“I’ve learned my lesson.” Maude pushed back the covers, revealing a hideous yellow-striped pajama. “I’m coming to your show, but I’m not singing.”

“Change first.” Jazmine swiped Maude with her foundation brush. “Please take a shower.”

And so, Maude went. 

Moth Potatoes was a rock bar with far less observant security guards than The Cave. The huge security guard looked once at Maude’s fake ID card. He apparently did not have an ex-girlfriend with the name Lana Taroll, and let them enter.

Maude stared at the stage, the sticky chairs. Her mind went to Ben and his new bad boy persona, and thought this might be the place for him.

She met Jazmine near the stage.

“Feeling ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” She tuned her bass guitar while Tatiana tuned her guitar, and Rachel got behind her drums. Rachel played silently without hitting her cymbals. 

Maude searched the room for Rose-Marie, but could not find her anywhere.

“Um, Jaz, I hate to say this. Aren’t you missing a singer?”

“Nope.”

“Where’s Rose-Marie?”

“I told her not to come. Won’t be needing her.”

“Jaz, I’m not singing if that’s what you’re hoping.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Maude was anxious, and chewed on her bottom lip profusely. Until she saw Haze enter the bar.

Maude turned toward her cousin quizzically. 

“Is Haze going to sing with you?”

Jazmine shook her head with a sly smile.

“You knew she’d be here tonight?” 

Jazmine made a strange face, laughed, and said, “Just avoid talking to her, if you can.”

“Why did you even bother bringing me here?” Maude asked. 

“Because you need a change of scenery. And that’s what cousins are for: to get into dirty rock bars illegally as I try to make it in the industry.”

She admired Jazmine’s determination to make it on her own. This was a far cry from the girl who never wanted to clean her side of the room or help with the chores. Careless about school during their last year of high school, boy crazy, popular, a bit spoiled, but always affectionate and loving, Jazmine had never varied in her undying love for music. She was the best person she knew to be.

Maude left the stage, ordered a ginger ale, and went to a table at the far end of the room as far from Haze as she could manage.

“Hello everyone. We’re the Screaming Angels and we’re going to rock your world.”

Maude waited for the singer to arrive on stage. Her surprise was complete once Jazmine neared the microphone and began to sing the song Maude had written.
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I’LL NEVER BE, 

All that I can be,

As long as I’m with you.

You’re never mean, 

You’re never cruel,

But maybe you, 

Should have a voice, too.

Do I scare you?

Do I bug you?

Do I make you 

Want to crawl? 

Hide, Scream and

Cry, cry, cry!

Was nice to meet you,

But I sure won’t miss you,

No, no, no.

A mere shadow,

Can’t wait to see you go.

So Mr. Nice Guy

Goodbye!

Jazmine’s voice started unsure, but gained more and more assurance. Not a professional singer, her breathing at times appeared unsteady. But what she did not possess in technique, she found in enthusiasm. She faced the crowd with bravado, took the mic in her hands, and prowled on stage like a lioness on the hunt for its next kill. At times teasing, other times ferocious, Jazmine conquered the crowd. 

Maude looked at her cousin with new eyes. But when she saw Tatiana, she frowned.

Jazmine’s energy was a stark contrast with Tatiana’s static position. Her fingers did wonders, but her back remained rigid and her head bent over her guitar. She never interacted with the crowd.

Maude noticed this, and was grateful her cousin’s active performance hid Tatiana’s immobility.

She glanced at Haze across the room who played with her glass with one hand while, with the other, she tapped her knee. She mouthed the lyrics of the chorus, having memorized its rhythm though she had heard it only once. She put in more verve on some marks, jerking her head each time she sang a lyric with energy.

To Maude, it seemed Haze wished she were on stage singing along with Jazmine. Everything indicated this. Other than the gleam in her eye, her dreadlocks waved as her head bobbed back and forth.

The song ended, and the crowd clapped eagerly ready to hear more.

After a couple more energetic songs, Jazmine settled on a stool and, looking at Maude, she spoke in a hush, intimate tone.

“This song is dedicated to someone special. She came into my life only a couple of years ago, but it’s as if she’s always been there. She’s going through a tough time, so I hope this will cheer her up.”

Jazmine began to sing:

You grew up there,

I grew up here,

Your voice whispered, 

In my ear.

Across the ocean, 

Across the seas,

It wasn’t long, 

Before you came to me.

––––––––
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MAUDE GAZED AT HER cousin with emotion. Blinking back tears, she listened, her hands clasped to her heart, rocking gently back and forth against her chair.

It was Jazmine’s most beautiful song yet, and she sang with meaning and delicacy, weaving a beautiful tale of sisterhood, love lost and found. In that moment, Maude knew exactly how Jazmine felt about her. It was the same way Maude felt about her, Cynthia, and Ben. More than cousins, they shared a deeper connection of those who had been raised together since they were little. Nothing could ever break that bond.

Maude’s gaze turned to Haze, and she was surprised to find her stricken in her chair, tears rolling down her cheeks as Jazmine sang the chorus.

Sister I never knew,

How could I live, 

My life without you?

Sister of my dreams,

My life is made complete,

Now that you’re, 

Right here with me.

As Jazmine ended the song, Haze wiped both cheeks with the palms of her hands.

Jazmine received strong applause. She got down from the stage to hug Maude.

No sooner had they parted, than Haze marched toward them in large strides.

“I want in.” She crossed both arms across her chest, bending her left leg and putting forward her ripped jeans.

“Maude is, and will be, a part of the picture,” Jazmine stated, business-like. 

Haze glared at Maude. She licked her lips, debating what to do with this nuisance.

“Fine,” she finally conceded. “But I don’t want her anywhere near me.”

“I only write the songs,” Maude answered, irritated, but still pleased Jazmine was getting the singer she wanted.

“Except ‘Sister I Never Knew.’ That’s all me,” Jazmine winked at Maude.

“You’ve got something good going on here.” Haze nodded. “I’ll see you around.”

She left in long, deliberate strides without looking back.

Jazmine squealed, once she was sure Haze was out of earshot.

“You were really good. I’m so proud.” Maude hugged her cousin again.

“You’ve got most of the singing genes, but I received a couple. I needed just enough to make Haze want to join the band.”

“She really loved your song. I believe she was crying.”

“No way. That girl is way too tough to cry.”

Maude didn’t insist, only shrugged. She knew what she’d seen.

“I really meant what I sang. We’re sisters now. Don’t forget that.”

Maude had never had a sister, or a brother. She’d never received an Artist of the Year Award. But as she stood with Jazmine in the dirty bar, she knew she would trade all the trophies in the world for the sense of belonging she felt at that very moment.
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Chapter 12
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QUIESCENCE IS NOT A state meant to last in a world filled with music.

Maude and Matt were in their Creation Room watching the sunrise and working on the latest song for Violet’s Voice. 

“Basically, in this scene, Violet’s father visits from France and asks her to come back home. Violet tries to convince her father that’s she’s better off in New York and that she was born to be a singer,” Maude explained. She handed him the sheet of paper on which she had scribbled their latest assignment.

“Mm-hmm.” Matt read Maude’s instructions and nodded. “He tells her she’s delusional, that she’s better off becoming a seamstress like her mother.”

Matt rose from the orange sofa and paced back and forth. He finally stopped in front of the windows.

“It’s funny don’t you think?”

Maude joined him at the window. She stood a couple of inches behind him and saw how tense his shoulders were. 

“What is?”

“The world is such a big place. Yet, for some reason, the people closest to us try to make us believe we should live in tiny boxes.”

Maude put her hands on his shoulders and massaged them gently.

“That’s because they want us to stay close to them. Because they love us.”

“Love does not justify imprisonment.”

“If love produced only rational behaviors, we’d no longer have anything to write about.”

“Violet’s father isn’t thinking of her. He’s thinking of himself first.”

“He wants her to come home.”

“He’s thinking: ‘what is everyone going to think?’ His neighbors, his friends, his relatives, the newspaper guy, the village doctor, whatever! Their opinion is more important to him than his daughter’s happiness.”

“Maybe it’s a little of both. Love and selfishness.”

“Ah ha!” Matt raised a triumphant hand. “But selfishness trumps love in this instance. If Violet’s father is willing to sacrifice her happiness for his neighbor’s satisfaction, then his selfishness exceeds his love. I mean, really? A seamstress! I bet she doesn’t even know how to sow!”

Maude smiled, amused.

“Yeah, we could add that in the song . . .”

“He wants her to be in a boring job she hates, but that he finds respectable. Shows and singing, God forbid!”

“Maybe he wants her safe.”

“Safe?”

“He knows how cruel the life of an artist can be. This story takes place in the late 1970s. Fewer jobs. The economy is bad.”

“The economy is always bad. That’s such a lame excuse. My father used it too.”

“Your father?” Maude dropped her arms to her side and drew closer to Matt.

“That and a bunch of other excuses on why I shouldn’t become a singer. But really, he just feared what everybody else would think.”

Maude held her breath and touched him lightly on the shoulder.

“What did he tell you back then?”

“He said no one in his family would ever be a singer.”

“But your mother was an opera singer.”

“She gave up singing as her profession.”

“Cordelia pushed your mother to abandon the profession, not your father.”

“My aunt gave her an ultimatum. But I’m sure my father must’ve been pleased with that outcome. He didn’t tell her that she could do both. He didn’t encourage her.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know he resented the bond we shared over music. He didn’t want me to become a singer. He already had my life all planned out, and I was only a kid. He even said I had no real talent. Discouraged me every time he could. When my mom died, he said she’d hate to see us fight. That I should obey him, because that’s what she’d want. He manipulated me into signing with Glitter Records. The way he saw it, the album would either be shelved or I’d make a bunch of money during a short career as a one-hit wonder. He never wanted me to have a real, long career. He just wanted me to fail so he could say: I told you so. Then get me into a French Ivy League college, study business or finance or whatever, and work with him on Wall Street.”

Matt crumpled the piece of paper into a tiny ball. Pressing his face against the window, he looked at the city spread out underneath his eyes for their sole pleasure. 

Maude took his hand and turned him slowly until he faced her.

“He was wrong. Completely wrong.”

“Sometimes, I fear he was right.”

“I know how you feel. When I was down, every word Madame Ruchet would say, every insult, every mockery, I thought all of it was true, and that she was right. I was a good for nothing, or a stupid little orphan, or a greedy, little pig. But that’s all in the past. Madame Ruchet is better off where she is. But you might have a second chance with your father.”

“He’ll never change.”

“What if he did? Wouldn’t you want to find out?”

“He’ll never apologize for what he did! He’ll never say he’s proud of me, or that he’s happy to have me as his son.”

“Are those words you’d like to hear?”

“I’m human. Do you know a single person who wouldn’t want to hear those words?”

Maude raised troubled eyes to his. A storm was forming in his gray eyes as he turned his gaze back to the city.

“He’ll never say them,” Matt concluded.

Maude’s heart leaped with joy. She wished to tell Matt right away that his father had changed, that he wanted to make amends. She had the power to erase all sorrow from Matt’s face. She could help mend his family.

But would he believe her? 

The door to their Creation Room flew wide open.

Maude jumped in surprise as Jazmine erupted inside the room.

“Hope I’m not interrupting. Matt, we need you.”

“What are you doing here before sunrise?” he mumbled.

“We’re practicing with Haze for the first time, but let’s just say, she’s being a little difficult.”

Matt followed Jazmine to the door, but Maude stayed where she was.

“Aren’t you coming?” Matt asked.

“In a minute.”

Once alone, Maude took her phone and, with a slightly trembling hand, typed a text message.

Hi Janet,

I’ve thought about it, and I’d like to help you repair Matt’s relationship with his father. Please let me know how I can help.

Maude

Maude read the message again to make sure there was no mistake. She hesitated. She hated hiding things from Matt, but he would never believe his father had changed. She wished more than anything to help him the way he helped her every day. Matt had a shot at repairing something more precious than his songs or his career. He could not take it for granted.

Maude sent the message and left the room.

She took the elevator to the thirteenth floor and into Soulville’s best soundproof room. She stopped at the threshold, and Jazmine waved her hand as if to say, ‘Look at this mess.’

Tatiana sat on a stool, her head in her hand. She looked dejectedly at the floor, and appeared to be counting the spots left by the snow on her boots. Rachel’s face disappeared behind a book on anatomy. A bag of barbecue chips rested on one of her drums and she munched on it distractedly, wiping her hands on her jeans before turning a page.

Standing in a corner of the room, Haze glared gloomily at the other two musicians. Her position changed only when she shifted her gaze to the newcomer.

“You think because you’re bringing in backup, I’ll agree to practice here,” was Haze’s sole greeting. “You know I won’t listen to anything that sellout has to say.” She pointed her index finger at Maude, in case somebody mistook the sellout to be someone other than the intended target of Haze’s fury.

Maude huffed with exasperation and would have retorted had Matt not intervened immediately.

“Let’s start by not calling each other names. Why don’t you want to rehearse here?” he asked. 

“This place is too squeaky clean. Where is the rock and roll in these nice little sofas? There’s even a fridge full of-of vegetables, soft drinks and . . .” Haze grabbed random objects from the refrigerator and threw them on the floor. “And protein bars. I can’t work in these conditions. Rock is loud and messy. Not this Barbie doll studio you got from being Daddy’s bratty little princess.”

“Hey! I’m actually paying for this rehearsal space.” Jazmine’s eyes slanted. “Don’t think this is cheap. I even had to get a-a job.” Jazmine shuddered.

“Boo-hoo! I wish this place were cheap!” Haze flung. “That’s the problem. Making music in a beauty salon isn’t what I signed up for. You’re just so preppy! All of you. Rachel is premed, Tatiana is a shy, privileged Barbie doll with huge tits and you, Jazmine Baldwin, daughter of the music mogul who winces at the thought of having a job. Why do you even want to play in a rock band? Why not do the girly, pretty little slush that Maude sings?”

“Slush?” Maude took a firm step, and would have ended up in front of Haze’s angry face had Matt not pulled her back gently. 

“I don’t think we have to be in a stinking garage to make great music! Geez, you’re such a cliché!” Jazmine threw up her hands in the air, and turned away with a disappointed sigh.

“Jaz, Haze has a point,” Matt observed. He let go of Maude who walked away from Haze with silent mutiny. 

“Really? You’re siding with her?” Jazmine said, her eyes narrowing dangerously.

“I’m not taking sides.” Matt held up his hands in surrender. “But why would you waste money renting a high-profile place? Keep that money. Use it when you want to record a demo to send to music producers.” 

“Yeah! Exactly what I was saying!” Haze said triumphantly, pleased to have an unexpected ally on her side.

Jazmine rolled her eyes.

“Where are we going to find a cheap place to rehearse?”

“I think you’ve got more pressing matters,” Matt said. He pointed to each person in the room, before adding, “You’ve got to build a team spirit. You’re too divided.”

“I wish I hadn’t brought you into this discussion,” Jazmine mumbled.

“Spend time together. Have a team building exercise. I did that with the musicians from my band and it was great. You could go camping!”

“Camping in the winter!” Tatiana shrieked. “No way!”

“Such a little wuss,” Haze said, though she shivered at the thought and rather agreed with Tatiana. 

“I’ve got to study,” Rachel lifted her head from her book long enough to object to the excursion, before burying it again.

“Of course you do,” Jazmine mumbled.

“I’ll do it,” Haze said with bravado. “If Princess Maude comes too.”

She waited for Maude’s fierce opposition. However, Maude had no intention of saying no, though every bone in her body shook with fright at the thought of spending a night in the freezing cold.

“I’ll do it,” she said, resolution shining in her eyes.

Haze’s lips twisted into a mocking smirk; though her nervousness transpired in the way she crossed and uncrossed her fingers. She cracked her knuckles.

“Whenever you’re ready, Laurent. Tatiana, Rachel, you’re coming too.”

Jazmine looked at her band. Shy Tatiana, studious Rachel, and angry Haze. She glanced at her lyricist and her childhood friend, wondering how the ideal image she’d conjured about her dream rock band had derailed into this frightening experiment.

She shrugged.

She could not wait for this band to quit rocking and start rolling.
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Chapter 13
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JAZMINE WAS LAZY. 

She stated it proudly to whoever showed an interest in her. Boyfriends, friends, and teachers.

Her laziness was not only a trait she ostentatiously portrayed as a strength, it was one her family had come to accept. Cynthia had grown painfully accustomed to cleaning both sides of their room. Her teachers had accepted rushed essays completed on the doorstep of their classrooms.

Her parents had given her a sizable allowance throughout her teen years, thus rendering the search for a part-time job unnecessary. 

They always thought that life would teach her responsibility one way or the other, and that she would naturally outgrow her laziness.

But when looking for a job at Bart’s Burger Barn, Jazmine had hidden this particular flaw from her prospective employer. She’d noticed, after several failed interviews, that the confession prompted criticism, not the tender ‘how cute’ response she had received as a child.

Music motivated her more than anything else.

She’d already created an Instagram account, a Twitter, a Facebook page, and a YouTube account for her new band. She posted daily, sometimes even hourly, news and updates. For now, she hadn’t thought of an official band name and the Screaming Angels remained named with this inappropriate moniker. 

It was not so much that she did not like the name. Her discomfort lied in the fact that the Screaming Angels represented her past. Her high school days. And she needed a new name, one that symbolized her rebirth, the decision she had made, the dream she possessed, or rather, that possessed her. 

Tweeting, uploading, posting, and sharing were not just about spending time bent over her phone. It was promoting the work she loved more than anything else.

Any other toil bored her.

The morning of her first week of work, Jazmine took the subway with a dread equal to the sullenness everyone else on the platform displayed.

Monday morning moroseness. 

On some faces, like the girl with the red, spiky hair, she read the reluctance of those who’d spent an amazing weekend and mulled over their past days with smiles of immediate regret. The woman with the tight, black ensemble looked like she had cleaned her apartment all weekend, but preferred chores to the disorganized pile of files she’d left on her desk, before she joyfully ran out of her office the previous Friday night. 

Jazmine understood the anguish of those who had rested and felt they wasted time they could have spent in otherwise exciting manners. She recognized the fear of those whose weekend had contained nothing but dullness and solitude, a silent oppression bore with more willingness than the prospect of facing the unresponsive computer in their sad cubicle.

Jazmine dreaded entering a world of which she knew little, and facing it without a single ally.

She waited on the platform for the Lexington Avenue Line. Not far from her, a huge man in a tight, white t-shirt played Isn’t She Lovely on the trombone. Jazmine dropped a couple of quarters in his bowl as he thanked her with a jazzy sway of the head.

On the ride to 125th Street Station, she sat next to a woman with a pet cage covered by a black cloth. She amused herself by guessing what was inside.

A dog? A Siamese cat? A boa constrictor?

Once at 125th Street Station, she dragged her feet past the Apollo Theater, Red Lobster, several food places, forlorn Fed Ex employees, clothing stores, and entered Bart’s Burger Barn.

Bart’s Burger Barn was owned by a man name Karl, who called himself Bart due to his immense penchant for the art of alliteration. He had put all his savings into a burger joint, and rented the space after the previous renter’s hair salon had failed. 

Unfortunately, Karl’s decorating budget had run out fast, so the restaurant looked only half completed. The main lobby suffered from acute schizophrenia, unable to decide if it was a restaurant or a hair salon.

The left side of the room had a barn theme with fake hay and beef steaks piled to the ceiling, brown and red chairs, a plastic horse eating a Bart Beefed-Up Burger with relish, and a grinning cow the size of a farmer’s truck.

The other half of the room was the remains of the debunked hair salon: customers ate on styling chairs with hooded dryers facing a row of dirty mirrors. 

Traces of indelible ketchup remained on the rickety tables, washed yet dirty, new yet worn. A prickly smell of grease pervaded the lobby and clung to the walls despite the heavy use of lavender air-freshener.

As she put on her red cap and brown blouse in the dressing room, Jazmine sought for more motivation and looked up, only to find a dried French fry glued to the ceiling.

She was not the only one in need of motivation. Cendra, a girl with a red nose where her fresh piercing was, tied the cuffs of her uniform blouse around her wrists like a jailbird sentenced to life-imprisonment.

An early 2000s hit about a girl’s boyfriend who wasn’t man enough for her played in the main lobby as Jazmine entered that morning to mop the floor. 

The morning was slow. Few customers relished Bart’s Breakfast Burger. 

At noon, however, as soon as she took her post behind the cash register, she found herself confronted with a small line of impatient customers.

Karl was a man with a beer belly, thinning hair, and who proudly claimed he never ate anything but food from Bart’s Burger Barn.

Standing behind Jazmine, heaving like a deflating balloon, he aggressively whispered orders, most of them demanding she go faster.

Burgers, fries, cokes, and sprites, barn size or emperor style. 

Jazmine was exhausted. Rushing was not her forte and now it was a requirement. 

That’s when Maude walked in to wish her cousin good luck on her first official day.

Good intentions are rarely rewarded with positive results. In entering the restaurant, Maude created fresh havoc in Jazmine’s life.

She only ordered a cheeseburger, but it wasn’t long before someone recognized her.

In less time than it took for Karl to wolf down an entire menu, a larger crowd had gathered around her. More and more people from the street were drawn by the crowd. Jazmine looked at the mass of new customers and thought she’d cry.

Karl pushed her aside and took orders. He told her to go in the kitchen to make the burgers.

For the next hour, she flipped steaks, threw in fries and, in the process, burned herself four times.

Flip, fries, fire. Flip, fries, fire.

Sweat dripped from her entire face due to stress, fear of failure, mixed in with dejection. How had she, an aspiring musician, ended up in a kitchen, flipping steaks, and smelling of grease?

At that moment, she wished Maude were an anonymous girl. 

She looked at her cousin signing autographs and sighed. Maybe she should just sign with Soulville. So what if she chose the easy route? What merit was there to being a starving artist?

Karl appeared in front of her.

“You’re too slow. Finish your shift. You’re fired.”

Jazmine threw her cap to the floor and marched away. She marched backward and back into Karl’s face.

“Maude Laurent is here only because of me.” 

“Oh really? You know her like I know the President of the United States?”

“Yeah, I know her.” Jazmine waved to Maude who waved happily back. Karl’s jaw dropped. “If you want to keep getting this many customers, you better keep me on.”

“You’re incapable of flipping a steak without dropping it. Twice.”

“I never put it back in the burger!” Jazmine protested.

“Exactly! You’re wasting my steaks.”

“I’ll ignore that comment, and make you an offer you won’t regret.”

“I doubt that.”

“I can turn this hole into a celebrity hangout. Once people hear famous singers are dropping in here randomly, you’ll always have a crowd like this one.”

“Who else do you know?” Karl asked, unable to hide his interest.

“Matt.”

“The Love Doctor?”

“Who else? Let me be your social media manager. And you’ll get numbers like you’ve never seen before. Deal?”

Karl took her left paw and shook it with enthusiasm.

“Deal.”

That’s how lazy Jazmine found a job she was good at. In less than an hour, she’d created the Bart’s Burger Barn Twitter, Facebook page and Instagram account. She posted pictures of Maude chewing a burger, Maude leaning against the plastic cow, Maude’s head covered by a hooded dryer, Maude shaking hands with Karl.

Customers piled in the entire week.

And Jazmine did not break a sweat.
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Chapter 14
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IT WAS WITH A LIGHT heart and step that Maude walked into the Metropolitan Opera House with Matt in late January.

For their first time together in the prestigious institution, Maude wore a bottle green, silk dress, a cashmere scarf, and carried a beaded purse so small there was only room enough for her phone and lip-gloss. Having refused to put on a tuxedo under his winter coat, Matt wore a light green, nice-fitting blouse that complimented his shoulders and chest. 

A paparazzi photographed the happy couple as they entered the opera house lovingly holding hands.

The paintings by Chagall hanging at the entrance made Maude feel immediately at home in what she saw as a reminiscence of her favorite Parisian opera house. 

After leaving their coats in the cloak room, they took their seats in the gold and burgundy auditorium underneath one of the many chandeliers hanging from the petal-shaped ceiling.

Maude looked around as if searching for a familiar face, but the room was filled with thousands of people eager to see Sosarme and she soon gave up.

“Are you looking for Florence Duchêne?” Matt asked. “You know she’ll only appear on stage once Sosarme starts.”

Maude settled into her seat. “I’d love to work with her one of these days.”

“Careful what you wish for. Aunt Cordelia hates her. Says she’s the worst diva.”

“Takes one to know one.” Maude cupped her mouth and added an apologetic “Oops.” But her eyes full of humor indicated she meant what she said.

“Hey, my aunt isn’t a diva. She just knows what she wants.”

“So does Florence Duchêne, I guess. I thought she and Cordelia were friends. The press keeps saying Florence Duchêne was last generation’s Cordelia Tragent.”

“Because they’re both talented coloratura sopranos and childless. Go figure. The press could find similarities between an elephant and a tiger if it helped them sell more.”

“Who knows if Cordelia stays childless? She’s so happy in Europe with her new fiancé, she just might adopt a bunch of kids and stay there forever with Arnaud Joly.”

Matt chuckled at the idea. “She’ll be back soon in the spring. You and I are the closest things to children that she has. I’m in no danger of getting a snotty little cousin anytime soon.”

“You’d hate that, wouldn’t you?” Maude nudged him playfully. “You want all your aunt’s affection just for you. Typical only child.”

Matt pondered over the statement and finally answered, “I guess I wouldn’t mind a little cousin. As long as he doesn’t touch my instruments. Or my clothes. And he better not poke his nose into my Creation Room,” Matt added, leaning against his seat, arms crossed, and thinking of other things he would protect from an imaginary cousin’s dirty little paws.

“Ah, sibling rivalry,” Maude sighed. “There wouldn’t be so many good operas without it. Take Sosarme for instance. If Melo didn’t believe his father was going to give his brother, Argone, the kingdom, there’d be no war. In fact, if he’d just talked to his brother and realized he had no intention of taking the kingdom from him, the opera would be over by the end of the first act.”

“The way I see it, it’s more their father’s fault. Haliate’s so determined to punish his son that the conflict escalates. But then, what else is to be expected of fathers?” Matt mused. “Can’t ever act reasonably or with compassion,” he added dryly. 

Maude squirmed in her seat as she realized the topic was now Matt’s own troubled relationship with his father.

“They end up making up in the last act.” Maude squeezed Matt’s knee gently. “And thanks in great part to Haliate’s wife, Erenice. How would men ever get along if women didn’t intervene?”

Maude looked at him with hopeful eyes, but Matt only shrugged.

The lights dimmed and the opera began.

It was a beautifully sung story of misunderstandings, inheritance, kingdoms, and endangered romantic attachments. 

Florence Duchêne was brilliant in the role of Elmira, a lover and sister to the main parties. It would later be said that the simplest swoon in the second act at the sight of her lover’s blood was worth a thousand well sung arias. 

Though Maude knew the ending, she shivered with fright at the sight of the father and son’s hatred and wished to fast forward to the opera’s last scenes of reconciliation and peace.

At the intermission, she and Matt left the auditorium and went to get drinks. Maude fidgeted, apple juice in hand.  She scanned the lobby with only partially hidden anxiety. Forcing herself to stand still she spoke randomly, distracted.

“The first two acts were really interesting. She . . . um . . . Florence Duchêne can really sing.”

“I thought so too. Though I’d prefer a pop concert any day,” Matt teased, waiting for Maude to defend the diva’s performance with passion.

“Yup,” was Maude’s sole response.

“Are you okay? You seem a little distracted . . .” his voice trailed off.  As he looked past Maude, his face paled, and slowly his features changed from shock, to apprehension, before hardening into a mask of distrust and deep displeasure. “What’s my father doing here?”

Maude’s head swiveled like an owl’s. Her hand shook and she spilled juice but she did not notice as the stain grew into a dark puddle on her silk dress.

Janet walked up to them with Lionel Beauchamp at her arm. 

Several strands of white hair appeared amid mid-length, light blonde hair. His body was slightly round, though he looked like he tried to hold on to his youthful build through exercise. Yellowed by coffee, his teeth were small, but sharp. His skin was sallow due to heavy smoking, which did not prevent him from holding a cigarette in his right hand. His jaw was round and he sported a tidied white goatee on his chin. His gray eyes were cold like a foggy morning sky.

They stopped near Maude.

“Hello, Mathieu.” Janet moistened her lips.

Matt’s jaw clenched and he glared at Janet, then at his father. 

Lionel Beauchamp stuck his unlit cigarette in his mouth, gazing at his son.

Without warning he stretched his arms and grabbed Matt, hugging him fiercely. 

Maude smiled with relief. Father and son were reunited.

Mr. Beauchamp let Matt go, patted him on the shoulder, and surveyed him critically while his son remained stunned.

“You look good, Mathieu. You look real good. If you knew how happy I am to see you again. After all these years. I’ve missed you, fiston (son).”

Matt’s speechlessness lasted until he finally cleared his throat. In a voice that resembled that of a child, he asked with caution, as if afraid of daring to hope, “You’re happy to see me?”

“Mon fils (my son), there hasn’t been a moment I haven’t wished for this day to come.”

Matt smiled, happy, but puzzled.

“This day?” he asked. “You wanted us to meet randomly at an intermission?”

“Randomly?” Mr. Beauchamp chuckled, looking at his son as if he were telling a joke. “Janet told me everything!”

Matt’s smile disappeared as he turned to Janet, “What is this? Some sort of a setup?” while Janet squeezed Lionel’s arm, saying in a shrill voice, “Why don’t we find a nice place to talk?”

“Janet!” Matt barked. Maude jumped, startled, unsure if she should intervene.

“I’ve tried calling you for weeks.” Janet straightened and, placing her left hand on her hip, she displayed a costly diamond ring. “Our wedding is a couple weeks away. Don’t you think it’s time to bury the hatchet? Lionel? Mathieu?”

Lionel’s eyes narrowed. He took the cigarette out of his mouth and, ignoring his fiancée, spoke to Matt in a low, suspicious tone.

“Janet told me you were ready to ask for my forgiveness.”

Matt’s face dawned with a newfound understanding he wished he did not possess. 

“Of course she did. That’s why you’re here, papa (Dad)?” He flung the term of endearment with violence and Maude cringed. “You want me to grovel? You should know better than to listen to Janet. Nothing she ever says is true.”

Maude’s heart sank. Looking at Janet with alarm, she found her jeering distastefully and truly questioned for the first time Janet’s motives. Had Janet manipulated her? 

“Matt,” Maude clung to Matt’s sleeve. “Maybe we should listen to what your father has to say.”

“I don’t have anything to say that I haven’t already said. Over and over.” Lionel tapped his cigarette in his palm, shook his head, and stuck the item in his mouth.

Maude turned to him in a final attempt at reconciliation.

“Janet explained that you-you were having regrets,” Maude spluttered. “That you wished to make amends. Please, Monsieur Beauchamp, tell your son that you want him back in your life.”

Lionel stayed silent.

“You knew about this?”

Maude was terrified. Afraid to look at Matt, frightened to see his suffering. Her heart dropped to her stomach as she met his eyes filled with the darkest anger and disgust. It seemed all the love he had once nourished for her had disappeared. The lips she’d once kissed trembled, the hands she’d held quivered with rage, the nose she’d once patted heaved like a raging bull.

“You did this?”

“We,” Maude’s mention of Janet did nothing to help her defense. “We did this to help you two sort things out. Janet knows what it is to lose a parent. Her father just passed away and she wants you to have a relationship with yours while you still can.”

“Janet, what did you tell this girl?” Lionel snarled. Turning to Maude, he looked at her pitifully. “Her father is in perfect health. Spends his days at the beach in Miami that lazy fool.” 

Eyes burning with fierce anger, Maude hissed, “You made this up? All of it? Your desire to have children too?”

Janet shrugged with a pitying smile. Though she did not answer, her dislike transpired and erased any doubt Maude might have kept as to the reasons behind her scheme. Maude shook with fury against Janet, Lionel but, especially, against herself.

“My son knows exactly where I stand,” Lionel said. “You’ve known him for what? Two seconds. I’m sure you even think you love him.” Still in his mouth, his cigarette jumped up and down as he spoke. “I knew him before he became this ‘Matt’ figure. Ridiculous, might I add.”

Matt turned to his father and jabbed a finger in his chest.

“I can’t believe you ever thought I would apologize. Apologize for what exactly? For living my dream and succeeding at it?”

“You call that a dream? How about a respectable job? You ever thought of that? What are you going to do when you’re fifty? You think ten-year-old girls will still want to listen to you sing about teenage love and heartbreak in skinny jeans? You’re an embarrassment.”

“Because what you stand for is so great?” Matt bellowed. Going to an Ivy League school and joining a frat. Then work eighty hours a week in some stinking cubicle.”

“You were never smart enough for an Ivy League college.”

Maude gasped, while Matt gave a wry laugh.

“Nice to know some things don’t change.”

“Why would they? Unless you’re ready to admit your wrongs. After all I’ve done for you. That’s the least you could do.”

“After all you’ve done for me?” Matt spat. “How about all the things you didn’t do?”

“Didn’t I take care of you? Did I not give you all you needed?” Mr. Beauchamp jerked his cigarette from his mouth and pointed its butt at Matt in an accusatory manner. “Your mother pampered you. She was a wonderful woman, but with you, she was just too good. Spoiled you with all that music nonsense.”

“She was too good for you too. Fake Janet suits you much better.” He turned to Janet with a vengeful hiss. “You were eyeing him even before maman (Mom) was buried. Now you’re talking about wanting to be a family? You just want to save face in front of your snobbish friends. Can’t have people gossiping about your absent stepson at your stupid wedding, can we?”

“Don’t talk of your future stepmother that way,” Lionel growled.

“I lost the only mother I had.”

“Can’t you just try and make an effort?” Janet asked warily.

“Can he?” Matt asked.

“I won’t have a son I can’t be proud of. For years after you were born, I wanted to be the best father. My father lacked ambition,” he said with an ugly smirk. “I’d be nowhere right now, if it weren’t for my own sense of self-worth.”

He turned to Maude with vehemence.

“Do you know this kid left my house? At fourteen? He left and never came back. Went to that Baldwin guy and his family. As if that man was his father.”

“He understood me.”

“But he wasn’t your blood,” Mr. Beauchamp hissed. “He wasn’t there when you were a baby waking me up every night for months. I was a freaking zombie! I wasn’t like all those other dads at the time who wouldn’t touch a diaper. Who fed you? Taught you to walk, eh? Talk? Who put you to bed? Read that silly story you loved Goodnight Moon? Gave you your first CD?”

Matt’s eyes misted and looked away. His father went on, turning to Maude.

“He left like he was ashamed of me. Like I was in the wrong, when all I did was try to make him the best. I even allowed him to sign with that big label, though I was against it.”

“You were hoping I’d fail!” Matt shouted.

“Because that’s what will happen sooner or later. You’ll wake up one day and realize that all you have is worthless. They’ll never replace me. Not even your latest squeeze. Does she really know you like I do?”

Maude bit back an angry retort, but was more alarmed when Matt did not defend her. 

“What do you know about me anymore, Dad? It’s so nice to hear you talk about bedtime stories and diapers. But what do you know about this person? The one standing right in front of you. Do you know what I read now? What I love today? Which music I listen to every day?”

“Nothing that you are today is real. Once you understand that, you’ll be better off.”

Matt looked at his father with contempt. His father held up his lighter, turned on the flame, and declared, “Perhaps one day, when you have a son of your own, you’ll know what it means to put so much hope in a person, and end up horribly disappointed.” 

Maude lowered her head in pain. When she finally lifted it, Matt looked at her with eyes of stone. 

“Is this what you wanted?” he asked.

Before Maude could protest, Matt marched away. Maude ran after him and caught up outside.

Snow was falling.

Maude slipped and scraped her knee. But she got back up and called after Matt.

“Wait! Just wait, please.”

Matt stopped, but refused to look at her.

“How could you plan this with Janet? Of all people.”

“She said your father wanted to make amends. She lied over and over again and I believed everything she said. Matt, she manipulated me! I honestly thought—”

“You thought wrong!” Matt yelled, angrily raking his hair with his hand. “Why did you hide this from me?”

“I-I thought you wouldn’t come if I told you.” Maude answered, flustered. “I thought it’d be a surprise, that he’d say he was sorry, and that you—”

“That I’d feel like crap? Because that’s all you’ve achieved. What he said . . . you heard what he said?”

“I never thought he’d say those things. Janet swore she wanted the best for you and I knew you’d be happy if this worked.”

“Janet doesn’t think about anybody but herself. I’d have told you that if you’d ask instead of speaking to her without me. Why do you think I ignored her calls?” 

“You didn’t tell me you were ignoring her calls,” Maude said miserably.

“But she told you. How else did you get in touch with her? Did you go through my phone?” His eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“Of course not! She called and told me we needed to meet.”

“You MET her? Maude, just do me a favor: stay out of my life!”

Maude stopped walking. He turned to her, wiping snow from his forehead.

“I was trying to help you,” she said softly.

“I can’t trust you if you keep going behind my back.”

“You-you make it sound like I did this to hurt you!” Maude stuttered. “I wasn’t. Don’t you see that? Don’t you see what I see? How not speaking to him makes you miserable. If I could see my father once in my entire life, I wouldn’t throw that chance away.”

“Just stop! Stop! Stop justifying what you did! I’m supposed to feel guilty because my father is alive and is a jerk, while yours is dead and a saint?”

Maude put her hand to her mouth. Tears sprung in her eyes.

“Maybe we should stop now, before you say something you regret.”

“You’re right. Let’s stop.”

“I’ll just see you tomorrow or-or the day after. Whenever you calm down.”

“No. Forget it. I can’t do this.”

“Fine. Just go home. Get some rest.”

“I mean us. For now, let’s take a break.”

Maude’s first reaction was denial. She shook her head left and right until her head spun.

“No, nuh-hun. No way. This is non—”

“Maude, we need to take a break. I need a break.”

“Are-are you serious? How long? I can’t believe this. I can’t . . .” Maude turned away. Overcome with emotion, she turned to the language they both knew, as fresh tears welled up in her eyes. “Je n’arrive pas à le croire (I can’t believe this).”

“I can’t do this right now.”

Maude swallowed and looked up.

“Please, just, don’t do this.”

Matt turned and walked away without looking back, his green blouse sticking to his skin.

Maude burst into a fresh veil of tears and put her fist in her mouth to silence the ensuing sobs as the falling snow covered Matt’s fainting footsteps.
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Chapter 15
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN ‘ON a break?’”  Jazmine plopped on Maude’s bed with a somber face.

“It means what it means. I haven’t had news in three days and I’m tired of checking my phone.”

“God, cuz! His father! Why didn’t you tell me? I’d have told you it was a bad idea!”

“I wanted . . . it just seemed like such a good idea at the time. Or maybe it wasn’t and it just seemed like one because I wanted to . . . I don’t know, save him. I wanted to be his hero.”

“You want to be his hero, write great music!”

“I messed up so badly. I don’t know if he’ll ever forgive me.”

“Of course he will. He just needs time.”

“If you see him, tell him . . . I don’t know,” Maude folded her legs. “I just don’t want him to feel like I’m taking you guys hostage or anything. He needs a friend right now and you’re his closest friend, family even. I don’t want to take that away from him.”

“You’re not. I stayed friends with him despite all the crazy that happened before you became a couple.”

“That was nothing compared to this. You should’ve seen the way he looked at me. Like he didn’t know me. Worse, like he didn’t want to know me ever again. The things his father said . . .” Maude shuddered.

“Not all dads are like mine.”

Maude looked out the window. She would never know how hers was. Would he have said such terrible things to her?

“I can’t think about him right now. I’ve got to write a song for Violet and the deadline is today. We started working on it together, but I’ve got to end it on my own.”

“Are you okay? I can’t believe you kept this to yourself for days. You went around like everything was fine.”

“I didn’t think he’d stay silent for so long.”

Maude sighed. She jumped up and made her bed.

“It’s a good thing we’ll have our camping trip this weekend, just us girls,” Jazmine said in an attempt to cheer her cousin. “It’ll take your mind off things. And you can help us find a name for the band. Right now, all I’ve got is Girls Rock.”

Maude didn’t answer. A camping trip out in the cold with Haze was not what she was looking forward to. 

After breakfast, she went to Soulville to work in Matt’s Creation Room.  She did not stay long once she realized she hoped with every passing moment that he would pop his head in.

She dragged her feet into one of Soulville’s tiniest rooms. A closet was bigger than room 1114. Full of wires and cables, it barely left any space for a musician’s instrument.

But her mind kept going where she did not want it to go. Matt’s words, his anguish, his face, his sadness, his anger, his disappointment.

Staring at her instructions for the song, she tried to concentrate. She read the instructions aloud.

“Violet can’t get roles on Broadway because producers mock her French accent. But she’s determined to make it. After another producer turns her down, she attempts to change her accent, but realizes she can’t hide her true self. Write a song in which Violet accepts who she is.”

Maude laughed wryly.

She recalled when she had just arrived in New York and Jazmine had commented on her accent. It was one she barely heard and that had now almost disappeared quite naturally.

She had entered this city a foreigner and was now accustomed to this life. She recalled a moment in time when Matt and she had debates on the advantages of Paris and New York. 

The lyrics to Paris versus New York City came back to her mind:

Forget Paris versus New York City,

You’re all that matters to me.

New York was more than just Matt. The city had accepted her for who she was. A French girl who loved classical and pop music. She had never hidden who she was, never been ashamed. 

Her voice was her own. 

She was lucky to have met the people at Soulville who told her to come as she was.

In fact, if Julia wanted so much to be defined as French, it was because Maude had paved the way. Now, Julia wanted to be the only French voice that anybody ever heard.

Her heart squeezed at the thought of Violet, who wrongly assumed she had to change who she was to make it on Broadway.

As she mulled over Violet’s situation, the lyrics came slowly to her mind, trickling like a steady stream until she could not ignore them.

She scribbled down the chorus and sang it. 

I will never be,

The person that they want

Me to be.

I can never hide,

The voices that won’t subside.

And no matter what,

No matter how,

Hard they try,

The voice inside of me

Will never die.

Maude hugged her notebook. 

Even without Matt, she could still do this. 

She sang the chorus several times, then repeatedly until her throat throbbed.

No matter what happened, she still had music. And who could be depressed in a world where music resides?

Maude bent over her notebook and continued working on her song until she finished recording a demo.

She raced to her computer and sent her lyrics, music sheet, and recording to Mr. Soderline just before midnight.

“We’ll see if Julia can top this.”

She left Soulville content.
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IT WAS A COLD SATURDAY morning in February when five young women set out for a camping trip in the Adirondack Mountains.

Whether these girls were sane was to be determined. 

Maude doubted anyone of sound mind would follow her cousin, and the unpredictable Haze, in the mountains.

The meeting point was at the Fatton home at six a.m., though Maude doubted the unreliable rock singer would show up on time.

Nevertheless, Haze came to pick them up at six a.m. in a car only she could possess. It had wheels, but little else, save for a barely functioning heater, broken wipers, crooked doorknobs, and chipped paint. 

Maude greeted Haze while Jazmine loaded the trunk. Haze only grunted back.

Standing on the doorstep, Mrs. Fatton tied a pink wool scarf around Rachel’s neck and stared at Haze’s car with circumspection. She sniffled profusely and kissed her daughter as if she would never see her again.

“Are you sure this girl is in premed?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Yeah, she is, Mom. She’s the smartest of our year.” Rachel hugged her mother and turned her back to the car to spare her the sight of Haze getting rid of food stuck between her teeth with a broken toothpick.

“Oh, I see. She’s one of those people who never study, but still gets good grades?”

“No, no, she studies. She made the best flash cards for our study group.”

“I’m glad to know you’ll be studying this entire weekend with your friends. You girls really are determined to succeed,” Mrs. Fatton beamed. 

“Yup, that’s us,” Haze snarled, craning her neck to see her teeth in the rearview mirror. “We all want to be doctors. Just about as much as Rachel does.”

Rachel glared at Haze, then smiled sweetly for her worried mother’s sake.

“You took all your books with you, girls?”

“Sure!” Jazmine replied. “We don’t go anywhere without . . .” Jazmine squinted thinking of the name of a medical textbook.

“Gray’s Anatomy of the Human Body,” Maude blurted. Haze snorted, Tatiana bit back a smile as she loaded her bag in the trunk.

“‘Kay Mom, see you tomorrow!” Rachel kissed her suspicious mother a hurried goodbye and jumped into the car.

Mrs. Fatton tapped the window until her daughter rolled it down.

“Now don’t forget, it’s nice to spend some time with your friends, but don’t forget our goals, honey.”

“I know, Mom. I’ll be the first doctor in the Fatton family.” Rachel spoke between gritted teeth, hoping the other girls would not make out what she said.

“Exactly sweetheart. And don’t forget—”

Mrs. Fatton never got the chance to finish her sentence as Haze pressed the gas pedal until the car bellowed.

“Yeah, yeah,” Haze grumbled. Louder, she said, “Sorry, Mrs. Fattening, we’ve got to go or this car won’t start again. Bye!”

They drove off in a fury.

“It’s Fatton, not fattening!” Rachel yelled.

“Whatever, Farting!”

Jazmine and Tatiana laughed while Rachel retorted, “Real mature. I haven’t been called that since 6th grade. Thanks Haze.”

“Was it real 6th grade or were you just pretending to be in school for your mother’s sake?” Haze pressed the gas pedal and crossed the yellow light just as it turned red.

“I’m really in premed. I fully intend to become a doctor.”

“Then why didn’t you tell your mom this wasn’t a study session?” Tatiana asked. Squished between Maude and Rachel, she had trouble pulling her seat belt fully to fasten it.

“It’d just worry her. I don’t want her to think I’m not following the plan.”

“What’s so great about being the first doctor in the family?” Haze asked, taking both hands off the wheel.

“Mrs. Fatton has ambitions for her daughter. I think that’s sweet,” Maude said. She looked out the window, thinking of her own mother, and wondered if she’d harbored secret dreams of what her daughter would become. 

“Ha! Saint Maude agrees with Mrs. Farting. I’m shocked.”

“Parents are way too intrusive,” Jazmine stated. “That’s why I’m doing music my way. It’s also why I’m planning on moving out before the end of this year.”

Maude looked sharply at her cousin. “This is the first I’ve heard of this new plan.”

“I was going to tell you about it. Don’t get all judgy. I need to be independent.”

“My mom’s a nurse,” Rachel cut in, before Maude could protest. “She’s worked hard, under doctors who treated her like dirt because she was ‘just a nurse.’ You know those stories where mothers raise their children dreaming they will avenge them?”

The mention of difficult parental relationships brought back memories of the opera Sosarme, as well as her painful argument. Maude shook those thoughts away.

“My mom made this solemn promise, or whatever, that I’d be a doctor and that she would brag about it to all her friends. It didn’t help that I got good grades in high school.”

“And now?” Tatiana asked.

Rachel winced, tilted her head until it smacked the window.

“Let’s just say, I’m about as close to becoming a doctor as any actor on Grey’s Anatomy.”

Silence reigned in the car until Jazmine twisted in her seat, turned to Rachel with an encouraging smile.

“Hopefully, you’ll become a famous rock star soon, and tell your mother she doesn’t have a reason to worry about your financial success.”

“If she’s a nurse and wants her daughter to ‘do better’ as a doctor, it doesn’t matter if she makes more money in some other job. All she wants is for you to be doctor. Am I right?” Tatiana asked.

Rachel nodded. 

“Then you better get those grades up, right Farting?” 

Without waiting for an answer that would never come, Haze sped on. She put on rock music by Ex Hex, turned up the volume, and the girls sang along to Don’t Wanna Lose. 

Maude, who did not know the lyrics, wondered for the first time if her way of apprehending parental relationships was not irremediably tainted and unnatural due to the fact she never had any parents. Her greatest problem regarding hers remained the fact that they were gone forever. Any parental issue her friends had paled in comparison, and she could barely grasp why any source of conflict existed. Couldn’t Rachel speak to her mom about her difficulties and move on? Should Jazmine refuse any help from her father in creating her own band?

Again, her thoughts wandered back to her greatest source of sorrow.

Matt.

She could not understand how he and his father had let their relationship deteriorate for years though they were both alive and breathing.

If she could have but five minutes with her own parents!

Maude propped her hand in her chin and wondered what she’d ask. Was her mother right-or left-handed? Did she have a musical voice? Did she dislike beans like her daughter?

Did her father sneeze loudly? Snore? Did he scratch his earlobe when in thought? Would he like her latest album? Would he dislike Julia Tanand or would he prompt his daughter to make peace with her rival? Had her parents ever fought and made up?

Maude sighed, leaned her head against the window, and counted the white lines on the road.

Haze ran many red lights for fear of stopping their car and never being able to start it again.

Five hours later, they arrived safely at the camping site in Long Lake. The sun was higher up, but still not warm enough to satisfy them. 

Rachel studied while Maude and Jazmine struggled to set up the family-sized tent, and Tatiana arranged the cooking area. Haze remained in the car, shivering, but adamant on not helping her band mates.

Jazmine’s repeated insinuations did nothing to move Haze out of her apathy. 

“Now I understand Cynthia,” Jazmine grumbled.

“Huh?” Tatiana shivered, turning to Jazmine. Her mind functioned at a slower pace due to the cold.

“I never cleaned my side of the room, and it drove my sister crazy!”

Tatiana nodded, absent-minded, not caring for much else other than preparing their lunch in the campsite fire pit. She lighted several matches and threw them on the tinder they had brought until orange flames appeared. 

The girls finally sat around the fire and ate in silence, save for the regular teeth gnashing and clattering.

They already regretted the experience. Bonding while freezing to death seemed an impossible task.

After a dismal lunch of canned food and soup, they went for a walk.

This did not aid the fantastic five. 

Despite the white, wintery beauty surrounding them, the frozen lakes, and snow-filled pines and spruces, the grumbling girls thought more of the cold than anything else. 

The mountains did not care for their foul moods. They had seen centuries go by and would remain for many more. For the mountains’ faces were carved in stones, their backs bowed respectfully under the skies they could not reach, and their feet sprawled over the land they overshadowed.

When the girls came back to the camp site in the evening, the clouds were thin streaks of gray like ghosts flying over the mountain tops. The sun had disappeared in green and pale blue waves, leaving room for the dark night sky.

Jazmine took Maude aside and pinched her arm as much as one could when a limb is buried under three layers of clothing.

“We’ve got to do something! This isn’t helping us bond. The cold is making us hate each other even more than usual.” Jazmine chewed her lip nervously. “This band is a disaster.”

“Didn’t you bring any games or anything that could cheer this sad bunch? I don’t know Jaz, maybe we could . . . go home tonight.”

“Nuh-hun.” Jazmine shook her head furiously.

Maude watched as Tatiana and Rachel struggled to keep the fire burning with damp firewood, jumping up and down to stay warm. A shivering Haze urged them to go faster.

“I’ve got an idea. Get the marshmallows; I’ll be right back.” Maude went to the car, came back with five sheets of paper ripped from her music notebook.

Once the fire roared, they sat around it roasting marshmallows. Maude explained the rules of the game.

“Take a piece of paper and write three truths and one lie. We all have to guess which statement is a lie. Got it?” The girls nodded, save for Haze who shrugged, uninterested.

Maude took her piece of paper, scribbled, all the while peering at the other girls as they chewed their pens thinking of an undetectable lie.

“Let’s start with Tatiana,” Jazmine finally said. 

“Why me?” Tatiana asked.

“Because . . .,” Jazmine was thinking out loud. “Alphabetical order. In reverse order.”

“Fine.” Tatiana held up her piece of paper. Her handwriting was crooked due to the cold stiffening her hand. 

“I’m twenty-three. My father taught me to play the guitar. I’m a fan of AC/DC. I dream of becoming the best guitar player of my generation. Which is a lie?”

“You’ll never be the best player of your generation, and I’m not lying,” Haze snorted.

“Oh, shut it, Haze,” Rachel snapped. “Aren’t you sick of antagonizing everyone? If Tatiana says she wants to be the best guitar player ever, let her!”

“She’s got great technique,” Jazmine pointed out.

“But she has no groove!” Haze cried out. “Come on! I can’t be the only one who’s noticed.”

Maude’s gaze remained on the snow. She cleared her throat and said, “Haze is right.”

“Ah ha! Maude agrees! We finally have one thing in common.”

Tatiana looked at her boots, cheeks reddened by shame.

“You do have amazing technique,” Maude said mildly. “But it seems to me, you’re a little shy.”

“She’s not used to playing in front of crowds. She’ll get used to it.” Jazmine got up and sat next to Tatiana. “I’m confident you’ll get used to it.”

“It wasn’t just in front of a crowd,” Maude insisted, though Jazmine threw her a murderous glare. “Even during the audition, you were stiff. Since we’re getting to know each other, maybe you could tell us what you’re afraid of.”

“So that Haze can make fun of me?” Tatiana crossed her arms defiantly, daring Maude to pry her secret out of her.

“She won’t,” Jazmine promised. “Right, Haze?”

Oddly enough, it seemed Jazmine was the only one of the group that Haze listened to. 

“Fine,” she mumbled. “I won’t laugh out loud,” she added.

“The lie in my statement was when I said my father taught me to play the guitar,” Tatiana explained, fiddling nervously with her hands. “My brother taught me. He was good, like, really good. He taught me everything I know, and we’d perform in family shows. He sang and I played.”

“Is he dead?” Haze asked abruptly. She crossed her hands under her chin and, eyes wide open, she waited for an answer.

“No! Why would you think that?” Tatiana cried out. Haze let out a sigh of relief and Maude noticed she held her hand to her heart.

“You speak of him using past tense! I thought he was six feet under.” 

The girls looked at Haze quizzically.

“You’re weird,” Rachel said.

“He’s not dead,” Tatiana clarified. “He went away for college a couple of years ago, and I see him a lot less. Thing is, he was the cute one of the family, and he had this presence when we sang and played together. Everyone was amazed, and no one paid attention to me. I liked that, to be honest.”

“Then why do you want to perform if you don’t want anyone to see you?” Haze asked.

“I want to be heard. That’s a completely different feeling.”

“You guys are buying this story?”  Haze surveyed each girl sitting around the fire.

“Yeah,” Jazmine answered. “Why wouldn’t we?” 

“Because that’s not the truth.” Haze jumped up.  “Not all of it anyway.”

“Just leave her alone,” Rachel huffed impatiently, tugging Haze’s sleeve so she would sit back down.

“I know how to read people. And she’s lying.”

“If she doesn’t want to tell us right away, it’s fine,” Jazmine coaxed.

“I thought this was supposed to be about telling the truth.” Haze marched up to Tatiana. “‘Fess up. What’s your deal, huh? I bet you’re the kind of girl who has a bunch of inhibitions.” 

“Leave her alone,” Jazmine sprang up. 

“Do you think your feet are too wide? Your boobs too big? Your hair too flat?”

“Haze!” Maude yelled as Tatiana recoiled.

“Fine! You win! I hate my body! Are you happy?” Tatiana yelled.

Silence fell around the fire except for Haze’s triumphant, “I knew it!”

Jazmine put her arm around Tatiana. “It’s fine, you know. We’ve all got days when we—”

“It’s not days. It’s every day. I hate my body. It’s too . . . skinny.” Tatiana covered her face with both hands.

Rachel stifled a laugh. 

“That’s your issue? You’re too skinny? I wish I had that problem,” Rachel said, tapping her stomach. 

“Everyone has at least one thing they dislike about themselves,” Jazmine said soothingly.

“But I want curves! I have no butt, no boobs, not the slightest curvy line. Everything is sharp and angular and bony. I eat, eat, and eat. Candy, burgers, carbs, but nothing happens. If only I could have a little flesh!” Tatiana wrung her hands in despair before dropping them to her sides, tired. 

“But you’ve got huge boobs, and a big butt,” Haze commented. “What are you complaining about?”

“They’re fake,” Tatiana wailed.

Rachel and Haze exchanged an amused glance. Maude was also tempted to laugh, but instead asked, “Fake butt? How does that work?”

“You have to get over this,” Jazmine cut in. “You’re stiff like a broom because you’re worried about your body. Do you honestly think I love everything about myself?”

“You exude self-confidence,” Tatiana moaned.

“Because I don’t dwell on the things I don’t like or what anyone else thinks.”

“Jaz is right,” Maude put in. “Focus on the things you like.”

“Easy for you to say,” Haze spat out, taking Tatiana’s side. “You’re the problem.”

“Me?”

“You and all you singers who pretend to wake up in the morning looking perfect. The product of capitalism and major music labels who only think of making money thanks to sellouts like you.”

“I don’t claim that I wake up looking great. Magazines do. But I think Tatiana has seen me enough to know I don’t always look like I do on a red carpet.”

“You’re cute,” Tatiana said. “Don’t get me wrong. You’re pretty, but you’re not dazzling Hollywood beautiful. And you look way better on the cover of magazines than in real life.”

Haze snorted, but Maude kept calm.

“See, this is what I deal with!” Maude shrieked. “Of course I look better in magazines: I’m all prepped and those pictures are Photoshopped anyway. But if I had to care about what everyone thought about my looks, I wouldn’t get out at all because I’d need ten hours of hair and makeup done every day before I set foot outside. I like my looks, and that’s why I don’t care about this sort of comment. If I can brave everyone’s expectations, you should brave your own.”

Maude finished her impassioned speech and drew closer to the fire. 

“I don’t know,” Tatiana said. She sighed. “I just wish I looked like Lila or Lola Livingston. They’re so confident. I’ve been trying to watch their exercise classes, and follow their diets and beauty tips. I even added a fake butt and a push-up bra once their tutorial video was up.”

“You’re so superficial,” Haze smirked. “I wasn’t expecting this from you.”

“Why?”

“I thought you were smarter than that. Maybe it’s because you didn’t speak so much. Made you seem less dumb.”

“Lila Livingston isn’t confident at all,” Maude said flippantly. “I worked with her a couple of years ago.”

“Ew, that episode on Living with the Livingstons where a homeless person spat on you.” Rachel scrunched up her nose.

“It was a fake homeless person,” Maude underlined, though the memory of the episode disgusted her far more than it did Rachel. “Lila was constantly jealous of her twin sister. And they’re identical!”

“Lila is jealous of Lola?” Tatiana’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

“They were in constant competition; it was the worst experience of my life. She thought Lola had a prettier chin.”

“So if Lila is insecure, then she’s a liar.” Tatiana scratched her own chin, thoughtful.

“Of course she is. Anybody who says they always feel great about themselves is a liar,” Jazmine said.

“Maude, I love you!” Tatiana jumped up and hugged Maude with the force of a titan. Haze looked strangely at the duo with a smile that wasn’t unkind, though it was highly mocking.

Tatiana let her go and started undressing.

“What are you doing? You’re going to freeze to death!” Rachel exclaimed.

Tatiana didn’t listen and continued to strip. Until she pulled down her pants, dug into her large panties and retrieved two fake butt pads.

“I don’t need these anymore!” She squished them and threw them in the fire with a vengeance. “Or this!” She pushed her hands under her sweater and pulled out her padded bra, before throwing it in the fire.

“Go Tatiana! Burn patriarchy, burn! 

The girls laughed and hugged Tatiana, except for Haze who thought her approval was enough kindness for the evening.

“Go up in flames fake butt! Blaze!” Haze yelled.

“That’s it!” Jazmine cried out, jumping up excitedly. “The name of our band.”

“What? Fake butt? Patriarchy?” Maude asked.

“Blaze.” Jazmine grinned from ear to ear as each girl approved with high fives. Only Haze remained silent.

“Don’t you like it?” Jazmine asked, worried she’d have to come up with a new name.

“Do I like it? I came up with it and it rhymes with my name. I love it.” Haze joined in the high-five, only refusing to touch Maude.

“Great! Who’s next?” Jazmine said.

“Rachel!” Maude cried.

“Here it goes: I’m a fan of hockey, I want to be a doctor, I’m an only child, and I’ve never left the country.”

“Too easy. You don’t want to be a doctor. Right?” Haze asked.

Rachel looked at her like she said she lived on the moon.

“I’m not a hockey fan. That’s my lie.”

Four pairs of eyes stared at Rachel with wonder.

“Really?” Jazmine finally asked. “You want to be a doctor? I thought that was your mom’s dream.”

“It’s mine too.”

“You sure?” Tatiana asked.

“Why are you all looking at me like that?”

“It’s just that, you seem so happy when you’re playing. And you’re in a band. I guess we all thought you were in premed to please your mom. Not because you actually dreamed of becoming a doctor,” Maude explained.

“Why do you think I’m working so hard?”

“For your mother, Farting. Obviously.”

“I want to be a doctor. I want a pretty house, a doctor husband, a cat, a dog, and a summer residence in the Hamptons,” she continued dreamy-eyed. “I want the status that comes with the word ‘Doctor’.”

“But you’re not even good at it. You said so yourself.” Haze rolled her eyes.

“I got excellent grades in high school. I’m sure I can make it if I work harder. Drums are my pastime. And I get to hang out with you girls so that’s cool. Even you Haze. You’re not that bad when you’re not acting like the queen of jerks.”

“Man, I’m getting too soft if Farting is starting to like me.”

“Don’t worry, I still don’t like you,” Maude said sweetly. 

“Mission accomplished.”

“Aw, who am I kidding?” Rachel said in a loud voice. “I hate Math, I hate the human body, and I hate medicine! And I hate this book!”  She seized her book with both hands and flung it in the fire while the girls yelled their approval. They all danced around the fire as its flames licked the cause of Rachel’s agony. Once they quieted down, Jazmine turned to Haze with a mysterious smile.

“How about you tell us about you? We’re all dying to know your deepest secrets.”

“I love Maude, I don’t want to live at my parents’ place anymore, I’m a fan of Ex Hex, and I have a pet spider named Moth.”

“Fine, we get it, you hate Maude.” Jazmine sprung from her log. “Isn’t this getting a little old?”

“Hold on, Jaz. Don’t get pissed,” Maude said, pulling her back down next to her. “Since we’re here telling the truth, how about you tell us why you hate me so much?”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 

“What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not scared. But I know what you’ll say if I tell you. You’re just so full of it. And I hate pity.”

“I think it would take a lot for me to pity you. What is it? You have a crappy family life and that’s why you want to leave your parents’ place? Your parents never loved you? And let me guess, you think I had the perfect life in France, right?”

“If it wasn’t perfect, why’d you go back?”

Maude looked at her in surprise. Something in Haze’s voice sounded constrained, choked.

“You’re angry because I left for France two years ago? Why?”

Haze looked at Maude with sheer disgust, before turning away.

“Never mind. I don’t need to know that you’re the most selfish—”

“Come on! Just stop,” Jazmine cried out while Rachel and Tatiana protested. “If you have something to say just say it already. So that we can move past this and be a team. You’re the one who wanted Maude on this trip though I swore you two wouldn’t have to hang out if you agreed to join the band.”

“I never wanted her here!”

“You said you’d only go if she did!”

“Cause I thought she’d chicken out, like she did two years ago.”

“The only chicken is you!” Tatiana said. “You don’t even have the courage to say what’s on your mind.”

“And you’ve got a fake butt.”

“I don’t anymore! Maybe you should throw in a couple of things in the fire too. You could start with that mouth of yours.”

“Calm down, everyone!” Maude said. “We were making progress. Let’s not take a step back. I don’t care if Haze doesn’t like me. As long as you girls get along. You’re the core of the band.”

Haze huffed. “I like this band, I really do. And you girls are pretty cool. Even you, Fake Butt and Farting. But there are some things I just can’t say. You’ve gotta respect that. I’m gonna go to bed.”

Haze marched into the tent.

The girls hung out a little more, telling stories and roasting marshmallows until they were also tired and went to bed.

*****
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THE NIGHT BELONGS TO the strange and reveals all that is hidden. 

In the middle of the night, Maude woke suddenly. Rachel and Tatiana’s heads touched hers. They slept soundly side by side while Haze mumbled incoherently next to them. 

Jazmine, however, was wide awake, her face close to Haze’s. She motioned to her cousin to lie still, but Maude drew closer and glued her head near the troubled sleeper. The grumblings continued until they became more and more coherent. 

“You really want to go to Maude Laurent’s concert, Helen?” 

Her mumbling became incomprehensible once more and all Maude could make out was “if you want,” and “fine.” She stopped mumbling, turned over, and Maude was about to give up when Haze said, “Sorry little sis, so sorry little sis. Concert is cancelled.” Then she turned over and sobbed “Sorry little sis, so sorry.”

Jazmine and Maude stared at each other, each face reflecting the other’s shocked expression. 

Haze moaned apologies over and over. The two cousins, taken aback and crushed, moved away from her.

Haze’s pain was unbearable and Maude froze. Guilt washed over her in an immense wave as she realized that the cancellation of her concerts two years ago had somehow affected Haze.

“You knew she had a little sister?” Maude asked.

Jazmine shook her head. 

“She rarely mentions her family. I assumed she hated them. But it seems . . .”

“She’s close to Helen. I cancelled the concert and she blames herself? I don’t understand why she feels so guilty.”

Maude was cold. She shivered until she thought her teeth would fall off from violent clattering. Haze’s moans continued, and Maude did not wish to find sleep.

Haze had never before mentioned having a sister, or any family she cared about. 

That’s when she remembered Haze’s face when Tatiana spoke of her brother, and how Haze immediately assumed he was dead. She recalled her tears when Jazmine sang Sister I Never Knew in Moth Potatoes.

“Jaz, I think her sister’s no longer living.” Maude closed her eyes.

The truth dawned on Jazmine. She nodded. “Makes sense. And it seems your concert was the last thing they were supposed to do together for some reason.”

“Oh Jaz, I cancelled the concert!”

“It’s not your fault.”

“She certainly blames me for it, and she’s right. Oh, when will the consequences of my cowardice ever end? I disappointed so many people by leaving. Uncle James—”

“Dad didn’t mind!”

“What about Thomas who had to face the consequences of our lie alone?”

“He deserves that.”

“I deserve it too.”

“He stole the song from your first album. It’s karmic justice.”

“And now Haze and her sister Helen,” Maude wailed, ignoring Jazmine’s arguments. “And perhaps many more.”

“Just think of all the good you’ve also done. People are happy because of your music.”

Maude nodded but still felt miserable. 

“I’m going to talk to her tomorrow.”

“Don’t. You know how proud she is. Let’s just get through this trip and see where we go from there.”

Jazmine crossed her arms and rested her head on them.

“By the way, I really was planning on talking to you about moving out. I want you to move in with me.”

Maude glanced at her cousin and laid her head sadly against her left arm.

“I can’t,” she finally answered.

“You don’t need to answer now. I’m not moving out tomorrow. Maybe after your tour? Until then, think about it.”

Maude nodded, but still her thoughts remained with what she’d learned about Haze’s deceased sister.

She had trouble sleeping as guilt devoured her insides. Sliding closer to Jazmine to keep herself warm, she realized her cousin was fast asleep. 

The next morning, all the girls awoke in good spirits. All but Maude.

The previous evening had had a positive effect on the band’s team spirit. 

Haze joked around with Tatiana and Rachel, and even helped the latter study her flashcards. 

“You’re still studying,” Jazmine stated.

“I have to. Maybe I don’t want to be a doctor. Maybe I do. I’d at least like to have a choice.”

“You should,” Haze agreed. “The music world is a hard one. You might need to have a plan B. We can’t all be discovered by sheer luck in a French café.”

She threw Maude a mean look, but was surprised when Maude smiled at her and agreed. “You’re right. I got lucky there.”

Haze rolled her eyes, irritated, and turned to the flashcards. 

Each attempt Maude made to speak to Haze ended with a rebuff, until Maude decided she’d better leave her alone. She took comfort in the fact that Haze was in fact kinder to the other girls and that Jazmine’s band had saved itself from premature extinction.

All in all, the weekend was a success and, when they headed home, they were satisfied.

The things they had lost in the fire, butts, books, and boobs, had somehow brought them all closer, and had given birth to Blaze.
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Chapter 17
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BEN WAS HAPPY HIS SISTERS were back. He did not fully understand the appeal of camping during the winter, especially when Maude came back looking sadder than when she left.

His joy did not come from merely altruistic reasons. 

He had stories to tell. Tales one could not share over the phone when the recipient’s cell reception was uncertain. 

Once he had settled his sisters in his room, he gave them a huge smile. Gone were his usual baggy jeans and plain t-shirts. Benjamin presently wore ripped jeans, a dark, leather jacket, his curly hair was held back by a headband. Under his sleeve, he had a new black henna tattoo on his right arm. It was temporary, which was the only reason his parents had allowed him to paint his body. Though he claimed to anyone around him that he’d foregone his parents’ approval.

“Can’t this wait until after we’ve taken a warm shower?” Jazmine grumbled. “You do realize I don’t know what the word ‘warm’ means anymore, right?”

“Showers can wait,” was Ben’s martial response. His bad boy persona was on point, and he held back Jazmine with one hand as she got up to leave. 

Maude’s curiosity was greater than her desire for a change of clothing.

“I have an announcement to make.” He paused. “Min-young and I are dating.”

“Shut up!” Jazmine cried. “For real?”

Maude, with eyebrows raised to the ceiling said, “She bought your whole bad boy act?”

“She did! She did!” Benjamin cried out, temporarily forgetting that bad boys shouldn’t display giddiness.

“I told you,” Jazmine shook her head with wisdom. “Girls love bad boys.”

“I know. I’ll listen to your advice from now on, sis. No offense, Maude.”

Maude raised her nose to the air and said, “I’m not offended. But I still think you’re wrong.”

“No way. I’m gonna meet her this afternoon at her place in New Jersey. Her parents went to South Korea for two weeks to visit family. She’ll live with a neighbor while they’re gone, but this weekend, she’s home alone.”

“You’re going all the way to New Jersey?” Jazmine shrieked. “You can’t do that. It’s far. Only good guys would go.”

“Shoot,” Ben said. “I didn’t think of that.”

Maude laughed. “You didn’t think that you’d have to continue this bad boy act even after you got the girl, right?”

Ben looked crestfallen for a moment, then brightened up. “That’s fine. I’ll know for next time.”

“You check with me first before you make any more stupid decisions,” Jazmine said. “Now can I take a shower?”

“You can. Gotta leave right away if I want to arrive on time.” Ben checked his watched and did not see right away that Jazmine’s eyes were widened with disbelief. “I mean, I can take my time and arrive late!” Benjamin rectified hastily.

Maude giggled while Jazmine slapped the back of her brother’s head. “You’re a tough client.”

*****
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BEN SET OUT FOR FRANKLIN Lakes, New Jersey. After two hours of public transportation during which he muttered against his parents for forbidding him to ride a motorcycle, he arrived at his girlfriend’s house.

He found it was a big home for an only child. It was a beautiful one nevertheless with white paint and pillars, numerous windows, and a neat lawn covered under a thin layer of snow. He rang the doorbell once before Min-young opened the door with a welcoming smile.

After an awkward greeting in the hallway, Ben kissed Min-young. 

It was a long French kiss with lots of meaning, intensity, lots of drool, tongue, and even inadvertent teeth knocking. It was nevertheless very enjoyable for both parties who thought with much satisfaction, as they pulled apart, that they had kissed just like in the movies.

Min-young wrapped her arms around Ben’s neck and said, “No one has ever made me feel this safe. Can I see your tattoo?”

Ben took off his leather jacket and threw it on the floor with a daring smile. Pulling up his sleeve he revealed his tattoo. On his arm the words ‘NO FEAR’ were painted with a skull and crossbones inside the ‘O.’

Min-young squealed, and pressed on his tattoo.

“Did it hurt?”

“Like crazy. But I didn’t flinch. Not once.”

“You’re so strong.” Min-young touched his upper arm. “Those muscles are just so attractive. And that tattoo! You’re not afraid of anything, are you?”

Ben hesitated, but thought of his sister’s exasperated glare whenever he momentarily lapsed from his bad boy routine.

“The only thing I’m afraid of is breaking your heart.”

“That’s never gonna happen. What we got is real, Ben.”

“Then I got nothing to be afraid of.”

“I’m glad. Cause, well, there’s something I’d like to show you.” She looked up shyly, waiting for his response with a tilted head.

Ben’s slow smile was full of meaning. He moved his eyebrows up and down. “Something?”

“More like someone.”

Ben’s smile vanished.

“Someone?”

“Come on, silly. Don’t look so puzzled. It’s a good someone. The kind of someone you never want to let go.”

She took his hand and led him up the stairs to the first floor.

“When it’s winter, Henry likes to play in his room.”

“Who’s Henry? Your pet dog?”

What he really wanted to ask was if Henry was her kid. 

But he couldn’t bring himself to ask the question, though his heart was thumping in his chest. He wasn’t ready to be a stepfather. Not at fifteen. And he liked Min-young, but if she had a kid, there was no way he would stay. Bad boys never played daddy, not in the articles he read anyway.

And if Henry was a big dog, the outcome would be the same. He’d be out the door in a split second.

Min-young did not answer, but opened the door holding a finger to her lips.

Ben closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them, he stifled a scream.  

Henry was neither a child nor a dog. 

Henry was a monster, the creature that inhabits Ben’s nightmares, the beast of the Apocalypse, the sum of all his fears.

Ben bit his fist to keep from screaming, grabbed the door’s frame for support, but felt it slip from his trembling and sweaty hand.

Henry was a cheerful chimpanzee swinging from rope to rope in a room designed just for him with luscious plants, toys, water bowls, and monkey treats.

Min-young did not notice the terror on Ben’s face as she bounced inside the room, took Henry from the rope on which he hung, and cuddled him like a teddy bear.

“My parents found little Henry in the streets. His owner abandoned him, and they nursed him back to health. We’re not allowed to have him. But how could we resist his cute, little face?”

Min-young continued to talk, but she might as well have been mouthing because not a word penetrated Ben’s ears, let alone his brain.

Just four words blinked in his mind in red letters: Planet of the Apes. If a movie ever impressed on Ben the dangers of a species so close to humankind, so intelligent, this was the one. After screening that film, he was sure of one thing: monkeys were a menace, one he should stay far from. 

Alas, destiny had played a cruel trick on him that what he saw as the greatest imminent peril to humankind, Min-young saw as her furry, little friend. 

“Do you want to hold him?” she asked between hugs.

“Me?” Ben yelped. “No! I mean, he’s not used to me. I don’t want to scare him.”

“He’s adorable with strangers. You’re the cutest monkey in the world, aren’t you goo tchoo, goo tchoo cute? Don’t you want Ben to hug you?” she cooed. 

Henry agreed with several shrill cries, and Ben felt more uncertain than ever. If he didn’t hold the beast, Min-young would know how terrified he was of it. If he did, he risked the same outcome. It was an impossible situation with only grim prospects in sight. Unless he chose a third option: overcoming his fear. 

This bad boy needed bravery.

“OK, let’s do this. I mean, urm, let me hold Henry.”

Min-young brought the baby monkey, unhooked its arms from around her neck, and placed him in Ben’s arms.

“Aren’t you happy, Henry? To be in Ben’s arms, little, eenie weenie Henry cutie?”

She tickled Henry’s chin. 

The creature was small, but Ben looked at it with distrust. Arms outstretched above his head, he held the monkey as far from him as he could. 

The monkey looked down at Ben with big, shining eyes, crooked paws, and its tongue sticking out. Ben’s heart softened. 

That was the moment the chimpanzee reached out and grabbed Ben’s hair, yanked it hard, twice, until Ben howled with pain. He let go of the monkey but it held on tight, sprung on Ben’s chest and wrapped its arms around his neck. 

“Henry likes you!” Min-young cried out, clapping her hands with evident joy. She repeated the same words over and over, but to little effect. 

Ben’s panic did not help matters. Eyes protruded, he whimpered, “Get him off! Get that thing off me!”  

His voice rose to a high pitch like a castrato. The reality of his terror surpassed the necessity of preserving the strong male ego act he had portrayed minutes before.

Soon, his high shrieks filled the room as he twisted, turned, rolled to the floor, until the comic aspect of the situation did not escape even Min-young. His attitude, his pride, his badness all melted to nought as he screeched an impossibly high and hysterical “Ihhhh!”

She could not stop laughing long enough to call back her pet. Rolling on his back, Ben finally succeeded in pulling off Henry’s paws from his neck. Henry ran to Min-young who scooped him up as her laughter died. Ben gasped for breath, rose, but fell back instantly.

“That thing . . .”

“Henry’s not a thing.”

“It’s crazy!”

“He was being affectionate.”

“You’re crazy!”

“You’re just a . . . a fraidy-cat. Right, Henry? He’s a fraidy-cat,” she cooed. “You were just being nice to him. But he was frightened of little, kind, cuddly Henry.”

“I wasn’t afraid! But he just jumped and gripped!”

Min-young no longer listened to Ben.

“He screamed like a scared little girl, right Henry? He went iiiiih, iihh.”

“It wasn’t like that . . .”

“Henry, I think Ben’s a poser. He said he wasn’t afraid of anything, right? He said he was brave.” Henry nodded his head emphatically in agreement; while Ben gave him an evil look filled with mute hatred.

“Henry, you want to show Ben the door?”

Henry climbed down Min-young’s back and scurried to the door, opening it wide.

“Come on, Min-young. You’re not going to kick me out? Over a stupid . . . I mean, your little friend here.”

“I’ve got to say,” Min-young began, “you really know how to make a girl laugh.” She giggled at the recollection and imitated him twisting and turning. “But I can’t see you the same way again. Sorry, Ben, the charm’s broken. I like my bad boys to be . . . you know, bad.”

“Yeah, well you keep your monkey far from me. I hate monkeys anyway,” Ben grumbled as he walked out.

Henry shut the door behind him.

Ben hurried down the stairs, and out of the house, disappointed, but oddly relieved.

Being a bad boy was too much work.
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Chapter 18
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IS MAUMA OVER?

It’s been weeks since the famous couple was last spotted together, and the rumor-mill has been running wild.

According to a close source, the couple reportedly broke up after Matt reconciled with ex-girlfriend Rebecca Sylvester the night of the NAM Awards ceremony. 

“He congratulated Rebecca for her trophy, and all these feelings came rushing back.” 

And who would blame him? Rebecca won an award; Maude lost all hers.

“Matt felt like he was dating a loser,” a close friend of the couple confided.

As Maude prepares to go on a world tour, one can only wonder if her heart will be in it if Matt isn’t ‘by her side’.

Lexie Staz, for Hollywood Buzz.

*****
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MAUDE HAD WAITED LONG enough. Julia had waited long enough.

As they sat at the same table of the Silver Spoon, each tapped an impatient foot, unwilling to admit how much they wanted to be declared the winner of a long and hard battle.

As they waited for Mr. Soderline in silence, Maude crossed and uncrossed her hands. 

She couldn’t lose to Julia. Not again. Not after the series of humiliations her acquaintance with the other French singer had brought on.

But then, her luck seemed to be nonexistent these days. Could she still beat Julia? What was it that she had that Maude didn’t?

They were both French, they both played the piano. Sure, Julia had that star attitude, this arrogant self-assurance that people love even when it means she would step all over their pride. 

But Julia was fake and Maude felt it deep down. There was not a sincere bone in her body. The whole timing of her arrival on the music scene said it all. She’d simply taken over a vacant spot.

Sometimes, Maude wished she had never fled after the scandal. Thinking of Haze’s sister only reaffirmed that feeling.

“Why are you here?” Maude asked.

Julia’s head swiveled in Maude’s direction, but she did not answer.

“What I mean is, why do you want this?”

“Don’t you understand?” Julia folded her hands on her lap. “I want it because you want it.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“It’s pretty simple, really. You have what I want.”

“What would that be?”

“Your business model is great, really. How many French singers make it in New York? Not that many. How many musicians mix classical and pop? Fewer than I can count on one hand. You innovated; you changed dynamics in a way few people ever thought was possible. The first time I heard you sing was on the TV show, Taratata, four years ago, and I thought to myself, “This girl is opening a door.” And I knew I had to get in. Right before it closed again. Thanks to you, French singers are all the rage. Piano is all the rage. And don’t even get me started on classical. I admire you, I really do. Now, you want to get into Broadway. And since most of your business decisions are sound, I’ll follow your lead. Except that I’ll get through the door first, and I’ll close it in your face.”

“There’s no way for us to coexist in your mind? We can’t both be in the same field?”

“Don’t you see? Eventually, the public will choose only one of us. They’ll prefer one and the other will disappear. It won’t be me. I love fame too much. Je m’amuse tellement (I’m having so much fun).” She clapped her hands giddily.

“I don’t make decisions only because it’s good business. I choose what I do because I love what I do.”

“Sweet. I’ll let you love and lose.”

“You can’t even do a thing on your own.”

“We’ll see.” She smiled brightly. “Ah, here’s Mr. Soderline.”

Maude could tell Mr. Soderline was a man who loved money, but not to the point that it spoiled him. He lived well, loved well, and acted kindly to those around him.

He arrived at the table, sat down, ordered, and surveyed his two eager candidates. 

“We’ve listened to your demos. You both sent us excellent songs. We want you to know that the decision was a tough one. But in the end, we chose Julia.”

Maude sighed and lowered her head with disappointment. On the other edge of the table, Julia exulted. After having jumped from her chair, she ran to Mr. Soderline and hugged him.

“I promise I won’t let you down.” 

Mr. Soderline’s face flushed as he shrugged with helpless embarrassment, and solicitude toward Maude.

Julia did not care in the least about Maude, except to give her one long triumphant look before declaring, “I’ve got to tell my mom the great news. I’ll just step outside five minutes, if you don’t mind.”

Julia darted for the door.

Maude gathered her things. “I should head out, you probably have a lot to discuss with Julia.”

“Wait,” Mr. Soderline stopped Maude. “I asked you to come because I wanted to speak to you face to face. I know you’re disappointed, but you must know, it was a tough call. Tony and I were divided. I wanted you; he wanted Julia. He said her piano was closer to his style, and I gave in because he’s the composer, you know. Had it been just me, I would have chosen you.”

“Thank you Mr. Soderline.”

“We both agreed on one thing though: your song Voices is the heart of the musical. Would you allow us to keep it?”

Maude propped her head on her chin, pensive. The song was special to her, as had been the entire musical. Though her disappointment was great, she did not feel she could separate the song from the musical.

“I’d be honored if you used my song for the musical.”

“Thank you. There is one last bit of business I’d like to discuss with you. Do you have five more minutes to spare an old man?”

“You’re not old, Mr. Soderline.”

He chuckled, drank from his glass, and set it back before him.

“Tony and I both agree on one other thing. It seems you understand Violet so well. We’d like you to have the part.”

Maude’s breath quickened, her eyes dilated with joy, she grabbed the edge of the table with both hands.

“You want me to be Violet?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve never sung in a Broadway musical.”

“But your opera performances are remarkable. We know you’d make a great Violet.”

“I want to say yes, but I’ll be leaving for a world tour soon.”

“Rehearsals will begin after you return.  We’ll hold auditions to find singers for the parts of Lilac and Lance Goldsmith, as well as all the other parts that need to be filled.  What do you say?”

“What else is there to say but thank you? And yes!”

Maude’s eyes lit up and Julia knew something was amiss as she came back to the table.

“What’s going on?”

“Maude’s accepted to sing the part of Violet.”

Julia pressed her knuckles on the table and sat down slowly.

“You’ve offered her the part?”

“She loves the musical so much. It was a given.”

“I love it too.”

“Which is why you were chosen to work with Tony.”

“I could do both.”

Maude rolled her eyes. Mr. Soderline raised a surprised eyebrow and asked, “Do you want to produce the musical while you’re at it?” He peered at her with a shrewd gaze under which Julia squirmed.

“I was just kidding.” Her laugh rang false. “I’ll be happy to work with Maude. I love bossing her around.”

Maude’s nose wrinkled. She did not look forward to working with Julia at all. 

“Good,” Mr. Soderline said. “You both deserve to be in this musical. And I hope you’ll get along.”

“We’ll be the best of friends,” Julia said with a slick smile.

Full of misgivings, but unwilling to show it, Maude agreed with a tight nod.
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ONE SHOULD NEVER ASSUME a person’s fortune by the clothes they wear.

Ever since Maude had met her, Haze wore ripped jeans and washed-out clothes. The little she mentioned about her family life indicated it was a poor one. She had ranted about anarchy and social privilege, blasted against capitalism and the accumulation of riches.

Yet, Maude and Jazmine stood in front of an impressive townhouse in the Upper East Side at what was Haze’s last known address.

“Are you sure Haze lives here?” Maude asked.

“The owner of The Cave swore this was her address. I had to pay him a hefty sum before he gave it to me.”

Before knocking on the door, Maude turned to Jazmine.

“Is this a good idea?”

“It’s an idea. Whether it’s a good or a bad one depends on the outcome.”

Maude was not reassured by her cousin’s statement, but decided to knock. The door did not open, but she heard running footsteps, and children yelling: “I’ll get it!”, “No me!” and ensuing squabbling.

The door opened soon after. A boy with blonde curls held the doorknob while beside him stood a shy, little boy with nappy hair cut short. He wore an angelic smile as he sucked his thumb, looking at the newcomers with curiosity.

“Who are you?” asked the boy holding the doorknob like the guardian of the underworld.

Before either Jazmine or Maude could answer, a tall man with a skinny frame and mid-length, wavy, brown hair came running to the door. His slippers slapped the floor as he ran. Looking down at the children with mild rebuke, he crossed his arms.

“Gabriel, Enos, what did Daddy say about opening the door?”

“I wanted to ask who was it before I opened the door, but Enos wanted to open it. So I opened.”

The man sighed, though his sigh was one of reproach softened by tenderness as he shooed them from the door.

“You must be looking for Hazel, is that right?” the man asked.

Guessing he spoke of Haze, Maude nodded. “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Does Haze . . . Hazel live here?”

“She does. She’s my daughter. And you are . . . Maude Laurent, the singer! I can’t believe this. You’re friends with my daughter? Pleased to meet you, I’m Teddy.”

“Jazmine is friends with her.”

“We’re in the same band,” Jazmine explained.

“Ah yes. Blaze?”

Jazmine nodded. Her love for her band shone in her pretty, brown eyes.

“Hazel will be back soon. She’s out with my husband buying a new car. Darren can’t stand her driving that tin box she loves.”

Maude agreed. How they’d driven to and from the mountains in that wreck remained a mystery.

“She won’t be back for a while. But man, Helen would’ve loved to meet Maude Laurent,” he said with a hint of regret.

Maude felt tears well up as she thought of Haze’s deceased sister.

“I-I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Teddy peered at her, eyebrows knitted with incomprehension. “My loss?”

Maude, filled with guilt, could not bring herself to speak, prompting Jazmine to speak on her behalf.

“We learned recently of Helen’s demise. We’re so terribly sorry.”

“Haze told you this?”

“No . . . we . . . well, we heard her in her sleep,” Maude admitted.

Teddy’s face softened. “You got it wrong. Helen is alive. She’s sleeping right now which is why she’ll be sad to miss you. She’s a huge fan.”

“Oh my! That’s great!” Maude put her hand to her heart and pressed her back against the threshold. But her relief was of short duration as another question popped into her brain. “Why does Haze hate me then? I thought she hated me because I cancelled a concert right before her sister’s demise. I don’t understand.”

“She doesn’t hate you.” Teddy’s voice was soft and soothing. He stepped away from the door. “Why don’t you girls come in?”

Teddy led the girls into the spacious living room where they were soon comfortably seated. He was about to speak when Gabriel interrupted him.

“Dad, Dad! Helen’s awake! She’s asking for you.”

Teddy got up. 

“Excuse me a minute.”

“Sure,” Jazmine nodded.

Once they were alone, Maude turned to Jazmine anxiously. 

“We were wrong. I’m so embarrassed. Did you see his face when you said Helen was dead?”

“I knew this was a bad idea.”

“No, you didn’t!”

“I never said it was a good idea either. Let’s just go!” Jazmine got up and looked at her cousin expectantly.

“Look, if you want Haze to feel like she fully belongs in the band, we have to see this through. There’s more to Haze than meets the eye.”

“That’s for sure. I had no idea her family was loaded. Would you look at this place?”

“I also pictured her as an only child. Not as the eldest of four children.”

“She’s not the eldest.” 

Maude turned to the doorway from where the voice came.

Enos stood on one leg, his thumb still in his mouth. He took it out once more to speak.

“There’s Steve and Farrah. They’re the eldest. Then there’s Sylvia and Theo. We’re all adapted.”

“Do you mean adopted?” Maude asked sweetly.

Enos nodded.

“From all over the world.” He smiled, displaying quite a few gaps. “Steve is from Vietnam, but he lives in California now. He’s a surfer. Farrah’s from Morocco. She still lives here in New York. She’s a ballet dancer. Sylvia’s from Finland. She’s a graffiti artist. Theo was born in Canada. He’s a doctor.”

“Where’s Hazel from?”

“Here!” He giggled, before running off.

Soon after, Teddy came back. 

“Helen’s awake. I wonder,” he stopped and folded his hands on his stomach. “I know you came to see Haze, but, well, Helen’s your number one fan. Would it bother you to say a quick hello?”

“I’d love to meet your daughter,” Maude responded amiably.

She and Jazmine followed Teddy down the hallway, up the stairs to the second floor, past several bedrooms until they reached Helen’s. Upon entering, they found a girl lying in bed under a heavy set of covers, her skin a ghastly white. She smiled weakly as they entered, but her eyes shone brighter once they met Maude’s.

“Dad, you didn’t lie,” was her first observation. Teddy looked at her with bewilderment, amazed that his daughter could think he could ever lie to her.

Maude came closer and went to Helen’s bedside.

“I heard you love music.”

“What she heard actually was that you were her number one fan,” Teddy said.

“Dad, you didn’t say that! She must hear it all the time!”

“I still love to hear it,” Maude said. “It’s possible to have a lot of number one fans.”

“I guess,” Helen said, unconvinced. 

“The way I see it,” Maude explained, sitting at the head of Helen’s bed, “it’s all the fans who love your work with the same intensity. They love it without shame, without malice, without concession. They love it, and they can’t say how much because the feeling is just that strong.”

“That’s me alright. I learned to play all your songs on the piano with my teacher, Javier Suarez. Haze was jealous that I got him. He only teaches beginners and Haze is quite proficient.”

Maude smiled. There was so much she did not know about Haze. And the more she discovered, the more she liked the girl who so blatantly hated her.

“I’m not a beginner either, but I got classes with him thanks to the Make-A-Wish Foundation after I finished my first round of chemo and went into remission.”

Maude did not know what to say. From what she could tell, Helen’s health was still in danger. She squeezed Helen’s hand to convey all the sympathy she could not express with words.

“That’s a beautiful piano you got there,” Maude said with emotion.

“I wanted to go to your concert two years ago, but, well . . .”

“I cancelled.” Maude bowed her head. “I’m so sorry about that.”

“I was disappointed, but Hazel was crushed.”

“You don’t have to say that. I know she hates my music.”

“She doesn’t! She’s not a fan, and she says it’s corporate music, but she really wanted to go to the concert with me,” Helen said earnestly. “You see, when we learned I had leukemia, she promised me we would go to one of your concerts before I started chemo. She got tickets for the Sugar Room Concert.”

“I did that concert,” Maude recalled. “You were there?”

“Hazel cancelled last minute. But she promised we’d go to your next date. It was the day before I started chemo. It was going to be the best day of my life.”

“But I cancelled.” Maude’s head drooped again with shame. “How I wish I hadn’t.”

“Haze felt so guilty. Even though I told her it was okay. She may hate you for cancelling the concert, but believe me, she hates herself more.”

Maude and Jazmine looked at each other, their eyes full of sadness. Maude finally knew why Haze was mean to her. Maude blinked back tears, thinking how she’d feel if Ben were in that bed, sick, maybe even dying. She could not stand another death in her life. Turning her gaze away from the girl, she looked at the piano. 

Her eyes brightened.

“I can make it up to you.” She rose from the bed and sat at the piano stool. She glanced at a picture of Helen at the piano with her teacher, a muscular man with olive skin and a square jaw. Haze stood behind the piano, giving the camera her brightest smile.

“I can give you a private concert. Are you up for it?”

Helen nodded.

Maude gave her the concert of a lifetime. There were no microphones, no lights, no stage. Just Maude and the piano. Her soothing voice filled the room like flavored incense, brought color back to Helen’s pale cheeks, and filled her doting father with hope.

For an enchanted two hours, his daughter was no longer sick. She was whole. 

Among the songs from her first album, Maude sang Betrayed but not Broken, Sunrise, and even her personal rendition of Paris versus New York City. Her high notes were pure and her lows did not tremble, her hands were assured though she felt great emotion when she glanced at her enthralled audience. There was nowhere else that she preferred to be. 

As she ended Paris versus New York City, and her audience clapped, she turned once more to the bed and, to her surprise, found Haze sitting beside her sister. 

Haze, however, did not clap.

“I didn’t see you get in,” Maude said pleasantly.

“Thank you so much Ms. Laurent,” Helen said. 

“Can we talk?” Haze asked curtly. She stood up and, like a soldier, marched out of the room.

Once in the hallway, Haze asked, “Did my sister tell you about the concert?”

“She did.”

“Gosh, I knew it!” Hazel slapped the wall before crumbling to her knees. “I knew she still hates me for messing that up.”

“She doesn’t. In fact, she wished you’d quit beating yourself up about it.”

Haze glared at Maude still upset.

“I’m not a bad sister, OK.”

“I never said you were.”

“I just . . . it was my first gig at The Cave, and it was such an opportunity I couldn’t miss it, and I was so sure we would go to your next concert. But then you just up and cancelled. Why did you cancel? Couldn’t you just play one last time before going all diva on everyone?” Haze shrieked.

“I’m not proud of what I did. And neither are you obviously. I just gave your sister a private concert. Probably the best one I’ve ever done. You can either stay focused on past mistakes or we can all move past this. Your sister loves you. And you and me, well, we’ve got lots in common.”

“Unless you want my fist in your face, we have nothing in common.”

“We’re both adopted,” Maude pointed out, ignoring Haze’s systematic recourse to violence. “And we play the piano.”

“What else did Helen say about me? Gosh, she does babble.”

“That’s all I know. But I’m sure there’s more. If you give us a chance.”

Haze didn’t answer and Maude turned to go back into the room. Haze’s voice stopped her.

“Thank you for doing that for my little sister. You’re a cool chick even though your music is corporate crap.” 

Maude laughed pleasantly. “Weird how the ear works. Mine went deaf right after you said I was a cool chick.”

Haze laughed in spite of herself. 

Genuine laughter was a pleasant look on her Maude decided as they re-entered Helen’s room.
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CYNTHIA WAS COMING home, and the entire Baldwin clan was overjoyed.

This was the longest a Baldwin had left the family nest since Maude had returned from her year in France. 

Cynthia was now a married, young woman, the only Baldwin not living under the family roof, and the first one to definitely move out. Many firsts for an eldest child.

Therefore, she was to be welcomed with nothing less than the warmest homecoming party.

The family’s happiness pervaded the entire house. Ben hummed hymns from the province of Sichuan as he put icing on the welcome home cake in the kitchen. Jazmine yelled Blaze lyrics at the top of her lungs as she hung banners in the living room. Victoria hummed a nursery she used to sing to put her eldest daughter to sleep when she was a newborn; James sang Stevie Wonder’s Overjoyed.

Maude was in her room singing Voices. But as often in the household, one does not remain alone very long.

Victoria entered Maude’s room and sat next to her on the windowsill.

“Matt’s not coming.”

Maude looked out the window, silent. Finally, she turned to her aunt.

“I arranged a meeting between Matt and his father, without him knowing. Matt hasn’t spoken to me since, and now I doubt he ever will.”

Victoria sighed and rubbed her knees wearily. 

“Matt’s relationship with his father is a complicated one. One that I fear will never be repaired.”

“How can you say that? ‘Never’ doesn’t exist unless one of the parties is dead.”

Victoria sighed and, hugging her niece, she said, “You seem at times to have experienced so much that I forget some experiences you will never have.”

“Because I didn’t grow up with my birth parents?”

“Had your parents lived, you’d have loved them at times, despised them at others, and sometimes both at the same time. Aaron knew how to tease me until I ended up sulking, you know.”

Maude laughed softly.

“It’s unfortunate to say but Matt’s father was awful to him. When Matt came to live here, his father threatened a lawsuit against us. He shamelessly belittled his son in front of us. The Matt you know now is quite different from the one we first met. The death of his mother was still raw and his father’s meanness had crushed his spirits.”

“I can’t imagine Matt to be different from the self-assured person he is today.”

“The love he got here, and from his Aunt Cordelia, made him the confident young man he is now.”

“Until I wrecked everything.”

“Remember how bad you felt when Madame Ruchet spoke to you just before your performance of Cenerentola four years ago.”

“I ran off stage so, yes, I remember. I felt such despair. The thought of going back to live with Madame Ruchet in the basement for ten more years felt like a prison sentence. Her words. She knew exactly what to say to hurt me and unravel me to the point I couldn’t think straight and I just wanted to crawl into a hole, all by myself, and stay there.”

She remembered her anguish, the loneliest night of her existence, and crying until the break of dawn.

“That must be how Matt feels, hon.”

“I clearly see how wrong I was. I thought having no parents at all was the worst: any other problem seemed inconsequential. Jazmine’s determination to do without her father’s help, Rachel’s problem with her mother, Matt’s issues with his father: they all seemed like they could be solved. Because I knew I’d give anything, anything, to speak to my parents just once.”

Tears filled Maude’s eyes, but they had not rolled down her cheeks before Victoria engulfed her in a warm embrace.

“I know, hon. Believe me, I understand. But that shouldn’t keep you from living your life fully, loving fully, and making new experiences.”

“I do that, Aunt Vic.”

“Jaz told me she wanted you to move out with her, but you said no.”

“I’m not like Jaz, Auntie. I just started to live here. At least, that’s how it seems to me. It’s been four years but it feels like four days. When I left to study at the National Academy of Arts, I knew I’d come back. But moving out so soon after living by my lonesome self for sixteen years in Carvin? It’s too much. If I could prevent Jazmine from moving, I would. Just when you get used to a new phase in your life, everything changes again.”

“Wasn’t your move from France to New York a good thing?”

“Oh, Auntie, there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think how grateful I am that you found me!” 

Victoria squeezed her tighter.

“Change is never either good or bad. Most of the time, it’s a bit of both. But you shouldn’t fear it. If you move out with Jazmine, I’ll be sadder than you. But I also believe a young woman should learn to live on her own, to be independent. And I know you’ll be happy because you’ll be following your own path, like you always have. Like you should. When you’re ready. And you know we’ll never be far away.”

“Won’t Ben be lonely?” Maude asked, sniffling. 

“I think he’s more interested in girls that aren’t his family these days,” Victoria laughed.

Maude grinned. Victoria kissed the top of her head and walked out of the room.

Maude mulled over the idea. 

Could she do it? Was she ready to leave the only home she’d known, the only family she’d ever had, and become an independent, young woman?

It wasn’t long before her thoughts were interrupted by shouts, laughter, and general merriment.

Maude raced downstairs two stairs at a time.

Cynthia was back.

But it wasn’t the same Cynthia that had left. The tired but pleased smile on her face belonged to one who had seen much beauty in the world, different customs, love, but also hardships, sadness, utter kindness, and generosity.

Cynthia Baldwin-Lewis had departed serene and had come back wise. Daniel, her husband, stood back, but was greeted warmly by all.

“I’ve missed you all so much.” Cynthia hugged her family. There was truth in what she said, but Maude saw something else. Though she had missed her family, she was also the happiest she’d ever been. Maude recognized this and she understood that her cousin would not have done anything differently.

The party was soon underway.  Gifts were handed out, pictures shown, and stories were told. Tales of nights in the desert, elephant rides, paragliding, rock-climbing, spices, sweets, and new friendships formed.

But the Baldwin family had stories to share as well, and once their parents went to bed, Cynthia heard about all the adventures she’d missed in her siblings’ lives.

“And this is the demo we’ve recorded.” The three Baldwin siblings and Maude were in the girls’ bedroom, huddled around Jazmine’s laptop. She pressed play and the guitar solo of Mr. Nice Guy filled the room.

“Ever since Maude gave Helen a private concert, Haze has been so much more cooperative,” she explained. “We worked on new songs, recorded them, and now we’re sending demos. Hopefully, a record label will be interested.” Jazmine crossed her fingers and waved both hands in the air happily.

That night, before Cynthia left to sleep in the guest room with Daniel, she met Maude in the bathroom. They both faced the mirror while Maude brushed her teeth.

“You did good, little sister.”

“Rrr. I did?’ Maude asked, her mouth full of toothpaste.

“Jazmine’s happy and Ben’s learned a new lesson. I’d say you did a great job in my absence.”

Maude rinsed her mouth, before saying, “I can’t take your place.”

“I know that. I give the best advice,” Cynthia teased. “But you’ve found your place in this family.”

“You mean that I’m a little wiser than Jazmine, but less than you.”

“It means that your voice counts. When you first got here, you were the new girl. Then you became our cousin overnight. Still, you tiptoed about, unsure of where you fit in all of this. But this year, you helped Jazmine in ways I never would have. You didn’t just give advice; you followed and stood by them all the way. I wouldn’t have jumped through a window. I probably wouldn’t have done a good job at uniting her band like you did. You guided Ben through his first crazy love story, and he’ll never forget it. You’re fully a Baldwin now. Loyal, honest, and daring.”

“You’re forgetting something,” Maude added with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I’m moving out with Jazmine when I come back from my tour.”

Cynthia squealed joyfully. “That’s great! Daniel and I are also looking for a place. Ooh, maybe we’ll live near each other.”

Maude smiled as her cousin enumerated neighborhoods they could move to. 

Time changed things, but the bond she shared with her family was enduring.
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“I NEVER THOUGHT YOU’D actually be back,” Grace said sulking. “Where are you taking me? I had other plans, you know.”

Ever since Maude had picked Grace up at the Children’s Haven early that morning, she had done nothing but complain.

They were on Broadway Avenue and Grace’s mutiny slowed them down.

“None of my plans involved waking up before seven.”

“Have a little faith. We’re almost there.”

Despite Grace’s grumbling, they soon arrived at their desired destination. 

They stood in front of the Morningside Theater.

“This is where it all started.” She could still picture herself at sixteen entering the theater for the first time. Her first class with the severe Cordelia Tragent, the white Bösendorfer piano, and Lindsey’s snide attitude. 

“I brought you here because I want you to meet someone very special to me.”

“Matt?” Grace’s eyes filled with hope.

“No, not Matt.”

“Are you two still together, because I’ve heard rumors saying you two broke up?”

“Grace! I’m not here to talk about boys. This is your professional career we’re talking about.”

“Fine, geez. Don’t get so mad.”

“Just let me finish,” Maude said impatiently. “This is a big moment.”

“Shouldn’t there be some triumphant music in the background?”

“What background?”

“Something like ta da da da!”

“Listen! I want you to meet Ms. Tragent. She’s my vocal coach, mentor, and friend.”

“Why would I meet her?” The aggressiveness of Grace’s demeanor receded.

“I want her to train your voice.”

“My voice? Why?”

“I want you to be ready for auditions for Violet’s Voice. There’s a part for a girl your age. You’ll be perfect for it. I heard you sing. There’s real talent there.” Maude took Grace’s hands and squeezed them with warmth. Grace pulled her hands out of Maude’s grasp.

“I always knew I was special.”

“Trust me. Cordelia will love your voice. Just don’t be scared if she’s somewhat abrupt.”

“She’s mean, isn’t she?” 

“A little. But you’ll get used to it. We’re early. But with Cordelia that’s a good thing. Wait here. I’ll see if she’s inside.”

She entered the building and immediately heard a piano. 

It couldn’t be her teacher playing, because the rhythm was atrocious, the notes hesitant, and the piece altogether grotesque.

From afar, she saw the teacher, a muscular man with an angular jaw, sleek, black hair, and olive skin. He looked familiar, but from where she stood, she couldn’t quite make out where she’d seen him before.

She laughed silently, hoping he was receiving a lot of money to teach such a terrible student. 

As she got closer, her jaw dropped.

Julia Tanand sat on the left side of the stool, pressing keys only with her two forefingers, and pronouncing each note slowly like a four-year-old learning the alphabet.

Maude’s handbag dropped to the floor with a loud thud.

Julia jumped up from the stool, gasping. She nevertheless recovered quickly and flashed her a smile.

“Hi Maude. I was just prepping for a TV movie I’d like to play in. About a terrible pianist. I’m prepping,” she repeated, mechanically.

Maude shook her head, confused. 

It was obvious Julia could not play the piano. Maude recalled all the music videos she’d seen of Julia. Julia never appeared in a full shot with the piano. She either saw her hands, or Julia’s back. 

“Do you use a-a double?” Maude shrieked. “In your music videos? Don’t you . . . You don’t know how to play the piano?” 

“Of course I do, silly!”

Julia’s teacher huffed, highly annoyed. Maude stared, leaning closer to get a better look at him. That’s when she recognized him.

Helen’s teacher!

“He works only with beginners!” Maude blurted. “You’re a beginner. You’re such a liar!”

“OK, OK. Just calm down. And lower your voice. Gosh Javier, I knew it wasn’t a good idea to take lessons at Morningside.”

“Hey, I don’t give lessons anywhere else. You think I’d invite students to my place? Pff. I’ve got a life outside of teaching.”

“Whatever.” She turned to Maude and, crossing her hands in a pleading manner, she begged, “Please, please, you can’t tell.”

“You’ve lied all this time. You won awards you shouldn’t have won, you got the composer gig only because Tony thought your piano score was closer to his style. But it was Javier playing, right?”

Javier got up from the stool and gathered his things.

“Okay, I’m out, now. You girls fix this. Julia, I’ll see you. Whenever.”

Julia ignored her teacher. Pressing her hands tighter together, she pleaded, “Maude, listen, please don’t do this.”

“You’re the worst.” Maude turned to leave.

“You don’t understand.”

“You’re a liar. A really good one too. To think you keep trying to prove you’re better than me.” Maude snapped her fingers. “Gee, I actually know how to play. Tomorrow, everyone will know the truth about you.”

Julia cried, sniffing and wailing. But Maude did not care.

She thought of all the things Julia had said, the awards she did not deserve, the meanness she displayed, and her repeated attempts to take what belonged to Maude.

No way would Maude let her get away with this lie.

When Julia saw that she would not get any sympathy, her face hardened.

“You think you’re so perfect. You don’t know what it is to struggle. It was so easy for you: discovered in a café. I had to make it in a family who always thought my sister, Carla, was the most likely to succeed. Perfect Carla with her kind heart and gorgeous hair all the way down to her perfect butt.”

Maude remembered the girl she’d seen standing near Julia at the NAM Awards party. She was the only person in Julia’s circle who had shown kindness. For sure, the two sisters were nothing alike.

“I’m supposed to feel sorry for you because you’re jealous of your sister? You’re jealous of everybody! You need a good shrink.”

Julia continued to speak in a soft voice, defeated, her gaze lost in a painful trance.

“She’s the most talented. The better singer, the better model, and she plays the piano. Plays it better than you. She’s gifted in all she does. I hate her. She sent demos to Glitter and had a meeting with Alan. I tagged along.” Julia shrugged. “When she left, I invented a pretext to go back and talk to Alan. I showed him I could sing, and told him I was willing to do anything. He asked if I’d agree to change everything about myself.”

Maude closed her eyes in horror. She knew Alan’s ways too well. 

“You should’ve said no.”

“Like you told the truth about dating Thomas Bradfield? Alan Lewis knows how to get his way. I said ‘yes’ immediately. I just thought he’d want to change my look. It was only later that I was told I’d have to be a new Maude Laurent.”

“A new me? That’s what he said?” Anger and shock bubbled inside of her.

“Those were his exact words. He said Soulville had robbed him of your success. I was his way of getting back at you and Mr. Baldwin.”

“Alan saw your desperation and he preyed on that.” She placed her hands on Julia’s shoulders and shook her gently. “You have to be your own person.”

Tears rolled down Julia’s cheeks.

“I just wanted to prove that Carla wasn’t the only one with talent. That I could be better. But then I had to constantly lie, and I was tired of it, so I asked Javier to give me private lessons, because I wanted to put an end to the lie. I wanted to be as good as you. Better even.”

Maude’s hands fell off Julia’s shoulders.

“Maybe that’s your problem. You don’t have to be so competitive. Try to be your best self instead of being better than your sister or me.”

“I can’t help it,” Julia cried. “My whole career will be ruined once everyone knows I can’t play the piano. Alan said if anyone found out he’d drop me.”

Maude, uncomfortable with Julia’s genuine pouring tears, cleared her throat.

“Look, if you drop out of the Broadway musical, and never pretend to play the piano again, I won’t say a word. Do it today or I will bury you in a scandal so deep, you’ll never want to leave your house again.”

Julia lifted her head with a semi-hopeful glint. “You won’t tell? You’ll keep my secret?”

Maude nodded. “Just promise to stop competing with me. Let me go my way, and you go yours.”

“Okay. I will. Thanks, Maude. You’re a better person than I am. I’d have already tweeted the news.”

Maude raised a wary eyebrow.

At that moment, they heard footsteps. Maude turned around and watched as Ms. Tragent entered, dragging Grace by the ear while the latter howled in pain. Her long, colorful skirt swayed angrily as she marched, head held high, lips closed in a sterner frown than usual.

“Maude, is this the supposed prodigy you wanted me to hear?”

Julia lowered her voice and said, “I’ll get out your hair. Thanks again, Maude.” 

Julia hugged Maude who stiffened with displeasure at the gesture. Just because she was keeping her secret, did not mean they were friends.

Julia gathered her things, waved blithely, and hurried out of the theater.

Maude turned to her teacher.

“She’s not a ‘supposed’ anything. Grace is good.”

“When I asked her what she was doing in front of Morningside, she said she was waiting for ‘an old witch who wanted to listen to her sing.’”

“I didn’t know you were the old witch,” Grace giggled. Ms. Tragent scowled and pinched her ear harder.

“Ow!”

Maude rushed to their side and unclasped Ms. Tragent’s hand from Grace’s reddened ear.

“Just listen to Grace,” Maude pleaded. “Grace, could you sing I Could Have Danced All Night?”

“You mean you want me to play a trick like a circus monkey?”

Maude huffed. Exasperated, she slumped her shoulders. She straightened. “Fine. Maybe your talent was just a one-time deal.”

“Hey, I can sing,” Grace grumbled, happy to contradict anything Maude said.

And Grace sang. She sang as best as she knew how, in a clear soprano voice because she would never let an ‘old witch’ and a ‘sellout’ tell her she couldn’t sing.

Ms. Tragent appraised her critically.

“Maude, may I speak with you alone?” 

They both looked at Grace, expecting her to move further, but she stared back at them refusing to budge.

Maude moved aside, but Ms. Tragent did not.

“Grace, wait outside. Now.” She pointed one of her thin, bony fingers to the exit.

Grace pshawed and dragged her feet to the door.

Once they were alone, Ms. Tragent turned to Maude.

“She’s got talent.”

“I knew it!”

“I’m not taking her on as a student.”

“Why not?”

“Were you not there when she gave me attitude?”

“She’s a little rough around the edges, but she just needs someone to give her a chance.”

“That person won’t be me. She’s a handful. And I only give classes to people I can handle.”

“You handled her perfectly. She walked out once you said so!”

“If my stern look isn’t enough to scare her, then she’s not for me.”

Maude sighed.  “She’s got so much to give.”

“Since you believe in her, you should give her classes.”

“Me?”

“I taught you well, didn’t I? Now it’s your turn.”

Maude smiled as she warmed up to the idea.

She could give to the child the attention and patience she needed. Ms. Tragent had never been in foster care. She could never understand how Grace felt. Not like Maude could. Maude would be her Uncle James. She would believe and nurture her talent and help Grace become the best version of herself.

“I’ll do it! Thanks, Cordelia.” She kissed Cordelia’s cheek.

“All I can say is good luck. You’ll need it with that one.”

When Maude joined Grace outside, she squeezed her arm.

“What did the old witch have to say?”

“Don’t call her that!” Maude rebuked mildly, taking her new role to heart. “She says you’re talented. But she can’t take you on as a student.”

“Good, I don’t want her as my teacher.”

“We both agreed that I would be your vocal coach.”

“You?”

“If you’ll have me. If you really want this.”

Grace looked down at her sneakers.

“Fine,” she mumbled. “Let’s do this. But don’t think I’m some sort of charity project.”

“I won’t,’ Maude swore. “We’ll begin when I come back from my tour in two months. By the time we’re done, you’ll be the perfect Lilac Goldsmith.”

Maude beamed and together they walked down Broadway, both imagining their grand debut.
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VIOLET’S VOICE isn’t a show yet, but it’s already got tongues wagging.

Not only will it be Soderline and Lino’s first collaboration since the epic Sandcastle, it’s already full of behind-the-scenes drama.

Two days ago, Julia Tanand abruptly dropped out of the production citing scheduling conflicts with other artistic projects. But some say Maude Laurent is opposed to working with her after she won the Artist of the Year Award.

That’s not all. Thomas Bradfield’s representatives declared he would take on a role in the musical, but refused to give details on this mysterious part. This will mark his first collaboration with Maude Laurent since they pretended to be a couple.

Rumor has it he’s delighted with MauMa’s split, though no official confirmation was made, and wishes to mend Maude’s broken heart.

Violet’s Voice is bound to be one heck of a musical.

Lexie Staz for Hollywood Buzz.

Maude closed the magazine just as the airplane stewardess walked by with breakfast trays. 

James handed his niece a tray and took his own.

“Did you know Thomas got a part in Violet’s Voice?” Maude asked.

James frowned. “I know they considered giving him a small part. They asked my opinion, and believe me, I didn’t mince my words. I thought they’d dropped the entire matter.”

“They didn’t. Apparently, they signed him for an undisclosed role.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll talk to Soderline as soon as we land.” He checked his watch. “Or a couple hours later when he’s awake.”

“Don’t.” Maude shook her head with sad resolution. “He deserves a second chance.”

“This would be more like a fourth or fifth.”

“I screwed up plenty of times, Uncle James. But I had you, Aunt Victoria, and Cordelia who gave me multiple second chances.”

“There’s a difference between falling into a hole and jumping head first into it.” Having said that, and sensing his niece’s determination on the matter, James dug into his breakfast of croissants and hot chocolate.

The plane landed soon after.

Maude arrived in Paris in spring, and the city welcomed her and James with open arms.

Without a doubt, the city had undergone some changes.

More military men marched by groups of three in the crowded areas of the capital. More posters called to serve the country. More newspapers, editorials, and politicians sparked controversial debates.

But the city’s eternal beauty remained unmarred by the temporary cycles of human agitation.

The Louvre Pyramid still sparkled in the day as crowds of visitors discovered the museum’s innumerable treasures. The Arc de Triomphe stood like an enduring protector of the bustling Champs-Elysées.

Boats still rowed on the Seine. Little streets were still crammed with cars searching for nonexistent parking spaces. Parisians still drank expensive espressos on terraces as they smoked scented e-cigarettes. Fashionable ladies still shopped in small boutiques and tried out the latest Chanel perfume. French celebrities introduced their children to the world. Groups of friends toasted to Brazilian wines for a change. Trendy, young girls rode Vespa motorcycles. Couples tried out the latest Japanese restaurant. Homeless men and women slept outside. Strikes, metro shortages, soccer games, African braiding, theater, concerts, philosophical gatherings, religious festivities, Indian threading, running, running, running.

Life in Paris continued as it always had.

But Maude’s return to the City of Lights was bittersweet. She remembered the last time she was in France, over a year and a half ago. Matt had kissed her in the Versailles Gardens after they had cleared every misunderstanding.

It seemed to have happened a million years ago.

Her tour was starting in two days and she needed to get Matt out of her system.

That evening she left the hotel to take a stroll. Try as she might, every street she encountered reminded her of him.

She walked along the Quais de la Seine, and she stopped on the Pont des Arts bridge where he had told her one of his biggest regrets: waiting hours for a girl in a museum who never showed up. At the time, she had not known he spoke of her.

Upon crossing the bridge, she was sad to realize that it also had changed. Most love locks had disappeared. Few parts of the railings remained dedicated to lovers.

That’s where she saw Matt.

It couldn’t be him, she reasoned. He was in New York.

Yet, it was him, she was sure. Same height, same broad shoulders, same mid-length, dark blonde hair. He dug an item out of his jean’s pocket, crouched and looked around furtively. That’s when he saw her. Putting the item back into his pocket, he rose, and walked to her slowly.

“Am I dreaming?” she asked, barely breathing.

He stopped inches from her.

“We must be sharing the same dream.”

He bent and kissed her. It was a kiss full of longing after a difficult absence, full of love, warmth, and delicacy. She let him go and rested her head against his chest.

“I thought you’d never want to see me again,” Maude said.

“I couldn’t get you out of my head.” He kissed her hair softly. “I had to come see you. I was planning on stopping by your hotel tomorrow but I couldn’t sleep. So, I came here where we walked four years ago after the show.”

They both took in a deep breath and blurted at the same time “I’m sorry.” Maude’s gaze was full of regret. 

Matt took her hands and kissed each one before saying, “I should’ve told you more about my father. I should’ve told you who was calling, and why I refused to take her calls. I just . . .,” he let go of her, slid to the ground, and sat against the railing. “I never wanted you to see me like this.”

“Like what?” She joined him on the ground and sat cross-legged.

“The way my father sees me. Like a loser, a disappointment. Like I don’t matter. That’s why I was so angry.” He rubbed his forehead with the palms of his hands wearily. “That’s how he makes me feel, and I never wanted you to see that.”

“I’d never think that of you. Don’t you know by now how much I admire you? Your father’s blind if he doesn’t see all the good things that makes you who you are.” She slipped her arm under his, and laid her head on his shoulder. 

“Matt, I’m so sorry. I didn’t understand, but now I do. I should’ve stayed out of it. I don’t want you to have anything to do with your father if he makes you feel this way.”

“There’s something else.”

“What is it?” Maude asked, worried.

“These two months were the worst of my life. But it made me realize, I don’t ever want to be separated from you again.”

Maude’s eyes filled with happy tears.

“Neither do I. Promise me that no matter how badly we fight, you won’t stay silent for weeks.”

“I promise,” Matt said. “Promise that you won’t hide anything important from me anymore.”

“I promise,” Maude repeated.

Matt dug into his pocket and pulled out a little, golden love lock. Together, they fastened it to the bridge.

It was there, over the glistening waters of the everlasting Seine River, that Maude and Matt were reunited. 

The throes of separation were buried, and unity in the face of adversity was prevalent, so that their laughter echoed as one voice under the starlit sky.
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THANK YOU FOR READING A French Voice in New York! I hope you enjoyed it!

Maude’s adventures continue in A French Song in New York.

You can also add it on Goodreads .

Be the first to find out about my latest releases and deals. All you have to do is sign up  to my free newsletter and you’ll receive free and unlimited access to the French Girl in New York Original Soundtrack. You’ll also get a welcome gift pack that includes access to an exclusive video, posters, and many more surprises! (check that the email doesn’t end up in your spam or junk mail)!

If you wish to tell me how much you’ve enjoyed the book, please leave a rating on Goodreads or send me an email at annaadams333@gmail.com

I love receiving emails and answer them personally!
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The French Girl series:

A French Girl in New York (The French Girl Series, #1- FREE SERIES STARTER!)

A French Star in New York (The French Girl Series, #2)

A French Princess in Versailles (The French Girl Series, #3)

A French Diva in New York (The French Girl Series, #4)

A French Voice in New York (The French Girl Series, #5)

A French Song in New York (The French Girl Series, #6)
Burning Bridges (a short story featuring characters from the French Girl series)

The French Girl series is ALSO available in paperback!
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The AMERICAN GIRL IN PARIS Series also features Maude Laurent and is available on 

all major online retailers
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CHILDREN’S FANTASY SERIES

The Sinister Master (The Sinister Master, #1)

The Gifted Master (The Sinister Master, #2-Coming Soon)
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GO TO THE NEXT PAGE to discover more about me!
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BORN IN FRANCE, RAISED partly in the United States and in France, I grew up loving stories in French and English. I currently live in Paris.

I’m the author of the French Girl series and the American Girl in Paris series. When I’m not writing, I enjoy traveling in Europe and Asia and dream of going to Africa. I’m currently traveling back and forth between France and Asia to work on my new fantasy series, The Sinister Master.

My official website is  annaadamsauthor.com

I also love to hear from readers and I answer them personally at this email address as often as possible:

annaadams333@gmail.com
Ask your parents, teachers, or librarians to contact me at the same address if you’d like me to speak at your school, library or book club in real life or through video! I love meeting readers!
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