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Prologue



 

Maude Laurent had remained locked up in a
basement in France for sixteen years and had been on lockdown in Manhattan for
the last sixteen hours.


She pondered for some time on whether being
locked up was all she was good for. On the fifteenth hour, she rested. And on
the sixteenth hour she awoke, famished for edible forms of French sanity.
French rolls, French somethings, French anythings.


Manhattan was
madness, Maude was in Manhattan, Maude was in madness.


She threw an irate “humpf” at the celestial
blue bar and at the crowd of paparazzi scrambling underneath. Teasing her
misery by displaying a large, sunny grin, the sky refused to dissolve into
misty tears to satisfy Maude’s stormy mood. 


After having brushed her rebellious curls
into a bun, the young girl let her reflection peer back at her through the oval
mirror. Her chocolate brown skin glowed under the flirtatious ray of light
dancing around the room, and her almond-shaped eyes glowered with defiance at
her reflection.


“Today, I’m breaking free,” she stated, like
many optimistic celebrities had done before her. 


Easier said than done. But when she stared
into the face of the gathered crowd, Maude had to drag her courage, tangled in
seaweeds of cowardice, before she surfaced into light. Microphones. Cameras
shoved in her face with unhinged eagerness. They’d waited hours on brownstone
steps and now demanded answers to their questions.


Had Matt left Lindsey Linton for Maude?


Were Maude and Matt an item?


What was his relationship to Lindsey Linton?


Was Maude going out with Thomas Bradfield or
Matt?


Was Matt coming on tour with her?


Teenage celebrities like Maude were supposed
to revel in limelight anyway, even when that light glared down on splattered,
juicy scandals.


Lips licking with anticipation. Fingers
snapping. Cameras zooming. Beads of sweat falling off like shards of glass.


 A
rivalry between two top female singers over the same guy? Such a contention
would get ugly soon, and they would be there to film it. 


Zoom in on her distraught face!


If they pushed Maude far enough, they might
even get an angry outburst from her on camera . . . 


Maude Laurent pushed through the paparazzi as
futilely as a flower trying to escape a swarm of bees and elbowed her way to
the dark sedan waiting for her in front of her house. She pushed back the
sunglasses. They made her face small and vulnerable, and she wished they held
an unknown propriety, a secret ability rendering her invisible from prying,
journalistic eyes. 


She shut the door firmly, leaned her head
against the window, and rubbed her temples, wanting to ease her weariness with
the simple gesture.


“Where to?” Rob, her driver asked.


Maude hesitated a second.


“Soulville Tower,” she answered. 


 French somethings would have to wait.


Two days ago, her life had been perfect.
After the joy of discovering she would never have to live with her foster
family again, she’d celebrated her cousin’s twelfth birthday.  Two days ago, she’d been preparing to
leave for her tour with Matt and James Baldwin, her uncle. Two days ago she’d
had fun with her newfound family. Two days ago, Matt and her were planning
their first official date. Two days ago, New York had been her home, her haven,
her heaven.


Today, this French girl couldn’t wait to get
out of New York. 


Could she, Maude Laurent, be accused of
cowardice? She often boasted she never ran away from a challenge. But then,
that was before her life had been plastered all over Page Six. Of course she
was ecstatic her debut album was a success, thrilled when someone recognized
and stopped her in the street. Ever since the release of her first hit single,
“Betrayed but Not Broken,” her rise to fame had been continuous, a fast,
thrilling ride towards stardom. She’d been called “the voice of today’s
generation” and “a teen phenomenon.” So many flattering associations,
metaphors, and superlatives placed next to her name, she couldn’t remember them
all.


Until scandal halted her stride.


Two days ago, she’d quite involuntarily
stepped into a muddy puddle she hadn’t even known lay on her sunny path.


Upon reaching Soulville Tower, Maude thanked
Rob and hurried inside the building. 


She’d spent countless hours in Soulville, her
second home, working on her self-titled album. She’d had legendary fights with
Matt, storming out whenever she deemed necessary to make a point. But she held
no close resemblance to a diva, Maude thought ruefully. If she had, she’d be
enjoying the unwanted attention.


She ran across the lobby, caressed the grand
concert piano with distracted fondness, and stopped in front of Matt’s
half-open door to his creation room. She pushed it mildly, enlarging the
triangular scope through which she peered at him unseen.  


He was strumming on his acoustic guitar with
one hand while the other tousled his dark blonde hair with frustration. His
guitar pick was stuck between his clenched teeth. She couldn’t see his eyes but
knew how grey they shone when bent over his guitar, his mind roaming in search
of musical creativity. 


Maude’s resolve wavered. They had shared so
much. She’d hated him, laughed with him, and derided his Parisian arrogance.
She sighed. He had been there for her when she’d learned the truth about her
parents’ deaths. He’d held her in his arms when she’d welcomed tears as a
delivery from her blinding pain.  


She gave herself a mental jolt and walked
inside the room. He immediately put his guitar aside and rose.


She laid the fateful article on the coffee
table without saying a word. Its title popped out of the page, “Can the Love
Doctor Cure This Love Triangle?,” by Lexie Staz, accompanied by a picture of
Matt and Lindsey locked in an embrace, their faces inches from one another, a
prelude to a kiss.


Matt didn’t read the article again because he
knew what it said.



 

A
couple of weeks ago, Matt was spotted in a romantic embrace with Lindsey Linton
when he went with her to her school’s Summer Dance (see picture on the right). 


When
I interviewed Maude Laurent for the release of her first single “Betrayed but
Not Broken,” she assured me she and Matt were just friends. But their eyes
blatantly said otherwise.


Now
rumor has it that Matt is preparing to accompany Maude on her tour as the
singer’s boyfriend. 


What
about Lindsey?


“Maude
stole him from me,” Lindsey told me herself when I asked her. “Ever since she
started working with him, she’s been after him.”


According
to Lindsey, things went from bad to worse after the iconic pop star was asked
to replace Maude in an opera performance of La
Cenerentola.


“Maude
choked,” a source confided. “They had to replace her.”


Lindsey
fans are outraged, while Maude fans defended their star with gusto . . . and
tacky “Lindsey sucks” T-shirts.


But
Maude isn’t satisfied until she has them all. Not only has she gotten Matt to
abandon Lindsey, she now has Thomas Bradfield wrapped around her little finger.


The
young pop singer, made famous after his duet with Lindsey Linton, isn’t hiding
his feelings for Maude whom he calls his “ideal girlfriend.” 


Soulville
tried to sell Maude Laurent as the ordinary French girl next door, but boy,
were they wrong . . .  


“And she goes on and on and on,” Maude
finished, throwing the magazine aside.


       “We
were just dancing,” Matt explained calmly. “ At the Summer Dance, way before
you and I shared a kiss.” 


“I know,” Maude replied, her voice a distant
echo. “I can see the disco ball in the background.”


“I was angry with you. You’d left with
Jazmine, and I thought you were in love with Bradfield. I danced with Lindsey,
but that’s it,” he reaffirmed.


“I believe you,” Maude repeated wanly.


“Don’t let this get to you,” he said. He took
her hand and pressed it gently. “Lexie must have sensed there was something
going on between us during the interview at the release party.” It would have
been hard not to notice the long, lingering looks the two had shared as they
spoke of their work. 


“And Thomas isn’t helping by telling every
reporter he encounters that I’m his ‘ideal girlfriend’ as he puts it,” Maude
put in. She shook her head with exasperation. When would he get it in his head
that she couldn’t give him what he wanted?


“Don’t worry, Maude. We can put our first
date on hold. We’ll do that while we’re on tour together,” Matt added with
enthusiasm. They’d been so busy they’d had to postpone their first date several
times.


Letting go of his hand, Maude shook her head.


“You’re not coming with me on tour,” Maude
declared with decided resolution. She’d thought about it long and hard. Being
quarantined for hours like the carrier of a deadly infection had given her ample
amount of time to think. She winced when Matt took a step back as if he’d
received a blow.


“You can’t be serious,” he replied in
disbelief.


“I’m portrayed as some sort of man-eater out
to steal anyone’s boyfriend! I’ve given this a great deal of thought. If you
come, this story will never die down! I know this took place way before
anything happened between us, but nobody else does.”


“Who cares!” Matt exclaimed. “You can’t live
your life for everybody else. If you let idle gossip dictate your life, you’ll
never live it to its full extent.”


“Growing up, destitution clogged the pores of
my skin. Dignity was the only garment I had left to clothe me. It hid my sores,
covered the holes in my shoes. When I pinned it on, no dingy soap could scrape
it off my straightened backbone. Mrs. Ruchet’s pudgy fingers couldn’t nip it,
the twins couldn’t tear it to shreds, and Mr. Ruchet couldn’t ignore it like he
ignored everything else involving me. 
Dignity is the only treasured possession I took from France to New York:
I refuse to take it off to be photographed naked under the public eye.”


He couldn’t let her drift away from him. Yet
she’d made her decision, and one thing Matt had learned about Maude after
having worked with her for seven months, was that she rarely changed her mind
once she’d firmly made it up.


“All I know is I can’t live my life this way.
I can’t be on Page Six. You’re used to being the center of unwanted attention.
The paparazzi, the flash, the gossip, you revel in those. I’m nothing like you
in that respect.  We can’t be seen
together as a couple if everyone thinks I stole you from Lindsey!”


“I used
to be faithful to that description. You know it’s no longer the case. I severed
all ties with my wild past long before I met you.”


“But they haven’t severed ties with you,
Matt,” Maude said with sadness. “I can’t be with you. Not now. Lindsey is
telling everyone that I ‘stole her man.’ Me! Seven months ago, I’d never
wandered outside of small, dreary Carvin. I’m an ordinary girl, Matt.”


“Not anymore, you aren’t. You’re a star now.
How do you expect to avoid scandal forever, even when you’re not the one
instigating it? Don’t throw us away because of this stupid article.”


“I want to be appreciated for my music, not for whom I may or may not be
dating,” Maude explained. “I’m sorry, Matt. There will be no ‘us.’”


Maude turned around and left the room with a
heavy heart. Left alone, Matt threw the magazine against the door she’d just
closed and wished with all his heart he could live in a world where there were
no Lexies or Lindseys.











Chapter 1



 

“Thank you, Los Angeles! You’re the best!”
Maude cried out to the audience. “I love you!”


Blaring lights no longer blinded her, wild
crowds no longer intimidated her. Maude was on fire.


She waved to the cheering crowd before
running backstage to join her musicians and backup singers.


“What a great night,” Maude gushed, out of
breath. She needed water now, or her voice wouldn’t speak louder than a croak
for the rest of her evening.


“A great finale, just like the rest of the
tour,” Jade, her back-up singer agreed, handing her a bottle of water as if
reading her mind. Maude gulped it down as if she’d just come out of a desert.


“I can’t believe this tour is over,” Maude
moaned once she’d quenched her thirst. “The weeks flew by in the blink of an
eye. Soon school will start again, and my freedom will come to an abrupt end.” 


“Come on, don’t get all nostalgic on us! The
night is young, and we have one last night of wild freedom! Are you joining
us?” 


“Sorry, no can do. I’m waking up early
tomorrow.”


“Got another mystery date in the morning,
huh?”


“Exactly!” Maude called out as she flew
towards her powder room.


When she entered the room, she bumped into
her uncle, holding a bouquet of flowers.


“You were great, Maude,” James said as he
handed her the large bouquet.


Maude hugged her uncle, careful not to
crumple her flowers.


“I’m the one who should be offering you
flowers, Uncle James,” Maude said. She still hadn’t quite got used to calling
him Uncle James, and a delicious sense of belonging tugged on her heartstrings
every time she pronounced the words. The time she had spent with him had
brought her closer to the man who had found her months ago in a French cafe. 


“I wouldn’t mind, but they’re not from me,”
James explained. “I’m guessing they’re from one of your numerous admirers. I
have to head out. Are we on for tomorrow morning?” James asked, as he headed
for the door.


“Do you still need to ask?” Maude asked,
smiling. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


When left alone, Maude took the card tucked
inside the bouquet, hoping it would be from Matt. They hadn’t spoken since the
beginning of the scandal. Although certain she had done the right thing, a pang
of regret stealthily scratched the partitions of her heart at not having Matt
on her tour, especially knowing the anger he must harbor against her. 


Everything was Lexie Staz’s fault. Following
them to the Summer Dance and interviewing them at the release party two months
ago to produce a most horrifying article, depicting Maude as a diva who flirted
with Matt while he supposedly dated Lindsey: she’d twisted and distorted every
word Maude had said during the interview.


       Maude
read the card with disappointment. The flowers were from Thomas Bradfield, and
he’d signed it like he would sign a poster for a fan, which Maude clearly
wasn’t. 


“So, I'm guessing these flowers aren't for
me,” Maude heard as she tossed the card aside. She turned around to face the
tall, distinguished girl leaning against the doorframe.


“Jazmine!” Maude fell into her cousin’s arms.
“What are you doing here?” She’d missed her fun and outgoing cousin while on
tour. 


Jazmine and Maude had taken an instant liking
to each other since the latter’s arrival seven months before, and their bond
had merely been strengthened upon learning they were related.


“You were on fire onstage. So glad I didn’t
miss this!” Jazmine praised. “Cynth wanted to come, but her summer yoga retreat
was extended.” 


Not only a talented violinist, Jazmine’s
older sister was also an avid yoga disciple making her the calmest Baldwin.
Spending three weeks in the wilderness, cut out from all forms of civilization,
had all the makings of a dream vacation in Cynthia’s eyes.


“I know you received an invitation to Jason
Taylor’s party in Beverly Hills. And there is no way you’re missing the party
of the century!” Jazmine announced, her feet dancing with anticipation. Maude
didn’t bother to ask how Jazmine knew about the invitation. Having grown up in
the family of one of New York’s most famous music producers gave Jazmine an
ease Maude naturally possessed in the real world but just about always vanished
whenever she encountered the new, glamorous world she’d stepped into
inadvertently.


Being invited to parties hosted by people
she’d only ever seen in the glossy pages of magazines remained one of the many
perks of her new status. 


That evening Maude and Jazmine headed to a
party hosted at Jason Taylor’s mansion. Having become famous as the lead in Vampire Love: Sunset, Jason was throwing
a party to celebrate the first day of shooting Vampire Love 2: Sunrise.


The three-story mansion illuminated luxury.
Perhaps it came from her French side, but Maude preferred Parisian simple
elegance to Beverly Hills gigantism. Marble floors, marble columns, and antique
mirrors, the French-château-style mansion was packed with guests. Jason Taylor
seemed nowhere in sight, much to Maude’s chagrin. She had a soft spot for
centuries-old vampires with vegan diets. 


While their friends were dancing, Maude and
Jazmine headed outside to one of the pools, talking a mile a minute. After a
small lull in their conversation, Jazmine turned to Maude.


“He asked me about you.” Jazmine peered at
Maude to catch a glimpse of her reaction. Knowing how much Maude disliked
talking about her romantic entanglements, Jazmine felt nevertheless compelled
to intervene in favor of her closest friend. To think she’d once warned Matt
not to break Maude’s heart. Talk about irony.


“I know you mean well, Jaz, but_—” Maude
stopped short. Standing on the tips of her toes, Maude craned her neck, her
eyes unsure of what they were seeing. She squinted and scrunched her face until
she was certain.


What was Thomas Bradfield doing here? 


Sure enough, she recognized the disheveled
black hair framing Thomas’ long, sun-tanned face, his serious, azure eyes
matching the clear waters of the pool he circled to greet Maude.    He walked in their direction
with the coolness of an evening breeze, his upper lip tugged into a half-smile
he reserved for girls who found his semibrooding air full of charm. He halted
several times on his way to greet Maude, saying hi and joking with several
girls in bikinis, promising them to come back later after he’d said hi to a
“friend.” 


Before Jazmine could stop her, Maude stomped
toward him, her leather sandals slapping the marble floor with each furious
step and pushed him into the pool. A few surprised “ohs” floated around the
pool from bystanders.


“How could you?” Maude demanded, while an
astonished Thomas splashed in the water like a child learning to swim. “How
dare you spread rumors about us being together when you know not a word of it
is true!”


Trying to steady his strokes, Thomas
spluttered a few cursory words and lamented his ruined Armani shirt before
addressing an angry Maude.


“I’m sorry, Maude! Really, I am. I have
nothing to do with this!”


“You’re being quoted in the press. How’s that
for having nothing to do with it?” Jazmine scoffed.


Maude letting her temper get the best of her
always surprised Jazmine. Maude, as passionate in her love as in her hate,
deemed betrayal as one of the worst sins. Having forgiven Thomas one betrayal,
she was presently incapable of trusting anything he would say to justify his
latest actions. 


Thomas hoisted himself out of the pool,
dripping from head to toe. He removed his wet shirt displaying a regular set of
abdominal muscles, thinking the aforementioned would soothe an angry Maude, but
his action only succeeded in angering her further, though Jazmine seemed
impressed.


“My publicist and Glitter, they gave me
orders and—”


“—and you just follow orders like a mindless
marine?” Maude cried out.


“I don’t have a choice, and soon neither will
you,” Thomas explained gloomily.


“I don’t
have a choice thanks to you,” Maude
retorted.


“That’s not what I meant. I don’t know how or
when exactly, but it appears Soulville will be going through some major
changes.”


“What are you talking about?” Maude asked,
crossing her arms.


“I shouldn’t even be telling you this.”


“You haven’t said anything interesting yet.”


“There have been whispers in Glitter about
Soulville. About Alan.”


Alan. A brick of dread dropped in her
stomach.


 “What about Alan?” Maude asked.


“He’s planning something, but I don’t know
what.”


Maude and Jazmine glanced at each other,
worried. Alan had always made it clear money came above everything else in his
world. How far would he go?


“I’ve got to call, Dad.” Jazmine hurried back
inside, worry hastening her steps.


“Don’t you have any other detail?” Maude
asked. 


To be desperate enough to ask Thomas for help
was to be desperate indeed. Desperation was the mother of all follies.


“I don’t want to worry you. I know you’ve
been through a lot lately. But you’re strong. I saw you onstage tonight, and I
thought you were awesome.” Thomas grinned just like the Thomas she’d known a
couple of months back. Before he’d stolen her song and told lies about her.


“Thanks, but I’m going to search for Jaz. I
want to know if a single word you’ve said is true.”


“I’m not sure James knows anything about
what’s going on at Soulville.”


“James is CEO of Soulville. If anything were
happening, he’d know.”


And with that Maude turned her heels and
headed back inside.


Watching her leave, Thomas thought how
foolish he’d been to let her go. She, a rare combination of effortless grace,
strength, and fire, made him ponder whether he’d made the right choice in
choosing fame over his friendship with Maude. He twisted his gold Rolex and
pushed his mild guilt aside. 


With Jazmine nowhere in sight, Maude headed
to the front of the mansion where several expensive cars were parked. She
stopped. A young man, just a few years older than her, was trying to open the
door to his car. Staggering, he nevertheless attempted to get behind the wheel
of his Jaguar. Maude hurried to him, and grabbed his key. 


“I don’t think you should be driving,” she
said. “I’m sure you don’t want to inflate the statistics on drunk driving.”
Eyes closed, the drunken young man mumbled a few words, drool rolling out of
his mouth onto his caramel skin.


“Gimme ma key.  Can’t stay here. Gotta get outta ‘ere.”


“I’m not giving you that key. Come inside.
You should lie down awhile,” Maude said with a firm tone.


He stretched out his arms, and Maude heaved
him up.


“You’re a lot stronger than you look.” 


“I’ve had practice,” Maude answered with
simple truthfulness.


“She’s in there. Don’t wanna see her.”


Her. Of course a girl hid behind this drunken
state of affairs. Had not women inspired countless blues ballads?


“I don’t know who’s ‘her,’ but I’m sure she
doesn’t deserve you,” Maude cooed, wanting to reassure, but not certain she
attained her aim. Or maybe he didn’t deserve “her” if he often got into this
state.


She pitied the miserable fellow, but drinking
and driving wouldn’t get him to any destination worth heading to.


Dragging the staggering drunkard to one of
the mansion’s many empty rooms, Maude recalled the heavy lifting she’d had to
do in Carvin. On countless occasions she’d had to carry one of the twins asleep
to his room. Or help a very stiff Mrs. Ruchet up when she’d spent countless
hours on her sofa and, in a streak of madness, wanted to sleep in her own bed.


Maude laid the mumbling young man on the
king-size bed.


“Women are evil. But Jennifer’s the worst.”


Maude wondered whether it was flattering or
not for a woman to break a man’s heart to the point that he drank himself to
oblivion.  She tried to call Jazmine
in vain. The call went to voicemail.



 

*****



 

Jazmine, standing in an entire different part
of the house, cursed her bad luck. Her battery couldn’t have died at the worst
possible time. Sure, it was her fault. Knowing she had one bar left, she should
have recharged her battery.  But
Jazmine Baldwin never thought in terms of should. She usually waited for her
phone to bip mercilessly, on the edge of extinction before she recharged it.


If peril awaited Soulville, her father needed
to know right away. Hurrying back to the pool, hoping to find Maude, she was
only met with disappointment. Where could she be?


Jazmine swirled and bumped into one of the
guests. Fumbling a distracted apology, she lifted her head and realized she
hadn’t run into a guest.


Jason Taylor, host of the party, stood in
front of her.


The last time she’d seen him, his face was
captured on a wide theater screen with fangs sticking out of his mouth while he
slayed vampires and what-nots to save his chosen one.


Presently, he stood tall and lean, without
fangs, which she deemed an improvement, smooth dark skin and a small stylish
afro framing his face. His eyes peered down on Jazmine with genuine concern
when he asked in a deep rumble if she was okay.


“I am not
okay,” Jazmine answered, pointing to her dead phone with exasperation.
“Twenty-first century technology is one fickle friend.”


“Your battery’s dead. How is that being
fickle?” Jason asked, bemused.


“I need to call my Dad like yesterday. I
can’t find my cousin and__—”


“—Whoa, okay, slow down a minute,” Jason
said. Girls wouldn’t stop talking once they were given a chance.  He dug out his phone from his back
pocket and handed it to Jazmine. “Here, you can use mine. See, fully charged,
dependable twenty-first-century technology.”


Jazmine grimaced as she took his phone.


“In the meantime, I’ll find your cousin.
What’s his name?”


“He’s a ‘she,’” Jazmine corrected. “Maude
Laurent is her name.”


“Maude Laurent’s your cousin!” Jason
exclaimed, impressed. “I love her music, and she seems like a cool chick.”


Jazmine smiled, pleased to hear her dear
cousin thus complimented.


“I know for a fact she is a ‘cool chick.’”


“I heard she might have a small role in Vampire Love 2,” Jason continued.


Jazmine almost dropped her host’s phone in
dismay.


“Not possible,” Jazmine denied. “I never
heard such a thing. Maude would never agree to play in a vampire movie. No offense. You were all right in it, but it’s no
Spielberg or anything.”


“No offense taken,” Jason answered,
undisturbed by Jazmine’s quips. “Do you mean to tell me she plays only in
Spielberg movies?” he mocked. He wouldn’t mind playing in one either, but no
offers had been made for the present time, and it was doubtful whether any ever
would.


“Not yet, but one can never be too
selective,” Jazmine retorted smoothly. “I have no use for bloodthirsty vampires
who never drink blood, save humans instead of feeding off them, walk in broad
daylight, and are centuries-old but in better shape than an aging, Botoxed
Hollywood actress.”


Jason laughed, won over by her well-darted
wit. He loved acting, even in movies like Vampire
Love, and knew criticism came with the territory. He could hardly resent an
honest opinion.


“Besides you look way better in person,”
Jazmine mumbled as she dialed her father’s number. Jason accepted the
compliment with a smile before re-entering the house.


Maude had left the unknown boy in the room
and returned near the pool where an agitated Jazmine talked to her father.


“Yes, Dad, he said something was going to
happen at Soulville. Some major change and then . . . oh good Maude is here.
We’re going back to the hotel, we’ll talk about it when we get there.” Jazmine
hung up and turned to Maude. “Where were you? I’ve been looking for you all over
this freaking house!”


“So have I!” Maude argued. “Let’s just go
now. We’ll talk to Uncle James when we get back? What did he say?”


“He told me not to worry, that he’d call
Travis immediately,” Jazmine explained as they made their way to the front of
the house. “Damn, I forgot to give Jason his phone back.”


“Jason who? Jason Taylor?” Maude asked. But
Jazmine had already gone back inside the house.  She stayed waiting for her out in front,
a gnawing pain building in her chest, hoping Jazmine would run up to her any
minute now and tell her nothing Thomas had hinted held a sliver of truth. 


A few feet away from her she saw the drunken
boy she thought she’d left sound asleep, accompanied by a vivacious redhead
whose tongue wagged a mile a minute as did her hands. Headed toward the Jaguar,
the boy’s step was full of spring, his arm lazily wrapped around his
companion’s waist, letting out an occasional “hmm” whenever she expected him to
respond to what she was saying. A puzzled Maude approached the couple.


“Hey,” she called out. “You’re walking in a
straight line. That must’ve been some nap. But I think your girlfriend should
take the wheel.”


The couple looked at her quizzically then the
boy said, “Look, I know you’re Maude Laurent, your music’s awesome, it’s real
nice to meet you and—” 


“Meet me? I know you were nearly passed out,
but I just put you to bed, an hour or so ago,” Maude answered, puzzled.


The ginger girl turned toward the boy. “I
knew you were nothing but a cheating bastard!” she yelled. The hands that had
animatedly joined her chatter just moments before, each slapped her dazed
companion in turn. He rubbed his cheeks furiously and glared at Maude with a
vengeance.


Maude’s eyes widened as she realized the full
extent of her words.


“No, you’re mistaken. I can assure you. He’s
very much in love with you. He got wasted because of you and kept mumbling your
name, Jennifer, Jennifer over and over again.”


“What? Who’s Jennifer?” She raised her fist
this time, her eyes swinging madly back and forth between Maude and her
‘cheating bastard’ whose survival instincts were increasing with alarming
rapidity.


“Isn’t that your name?” Maude asked with a
sheepish grin. Too late. The irate, not-Jennifer redhead punched her former
companion in the stomach and stomped away with a huff.


“What is wrong with you!” he spluttered, bent
in two. “Christ, I’m getting away from here. This party sucked big time,” he
thundered as he crawled inside his car like a wounded worm and managed to shut
the door after two failed attempts.


He drove off in rage, the tires of his Jaguar
screeching with vehemence, leaving a bewildered Maude speechless. Then she
burst out laughing. So much for couple’s therapy. She’d stick to music in the
future.


Meanwhile, Jazmine found Jason waiting for
her beside the pool.


“Here’s your phone. And I found my cousin.
I’m very grateful for your help,” Jazmine thanked.


“No problem. Are you grateful enough to have
dinner and a movie with me some time this week?” he asked.


Jazmine smiled, flattered, but nevertheless
declined the invitation. “I’m going back to New York this week.”


“That isn’t a problem for me. I’ll be in New
York soon for Vampire Love 2. Unless
there’s another reason. We wouldn’t be seeing a movie I’m in if that’s what
you’re worried about.”


Jazmine let out a hearty laugh. That wouldn’t have been a bad idea.


“I like your sense of humor, and you seem
like a great guy, but I’m . . . ”


Her voice trailed off. She had no clue how to
end her sentence. Not available? Untrue. In a relationship? Untrue, too. Seeing
someone? Not really.


“I’m emotionally unavailable,” she murmured.
“If that even makes any sense,” she added, flushed. Thrusting the cell into
Jason’s hand, she hurried away to find her cousin. 


The drive back to the hotel was a silent one
apart from the soft music playing from the radio. Jazmine tapped her fingers
randomly against the steering wheel and glanced from time to time in Maude’s
direction before turning her attention back on the road.


“I’m sure everything will be fine.” She
attempted to relax her fingers on the steering wheel, but finding it hard to do
so, she resumed her initial activity and tapped on.


When the girls found James in the hotel
lobby, he met them with a grim face.


“Girls, we’re going to have to cut this trip
short. I know you wanted to stay a couple of days in LA now that your tour is
over, but we have to leave tomorrow afternoon.”


“What did Travis say?” Maude asked.


“Not much, but that’s just it. Evasiveness is
unlike him.”


Jazmine nodded “It’s a good thing we’re going
back tomorrow. You can straighten any crooked plan Alan has in mind.”


“I don’t want you to worry,” James reassured.
He kissed the girls goodnight and headed to his room.


The next morning Maude woke up early and in a
good mood.  It might be her last day
in the city, but she and James had established a ritual. Each morning after a
concert, they’d walk around in the city, watch the sun rise before a breakfast
consisting mainly of mountains of waffles.


There were many things Maude loved about her
new life in America and one of those things she’d first called “awffles” (she’d
missed the ‘w’ the first time and had been corrected by a giggling Cynthia).


Of course, she missed Mrs. Bonnin’s
croissants, but waffles had a way of making her forget everything else.


Maude tried to wake her cousin up, promising
her waffles galore, but Jazmine grumbled something that sounded like “back off”
and “beauty sleep.”


So Maude joined James alone for their morning
walk and breakfast. It wasn’t just the walk and food Maude enjoyed, but the
millions of questions she asked that her uncle answered with unlimited patience
and amusement. Ever since she’d learned she had a family, she aspired to know
everything about them. 


“About that,” James started while he watched
Maude pour maple syrup on her waffles. “Victoria and I have decided it’s time
you met your father’s family.”


While Maude’s heart stopped, the maple syrup
didn’t. It kept running, running, running until a concerned James took the
bottle away from his niece.


“Am I ready?” she asked. “Do they know about
me?”


“Victoria told your uncle and aunts
yesterday. They’ll talk to your cousins, but we asked them not to mention the
fact that you’re ‘Maude Laurent.’ To them you’re just Maude. And we were
thinking since your birthday is coming up we could have a family dinner. My mom
will be there, too, as well as your cousins on your father’s side.”


“I’m so happy. That’s a great idea, Uncle
James! I want to meet everybody. Do you think they’ll like me?” Maude asked,
flustered to excess.


“About that . . . ”


“God, I hope they will. Honestly, I don’t
care if people like Lindsey Linton or Alan Lewis or Lexie Staz hate me. But I
do want my family to love me.”


“Maude—” James tried to interrupt, but to no
avail.


“—Uncle James, you have no idea what this
means to me. I’ve grown up so lonesome, deserted by everyone. Now I have a
family with rituals, traditions, and birthday dinners,” she gushed, her eyes
lost in a daydream.


James sighed. Maude had no idea and wasn’t
ready to hear about the downside of family—the craziness that accompanies it.
Especially on his wife’s side. He’d never believed  the grass grew greener on the other
side. His family may have quirks, but on his wife’s side, the grass was in a
crazy shape.











Chapter 2



 

The pleasure of coming home far exceeded Maude’s
anticipation. It had never been a pleasant experience in Carvin when it meant
sleeping in the basement. 


But on a glorious end of August day in New
York, coming home was a delightful treat Maude cherished. From running in the
kitchen barefoot, to witnessing the uncanny scene of her aunt, cookbook in
hand, trying to make an elaborate “Coming Home Dinner” that would pass James’
critical palate’s test. To hugging an impatient Ben in the middle of being
taught that “boys need to learn how to cook, too instead of expecting women
will do it for them.” Twelve-year-old Ben thought he’d rather have anybody, male or female, cook for him if
it allowed him to enjoy his last days of freedom before school started. 


Maude and Jazmine abandoned Chefs Baldwin,
senior and junior, to the joys of homemade cuisine and went up to their room to
unpack. Jazmine’s side of the room lay in a pitiful state. Designer clothes,
magazines, shoes, and bags toppled out of her closet, strewn over the floor
like the remains of a fashion battlefield.


 “Cynthia should be back any minute.
She’ll flip when she sees your mess, Jaz. Don’t you think there’s enough drama
going on with this whole Soulville business?”


“Ahh, Cynth will be so doped on her yoga high
and green tea, she won’t mind a little mess. As for Dad, we’ll hear from him
soon enough. Ugh, help me find my charger in this crazy mess. My battery’s been
dead since yesterday.”


“Speaking of phones, how come you had Jason
Taylor’s last night?”


Jazmine’s face crumpled into a teasing smile
before recounting the details of her meeting with one of Hollywood’s finest.


“Emotionally unavailable?” Maude asked
intrigued. “Why did you say that?”


“Because I’m not interested.”


Screening her cousin’s face with attention,
Maude noticed shades of discernible pleasure mixed with a shadow of guilt. It
could only mean one thing.


“Are you and Jonathan seeing each other?”
Maude asked, trying to leave the slightest hint of reproach out of her voice.
Theirs had been a beautiful tale of Beauty and the Geek, until the geek had
broken Jazmine’s heart by going out with another geek.


“It’s not what you think,” Jazmine reassured.


“What am I thinking?”


“I know he has a girlfriend, and I would
never overstep that boundary. Don’t forget I was raised by a feminist:  female solidarity first and foremost.”


“Then what is it?” Maude insisted.


“They haven’t been getting along lately,”
Jazmine admitted. “And we’ve have been connecting, music-wise,” she added.


“Isn’t that how it always starts?” Maude
wondered with a sigh. Working with Matt had been one of the best experiences in
her life, even though their collaboration had started on a string of French
invectives.


“I need to tell you something,” Jazmine
blurted. “Matt’s thinking of leaving Soulville. And also, he’ll be here
tonight. He’s always been invited to our ‘Coming Home Dinner.’ I didn’t know
how to tell you.”


Her mind fell into a whirlwind of confusion.
Matt leaving Soulville? For good? They were supposed to work together on his
upcoming album. Or had she been foolish enough to think things could remain
amicable in spite of the scandal?


“He doesn’t want your relationship marred by
awkwardness between the two of you so he thought it would be best if . . . ”


“If he just left,” Maude completed, a dry
lump forming in her throat. “Well, maybe he’s right,” she added with a stiff
smile.


“Jazmine Rachel Baldwin!” Cynthia greeted as
she appeared in the doorway. “Did a tornado just pass through our room or
what?” Cynthia, hunched under her heavy camping backpack managed to greet her
sister with the glare only elder sisters possess. Stems from the leaves she’d
slept on stuck out her dark natural hair and streaks of dry mud wrinkled her
brown skin. She hadn’t properly showered in days, yet felt fresh as a flower.  


Irritated at her sister, but nevertheless
happy to see her and Maude, Cynthia went against her inner nature and abandoned
her backpack in a forlorn state to hug the two girls. The two sisters, as
different as night and day, resumed their bickering and order in the universe
was promptly restored.


Maude tiptoed out of the room to take a
stroll along the Hudson River.


The beauty of the city still amazed her. Not
a Monet. No ponds, flowers or rustic artistry. New York was more of a Picasso,
a city teeming with geometrically dazzling beauty.  Having grown up in a small town, she
appreciated feeling deliciously small. The buzzing excitement contrasted with
the monotony of her French life.


Peering in the depths of the Hudson, she
wanted to open her arms wide and kiss mad Manhattan. 


A Big Apple? No. 


A tear of honey on the edge of a sword. She
could taste the sweet golden bliss all the while knowing the risk of scraping
her tongue on the tip of the sword was high.


 She’d forgotten to grab an umbrella on
her way out, but when warm rain dampened her curls, she welcomed the friendly
droplets amid a heavy summer air. The sky was squeezing lemon pulp, and Maude
would be damned if she didn’t open her mouth wide to taste the lemonade. 


“Enjoying your coming home, huh?” a familiar
voice said.


 Was it he whom she hoped to see? It
couldn’t be anyone else, but the only boy she had ever opened her heart to.
Maude turned and allowed herself to smile. Matt stood before her holding an
umbrella in one hand and a French baguette in the other. 


Her something French.


She didn’t know if her joy stemmed from
beholding the holder or the object held but suspected it was the former.


“Where did you buy that?” Maude asked.


“Come on, Maude. You must know by now that you can find bits of France in New York.”


A veil of blankness covered Maude’s face
making Matt laugh. She never ceased to surprise him. And to amuse him endlessly
as well.


“Mind if I join your evening stroll?”


“Not at all,” she lied. Having him near her
reminded of what she would soon lose.


He offered to shelter her under his umbrella.
Although the romance of the situation didn’t escape Maude, she shook her head.
After living sixteen years bent under Carvin’s cold, raspy rain, teaspoons of
warm raindrops were treats she wouldn’t shield herself from.


“I heard . . . ” she started at the same time
he said, “I saw . . . ”


They both stopped in awkward anticipation.


“You first,” Maude offered.


“I saw recordings of your tour,” Matt said.
“You were amazing, even in Atlanta where the acoustics weren’t great.”


“Ugh, you noticed, huh? I wanted to walk off
stage. There I sat with one of the most delectable grand pianos I’d ever seen
and the worst acoustics ever.”


“Don’t worry, your performance remained
solid,” Matt reassured her.


She would miss him, she knew. He always gave
such great feedback. And had gorgeous eyes, but that was beside the point.


“You’re thinking of leaving Soulville,” Maude
said in a whisper as soft as the evening breeze’s whistle.


Matt stopped walking, unsure of whether he’d
detected a hint of sadness in her voice.


But Maude conjured a smile and continued, “I
guess change is good.    No one
wants to spend their entire life in one place.”


“Right,” Matt acknowledged. He tightened his
grip around the crook handle of his umbrella until his knuckles became white.


“And this cool producer in LA wants to help
me produce my album.”


“LA,” Maude repeated. So far? She wouldn’t
even get to see him for Baldwin family dinners anymore. “LA is gorgeous. I
wouldn’t hesitate a minute if I were you,” she chirped, wanting to kick
herself.


“I’m glad you liked it. There are some sick
parties over there,” Matt observed. Great. He’d just reminded her of his wild
past, a sure way to alienate her once more. As if the Lindsey scandal hadn’t
been enough to remind her of his paparazzi-filled life.


“You’ll have a lot of fun over there I’m
sure,” she declared. “I’m starving. If you’re not going to give me some of that
baguette, we’d best be heading back.”


They walked in silence, the occasional glance
escaping their mutual reserve. Just before they went in, Maude turned to Matt.


“Do you think we can still be friends?” she
asked.


Matt leaned his head sideways, thoughtful.
Wanting more than friendship seemed unrealistic now she’d made clear what her
intentions were: a normal boyfriend and a more or less normal relationship,
whatever that even meant. Asking her for anything other would be selfish. If
friends were all they could be, he’d rather live in a world with her as a
friend than in a world without Maude Laurent altogether.


“I’d love that,” he answered after a moment.


When they entered the living room, Maude and
Matt found the entire Baldwin family, handcuffed in grim silence. James’
spirits were drooped with exhaustion; an agitated Victoria marched around the
living room moaning like a vengeful ghost; and the children’s faces were carved
in a mask of shock.


“What happened?” Maude asked.


“Alan took over Soulville,” James answered.
“He’s the new CEO.”


Alan and Soulville in the same sentence were
grammatically incorrect with no James in it. That much, Maude could think. As
for the rest, she’d just shut her brain. She’d turn it back on tomorrow when
the sword in her mouth would allow her tongue to taste the honey once more.


Jazmine’s eyes were fixed on the street as if
James’ news meant that’s where they would end up. They would be poor. The
knowledge settled down in her heart, and she couldn’t shake the idea away.


 Poor meant homeless. Homeless meant
street. And she knew how that went. She’d seen people living on the streets of
New York. She’d seen the street living all over people. Sometimes she’d been
charitable, sometimes she’d been in a hurry. Never had she been generous
enough. 


Cynthia squeezed Jazmine’s hand. There was
always a way. A legal way. They could find a loophole that would untie the knot  her insides had shriveled into. Alan
would go down, because that’s what the Law was for. To bring Alan down.


*****



 

“I want out, Alan,” Maude stated in the
calmest tone she could muster.


James’ former office crumbled under the
weight of bad taste. Alan, as recent self-appointed king of Soulville, sought
to dissolve every trace of his predecessor and thought the expensive frills
he’d redecorated his office in would do the trick.


Alan had been the one to set up a meeting
with Maude. She nevertheless decided to take this opportunity to tell him she
would be leaving with James Baldwin.


“I’m afraid that is not an option, Ms.
Laurent,” Alan answered with forced affability. 


He could be as pleasant as he liked with the
singer he owned. He would make sure she understood that. She was too precious
to lose.


“You have a contract with us, you see.” Alan
always said unequal contracts were godsend and wrongly attributed to the
crossroads demon, an amateur who supposedly promised wealth and fame in
exchange for one’s soul. 


“I signed because I wanted to work with James
and Soulville. I never wanted to sign with a Glitter Records wannabee.”


Alan smiled a smile that he seemed to have
taken out of a file and plastered on his sun-tanned face like a sticker.
Smiling was all there was left to do when everything he’d fought for had fallen
into place with just a little nudge on his part. With James gone, and Mark
under his thumb, Soulville would finally undertake the aggressive strategy it
should have implemented years ago.


“Soulville will never be Glitter. It will
outshine Glitter Records in no time, and for that, I need you.” 


Using the word “need” represented nothing but
a formality for Alan. In need, needy, needs, needful. Those words were food for
the feeble. Need was a void he had filled years ago, ever since he’d walked out
of his father’s house in Queens and decided will
would scratch need out of his
dictionary.


“Use someone else, I’m leaving.”


“And what will you do. Sue us?” 


“I’m sorely tempted.” But the lump in her throat
told her otherwise.


“You’re a Baldwin, and Baldwins hate lawyers.
And all the base press that will bring your image. I know you, Maude. You hate
scandal. You gladly ran away from New York when a few harmless rumors involving
you and Matt surfaced. You have to trust me, Maude: our interests are one and
the same.”


“Really? Tell me about these imaginary
interests we seem to share, because mine involve James Baldwin.”


“You want to be a star.”


“I want to be an artist.”


“Fame.”


“Respect.”


“You want adulation.”


“I want recognition.”


“Tomato, tomato, I told you we had the same
interests. I’ll give you all you want and more.”


Maude sensed “more” would be more than she
wanted or needed.


“James made you a sensation, a rising star.
With me, by the end of the year you’ll be a star that outshines all the others.
International stardom, adulation. Your world will be turned upside down. But
first, you have to let me do my job. I’ve called a personal friend of mine. She
should be here any minute now___.”


“Hello, Uncle Alan. I hope I’m not too late.”


Maude whirled around just in time to witness
the entrance of the longest legs she’d ever seen. 


When Adrianna Florandini walked inside a
room, she expected the walls to tremor with admiration. The never-ending legs,
the luscious black cascade of hair she spent hours straightening, impeccable
posture, her size-zero frame. Not one curve, not a single piece of fat. Holding
her straight, aquiline nose in the air as if it belonged there, she expected
all around her to stare admire and envy.


So when Maude Laurent’s eyes showed
admiration, but no trace of envy, Adrianna Florandini knew something was
terribly wrong with the pretty but uncouth girl.


“Hmm, I see what you mean, Uncle Alan.”
Adrianna circled around Maude boring holes in Maude’s shorts and tank top.
“She’s no ugly duckling, but not groomed in the least and far, oh so far, from
what we need her to be.”


Maude had no idea by which standards Adrianna
regarded her. She may not be a model, but hadn’t Star Buzz praised her “girl next door look”?


“You will need to lose at least ten pounds.”


“I’m just 123 pounds!”


She’d just attained a more or less normal
weight after having been starved her entire life.


“I’ll take care of public relations as well
as posture, hair, makeup, weight, and exercise. Do you exercise?”


“Does P.E count?” Maude asked. 


“So you do nothing. We need to get you ready
before your upcoming cameo in that teen movie.”


“Movie? What movie? I can’t act!” Maude
exclaimed as she followed Adrianna and Alan out of the office. She’d played a
leaf with no line in the Autumn Festival in third grade and had managed to ruin
the play. 


“And that guest appearance in Living with the Livingstons.”


“Haha,” Maude crossed her arms. “I’d rather
die than appear in that TV reality show.”


Adrianna waved off Maude’s protests and led
her to Matt’s creation room.


“Unless your plan is to strengthen the
muscles in my hands, I don’t see what Matt’s creation room can . . . ”


Maude’s voiced trailed off as Adrianna opened
the door. She nearly fainted at the sight of the transformed room. Sofas,
piano, and guitars couches had disappeared, chased away to be replaced by
exercise equipment: butterfly, treadmill, and ellipticals. Nothing music
related whatsoever.


“What is all this? Where will I practice my
piano and my voice?”


“Another room’s been prepared,” Alan
explained. “Your new voice coach, Eliza Tate will train your voice from now
on.”


“Eliza who?  I don’t need her. I’m Ms. Tragent’s
student. Her only private student, remember?” She wouldn’t trade Ms. Tragent
for anything. This Eliza Tate was nobody in comparison with the renowned
soprano, who was as selective as she was disagreeable to her students.


“I’ve sent a note to Ms. Tragent on your
behalf. You will be giving up the classical aspect of your career. You’re a pop
star now, Maude. It’ll be just pop from now on.” Alan looked at his watch,
registering the time Maude’s musical world crumbled around her.


 “We expect you here at eight o’clock each
morning. Oh, Adrianna, have you contacted Mrs. Cartwright?”


“Who’s that?” Maude asked.


“Your tutor. You won’t have to go to school
anymore. Isn’t that every teenager’s dream?” Adrianna threw at her before
leaving her to admire her new torture chamber.


Maude went over to the butterfly machine fly
where her piano had once stood and sat on the edge on the seat, shoulders
slumped.


 “Every teenager’s dream,” Maude repeated,
her voice crushed by the machine’s shadow looming over her head.



 

*****



 


 

Seventeen. That’s how old she was. Or how
young. 


Didn’t matter, she would meet her family. She
would be like everyone else who celebrates their birthday with family. No
matter that kids her age preferred to celebrate with friends. Maude wanted
family and cared for little else. She wanted ties giftwrapped in a common name,
nurtured by common ancestors, melted in the same thick blood.


And that’s what she got when she stepped into
Elder Williams’ home in Brooklyn with the Baldwins.


The door swung wide open and curiosity
greeted them. Curiosity wore a crown of white hair matted into braids, and
reading glasses clutching her nose. Of course Winnie Win, James’ mother would
have wanted to be the first to see that French girl everyone had been fussing
about since her son had travelled to Paris. That singing girl who walked with a
piano tucked underneath her fingernails.


“So you’re that French girl everyone’s been
gossiping about,” Winnie Win greeted, surveying Maude with a critical eye. “You
don’t look French to me. But you’re pretty enough. Come on in. The other guests
haven’t arrived yet.”


Winnie Win welcomed Maude into the Elder
Williams home and wondered at her not wearing a beret and a baguette under her
arm. What kind of French girl was she?


The sort of French girl who inhaled every
African detail in the Elder Williams house with keen interest. The ancient
house bore a gloomy charm about it. A postcard for a Halloween haunted house,
except nobody knew whether kind or menacing ghosts haunted it. The living room
tipped in a cauldron of African charm with statuettes and masks neatly displayed
in every corner, wall, and piece of furniture. The most interesting mask, no
doubt, was the grim one the Elder Williams had latched on his face once he’d
understood respect originated first and foremost from fear.


 Victoria had narrated few tales concerning
the stern man. Maude had imagined him tall, muscular with an imposing, booming,
thunderous voice like a djinn from Arabian tales. In his place she found a
frail, but healthy septuagenarian held by an ivory cane. No booming voice
raged, but a steady clump, clump, clump from a stick more similar to a scepter
than a cane.


“Dad,” Victoria started pleasantly. “This is
Maude, Aaron’s daughter,” she added. She’d stopped fearing her father years
ago, but he still managed to inspire a certain awe and a silent thanks to the
heavens she no longer lived under his roof. 


The Elder Williams eyes didn’t linger on that
“French Granddaughter” of his. He never needed to stare at people. He read her
in a split second. Her amused smile, the tiny crinkles about her mouth when she
did so, her resemblance to his long-lost son. He hated her. Then loved her.
Then feared her and hated her once more, because loving represented a commodity
he refused at his age, not when he knew what he knew. Not when he’d lived what
he’d lived. 


One could love someone at twenty, thirty,
forty. But one stopped discovering loved ones at sixty. By then, his affections
(as seldom as he demonstrated them) had been set on the family he knew, not the
strange fruit that randomly fell off his family tree. The season for falling in
love with loved ones had withered, replaced by a cold winter, freezing his
emotions around the family ties he’d cultivated his entire life. How was it
then that when he read Maude’s unabashed eyes, the hinges of his rusty heart rotated
back to life? For sure, he had to hate her, or he wouldn’t live his remaining
years in peace. That wouldn’t be too hard. 


After all, he’d always hated the French.


“Maude Williams, welcome to our family,” he
finally decided to greet, his grim mask safely pinned to his face.


“I’m Maude Laurent,” Maude corrected with
stiff politeness. She had an uncanny inkling her grandfather had left out her
French name on purpose and preferred he hadn’t. “That is until I’m officially
adopted. Then I’ll be Maude Laurent-Baldwin.”


The doorbell’s loud summoning drowned Elder
Williams’s derisive snort out. An undeniable wave of relief washed over Jazmine
when the doorbell rang: Elder Williams always treated her like she had two left
hands, left feet, and drove on the left side of the street.


“Uncle Stephen, Auntie Loretta! Jordan!” she
squealed with delight upon seeing her cousin. Her aunt and uncle were the most
boring people she knew, but, with Jordan, fun took a whole new meaning. “Where
are Trey and Harriet?” she asked quizzically. It was an uncanny sight to see
Jordan without Trey, like seeing peanut butter without jelly. Acceptable, but
odd nevertheless.


“They’re coming up with Maude’s gift. But who
cares? You’ve got the best-looking Williams in the house!” Jordan swayed and
danced right into the living room, under his grandfather’s irate glare and
Maude’s bewildered eyes.


Jordan tripped over the ancient rug when he
saw Maude.


“You!” he yelled out with frantic
astonishment. “You’re that Maude!” He
emphasized the word Maude as if he’d discovered America’s most wanted criminal.


Maude herself seemed to have a hard time
recovering her power of speech. The young man standing before her was the same
one she’d helped at Jason Taylor’s party and who had in return erased her from
his memory in the blink of an eye.


“You?” Maude asked. “You’re my cousin?” To think she had a cousin who
could drink to the point of complete oblivion was disturbing in the least.


“You two know each other?” Cynthia asked,
wondering how much she’d missed during her summer retreat.


“Do I know her?” Jordan spluttered. “She
ruined my evening! She completely wrecked any chance I had of_—”


“If by ruining your evening you mean saving
your life, I take that as a compliment!” Maude retorted.


“Saving my life! I didn’t know gorgeous
redheads were a life-threatening disease!”


“Redheads! I’m sure you don’t even remember
her name. No wonder Jennifer wants nothing more to do with you!”


“Who the hell is that Jennifer you keep
talking about?”


“I think you’re talking about my Jennifer, aren’t you?”


Maude turned to the doorway and sure enough,
Jordan’s identical twin brother stood there like the logical explanation to
their very twisted tale.


Maude and Jordan turned to Trey, then to each
other, and erupted in fits of laughter that might have shaken the Earth more
thoroughly than Atlas sneezing.


Jordan and Trey hugged their newfound cousin
with unaffected merriness while their parents and sister Harriet greeted Maude
with a wary eye.


Victoria’s older brother Stephen and his wife
Loretta hated indignity. Finding out about a lost niece, raised by wolves in
the jungle of a remote French town was weird to say the least. Ordinary for
all, but the Joneses, like the strand of hair sticking out from a tight bun,
the red eyes that stood out from a Polaroid picture. It didn’t help that they
detected none of the refinery they thought all French young girls ought to
display.


Their daughter, on the other hand, had the
airs of a nineteenth-century duchess. Prim and proper was the mantra she held
on to tighter than her gloved hands clung to the leather handles of her Chanel
bag. 


“Where are Rocky and Aunt Pearl? Late as
usual, I’m sure,” Harriet commented, her eye wandering around the room as if
her aunt would pop out of the chimney. “Tardiness in a female is a most
insufferable trait,” she added as she sat on the nearest sofa with an air of
dignified boredom.


“I doubt tardiness is valued in any person,
male or female, Harriet,” Victoria admonished with caution. She’d promised
James she would show uncommon restraint and ignore Harriet’s outdated remarks
on female etiquette even if she had to choke on her own tongue. Listening to a
member of her own family regurgitate such chauvinistic views was mildly
bearable on a normal basis, but on that particular day, called for the exercise
of a herculean effort.


But then, she would do anything to allow
Maude to spend a peaceful birthday gathering.


“We’re here! Pop the bubbly!” Aunt Pearl
cried as she made her long-waited entrance into the living room, accompanied by
her son.


Maude’s grandfather grumbled something about
the invention of doorbells, but absorbed with her new aunt’s joyful demeanor,
she ignored her grandfather’s confusing speech. 


“So, that’s the new hair color you went for,
Pearl,” Uncle Stephen sniffed. “A very appropriate color to meet your new
niece.”


If Aunt Pearl was called the “wild child” of
the Williams family with embarrassment on Uncle Stephen’s part, and admiration
from Victoria’s, only she knew how little truth existed in the nickname she’d
never chosen to ascribe herself. The only wild thing about her at the moment
was the growling of her ravenous stomach. As well as the fluorescence of her
thick, red-dyed mane. Her acting career had been similar to the toilet paper
commercial she’d just appeared in: short, unmemorable, and over before it
began. The only thing she had to boast for stood next to her as the handsome,
twenty-year-old fellow she’d raised on her own.


“I’m sure Maude won’t mind having one
eccentric aunt. Every family needs at least one, no?” Rocky observed.


“We have an archaeologist. Isn’t that
eccentric enough?” Jordan teased, elbowing his cousin.


“I’m sure it is,” Elder Williams scowled as
he left the room and headed for the dining room. “With brains like that, Rocky
could’ve been anything: a doctor, a businessman, an astronaut. Anything.”


A cantankerous individual’s affections,
seldom bestowed, are wont to affix themselves on a particular person for no
other reason but that of their whimsical perceptions. Rocky was Elder Williams’
soft spot, a black hole where his ill-humor would stay trapped.


Rocky deserved his name from having spent
hours among minerals, digging up what in his eyes appeared as diamonds but in
his mother’s were just her son’s best friends. What was thought a mere
infatuation at eight spawned into a full-blown passion at eighteen and a desire
to become an archeologist to his beloved grandfather’s vocal disapproval. 


As soon as Maude and Rocky laid eyes on each
other, they knew they would get along just fine. They barely had time to
exchange more than a hello before Maude’s aunt and cousins grabbed her wanting
to know everything about this French girl who had taken New York by storm.


“I don’t understand: why don’t you wear a
beret?” asked Winnie Win, settling next to Maude at the dinner table. She
peered at Maude’s head as if she could make a beret appear out of thin air.


 “Not everyone wears berets in France,
Winnie,” Harriet replied, rolling her eyes. “The French are more refined than
that. Most of them are at least,” she said, pinning Maude with the stone gaze
she reserved for people who’d erupted from the gutter. Maude met her reproof
with puzzlement. To think she was being given the once-over by a girl who’d
stepped right out of the little house on the prairie.


“Who cares about refinement? Parisian parties
are the best!” Jordan exclaimed. “Remember the one we went to on the
Champs-Elysées with Matt on New Year’s Eve?”


Maude choked on her drink.


“You’ve been to parties on the Champs? With
Matt?”


“That happened before he decided to become a
serious artist,” Trey explained with a tinge of regret. There were way too many
serious artists out there, and he never could understand why Matt had decided
to join their boring ranks.


“The French president’s son came, too. That
party was sweeeeet.”


“You two should be thinking less about
jet-setting and more about your studies,” Winnie Win remarked. She’d raised her
only son to a sturdy, dependable man. What was it with those Williams twins and
their passion for burning money they’d never earned?


“I think it’s important for young men to have
all the fun they can while they’re young,” Aunt Loretta pointed out, before
shutting her lips back into a thin firm line.


“Only young men,” Victoria mumbled, biting
her lip in exasperation.


“Here comes Queen Victoria, the feminist of
the year, wearing her self-righteous halo, wanting to free all womanhood from
shackles imposed by domineering men,” Uncle Stephen sneered.


Victoria protested, but silent pleas from
Jazmine and Cynthia slowed her revolutionary fervor to a stop. Besides, her
older brother was a lost cause she didn’t want to waste her breath on. And
she’d promised to be on her best behavior.


“I’m a woman,” Harriet declared as if anybody
might have thought otherwise. “But I don’t care for all this feminist talk one
bit,” she stated, cutting her meat with her dainty little fingers.


“Have you found a husband yet?” Ben asked,
relishing from the knowledge the dinner was two steps from skidding off the
rails.


“Ben!” James cried with horror.


Harriet dropped her knife with shaky hands
and warm cheeks. Stephen’s daughter never dropped anything and might’ve been an
incredible juggler if she’d thought it an appropriate pastime for a young
female of her station. But every time the dreadful question hung in the air
(and Ben asked it several times a year to harass his arrogant cousin), she lost
her wits. She’d turned twenty-five this year and still had found no respectable
man to gift her hand with the long-awaited engagement ring she’d chosen at Tiffany’s
on her seventeenth birthday.  


“I haven’t,” she croaked, on the verge of
tears as she picked up the knife she wanted to stab her little cousin with.


Cynthia, who sat next to her, touched her
shoulder with sympathy.


“You’ll find your Prince Charming soon, I’m
sure,” she said. Cynthia, the only Baldwin who managed to comprehend the
workings of Harriet’s mind, was taken aback when her cousin burst into tears.


Jazmine sighed in exasperation. Neither
Jazmine, nor Ben had the patience to deal with Harriet’s antics, and Maude
presently understood why.


“I’m such a disgrace! I’m twenty-five and all
my friends are married, and I’m noooooot!”


“I’ve never been married, and I assure you
there’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Aunt Pearl said with a coaxing smile.


“Please, Pearl, don’t give matrimonial
advice. I don’t expect you to understand. My daughter won’t make the mistakes
you made,” Uncle Stephen inserted.


“Mistakes! Rocky is not, and will never be
called a mistake in this house. Do you understand me, Stephen?” Pearl hissed. 


“Rocky may not have been a mistake,” Aunt
Loretta huffed, “but that toilet paper commercial you were in wasn’t your
finest hour.”


“Don’t talk to my sister that way, Loretta,”
Victoria warned. “I’d rather see my sister being chased by flying toilet paper
rolls any day, than sit next to a girl who thinks her wedding day is the alpha
and omega of her existence.”


James winced as Victoria’s self-restraint
flapped its wings and flew happily out the window. So much for that promise
Victoria had made that same morning.


“We can’t all be like you, Victoria. Always
wanting to save the world,” Stephen snarled. “I’d rather enjoy what life gives
me.”


“You mean what Dad gives you, Stephen,”
Victoria retorted. “Dad and Williams Enterprise.”


“I tend to agree with Stephen on this one,
Victoria,” Elder Williams finally spoke up. “You might want to reconsider your
lifestyle, Vic. James will have to work for me now that he’s lost what he
considered a career.” 


“Actually,” James intervened, “ I didn’t want
to talk about it today, but I was offered a position in another music company.”
No way he’d put up with Elder Williams embarrassing him in front of his family
again.


“Really?” Jazmine shrieked as if he’d
announced he’d found the cure to cancer. That was a huge weight off her chest.
“Where?”


“Jazmine, this is neither the time nor the
place,” James admonished, glancing at a distraught Maude. 


“Are you going to work for Tenacious Records?
Or better yet for Motown? I’m sure you’d make the perfect fit, Uncle James!”
Trey exclaimed.


“Tell us where you’ll work, James. Unless
you’re making all of this up.” Elder Williams had never approved of the young
bluesman Victoria had brought home one day at twenty-six, and his contempt had
increased when he’d been apprised of James’ predicament.


“My son wouldn’t make stuff up, Saul,” Winnie
Win said, sternness crisping her face. “I raised my son right,” she added
pointedly, sniffing in Stephen’s direction.


James saw another argument brewing and
decided to intervene before things went askew anew.


“I’ll be working for Glitter Records,” he
revealed, avoiding Maude's questioning glance. “I’ll be working on Lindsey
Linton’s new album.” 


“Glitter?” Maude choked. This birthday was
going horribly amiss. Not remotely how she had pictured her first family
gathering.  But Uncle James working
with Lindsey?


“She’s hot! Would you mind if I dropped by
your workplace one of these days, Uncle James?” Jordan asked, unaware of his
cousin’s discomfort.


“ Nah, bro. She’s dating Matt or Thomas
Bradfield. Or Matt left her for Maude and then Maude dumped him for Thomas.
Haven’t you heard all these rumors about that love triangle or square or
whatever their twisted deal is?”


“And how much will they pay you? Much less
than what you got with your own company for sure,” Elder Williams interrupted,
still intent on squeezing information out of James.


“Lindsey Linton is not going out with Matt.
Maude and Thomas aren’t a couple. It’s all lies,” Jazmine answered hotly,
glancing at Maude who preferred listening to what James had to say.


“The pay is fine,” James was saying.  “I’m more preoccupied with Glitter’s
politics. Our idea of music isn’t exactly the same.”


“I forgot how big of a dreamer you were,
James Baldwin. That’s why Soulville always made less money than Glitter. Maybe
your internship there won’t be for nothing.”


“It’s not an internship.”


“Might teach you a thing or two. You and
Victoria are like children,” Elder Williams shook his head, his white curls
moving to the rhythm of his reproach. “You got dreams, you want to make this
world a better place. It’s all vanity. Fighting for lost causes didn’t get
Aaron anywhere did it? Other than his grave.
Him and that ridiculous French wife
of his, wife whom we know nothing of and who, for all we know, might’ve married
him for his family’s money.”


Dead silence filled the room.


“How dare you.” Maude whispered in a menacing
voice. “How dare you speak of my
parents that way! My mother! You never . . . ” Maude took a deep breath to
steady her voice “You never even knew
her!”


“I know the French, I know things about them
you wouldn’t even suspect. And I know you’re one, too, so you can’t be
altogether different. That’s quite enough information for me,” Elder Williams
said, pointing his ivory cane accusingly at Maude.


“You know the French?” Maude scoffed. “You
know nothing. You decided you didn’t want to get to know
me. I saw it in your eyes when I first arrived. I thought I was mistaken, but I
wasn’t.”


Elder Williams saw his son in Maude’s fiery
eyes, and his soul squirmed, but his face didn’t. She was just like her father,
that day. That day Aaron had told him about his impending departure. The day
his ungrateful son had turned against his father, had disobeyed his father’s
orders.


“You little—”


“Grandpa, stop,” Rocky said with a calmness
that proved effective nonetheless.


Elder Williams stopped, but Maude didn’t. She
pushed her chair away from the table and hurried out of the room as fast as her
rattled emotions allowed her.


Rocky caught up with Maude outside the house.


“Maude, wait up!” Rocky held her back. “Sit
with me a little while, would you?” He asked, pointing to the stoop. 


“I don’t want to spend another minute here.
You can all enjoy my birthday dinner without me.”


Rocky smiled as he took a seat, and patted
the vacant space next to him. Maude sighed, but took a seat.


“I want to divorce this family,” Maude
stated. “That’s not possible in France, but in the States there’s always room
for innovation.”


“Unfortunately, you’re stuck with us, Maude.
But if you read Grandpa’s eyes, then you read mine. Therefore, you must know
how happy I am to welcome you into this family.”


Maude’s expression softened, but her
grandfather’s words continued to grate her ears.


“Maybe you’re happy, but nobody else seems to
be in that frame of mind. You heard Elder Williams.”


“He doesn’t like anybody.”


“Jordan, Trey and I got off on the wrong
foot.”


“They don’t seem to hold it against you.”


“And Harriet! She’s . . . ”


“Harriet is Harriet. Nobody minds her.”


“Uncle Stephen and Aunt Loretta look down on
me because I’m not French enough.”


“They look down on everyone. Were you or were you not there when they basically told
my mother she was a failure?”


“Your mother’s fun,” Maude said, brightening
up. “I can see why Stephen snubs her: he sucks the fun out of everything.”


“Uncle Stephen calls my mother a ‘wild child’
because she’s the last of four children, and she pursued an acting career he
was against. At the time, Grandpa was weakened because of Uncle Aaron’s death
and Grandma’s death as well. My mother had her way, unlike Uncle Stephen.”


“Her career didn’t take off, did it?” Maude
had gathered that much.


“You could put it that way,” Rocky answered
with frank humor. “Let’s just say, having me put a cramp in a career that
wasn’t making much headway to begin with. She says I’m her proudest
achievement.”


“You are on the path to becoming a renowned
archeologist. That’s something to be proud of.”


“I owe everything to her,” Rocky acknowledged
with serenity. “Which is why I haven’t told her yet I’ll be leaving for the French
Caribbean islands to research French colonial findings from the eighteenth
century next summer for six months. It’ll be my first overseas experience.”


Maude’s head swiveled sharply at him. His
tone hadn’t changed, and he might as well have been talking about the weather.


“Why can’t you tell her you’re leaving?”


“What do you know of Italian mothers?”


“They make great pizzas?” 


Rocky laughed. “Not exactly. They’re quite
possessive where their sons are concerned.”


“Your mother isn’t Italian. How did she react
to you dating girls for example?”


“She’s never had to. I’ve never been in a
serious relationship before. Have you?”


“I’ve . . . ” Maude hesitated. She could
hardly call a kiss and three days of bliss a serious relationship. “No, I
haven’t. But, I’m sure your mother would be happy for you. She doesn’t strike
me as being possessive.”


“She’s never been alone. It’s always been
just the two of us. I can’t help but feel guilty at the thought of leaving her
behind. She’s always put me first and has never had time to date, let alone
have a serious boyfriend.”


Maude bit her lip, deep in thought. Finally
she said:


“I didn’t know family ties could tangle into
such a complicated mess.”


“Not all
families,” Rocky corrected. “Our
family is several shades of crazy.”


“Amen to that,” Maude agreed. 


Maude and Rocky jumped up when the door
opened behind them. The entire Baldwin clan filed out and faced Maude.


“Maude, I’m sorry about my dysfunctional
family,” Victoria apologized. James lifted an eyebrow, and she shuffled to find
the right words.


“I’m also sorry I didn’t keep calm and ruined
everything. As for Elder Williams, I’m sure he’ll come around.”


“We should’ve warned you he didn’t like the
French, but I kind of hoped he’d react well to finding about his new granddaughter.
I didn’t want you to come here with apprehension,” James said with dejection.


“I’m sure we could get along if he’d give me
a chance. But he’d made up his mind, I saw it plain as day. And I refuse to beg
him to love me. I’m never making that mistake again.” One thing Maude had
learned from living sixteen years under a tyrant’s thumb was to never crawl for
affection. Crawling only ripped her skin and exposed her weakness to the
unsympathetic eye.


James’ pained expression mirrored Victoria’s.
They would never understand the extent of the damage Mrs. Ruchet had wrought in
the girl that stood before them, leaning on a sense of proud vulnerability.


“You should’ve
known better, Dad,” Ben said in a serious tone. “As for you, Mom, I’m
disappointed in you, young lady. You’re to stay in your room for a week to
reflect on your conduct.”


Victoria laughed and sighed immediately
afterwards.


“To think Ben was the best behaved at the
dinner table. That’s how awful this dinner was.”


“I don’t agree,” Cynthia put in. “He’s the
one who asked Harriet if she’d found a man willing to ‘put a ring on it,’
remember?”


“An innocent question!” Ben protested, a
mischievous glint in his eye. “I thought she had that bride-to-be glow.”


“There is no such thing as a bride-to-be
glow,” Jazmine replied. “Besides, if there was, I don’t think Harriet Williams
would find it appropriate for a young woman of her ‘station.’”


 



 

*****



 


 

“Twenty more pumps, Maude. That’s right
you’re getting there,” Adrianna called out.


If by “there” Adrianna meant hell, Maude was
most definitely arriving to the dreaded destination.


Humpf, humpf, hummmmpf were the only sounds
heard in the room still echoing with the ghosts of Maude and Matt’s creative
arguments.


It was bad enough that Matt’s creation room
had been turned upside down, for the last five days, Maude had been on a strict
diet that included nothing other than Pilates, pumps, and more Pilates. Piano
and singing had disappeared from her food groups, which was somewhat
unfortunate for the girl who’d survived Carvin by feeding off her weekly piano
sessions in a tiny, soundproof, library room.


If only James Baldwin were down the hall
instead of Alan Lewis. If only Matt were still in Soulville instead of planning
his departure for Los Angeles. 


“Matt, what are you doing here, darling?”
Adrianna exclaimed in surprise.


Maude involuntarily slumped from her pumps
and fell flat on her stomach with an awkward humpf. 


Maybe her wishes could materialize if only
she thought hard enough.


“Smoothie, smoothie, smoothie,” she mumbled.


Nothing. 


Except a puzzled expression from Matt and a
blank one from Adrianna. She always blanked when foods other than carrots were
mentioned, as if ignoring them meant they didn’t exist.


Adrianna hurried to greet Matt and gave him
two noisy kisses on each cheek.


“Mwa, mwa,” Adrianna stood back, proud as
everything to display such impeccable French manners.


“You do know French people don’t actually
press their lips on random people’s cheeks when they greet. They ‘empty kiss,’
Adrianna,” Maude pointed out. Especially if they’re as close as those two
seemed, she thought with a hint of irritation. She shouldn’t be surprised Matt
knew a model of the likes of Adrianna. In fact, it merely confirmed she and
Matt were on two different planets.


“Sorry to interrupt your session,” he
apologized uncomfortably. Seeing his creation room turned into a gym wasn’t at
all what he’d been expecting. Nor did he expect to find Adrianna Florandini
between these four walls.


“I need to speak to Maude privately, if
that’s okay.”


“All right, but Maude will have to start
those last twenty pumps all over again,” Adrianna declared as she exited.
“We’ll see if your French manners can handle that.”


“I just had two left!” Maude protested to the
empty doorway. “Aarrgh!  I hate her!
What is it with New Yorkers and Pilates anyway? I’m French, ergo I jog. That’s
it! I don’t impose horrible, torturous exercises to people I barely even know
just because my uncle is Stalin’s little brother!” 


“Nah, Alan Lewis is too interested in making
money to be a communist.”


Maude glared at Matt for daring to contradict
her during such painful times.


“I guess this is a bad time. I’ll come back
later.”


“No! I mean, sorry,” Maude mumbled
shamefacedly. “Sorry, for letting my frustration out on you. I’m all ears.”


“I have bad news.”


Maude had been so busy ranting, she hadn’t
noticed Matt held a folder. She tensed at and couldn’t bring herself to ask how
bad the news was. By the taut expression he bore, it looked like the news had
swallowed his face whole.


“I’ve been hearing things about Lexie Staz
these days. About a book she’s been writing.”


Maude’s heart seemed to alter its activity at
the mention of Lexie’s name, as if it wanted to bounce out from her chest and
run. 


 “I have a friend who works in the publishing
industry who managed to get an extract of her first draft for me.”


Matt turned away from Maude’s stricken face,
wishing with all his being he could spare her the awful truth.


“It’s about you. She’s writing a biography
about you, Maude.”



 

You
may know her as the amazing singer who took New York by storm with her hit
single “Betrayed but Not Broken.” But for the inhabitants of the little French
town of Carvin, Maude Laurent is nothing if not an ordinary girl, with ordinary
troubles, including those of the heart.


Before
Maude became entangled in a complicated love triangle involving Lindsey Linton
and Matt, she was already wreaking havoc under the gray sky of northern France.


“I
was Maude’s first love,” Luc tells me, his eyes wavering from these painful reminiscences.
“Back in eighth grade, I was dating this other girl named Rachel, one of
Maude’s best friends. At first, I made fun of Maude. She was the girl obsessed
with her piano. But then I got to know her. I heard her play Brahms and was
never the same again,” Luc admits candidly.



 

Without
so much as a second of hesitation, Maude asked him to break up with Rachel and
openly went out with Luc, the handsome bad boy with the bright eyes. She never
regretted her decision to “follow her heart” like she told him. 


But
Luc knew their love couldn’t last.


“She
was born to be a star, and I was destined to spend my life in Carvin,” Luc
explains, sadly realistic at such a young age. “When she was offered the
contract that would later make her famous, she begged me to ask her to stay.
But I told her to go, that I would never tie her down. I broke up with her to
set her free.”


Luc’s
heartbreaking loss was our gain, because his impact on Maude’s life inspired
her to write “Betrayed but Not Broken.” 


The
young star may have moved on, but she hasn’t changed much. When I asked Luc
what he thought about Maude stealing Matt from poor Lindsey Linton, Luc told me
that Maude would never hesitate to follow her heart, even if it meant crushing
someone else’s.


Luc,
your warning has been heard.



 

Maude tossed the document aside after reading
it aloud and stared into Matt’s questioning expression.


“So you and Luc, huh?” Matt let out finally.
He never really pictured Maude’s life in Carvin, her relationship to her
classmates. He knew her life had been hard under the Ruchets’ roof, but outside
that narrow scope, he knew precious little.


“Are you serious? Are you telling me you
believe this garbage?” Maude cried out in disbelief.


“Of course not!” Matt protested. “Not all of
it. But you must have known this Luc guy, no?”


“I did,” Maude admitted, not without a
certain reluctance. “And I actually had a mild crush on him. That lasted about
a day, until he relentlessly tormented me for the rest of my Carvin school
days. My clothes were too old, or my shoes bore too many holes. There was
always something about me to set him off. And Rachel was never my friend. I had
none,” Maude mumbled. 


A surge of anger rushed through Matt towards
the faceless specters of Maude’s past. To think they made fun of one so
talented, kind, and, at the same time, defenseless and alone.


“Lexie will stop at nothing to get
information about you, even invent lies.”


“I don’t care about Luc, or Rachel, Matt.
They’re nothing to me,” Maude said through gritted teeth. Of course it bothered
her, but she could live with Luc’s desire to bask in his fifteen fleeting
minutes of fame. No, only one thought made a shudder of dread slither down her
spine. 


 “How long before Lexie Staz gets to Mrs.
Ruchet?”



 


 

*****



 


 

Verdi’s Othello
defied the ages, and Maude was engrossed in the DVD she’d bought with Nathan
Leopold and Rebecca Sylvester as the leads at Covent Garden. Despite their
youth, their talent was recognized not only by Maude, who devoured them with
her eyes, but also by the opera community as a whole.


Her fingers scratched her empty plate and
clutched only thin air. Another trip to the kitchen was necessary. She jumped
off the sofa in the living room and made her way to the kitchen.


Hushed whispers. Exasperated tones. Maude
didn’t know if she should enter the kitchen.  So, naturally, she pressed her ear to
the wall.


“You said you’d tell her,” Maude heard
Jazmine whisper with anger.


“I’m sorry, Jaz. Now isn’t a good time.”
Maude heard a male voice answer.


Jonathan’s voice.


“I’ll tell her soon, I promise.”


“That’s what you always say, Jon. I hate being that girl. I’m not that girl. I refuse to be.”


“You know if I could . . . ”


“But you can,” Jazmine insisted. “Tell her it’s over. Unless . . . ”


“No, don’t say that, Jaz. You know I love you.”


“You’re still in love with her!” Jazmine
cried. “It’s just like me to fall for the only two-timing nerd in the entire
universe.”


“I’m not a two-timing anything.”


“But you are
a nerd,” Jazmine giggled, her previous anger forgotten.


Then Maude could no longer hear voices, just
noises that sounded a lot like passionate kissing.


She backed away from the kitchen, but in such
haste that she lost the empty plate she held in her hand and cried out as it
went crashing to the floor. It was in these moments she wished she possessed
soundproof clumsiness.


Jazmine and her guest hurried out and bumped
into a very embarrassed Maude.


“Sorry,” she greeted sheepishly. “I’m
leaving. You can resume, er I mean, pretend I never . . . I don’t exist.”


Jonathan, whose glasses drooped on his nose
looked as uncomfortable as Maude felt. Surprise was her first reaction every
time she saw the pair together. Tall and distinguished, Jazmine looked like a
model for Vogue where Jonathan’s
uncoordinated limbs always made him appear out of place within his own self.


“I was about to leave anyway,” Jonathan
cleared his throat, fumbled a farewell, and headed for the entrance door with
awkward relief.


“Sorry for interrupting.” She didn’t know
what to say that wouldn’t sound disapproving.


Jazmine took a deep breath.


“I know what you want to say.”


“Nothing. I’ve nothing to say.”


“I know. He’s still with Laura and I
shouldn’t, I shouldn’t think he’s
going to leave her for me even though he says he will.”


“Isn’t that what they never do?” Maude asked,
dropping the whole ‘I didn’t see anything’ act.


“Jonathan is different,” Jazmine argued. “The
closest he ever got to a girl before me was in front of a TV screen!” 


“And now he’s got two girls fighting for him.
Talk about an ego boost!” 


 “We’re not fighting, like rolling in the mud or anything. Just drop it. And don’t tell Cynthia, or she’ll lose it.”


“Fine, I won’t. Just watch out. I don’t want
to see you get hurt, okay?”


While Maude frowned, Jazmine pshished and
pshawed, and Maude thought her cousin had been replaced by an alien who could
fall in love. Because that certainly could not be her cousin who’d once said
love was the farthest notion from her mind.



 


 










Chapter 3



 

Cynthia Baldwin was smart. 


She didn’t just possess a bright mind. She
looked smart and felt rightly so as she stood facing Soulville Tower in
stilettos and a fitting, cream business suit. She pushed back her fake Ray-Ban
glasses from her nose, thinking she might decide to keep these accessories
permanently.


This smelled crazy, she knew. But life
without a whiff of crazy was just an imitation of life. Her father needed her.
Her cousin’s mind was disheveled. Maude hadn’t complained, but Cynthia was
perceptive, more so than her sister, and she knew her cousin was handling
Alan’s coup d’état like a wounded soldier, preferring to suffer in solitary
silence. That’s why she would use her gap year to find out how Alan had managed
to overthrow James and how she could legally get rid of the usurper. And
incidentally if her desire to become a lawyer was solid or just a passing whim
like her mother thought.


“You must be Cynthia Carlisle, the new legal
intern?” asked a young man lighting a cigarette. He had the dark curls of a
lisping child but eyes as stern as gargoyle.   He waited for her answer, barely
keeping his impatience under rein.


Cynthia swiftly pulled the newly lit
cigarette out of his lips and crushed it under her heel. Ash returning to ash.


 She hadn’t spent two months in a retreat
cleansing her mental and physical being to be polluted by an avid smoker. And
what if he was grumbling? She wasn’t afraid of a mere intern in her father’s
company.


“Do you know what this will do to you?” she
asked. “I wonder at this Daniel Siwel guy for allowing interns to smoke in a
workplace.” Things were definitely wrong in Soulville if the head of the legal
department allowed this kind of freedom.


“I
am Daniel Siwel,” the young man let out through gritted teeth, irritated at
being deprived of the soothing atmosphere of nicotine’s cloudy grimace.


Cynthia’s disconcertment lasted no longer
than a split second, before she decided if she was to embarrass herself, she
might as well try to keep her head in vertical position.


“Then you should know better. I think,”
Cynthia finished her sentence with a mumble. She really shouldn’t be drawing
attention to herself on her first day as a legal intern under a false name. And
fake glasses.


“I’m sure you understand, I wouldn’t be an
upstanding citizen if I didn’t try to save the life of a man so young. How old are you?” she blurted, instantly
wishing she hadn’t. He couldn’t be older than twenty-five. How had he managed
to become head of the legal department at such a young age?


“I’m your boss, and that’s all you need to
know,” he answered, glowering like the butt of his dying cigarette. He was
tempted to light another, but was wary of this unstable new intern’s reaction,
and didn’t like taking long breaks anyway. He’d teach her a lesson. Nobody
played with his cigarettes and got away with it.


“Follow me,” he barked.


Cynthia complied. Stay calm, she told
herself. Stay calm, stay calm, STAY CALM.


When she got to the busy fifth floor, she
barely managed to follow her mental admonition.  She’d never been to Soulville’s legal
department.  She rarely came to
Soulville as it was. 


These walls, these overflowing coffee-makers,
coffee stains dried from all-nighters, staplers munching on pages of legal
documents, this was the heart of Soulville. Contracts and legal clauses drifted
in the air, legal settlements were hatched in these offices, and new stars were
born when they scribbled their first autograph on these papers.


And this was her very own cubicle!


Daniel took a heavy file from the cubicle
adjoining hers and dropped it on Cynthia’s moaning desk.


“Triple copy, Ms. Carlisle,” he indicated,
“Welcome to Soulville.”


And while, not so far away, James Baldwin
entered Glitter Records, Cynthia photocopied Soulville’s heart.



 

*****



 

“Aren’t I surprised to see you here! I
thought you’d be enjoying your freedom in LA by now. Finding it harder to leave
than you expected?” Alan greeted Matt with a wide smile, displaying the
brilliant set of teeth he used to snack on his opponents.


 “I won’t be here much longer. I need to
ask a favor of you,” Matt started.


“Favors and I are strangers,” Alan replied,
his smile still plastered to his face.


“Then you’ll name your price.”


“Sounds interesting enough to tickle my
interest. What do you want?”


“It’s about Maude.”


“Isn’t it always with you?”


Matt ignored Alan’s sarcasm.


“Lexie Staz is writing an unauthorized
tell-all book about her. I want you to bury it.”


“What makes you think I have that kind of
power?”


“I know you. You have minions everywhere.
You’re the one who invited Lexie to Maude’s release party, and I know you have
contacts in the press and the publishing industry. Make Lexie drop this
project.”


Alan mulled over the idea, pondering at how
easy it would be to get what he wanted from Matt.


“I’ll do whatever you ask.”


There were no other words Alan relished more
than those of submission and reluctant obedience. Those words he could swallow
and digest with ease. 


“I want you to stay.”


Matt had to smile in spite of himself.


“Having trouble letting go, Alan?”


“That new album of yours, you can work on it
in Soulville.”


Matt wouldn’t have hesitated if James were
still in Soulville. But with Alan’s view on music, Matt might as well have
produced his album at Glitter.


“I want creative freedom.”


“You’ll get creative freedom, but it has to
be produced here. And I’ll handle promotion.”


“I want my creation room back.”


“That can be arranged.”


“I want Maude to work with me on my album.”


“It seems to me you’re getting more out of
this deal than I am.”


Matt raised an amused eyebrow. They both knew
someone was getting more out of this unofficial contract, and it wasn’t Matt.


“You’ll be making a lot of money off my back.
Don’t you want to sell the best possible album?”


“I have other plans for Maude, and they don’t
involve you.” In fact, he may be more of an encumbrance if his schoolboy
romance got in the way. On the other hand, Matt and Maude made great music
together and that couldn’t be overlooked.


“Maybe one song if we find the time, but no
promises. Take it or leave it.”


“This goes without saying, this pact stays
between us and us only.”


“Consider it done,” Alan replied stretching
out an open hand. Matt shook it, a sour aftertaste filling his mouth.



 

*****



 

“No way,” Maude declared staunchly.  She shook her head and waited to see if
the idea would tumble out of her brain and into blissful oblivion.


“It’s just a bikini, Maude,” Adrianna argued,
holding up a skimpy yellow two-piece.


“Exactly!” Maude protested. “Where’s the
initial concept of the video clip? ‘Sunrise’ was supposed to be all about the
piano and me. All of a sudden, I have to prance around in this bikini. There won’t
even be a pool in the clip! Besides, I’m no actress. Just playing the piano was
fine with me.”


Adrianna lifted her eyes to the ceiling, then
closed them, mentally counting to ten. Uncle Alan hadn’t told her this job
would be harder than walking in ten-inch stilettos on a runaway. Maude
understood precious little about attractiveness and its impact on a marketing
campaign. She was content with the notoriety she already possessed, unaware or
unwilling to acknowledge she could go far beyond what she’d ever imagined.
That’s why Alan had assigned her to this task. Adrianna refused to let her
uncle down even if it meant working with a seventeen-year-old French girl who
didn’t regard breakfast as one of the seven deadly sins. 


When she opened her eyes again, Maude had
disappeared.


She was headed for Alan’s office, Adrianna
was sure of it.


Sure enough, Maude barged into Alan’s office
but stopped short when she saw Matt and Alan shaking hands.


“Ah Maude, you’re just in time to hear the
good news. Matt has decided to remain at Soulville.”


Maude questioned Matt with her eyes, and he
confirmed what Alan said to be true with a tight-lipped nod.


WHY? Was written all over her face. And the
answer came back silently, but oh so loud and clear.


You.


Maude’s heart skipped a joyful beat until she
saw an infuriated Adrianna enter the office, clinging to the bikini like a life
jacket in stormy waters.


“You should escape Soulville while you can,
Matt, or else they’ll have you prancing around naked in no time.”


“You won’t be naked!” Adrianna screeched.
“Tell her, Matt, tell her how beautiful she’ll be in this!” she pleaded,
holding up the bikini.


“Tell her I’ll look ridiculous!” Maude
protested, hoping Matt would defend her without using the term “ridiculous.”


Matt knew better than to interfere when two
women quarreled about image, preferring to remain as neutral as Helvetica
during World War II.


“Maude, I get creative license to determine
what you wear in a video clip,” Alan explained calmly, as if talking to a
toddler.


“Alan,” Maude replied just as calmly. “Where
this body is concerned, I get
creative license to choose what I
wear. You can wear this bikini if you want. I’m sure you’ll look smashing in
it.”


She turned to leave, but was stopped by
Alan’s syrupy voice.


“Fine. We’ll change the concept. But you owe
me.”


Maude slowly turned around. 


“What do you want?”


Alan told her what he wanted, then ushered
her out of his office. He still had some unfinished business with Matt.


When Maude entered the mutilated creation
room once more, Cynthia was waiting for her, all the while inspecting the
treadmill with circumspection.


“Soulville is where I sold my soul,” Maude
moaned, resting her head on Cynthia’s shoulder.


“Soulville is where I maimed my name,”
Cynthia answered with a wan smile.


“Are you sure it’s worth it?”


“I get to take my lunch and coffee breaks
with you. It’s worth it.”


Maude smiled gratefully at her cousin. 


“I’m glad you’re here. And I’m hoping Matt’s
creation room will be its old self again tomorrow. He’s staying in New York.”
Cynthia peered at her cousin. She knew Maude well enough by now to understand
she would never admit to being besottedly happy Matt was staying.


“I’ll be making a guest appearance on Living with the Livingstons next week.” 


Maude sighed. Ever since she’d accepted
Alan’s ultimatum, contradictory emotions fought inside her.  She would be lying if she didn’t admit
an unsavory sort of curiosity towards a show she’d always scorned Mrs. Ruchet
for watching. Lola and Lila Livingston had been the reasons behind at least
half of Mrs. Ruchet’s elaborately ridiculous diets.


But then, catching glimpses of a picture was
nowhere near as exciting as being in the frame. Or as daunting. 


“What I don’t get is this: if it’s called an
unscripted show, why do I have a script?” Maude asked.


“The mysteries of television.”


“The worst of all of this is I miss singing.
Really singing, not what I do with my new vocal coach. She’s awful.”


“And no more classical, huh?”


“There goes my dream of being the next
Rebecca Sylvester.”


Cynthia whistled. Rebecca Sylvester was one
of the youngest rising sopranos. At only twenty-two she’d sung several times in
Paris and London. 


“I had no idea you’d seriously considered
having a classical career. A Rebecca Sylvester sort of career. Do you see yourself
in one of those stuck-up Parisian music schools like the one Rebecca Sylvester
attended? Which was it? The Conservatoire
de Paris or the National Academy of Arts?”


“National Academy of Arts. Both schools are
rivals kind of like Harvard and Yale. I wanted to pursue a classical career
before coming to New York. And Ms. Tragent 
. . . ” Maude hesitated. Ms. Tragent had told her she had what it took.
But that seemed so far away now.


“What?” Cynthia insisted.


“It doesn’t matter now,” Maude finished
lamely. “Classical has been ripped out of my life.” 



 


 

*****



 

Walking through a TV set for the first time
is like a first day in a battlefield: little to no familiar faces, awkward
missteps galore, and the unsinkable impression of being out of place with a
palpable, ominous foreboding. 


Maude wore camouflage. Lots of it.  At least it sure seemed that way, as she
could no longer recognize herself. Apart from the heavy makeup, she was dressed
in an elegant black lace leather peplum dress and strappy stiletto sandals. She
knew she’d never get around the minefield unharmed. Not that she didn’t like
nice clothes, but she wanted to scratch her back and there was no way this
dress would give her permission to
make such a risqué move. The garment barely allowed her to breathe, let alone
scratch. Her whole surroundings would frown down on her if she gave in to her
impulse.


The Livingstons’ penthouse was a museum of
modern luxury with a panoramic view of a cityscape where one could either stand
at the top of the world or at its sharp edge.  Natural light flooded the living room
and bounced off the white oak flooring made for stilettos to prance on. The
collective American retina recognized every detail of the elegant contemporary
arrangement of the penthouse turned studio for the purposes of what had rapidly
become the most-watched TV reality show. 


Adrianna, sergeant major, eyed Maude
suspiciously while she talked to the short bi-spectacled director. Turning away
with exasperation, Maude’s agonizing foot stepped on Lila’s foot.


“So sorry,” Maude apologized knowing, she’d
stepped on a mine.


But Lila was too preoccupied watching the
makeup artist put on the final touches to her sister’s makeup.


“She’s not prettier than me, is she?” Lila
asked. The question often kept her awake at night when monsters of self-doubt
crawled underneath her bed.


Maude critically analyzed Lila’s small
turned-up nose, her worried grey eyes, and her waves of sunshine hair, and
wondered who would question her beauty. Or her sister’s, because they were in every
point similar as far as physical appearance went.


“You look lovely,” Maude reassured her as
best as she could.


Lila surveyed Maude, saw she had an ally and
decided she could like her. Pretty girls were her best friends and her best
enemies. She couldn’t stand staring in the face of a pauperized person
destitute of money as well as good looks. But walking with beautiful friends
was also source of constant worry knowing their attractiveness could on its own
grant them fame in the world of TV reality, a fame that would overshadow her
own and push her into the dreaded abyss of has-beens. But when they agreed she
was gorgeous with such open honesty as Maude had, which in itself was a rare
occurrence, the weight was temporarily lifted, the threat alienated.


“I’ve been obsessing about this article in Hollywood Buzz. They said Lola was
prettier than me. That my chin has some sort of assy, asssy . . . ”


“Asymmetry?” Maude volunteered, hiding a
smile. To think English was Lila’s first language.


“So you see it, too?” Lola shrieked running
to the closest mirror.


“No, no!” Maude insisted. Her first reflex
was to hurry after her but she thought better of it when her dress insisted she
forgo any brusque movement. She hobbled after Lila.


“There is no asymmetry. At all. If there is one, it’s in that reviewer’s brain,” Maude
declared dryly. 


“That’s what I thought,” Lila laughed. If
there was an ugly duckling, her sister was it. She had strange-shaped feet. But
of course Hollywood Buzz couldn’t see
past her Dior stilettos. Unless someone told them that is. 


“But you know, sometimes you wonder. There’s
always a twin that’s prettier than the other.”


“Even when identical?” Maude asked wryly.


“Of co-ourse,” Lila drawled swirling away
from the mirror with perfect grace. 


“Ashley Olsen is way prettier than
Mary-Kate.”


Maude’s jaw dropped. She couldn’t even tell
the two apart!


“All right, peeps! Lola, are you ready?” the
director asked.


“Of course, she would need more time to hide
those flaws,” Lila snarled loud enough for her sister to hear.


“Oh honey, I’m not the one with an
asymmetrical chin,” Lola retorted, rising from her chair.


Maude didn’t know which was the prettiest
twin, but she’d definitely found the smartest one. It was strange these two
were supposed to be “America’s closest sisters” when they each threw a private
party when the other woke up with a pimple.


“Maude, Livingstons, follow me please.”


Maude followed the director as best as she
could to the next room where a large rectangular mirror stood near a bed. 


The twins plopped on the bed while Maude
stood in front of the mirror.


“All right, you remember your lines?” he
asked.


Maude nodded. Remembering them wasn’t the
hard part. “I know English isn’t my mother tongue, but I think I can manage.”


The director expressed caution. He knew the
French were terrible at English. But nevertheless he took out his board and
yelled “ Action!”


Maude harrumphed slightly and placed her
hands on her hips.


“Girls,” she started in a monotone tone
facing the mirror. “I don’t think we
should go shopping.” She swayed her hips diligently. “Je suis horrible! I’m sooooo ugly today. I feel sooooo fat.” Maude
would’ve laughed at herself if she hadn’t been drowning under absolute and
wretched ridicule.


She felt sooooo stupid, that’s how she
felt.  And by the look on the
director’s face, her acting was stupid as well.


Well, the script wasn’t exactly Molière
either, Maude thought, heat rising up like a Vesuvius in her cheeks.


“I’ll tell you what the greatest sister in
the world tells me whenever I’m down,” Lola jumped up from the bed and rushed
to hug Maude. She was then joined by her sister while they cheered a sagging
Maude.


Maude peered at Lola and then at Lila and
wondered if she didn’t in fact see the smallest asymmetry in the latter’s chin.



“Cut!” the director shouted. “Maude, are you
dreaming or what?”


“What?” Maude asked startled back to earth.
“Oh sorry!” She harrumphed again. “Let’s go wipe those shops clean!”


“Try saying that while the camera is on you,”
Lola remarked with an icy glare.


“Sorry,” Maude mumbled. She heaved a sigh and
slumped on the bed.


Craaaaaaaackkkkkkkk.


The dreadful sound was heard all through the
set as her dress split open.


There was no way Adrianna would ever let her
eat a waffle again.



 


 

*****



 

 “Girls, vous aviez raison!” Maude chirped,
nodding her head with energetic agreement. “I’m glad I didn’t buy that dress.
It made me look sooooo fat.” 


They were walking on Fifth Avenue, a camera
creeping up on them every now and then. Maude had traded the stilettos for
comfortable Ferragamo flats after she’d tripped a couple of times and
exasperated the last of Lola’s patience.


“No way were we letting our bestie look
beastie,” Lila grinned. Maude refrained her impending eye rolling. Didn’t Lila
ever pronounce words longer than two syllables?


Suddenly a homeless girl hobbled towards
them, one arm outstretched like a walking dead.


“That’s not a part of the script is it?”
Maude whispered to a visibly agitated Lola.


“Dyouhaveanickel?”


“What!” Lila yelled, covering up her nose. “I
can’t understand you!”


Maude ignored Lila and peered into the
newcomer’s eyes. She couldn’t be a lot older than they were. Yet her demeanor
suggested she was older. The tip of her fingers stuck out from her worn-out
mittens. The walls of New York seemed to have scraped them thin. Her nose was
running like stagnant, putrid water from a sewer that nothing could stop, not
even the persistent, loud sniffling she used to slow its flow.


“Get away from us please! Don’t kill us!”
Lola shrieked.


“I’m hungry, please,” the homeless person
moaned.


“I doubt she’s about to kill us on an empty
stomach,” Maude retorted with sarcasm. “I’m sure we can help her.” Maude
stepped towards the homeless person, but Lila grabbed her.


“Don’t go near it, Maude. It might be
dangerous.”


“She’s not an it,” Maude answered. Anger
gathered in her brow like a thunderstorm. She knew what it was like to be
hungry. She’d never eaten a decent meal in Carvin. And now here she was spewing
out French phrases like she’d been raised at Versailles!


 She wasn’t about pass on the opportunity
to help someone less fortunate. Someone who’d never had a James Baldwin to find
her in a Parisian cafe.


Digging in her Prada clutch, her fingers
fumbled over different flavors of lip-gloss. She handled cherry, plum, and watermelon
before finding a couple of dollar bills. Two five-dollar bills and a twenty.
She could buy maybe two meals but what then?


“Here,” she said with kindness.


The teen girl grabbed the money and walked a
couple of steps back. 


Then she came back at Maude and spat hard in
her face, before running away. Shocked numbness paralyzed Maude’s insides and
rooted her to the spot while whitish snot with bits of green patches slid down
her nose. She stared at it cross-eyed and wondered if the girl had eaten broccoli
because it sure seemed like she did, which would be really gross considering it
was sliding down her nose and that it was the most ridiculous thought to be
having when one’s brain was frozen in complete repulsion, and instead she
should be wondering why the director was yelling “that’s a wrap,” and why the
twins were laughing, and why the homeless girl was coming back, and would she
spit on her again, and why she was taking off her worn-out cloak and dirty
mittens and telling Maude she was her number one fan, and giving her back her
money, while apologizing for having spit on her.


What had just happened?


 “Sorry for having to spit on you, Maude
Laurent,” she said. “I’m a great fan! Can I have an autograph?”


“This was all part of the script?” Maude
asked incredulous.


“Of course,” Lila explained. “Do you really
think we’d let an actual homeless person stand so close to us?” Charity was one
thing, but she preferred fundraisers hosted at the Ritz where poverty was
shielded from her and remained a distant, impalpable notion. Poverty was like
air: she knew it was all around her but never saw it and wouldn’t care if she
did.


“Yuck, go clean up your face. That spit makes
me want to throw up,” Lola added, hurling imaginary vomit. An intern appeared
with a basin of hot water and a towel for Maude to clean her face, which she
readily did.


She had to leave, to go anywhere away from
that camera.


“Maude, wait up,” Lila called out. “Where are
you going?”


Maude refused to answer her. She no longer
wanted to speak to the girl whose asymmetry was now blatant, and it had nothing
to do with her face.


“It’s the price to pay,” Lila said with
unaccustomed gentleness.


Maude glared and kept walking. Her feet
weren’t swift enough to carry her away from the madness, throttled as they were
by the quicksand of this ignominious mess. 


“Not just to be a star, but to keep that
candle burning. You must sacrifice everything even the truth. Keeping people
entertained is what we do. Don’t you wish you could stretch those fifteen
minutes of flame endlessly? I know I
do. Once snuffed out, that candle is impossible to light again. Try as you
might.”


She paused waiting for Maude to answer. Maude
didn’t, but counted her steps in her head. She’d made thirty-four steps and
still Lila followed her. 


“I’m sure you do, too. Or you wouldn’t have
admitted to dating Thomas Bradfield. A very good marketing decision, if you ask
me.”


“What?” Maude finally croaked. Forty-five
steps before being sucked back in.


“Come on, Hollywood Buzz TV made the
announcement this morning. They said your representatives confirmed it.”


“Non.”
Maude said staunchly.


“Oh, so you’re reverting back to French now
for real,” Lila laughed. French sounded so pretty. What a good idea it had been
to have a French guest star. It gave their show more credibility and a certain je ne sais quoi, whatever that meant.


“Non,
non, non, non.” Maude’s head was
about to burst with anger. And the only word she could summon was a desperate non. 


Adrianna walked towards Maude while Lila
walked away. Maude was mad, and Lila didn’t want to deal with it. Thomas
Bradfield was cute and famous. There was no reason to hide such a connection.


“Tell me you didn’t do it!” Maude spluttered,
deciding to revert back to English.


“I didn’t do what?” Adrianna asked.


“Tell me you didn’t tell the press I was
Thomas Bradfield’s girlfriend.”


“I didn’t,” Adrianna answered.


Maude heaved a sigh of short relief. But it
didn’t last.


“Uncle Alan did.”


“What are you talking about? Why?”


Adrianna took a deep breath, which had become
a habit in her dealings with Maude.


“Your image. That’s what we’re working on,
Maude.”


“And you need to pimp me out for my image?”
Maude replied with anger. This was unbelievable. Another thought sank through
the depths of her mind like granite. 


Matt. Had he heard?


“We’re not pimping anyone out. You agreed to
this.”


“When are you going to stop slamming that
contract in my face every time you want to see me jump through rings of fire?”
Maude cried out in desperation. She wanted to see that contract burn, and Alan with
it, his Armani suit licked by voluptuous green and blue flames.


“When you signed your contract you agreed to
let Soulville manage your promotions. Don’t worry, Soulville and Glitter
Records have the same interests at heart. And I heard Thomas was very pleased
with this outcome. He’s even willing to give an interview in two days on Karrie’s Korner. You’ll be there, of
course. Matt will also be there to announce he’s working on his new album so
that might be a little awkward, but I’m sure you can handle it.”


“No way,” Maude shook her head. 


Adrianna peered at Maude with a stone eye.


“You can try to fight this, but it would be
futile. You’d be wasting my time and yours. Drop your weapons,” Adrianna
articulated as if Maude were deaf. And maybe she was. A storm of fury came over
Maude’s face. She refused to go through it again, the scandal, the press if she
denied her nonexistent relationship with Thomas. Trapped and cornered, every
move she made was on Alan’s permission, his choices, his decisions. Her time,
her looks, her voice were his.


Her voice.


Then, just as Adrianna thought her reluctant
protégé would start lashing out, Maude’s turmoil ceased. 


She suppressed a smile she didn’t want
Adrianna to witness and instead adopted her most sullen face.


“Fine,” she finally replied. “Do with me
whatever you please, Adrianna. My career is entirely in your perfectly
manicured hands.”


Adrianna’s perfectly manicured hands were
pleased.



 


 

*****



 


 

Maude hadn’t set foot in this place in weeks,
yet she knew it still, just like she knew the tiny creases her face formed when
she smiled. Morningside Theater was, and remained, a majestic building, built
in an Italian-Renaissance style, rows and balconies flaming with red velvet
seats.  She could sense its strong
walls under the tip of her shadow’s fingers, could hear the distant echoes of
her vocal exercises reverberating in the room.


But they weren’t ghosts.


Ms. Tragent’s students were present and
warming their voices, albeit under their teacher’s freezing glare.


The theater seemed grander to Maude now her
ear had been deafened by the piercing absence of music in her life, her eye
deprived of Ms. Tragent’s extravagant skirts, her melodies muted by the
rhythmic sternness of Alan’s metronomic schedule.


Maude took a seat in one of the theater’s
front rows and waited for whichever one of Ms. Tragent’s insults would fall
first.


They were all worthless.


Position!


She didn’t know why she bothered with them.


Her ears had had enough of these strident
howls.


They were never to step into an opera house
again as singers.


They were to go back to their father’s supply
store and beg him for forgiveness.


Class dismissed . . . until further notice!


It was definitely more entertaining to watch
this spectacle than to be a part of it. But as she watched Ms. Tragent’s
students scramble heads hung low by the weight of their teacher’s animosity, no
pity, no sympathy cleaved her heart. Instead, envy gnawed as she faced what
she’d lost.


“Hurry along all of you. Don’t you see I have
a visitor waiting to speak to me? Another worthless singer,” Ms. Tragent
croaked, turning away so Maude wouldn’t see the gleam she struggled to
extinguish from her wearied eye.


Maude’s pulse danced a joyful jig. If Ms.
Tragent called her worthless, there was still hope.


Ms. Tragent, a retired French soprano, was
more famous by her students for her acrid tongue than for her dazzling
classical career, a career that had spawned for over twenty years and filled
seats at the Opera Garnier, the Scala in Milan, and the Metropolitan Opera.


“What does the great Maude Laurent want?” Ms.
Tragent asked, walking back to her Bösendorfer piano. “Hasn’t she abandoned
enough people from my family? Broke my nephew’s heart?”


“I didn’t . . . ” Maude started to protest,
but to no avail. Her nephew, Matt, whom Ms. Tragent called Mathieu, could do no
wrong in her eye.


“Sent her teacher packing with a note from
Alan.”


“I never wanted that.”


“Do you know how many individual classes I
give, Mademoiselle Laurent?”


She knew the answer to that one. Maude had been
the only one to receive the honor, although many had attempted the same prowess
only to be met with scalding failure. 


“Alan forced . . . ”


“Tsss, tss, tsss. I’m not finished.”


Maude shut her lips into a tight line. She
knew how much her teacher hated interruptions. And at this point, she was happy
she deigned addressing her in any manner whatsoever.


“I took you when James Baldwin swore I would
fall in love with your voice.”


Ms. Tragent sat behind her piano like a
queen. 


“I trained your untrained voice to make it
something I could bear hearing.”


Maude had to smile at the compliment, and she
made no mistake that it was.


“I let you have the lead in my Cenerentola
opera and watched you nearly sabotage my evening because of your personal
struggles.”


Maude squirmed. Definitely not her proudest
moment.


“I took you under my wing nevertheless, and
gave you private lessons I refused to give to students who offered more money
than you had at the time.”


Why had she ever come to see her?


“And I told you, I WARNED you, to watch out
for Alan!”


Maude remembered that conversation as clearly
as if it had happened yesterday.


How was she supposed to have seen any of this
coming?


“You ask how you could have foreseen all of
this?” Ms. Tragent asked.


Maude repressed a groan: she’d forgotten Ms.
Tragent’s uncanny ability to read minds.


“I don’t read minds, Ms. Laurent, but yours
is an easy read. You splash around Manhattan like you’re in a blue pond and
don’t even see the sharks coming at you. Just because you’ve had a hard life in
that little French village of yours, doesn’t mean you get to let down your
guard and live happily ever after in New York.”


Village! The arrogance of the Parisian mind,
Maude huffed in the halls of her soul. Carvin was a small town, but a town nevertheless.


“Now, tell me what you want.”


“I want to take lessons with you again,”
Maude answered with firmness.


“Is that all you want?” Ms. Tragent asked
sternly.


“I want to enter into resistance,” Maude
added. She knew the word would resonate in Ms. Tragent’s French mind. How could
it not?  It resonated in every
French mind. The French didn’t fire cannons when a powerful oppressor
outnumbered them. They hid in the shadows and organized a quiet, fleeting
resistance, biding their time. If it’d worked during World War II, it could
work for her, too.  And she wanted
to stand up to Alan, in a way that would make her parents proud.


“I want what I’ve always wanted. I want my
voice to resonate. I want to be a pop artist, but I don’t want to give up my
classical background just to please Alan’s musical taste, or lack of it. You
told me I could do both, that I didn’t have to give up one because of the
other. You yourself created this program to allow pop artists to have a
classical foundation, a solid foundation to a pop career.”


“What are you willing to do?”


“I’ll wake up extra early to meet you here
every weekend.”


“How do you know I don’t lounge around on
Sunday mornings?”


Maude smiled at the image of her stern
teacher lounging anywhere.


“I’ll bring you breakfast. I can make some
mean pancakes.”


“I’m French, Ms. Laurent. I don’t eat
pancakes.”


Maude loved pancakes, but offered to make her
crêpes instead.


Ms. Tragent considered this, then shook her
head.  Instead she turned fully
towards her young protégée and growled.


“Maude Laurent, enough with your silly
jabbering. What do you know about Verdi’s opera Aida? Or has Alan turned every classical bone in your body to
dust?”











Chapter 4



 

“Maude, you’re up in ten,” a woman from the Karrie’s Korner crew reminded as she
popped her head through the door in her dressing room. 


She wore a short Dior ecru dress with a
V-neckline and a gathering at the waist Adrianna had chosen, delighted as ever
now she knew Maude had surrendered her weapons of mass destruction.


She didn’t look too bad, and at least she
didn’t have to wear stilettos.


Having not seen Thomas yet, she knew he was
being briefed as she had about their appearance on the show. They were to
perform “Sunrise” together, then answer all of Karrie’s nagging questions with
a smile encrusted on their lips.


A loud knock struck the door, and Maude,
expecting Adrianna, was startled when Matt instead entered the room.


They hadn’t spoken since she’d learned his
decision to stay in New York. She wondered if he’d really stayed for her, if
she hadn’t imagined the thoughts dancing in his eyes that day.


Now, all she could see in those grey pearls
of ice was an indecipherably still expression.


He went over to her and faced the mirror
where their shoulders barely kissed.


He asked if this was how far she was willing
to go to avoid scandal.


She couldn’t answer, refused to answer the
soft tone of solemn reproach that leavened a lump in her throat.


She could only nod with slow, but determined
assent.


Before he could reply, the door unwrapped
another visitor.


“Maude, are you all set to . . . ” Thomas’s
voice trailed off when he noticed Matt standing beside her.


Maude peered at Thomas with undisguised
displeasure. He’d strangled their silence. He shattered everything all the
time. 


“Matt,” Thomas greeted. “Karrie’s asking for
you. Guess she didn’t search the right corner,” he sneered. He opened the door
wide for Matt.


Matt glowered, but Maude held him back, then
walked towards Thomas in slow, deliberate movement.


“Thomas Bradfield,” she started, holding her
head high. “I don’t care what your manager told you. If you dare to do so much
as pucker your lips for a kiss tonight, I swear you will eat nothing but soup for the rest of your pathetic life
after I’m done with you.”


Thomas’ blue eyes plunged into seas of
confusion and disappointment. Could this be the same Maude he’d spent hours
joking with after Ms. Tragent’s lessons not so long ago?


 “And I’ll wear a necklace with your
busted teeth,” Maude finished before walking with swift disdain out of her
dressing room.


Matt suppressed a snort, Thomas a shudder and
they headed for the set.


Karrie’s
Korner, one of America’s most beloved talk shows, aimed at
making its guests feel at home without quite succeeding. Ecru was the dominant
color: the host’s seat as well as the guest’s sofas and the dresses Karrie
wore. Even her perfume smelled ecru in a falsely comforting way. The homey
impression was jarred however by the TV cameras, prompters, and the rows of
audience waiting with impatience for Maude and Thomas to make their entrance,
perhaps expecting Thomas to jump on the sofa expressing his undying love for
Lady Maude.


Maude and Thomas headed over to the piano
under the crowd’s applause. Maude took her seat on her stool while Thomas stood
next to her. 


“You’ve probably heard this song a hundred
times on the radio, but this is our new version of ‘Sunrise,’” Thomas
introduced.


Maude’s schedule had been hectic, and her
piano sessions had suffered, but she was still eager to perform, even though
the keys of the brand-new polished piano were too mellow for Maude’s taste. She
preferred a piano with an ancient aura about it, like Soulville’s haunted grand
piano. Yellowed and slightly dusty keys met her approval far more than shining
ones. But this Steinway, just like the rest of the entire TV set, was
spotlessly dull. 


Nevertheless, she wanted to give her best
performance to her audience and delved into her music with all the heart she
could muster. She showered Thomas with such convincing smiles and fondness that
a seed of hopeful trepidation grew deep in her co-performer’s chest, its roots
entangling with those of his long-nurtured ambition. 


From where Maude sat, she could’ve seen Matt,
behind the scenes, had she chosen to, but deliberately avoided his gaze.


Their performance ended before she knew it,
much to Maude’s chagrin. Any piano was better than no piano at all.


“So Maude and Thomas,” Karrie commented when
her guests had taken their seats in her alcove. “That was some performance you
two lovebirds gave.” Karrie, a handsome, blonde quadragenarian draped her eyes
with a large amount of bright Gemey eyeliner. She found the use of words such
as ‘lovebirds’ and ‘honey’ were effective to conceal the fact that her heart
was colder than a summer day in Antarctica.


“Well, it really isn’t that hard once you’re
inspired by the one you’re with,” Thomas answered, taking Maude’s hand with a
gentleness he seldom displayed.


 A
wave of immediate repulsion floated to Maude’s lips, but she played along
nevertheless, patting his hand with slight gaucherie.


“So it’s official then, you two are an item?”


Maude nodded with a tight smile while Thomas
proudly answered, “Yes, we are,” an admission immediately followed by loud whoo
from the audience. On the left side, Maude noticed a brunette her age or a year
older holding her phone up and glancing around to make sure a member of the
crew didn’t spot her taking pictures of the two stars. 


“How did you two meet?” Karrie asked,
directing her question at a Maude who had been far too silent for her taste.


Maude hid her hesitation with a swift change
of position on the sofa. The girl in the audience, biting her lip with excited
curiosity, still held her phone, probably filming the interview. It bothered
Maude although she was unable to enunciate a clear reason why.


“We took lessons from the same vocal coach,”
Maude answered simply, turning back to Karrie. 


Sensing Karrie wanted Maude to develop,
Thomas jumped in and pursued in her stead. 


He spoke of how impressed he’d been by her
knowledge of classical music, her incredible raw talent, the time they’d spent
rehearsing together, their endless conversations on their way home. Amazed to
see Thomas remember their conversations with such detail, she thought how this
arrangement had never really seemed to bother him as much as it rankled her.


“So those rumors about you and Matt were
false? You’ve never been together.”


“Never,” Maude stated with as much bravado as
she could muster while her personal life was being dissected by Karrie’s cold
hands. “Lindsey Linton can have him if she wants,” she added, regretting those
words as soon as they were out of her mouth.


In the corner of her eye, Maude saw Adrianna
in the scenes wring her hands in desperation.


A renewed interest lit Karrie’s eyes.


“You and Lindsey aren’t very good friends,
are you, honey?” she asked.


Thomas fidgeted ever so slightly, and Maude
knew why. He’d gone along with Lindsey to plagiarize Maude’s song, and the
memory of it made him squirm. And rightly so, Maude thought.


“Lindsey and I get along fine,” she answered.
Once she’s out of my sight, Maude
thought. “We’re the same age, we both love music, and she’s one of the most
talented singers I’ve been acquainted with.”


“Would you ever consider singing a duet?”


She
stole one of my songs, isn’t that enough! Maude
mentally shrieked.


“Absolutely,” she answered with a nod. When hell freezes over. Not before.


“Hmm, that should give your respective labels
something to think about.”


“I’m sure they will. They always have plenty
of fantastic ideas,” Maude chirped, thrilled to see Adrianna agonizing out of
the corner of her eye. This interview was turning a lot more amusing than when
it started.


“And what are your plans in the near future?”


“Thomas and I will be working on a duet
soon,” Maude responded, all smiles. “We’ll spend lots of time working on it, to
make it our own. We don’t like using other people’s music,” she added with an
eyebrow raised in Thomas’ direction. He rapidly overcame his initial
embarrassment and played along.


“We’re completely authentic. As are our
feelings for each other,” he added, taking a hold of Maude’s hand again and
squeezing it, or rather, crushing her pinky and index fingers together with
hasty clumsiness. 


“It certainly is refreshing to see two bright
teenagers wholly unmarred by fame, isn’t it?” Karrie asked the crowd. 


Maude and Thomas smiled in unison at the
positive response.


“And, who knows, maybe in a couple of days
we’ll receive some good news?”


Maude and Thomas looked at each other
quizzically. She couldn’t be talking about marriage? Maude yanked her hand from
Thomas’ grip. Contract or no contract, she was seventeen!


“Maybe a nomination for each of you at the
National American Music Awards?” Karrie clarified, glad to see the effect her
ambiguous question had on the two artists.


Maude blushed. She had pushed any thoughts of
the NAM Awards away, she couldn’t bear to potentially jinx the nomination.


“We’ll keep our fingers crossed,” Thomas
answered when Maude didn’t. 


“Maude, Thomas, it was a pleasure having you
in my Korner,” Karrie thanked. Cornered was exactly how Maude felt. Yet she
managed to exit the set with a smile of contentment, happily anticipating
Adrianna’s fury.


“Now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for.
We’re going to welcome one of America’s most beloved and talented pop stars
who’ve agreed to perform a new song for us tonight. Say hello to Matt!”


Matt brushed past Maude, seemingly oblivious
to her presence, and strolled over to Karrie’s corner with his acoustic guitar
under the wild applause of hysterical fans.


Having rarely seen him perform live for an
audience, Maude looked forward to hearing Matt’s new song. After several failed
attempts at attracting Maude’s attention, Thomas gave up and retired to his
dressing room.


It was a funny song about a guy whose
girlfriend had gotten a nasty haircut and who didn’t know want to give her his
real opinion on the matter. Instead he found different ways to tell her how
beautiful she was.


Maude listened, highly amused by the simple,
upbeat song, before being dragged away by an irate Adrianna.


“Don’t pull that crap again,” Adrianna hissed
once they were in the privacy of the empty dressing room.


“Adrianna, I have no idea what you’re talking
about. I wore a pretty white dress, sat among white cushions, played on a white
piano. I laughed, I smiled, I held Thomas’ hand like it was made of pure satin,
and did everything but make out with him in front of the camera. What more do
you want?” Maude asked sweetly. “I think I made the best of it considering the
questions asked, don’t you think?”


Adrianna hesitated a split second, unsure of
Maude’s sincerity. Her dark brown eyes glimmered with sweet innocence, and
Adrianna surrendered. They hadn’t predicted questions about Lindsey in their
brief.  Karrie had strayed from the
list of questions they’d submitted. That would have to be remedied.


 “Fine,” Adrianna finally let out, giving
Maude leave to exit the room.


After all, Adrianna was sure Uncle Alan and
she could find a way to spin this animosity between Lindsey and Maude to their
advantage.



 

*****



 

Maude walked on cotton candy, and it tickled
her feet. Adrianna and Alan didn’t know she could walk on cotton candy, they
thought all she could do was jump. Maude twirled her delicious thoughts around
the silky strands of pink softness, careful to tread lightly lest she made a
squishy mess. Alan would snatch the pink delight from under her feet and she’d
fall. Hard. 


But no one would take her cotton candy away
from her. Maude would make sure of that.


Ever since Ms. Tragent had pronounced the
word “Aida,” Maude had hummed Verdi’s melodies to her heart’s content. An epic
romance in an ancient Egyptian setting? Aida’s heartbreaking choice between her
people and the man she loved? A jealous rival dead set on separating the
star-crossed lovers at any cost? There was little Maude didn’t love about Aida. It was a tale to be told, and
Maude wanted to tell it with her voice.


When she arrived at Morningside Theater for
her first rehearsal, Maude was greeted by ten pairs of hostile eyeballs.


A stark, brown-skinned, young man with an
angular jaw came to her and met her with a stern demeanor. Asking him to smile
would have been demanding he take the moon down from its hanger. 


“You must be Maude Laurent. We’ve heard a lot
about you,” he greeted. Maude wasn’t sure how she was expected to answer. “ I’m
Radamès.”


Aida’s lover, Maude thought. But she also
knew his real name. Who didn’t?


“You’re Nathan Leopold,” she gushed. “I saw a
recording of your performance at Covent Garden, in Verdi’s Othello. You were amazing.”


He bent his head slightly, blasé like one
used to hearing how ‘amazing’ he was. He’d heard it steadily and in various
languages for the last five years. Amazing, incroyable,
wunderbar they all meant the same
thing: he’d made it and his opponents were somewhere far behind eating the
crumbs he’d left over.


“I thought you were taking a break from your
career?” she asked. He’d made an announcement a couple of months ago at a press
conference, leaving the opera world in shock. 


“Nobody refuses an opportunity to work with
Ms. Tragent,” was his sole reply before he walked away. 


Maude watched him walk away with mixed
feelings. She’d just met Nathan Leopold! She’d just met Nathan Leopold.  


Maude took a quick glance at the other
performers. All twenty-somethings, warming their voices without assistance from
an absent Ms.Tragent. But excepting Nathan, she recognized none.


All professionals. A detail Ms. Tragent had
failed to mention. 


And she was to play the lead? Opposite Nathan
Leopold? This didn’t make much sense.


“Ms. Laurent, why are you the only one not
warming your voice? Or are you waiting for me to help you?” Ms. Tragent asked
with an arched brow as she entered the room accompanied by another person.


Maude peered at the girl behind Ms. Tragent
and gasped, her jaw swaying dangerously close to the floor.


“Rebecca Sylvester,” Maude whispered when her
jaw regained composure. She was even prettier in real life than on screen.
Flaming red hair elegantly twisted into a braid, set against flawless pale
skin, grey eyes shining with infinite kindness. 


“I’m very pleased to meet you, Maude. Ms.
Tragent speaks very badly of you,” she laughed, knowing Maude would understand
the compliment.


“Ms. Sylvester, it’s such an honor,” Maude
choked, dumbstruck with silly happiness. 
She shook Rebecca Sylvester’s hand with as much energy as that of an
electric chair.


“Call me Rebecca. Ms. Sylvester sounds so
grand and serious,” her eyes twinkled with mischievous enjoyment. “Besides, the
honor’s all mine. I never thought I’d have the pleasure of meeting the singer
whose album is one of the best pop albums I’ve heard in a while. I wake up to
‘Sunrise’ every morning.”


Nathan snickered at the word pop, but Maude
couldn’t care less. To think she was on Rebecca Sylvester’s playlist! Rebecca
Sylvester wanted Maude to call her Rebecca! She’d most certainly died and gone
to heaven where angels sang Rebecca Sylvester’s most famous arias.


But Ms. Tragent brought her back to earth
with a painful thud.


“Enough daydreaming! All of you gather
around,” Ms. Tragent called out. “I’m happy to say we’ve found our Aida and our
Amneris. Ms. Sylvester has agreed to be our Aida.”


Maude choked back a cry of surprise. Rebecca
would be Aida.


Of course she would, Maude realized with an
uneasy sense of foolishness. How stupid she’d been to think Ms. Tragent would
let her play the lead. Especially if she had Rebecca Sylvester, and considering
her disastrous experience last year. Besides, she was delighted to work with
Rebecca as Aida. She was perfect for the role. 


“And Maude will be Amneris.”


She heard murmurs and a few shocked glances
swayed her way.


Amneris. Pharaoh’s evil daughter who thwarts
Aida and Radamès’ love? Who causes their demise? Maude shuddered. She’d wanted
to play Batman and had been cast as the Joker. Still it was an important role,
third most important role in a production dripping with renowned professionals.
She’d wanted the part of Aida when she thought she’d be rehearsing with people
her age. Now her confidence swayed at the thought of singing the part of a main
character with Rebecca Sylvester and Nathan Leopold.


But then this was Ms. Tragent, and Nathan had
been right to say nobody refused a part offered by her.


“Some of you have worked together in the
past,” she turned to Rebecca and Nathan, 


“And others are relatively new to this
environment. Of course, I expect the best from all of you. Here are your
scores.” She started handing out stacks of documents.


“Now, I want us all to picture ourselves in
Ancient Egypt, and I want you to introduce yourselves as the character you
embody. Let’s start with you, Aida.”


Rebecca stepped forward, closed her eyes and
spoke.


“I’m an Ethiopian princess. My people have
been at war with Egypt for years. But we are losing the war.” As she spoke
Maude could picture the grand Egyptian pyramids and temples, the scraping sand,
the flirtatious sway of the Nile.


“I was taken prisoner as was my father, the
king. I’m Amneris’ servant.” Rebecca walked towards Maude and beheld her with
an angry eye. “Me! A former princess. Alas, I’m in love with an Egyptian
general,” Rebecca sighed. “The same man who calls my enemies brothers.  I love him, and he loves me, but we can
never be together. He is destined to marry my mistress, Amneris. My hands are
held captive by Amneris, my heart is chained to Radamès.  Should I uphold loyalty to my people but
betray my heart?”


Rebecca nodded in Maude’s direction. It was
her turn.


“I’m Amneris, daughter of Pharaoh, the most
powerful man on earth. I’m in love with Radamès, but he seems to prefer Aida over
me. I mean, he loves her, but he should love me.” Maude hesitated. “I’m
prettier and I’m . . . ”


Nathan Leopold let out a low whistle and his
friends snickered.


“That’s deep,” Nathan mocked, folding his
scores like a book. He crossed his arms across his chest and surveyed Maude as
he would a monkey in a zoo. Maude glared but remained silent. 


“Maude Laurent, you’re out of character. Do
you really think Amneris would speak with such flippancy? She’s not a bimbo in
a sitcom, she’s a princess and she’s superior and JEALOUS. She loves Radamès
but is consumed by her jealousy. Think about it. For now, I want to hear
Radamès.”


Maude’s gaze slid down to her score, her
cheeks scorching with shame while Radamès explained his character’s personality
with proud eloquence intended for Maude. What a prick, Maude thought, a lump
forming in her throat.


After class was dismissed, Maude lingered to
talk with her teacher.


“Ms. Tragent?”


“Yes, Amneris?”


Maude wondered whether her teacher would call
her by her character’s name for the rest of the year.


“I’m not Amneris.”


“You aren’t yet, that’s for sure. But you
will be. You managed to play Cinderella’s character pretty well.”


“Cinderella was closer to me in many ways.
Amneris and I are nothing alike. She’s hateful and vengeful.”


“You don’t expect to have similarities with
each character you embody, Ms. Laurent? Besides, Amneris is a very interesting
and complex character. She’s not just evil. All her actions stem from love, her
love for Radamès.”


“But that’s just it. I can’t understand that!
I can’t imagine destroying two people in love out of jealousy. I mean, I’ve
been jealous before, just a bit. But I’ve never acted on it, I think.”


“Then you have never loved, my dear.” 


“In jealousy there is more self-love than
love.”


“Is that a bad thing? If you don’t love your
own self, you can never love another.”


Maude remained silent.


“We all have a piece of Amneris buried in us,
Ms. Laurent. And I want you to dig out yours. Besides, will you leave Mr.
Leopold thinking pop singers can’t sing opera?”


Maude lifted her head, her eyes burning with
fierce determination, and met Ms. Tragent’s questioning eyebrows. No way would
she let Nathan Leopold look down on her again. She’d send him back to his
retirement.


“I won’t disappoint you,” Maude bowed her
head.


It was an important role, and she was singing
with two talented and completely professional opera singers. Unlike the
performance last year, where only students of Ms. Tragent were involved, the
stakes were undeniably higher.


She wouldn’t let Ms. Tragent down this time.
She’d go all the way.


When Maude arrived at the brownstone, the
entire Baldwin family greeted her at the door. It was a refreshing change from
the hostility her new co-workers had displayed in abundance that evening.


“Maude, Maude!” Ben cried out. “We’ve been
waiting for you for hours!”


“What is it?” Maude asked, worried. A
horrible thought stood out in her head with legs and feet and arms: Mrs. Ruchet
was going to drag her back to Carvin. The thought surprised her, for she had
pushed her foster mother out of her mind for the last month.


“It’s good news, honey,” Victoria reassured,
wrapping her arms around her.


“You’ve been nominated!” Ben blurted.


“I thought we were supposed to tell her all
together,” Victoria reproached.


“You were taking too much time,” Ben whined.


“I’ve been nominated?” Maude shrieked. “For
the NAM Awards, you’re sure?”


“Positive,” James replied.


“And not just for one award,” Jazmine
continued. “For two: Artist of the Year and Best Album!”


“This definitely calls for a group hug.”
Cynthia opened her arms wide. Her suit would get rumpled but who cared?


Maude was engulfed in a warm wave of hugs and
kisses. How could she ever feed her inner Amneris when she was surrounded by so
much affection? She could’ve died of happiness, when she saw James beam down on
her with pride, and Victoria cover her in petals of kisses.


They went in the house amidst joyful chatter
and clatter. Jazmine wanted to know what she’d wear and warned her learning to
walk with stilettos wasn’t an option, while Cynthia warned her against wardrobe
malfunctions. Ben was altogether excited he’d get to stay up later than his
bedtime. 


Maude and James went into the kitchen to
prepare dinner. Before living with the Baldwins, cooking had been a dreary yoke
imposed on her by the Ruchets, a yoke that dragged out any leftover parcel of
pleasure that might have accompanied the task. She presently found joy in
trying new recipes with her uncle who gave a new meaning to the expression “mad
scientist,” more frequently used outside of the kitchen than not. In the
present case, it applied to a man who viewed cooking as a realm full of
culinary treasures waiting to be uncovered by the curious adventurer he was.


“Uncle James?” Maude was prosaically cutting
off tails from green asparagus when another thought sifted through her mind.


“Yes, Maude,” James answered with apparent
distraction as he brushed the bottom of the pan with a small amount of
vegetable oil.  


 “Who else is nominated for Artist of the
Year?” She might as well know her competition for the most sought-for award.


“If you’re asking me if a certain Lindsey
Linton is nominated, the answer’s yes,” he answered as he laid six limp salmon
fillets in the pan and on the boiler. Lindsey had been less than thrilled to
learn Maude was nominated, with dire consequences for the nearest plant in
Glitter’s lobby.


“Right,” Maude replied, biting her lip. 


“You’ve got as much a shot as her at winning
this award,” James reassured.


Maude took the plates and cutlery and headed
for the living room. With Lindsey Linton’s nomination, the press would have a
field day over their rivalry. But she didn’t care. Lindsey Linton wouldn’t
spoil her fun. Not after she’d participated in ruining her relationship with
Matt.


“Is Thomas nominated?” Maude asked when she
came back to take glasses.


“He’s nominated for Best Male Artist.”


So they were both nominated. He’d had his
wish granted, and Maude greeted the news with mixed emotions. Every time an
inclination to rekindle their friendship surfaced from under stagnant waters of
doubt, he found new ways to prove his trustworthiness remained as perennial as
a sandcastle.


“You’re up against Bryan Hemstone, Dani
Safran, and Natasha Fare for Best Album. I daresay Natasha’s your main
contender. Her latest single ‘Too Deep’ peaked at number 2 at the Billboard and
for six weeks.” Maude gulped. Her latest single, “Sunrise,” had peaked at
number 3 for seven weeks but at number 3 nonetheless. 


“Did Matt tell you he’ll present the award
for Artist of the Year?” James asked, occupied with painting his salmon with a
honey-tinged maple glaze so that he did not notice Maude’s grasp tighten ever
so slightly over the glass she took from the cupboard and would not have
recognized it for what it meant if he had.











Chapter 5



 

Maude
Laurent and new boyfriend Thomas Bradfield enjoy a romantic afternoon in
Manhattan



 

Spotted—Maude
Laurent and Thomas Bradfield, were seen strolling hand in hand down in Central
Park. The couple wore matching Rolling Stones T-shirts and seemed very much in
love. The two talented singers have a lot to celebrate, with both being
nominated for the NAM Awards, confirming they’re the hottest teen couple around.
—Tina Huey from Hollywood Buzz.



 

*****



 

 “Okay,
Maude, remember what I said: shoulders straight, chin held high, and now  walk, walk, walk. WALK! Don’t squawk!”
Adrianna yelled. She’d been at it for hours, teaching Maude to walk properly in
heels. She would never be a model,
that much Adrianna was sure of. 


Maude sat on the floor kicked off her Prada
shoes and rubbed her feet. This was going nowhere. Couldn’t she possibly go to
the NAM ceremony in sneakers?


“Sneakers!” Adrianna shrieked. 


Maude blinked in surprise. She’d actually
voiced her thought? Those stilettos must have pierced the left lobe of her
brain, because she wasn’t thinking straight.


“I’m kidding,”
Maude rolled her eyes. “But wouldn’t it be funny, me walking down the red
carpet in sneakers?”


Adrianna choked. “That would be hilarious,
Maude if you want to end up on Lexie
Staz’s Worst Dressed Celebrity List. Wouldn’t that be fun, hmm?” The mere
thought of her protégé on Lexie’s list made her faint.


“It would be a statement sent to the entire
female population that women can wear a gorgeous dress and rock it with a pair
of Doc Martens.”


“I give up!” Adrianna huffed, throwing her
hands in the air.


“Great! Can I____—”


“—You aren’t going anywhere until you’ve
learned to glide like a swan, not squawk like a freakin’ duck. Understood?”


She threw the door open, bumped into Matt
about to enter the room, and hurried away, grumbling like an old cat-lady.


Matt peered into his creation room with
caution. Had he stepped into another dimension, where women had once more taken
over his creation room? Instead of exercising machines, Prada, Louboutins, and
Ferragamo stilettos were scattered all over the floor, bones in the cemetery of
fashion.


“What’s all this?” he asked as he searched
for a place to put his guitar.


“This! This represents Adrianna’s new
punishment. I heard they use Louboutins in CIA headquarters instead of
waterboarding. That’s evolution for you!”


 “I thought Alan had arranged for you to
be in another room?” Matt picked up stray shoes, ignoring her furious brow. He
wanted his room back, and no amount of righteous indignation would deter him from
his goal.


“He has,” Maude replied with a sheepish grin.
“But I feel much more comfortable here.”


“And where am I supposed to write my songs?
Am I supposed to strum my guitar with this?” he asked, dangling a snake-skinned
stiletto.


“It could make for an interesting new sound,”
Maude tilted her head sideways, envisioning him playing with her shoe. “You’ve
got to learn to innovate, Mathieu Beauchamp. I’m sorry to see you have little
to no imagination.” She shook her head in mock disapproval.


“Innovate? Says the girl who refuses to tap
into her inner glam?” Matt laughed.


“Can’t I be glamorous without having to wear
these shackles?” She tossed her Prada 
aside in despair. 


 “Must I really teach you everything,
Maude?” Matt asked as he handed her back her shoe.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean I taught you to ice skate, and now
I’ll teach you to walk with these.”


“You barely managed to stay on your feet in
the ice skating rink, and you think you can make me walk properly on these
skyscrapers?”


“I fell that day only because you frightened
me on purpose might I add. ”


“Oh, poor little Mathieu got frightened by a
eeney-wheeney girl! You give Frenchmen a bad reputation.”


“But I know a thing or two about walking in
stilettos.”


“Really? Is it one of your kinky habits, because
I wouldn’t judge you if you admitted to indulging in such pleasures.”


“It’s not something I do, but I have been
around models as you know.”


Maude paused, an eyebrow raised. “Of course
you have. How could I possibly forget? You’ve never had to tap into your inner
glam, have you? It was all out for the world to see!”


“You can sit here and scold me for all the
fun_—”


“—Fun? You call getting photographed naked in
the street, fun?”


“Fun, perhaps a bit wild.” Matt scratched his
chin with a fond smile.


“Or the time you punched—”


“—Error of judgments!” Matt interrupted
“Anyway, all I can say is you can ask for my help or stand there judging errors
from my youth.”


Maude laughed outright. 


“It’s a wonder you and I get along. I never
would’ve liked you had I met you merely two years ago, Matt.”


“Never say never. You couldn’t stand me a
couple of months ago and see how far we’ve come now.”


“Right. You’re going to teach me to tap into
my feminine side.”


“Only if you ask nicely.”


“I’m asking nicely.” Maude crossed her hands
as if in prayer.


“On bended knee?”


“Not going to happen.”


“All right. But promise to evacuate the
premises as soon as this life lesson is over.”


“In your dreams.”


“You really want to see all this knowledge
walk through that door?”


“You’d miss my stilettos if they didn’t walk
all over you.”


Matt’s eyes laughed before he did.


“Fine,” he gave in. “Choose your instrument.
I’ve got the perfect song for this.”


Maude chose a pair of red eight-inch
stilettos while Matt put on some music. The loud hip-hop/ rock beat of “Walk
This Way” filled the room.


“Aerosmith and Run DMC? Are you sure?” Maude
asked. She felt she wouldn’t be doing them justice.


“It should give you all the assurance you
need. First off, you chose the wrong shoes. You need to start with, well, baby
steps. These for example.” Matt picked up a pair of four-inch Louboutins,
inspected their steepness, and handed them to an amused Maude.


“Thanks, sensei. However this grasshopper
needs to learn to hop in bigger stilettos fast.”


“Don’t worry, try these.”


Maude put them on. They were a lot less
painful than the ones Adrianna had hammered into her feet. She’d been
Cinderella’s stepsister, forcing the glass slipper into her foot.


“Close your eyes and picture yourself on a
red carpet in these shoes.”


Maude complied, and when she pictured herself
standing next to Matt on the red carpet, her eyes shot wide open. She closed
them once more, but the image wouldn’t vanish. 


“So the number one rule: standing straight
and with confidence. Then, and this wisdom was passed on to me from a sure
source, you have to go toe heel, toe heel.” He demonstrated the gesture with
his right foot in slow motion lifting and lowering his foot accordingly.


Maude executed squatting and squirming to the
rhythm of Run DMC and Aerosmith, thundering against society’s dictate on women
and impossible standards while Matt straightened her shoulders, and reminded
her “qu’il faut souffrir pour être belle”
(no pain no gain).


“Easy for you to say. Male celebrities have a
lot less effort to make when it comes to physical appearance. You get to wear
All Stars all the time, and Teen Vogue
finds it stylish.”


Matt lovingly rubbed his white All Stars. He
would never get rid of these. Vintage style was more comfortable than penguin
style.


“Maybe you’re right about shoes, but don’t
you know how hard I have to work to keep my abs?” Matt asked. He lifted his
plain white T-shirt to prove his point. 



Maude caught a glimpse of his abs before
averting her eyes but couldn’t keep her tongue from retorting. “You’re hardly
Jason Taylor. Now he’s got abs to keep. Don’t you remember that scene in Vampire Love where ripping off his
T-shirt is the only way to save
Clara?”


“Let me remind you I was offered his role but
turned it down, precisely because I didn’t want to be remembered for scenes
such as you describe.”  Matt
contracted his muscles in front of the mirror. What did Maude see in Jason
Taylor? Maybe he should’ve accepted the role of Leonardo di Angelo if it meant
having Maude fangirling over the dumb vampire. She’d never fangirled over him,
and he was the one and only Love Doctor. 


Maude continued her awkward march.


“Would you have enjoyed the movie half as
much if he’d been played by someone half as handsome as Jason or me?” he added,
pushing his hair away from his face in a casual gesture of pride.


“Don’t flatter yourself, Matt, it’s very
unbecoming in a man.” No use boosting an ego that was already sky-high. She
wouldn’t be the one to confirm what every magazine had written about him, and
what millions of fans had raved about in their diaries and fan fictions.


“Leonardo di Angelo is more than a face,” she
explained.


“Of course, he’s also a pair of abs.”


“He’s a conflicted vampire torn between his
ambition to do good around him and his desire to feed on human blood.”


“Incredibly profound.”


“You wouldn’t understand that. You’ve never
had much of a conscience to start with.”


“I’m debating on whether I should leave you
to strut in your stilettos alone and head out, far, far away from here. Grab
something to eat.”


“If you’re grabbing something to eat, I’m
coming with you.”


“No way, you’ll slow me down.”


“I know where we could go! Please, please,
please follow me!” Maude begged, this time going through the motions of
kneeling.


“Aren’t you supposed to stay here until you’ve
learned to glide?”


“Exactly. I’ve learned thanks to my awesome
new teacher.”


“Keep up the fake flattery, I don’t mind.”


“And now the ultimate test is how long I can
walk in these shoes without wincing. I’ve got to fly away from the nest!” Maude
cried, flapping imaginary crooked wings.


Matt thought she was crazy but was curious as
to where this would lead him.


“Where do you want to go?” he finally gave
in, curious as to know which place tickled Maude’s fancy.


“Follow me,” Maude indicated with a smile
full of mystery. She ignored the small voice that whispered how unwise it was
for her to appear in a public outing with Matt. She’d be careful.


“No taxi though. You have to practice
walking. Stairs and escalators, public transportation is just what you need. Oh,
and don’t forget your sunglasses.” He pulled out his of his shirt pocket and
shielded his grey eyes. 


An hour later, Maude and her unwilling
companion arrived in bustling Brooklyn. She’d enjoyed her first steps in
Brooklyn a couple months ago when Matt had treated her to her first Mexican
restaurant. He took it for granted but in Carvin, a Chinese and an Italian
restaurant had been her only taste of exoticism.


“Ever since you told me I could find bits of
France in New York, I’ve been doing some research. And I discovered this cute
little French bakery that I’m dying to try.”


“We had to come all the way to Brooklyn for a
French bakery? There are French bakeries in Manhattan we could’ve tried.”


“But they didn’t have a nice storefront such
as the one on the website. We’re almost there. Come on!” Maude took his hand
and walked as fast as her shoes allowed her, much to Matt’s dismay.  


“Here we . . . are,” Maude’s voice trailed
off, and her crestfallen face only confirmed Matt’s suspicions.


A fresh coat of paint would never have been
sufficient to repair the bakery’s outward appearance.  The red paint was chipped, the bakery’s
name faded, with a few letters missing, and the entire bakery looked like it’d
woken up from a slumber, drowsy and lethargic.


“Le Petite Bakery,” Matt read aloud. He
squinted trying to make out the missing letters. “You dragged us to Brooklyn to
seek out a place called Le Petite Bakery. There are so many things wrong with
this name I don’t even know where to start!”


“I know, there’s a grammar mistake in the
title.”


“It should have been LA petite not LE petite.”


“But the picture was so cute and lively.”


“And he should’ve used the word boulangerie if he wanted the French word
for bakery.”


“And the Chef said his baguettes were
authentic.”


“A CHEF! There are no such things as chefs in
French bakeries! What is he? Italian?”


“His name is Antonio Scaramuccio.”


Matt hit the palm of his hand across his
forehead, while Maude’s pearly laughter rang out in the street. Frustrated Matt
was funnier than Professor Mathieu teaching her to disfigure her feet.


“He could be French-Italian,” Maude offered
as an explanation.


“Trust me, Maude, if you want real
croissants, I know just the place near Tribeca.”


“Uh-huh.” Maude shook her head.


“Uh-huh?”


She pointed at her swollen feet. “I can’t
take another step with these. We’re staying here.”


“Didn’t you bring sneakers just in case?” He
pointed at her bag. It was big enough for a pair of sneakers.


“Girls don’t carry sneakers in their Gucci bags, Matt.” Maude shook her head
comically. “There, now I sound like your beloved Adrianna.” 


Matt had to agree. Except for the ‘beloved’
part.


“I thought this was a serious evaluation. I
didn’t bring back-up. I was so sure I would ace this test. You boosted my
confidence to a max. You should’ve thought to bring back-up, you sorry excuse
for a teacher!”


“This is the thanks I’m getting! Kids these
days are nothing but ungrateful brats with—”


“Come on, sensei, let’s have ourselves a
French snack,” she interrupted as she pushed the door open. Matt dug his heels
in the ground, but Maude’s enthusiasm beat his reluctance.


“Bongiorno!” Chef Antonio greeted in Italian,
arms open wide as the two singers entered the empty bakery.  His eyes gradually widened as he
recognized the two singers.


“My, my! What have we here? Two celebrities!
French, too. Maude Laurent, it’s such a pleasure, an honor. Matt, what an honor
to have you both here in my humble bakery!”


Matt snorted, before Maude elbowed him in the
ribs. Humble was too pale a shade to describe the bakery’s squalor.


“Thank you so much for having us here. I’m in
desperate need of something French, and this is just the place!”


As they took a seat, Chef Antonio Scaramuccio
detailed his menu, a menu containing the best of “French delicacies” with all
ingredients imported straight from France.


 “As if French flour tasted so much
different from American flour,” Matt whispered to an enthralled Maude who
preferred to ignore what she called Parisian arrogance. The Italian chef busied
behind the counter whistling a tune sounding like a remixed version of ‘La
Donna e mobile’ from Verdi’s Rigoletto.


“Parisian arrogance!” Matt’s indignant tones
resonated in the empty bakery.


“You heard me correctly Monsieur Beauchamp. I
don’t judge a bakery by its storefront. I’m from Carvin and enjoy the simple
things.”


“I’ve noticed,” Matt toyed with his plastic
menu, but his tone was serious. 


She asked what he meant.


“It means you grasp so hard at the ordinary
you refuse to enjoy the ride your success has put you on.” He, on the other
hand, didn’t have the same problem. Ever since he’d released his first album,
he’d taken a bite out of each cake life offered him.


“That’s untrue. I enjoy it, but I can’t say
yes to everything it entails. I can agree to walk in stilettos. Of course I
look ridiculous in those.”


“You don’t. Or rather you won’t before long.”


“But I hate what Alan is trying to turn me
into. Some sort of dazzling product.” Maude avoided mentioning Thomas, but his
name was in capital letters in her mind.


“I disagree with Alan on many things.” Namely
Thomas Bradfield, and his poor taste in music, and his promotional techniques,
Matt thought but didn’t say. “But I think you’re also afraid of letting go of
the ordinary. Why don’t you enjoy all the perks of an extraordinary life?”


“What you call ordinary is extraordinary for me. Having friends, a
family, people who care about my well-being, creating music, music I enjoy, eating croissants in a run-down
boulangerie with you . . . ” Maude’s voice trailed off. “I don’t need to be on Karrie’s Korner every evening to be
happy.”


“Then I guess the NAM Awards mean nothing to
you,” Matt chided. 


“I dream of it each night. Why do you think
I’m learning to walk in stilettos?”


“Wouldn’t want to have to catch you while I
give you award for Artist of the Year.”


“Won’t you admit that the best part of your
teaching experience was catching me before I fell just to show me you’ve
nothing to envy Jason Taylor?” Maude asked, a sly smile spreading across her
face.


Matt’s ardent denial was drowned by Chef
Antonio Scaramuccio’s boisterous arrival. Croissants and baguettes and hot
chocolate on the house if they agreed to take a picture with him.


To Maude’s delight, the croissants tasted
delicious. To Matt they were okay, an improvement from the taste he’d presumed
they would have, and he attributed Maude’s sheer delight to her having spent
too much time craving for her something French. He’d bring her to Benoit’s
Boulangerie. He didn’t consider himself as one prone to ludicrous hyperbolism,
but he swore she’d die of enchantment.


When it was time to leave, Maude took a
picture with an enthusiastic Chef Antonio Scaramuccio and thanked him for
‘bringing France to her lips.”


But when she stepped outside with her
stilettos, she stopped instantly, frowning.


“This isn’t happening.” She sat down on the
pavement, rubbing her feet.


“Come on, we’re not too far from the subway.
Let’s go.”


“I positively can’t,” she whined.


Matt had an idea but wasn’t sure how she’d
react. 


“I could carry you to the subway if you want.”


Maude burst out laughing. Here he was, acting
chivalric, a true French gentleman.


“Matt, do I look like a damsel in distress to
you?” she asked while she massaged her throbbing feet.


He thought she did but knew better than to
say so to Victoria’s stubborn niece.


“I’ve another solution for you if you’re man
enough to walk beside me while I do.”


She took off her stilettos and jumped up to
her feet, wriggling her toes.


“You’re going to walk barefoot? Are you out
your mind?” As he questioned her sanity, he questioned his for admiring her
spunk instead of regarding it with shame. The old Matt would never have
appeared in public with a barefoot female companion. New Matt only thought how
fun it would be to witness Maude step in dog poop by inadvertence. “Shards of
glass, dog poop, and the list goes on! Of course, after being spit on by a
homeless teen, I’m sure nothing disgusts you.”


Maude paused momentarily at the memory and
shoved him playfully with her free hand.


“Your chivalry’s waning by the second.” She inspected
the sidewalk before taking her first bold step. “Hey, why don’t we go say hi to
Maria and Eduardo if we’re not too far away?”


Maria and Eduardo owned the first Mexican
restaurant Maude had tried, and she was eager to say hi to the kind couple who treated
Matt like their son.


“Why not? You could work on your musical
improvisation. You kind of sucked last time,” Matt joked.


“We don’t seem to be recalling the same
improvisation. I remember one where I left you begging for mercy.”


When Matt didn’t respond, Maude gazed at him
expecting another of his playful remarks. His eyes were fixed on a spot, a
small deli a couple of feet away.


“Matt, what’s going on?” she asked. 


“Wait here,” he ordered. He dashed into the
shop, while Maude wondered what new chivalric bee had stung him. A loud crash
reverberated to her ear, and just as she decided to walk into the store, Matt
emerged, arm extended toward her with a digital camera held in the palm of his
hand.


She understood. A paparazzi had been
following them for some time. Since they’d quitted Soulville Tower according to
the pictures. Her and Matt in the subway, in the street, in the bakery,
laughing, munching. Had he published her pictures with Matt? She shuddered to
think about the rest. Her cover with Thomas questioned, the whole world
discovering how big a liar she was. 


She wanted to thank him, but something in his
face kept her from formulating her gratitude. Did he blame her for this state
of affairs? She was a liar, she knew. That the idea hadn’t been hers in no way
erased the fact she’d participated in the scam.


“You should be heading back,” he finally
declared. “I’ll call a cab a little further.”


“I thought we were going to Las Fajitas.” She
stuck out her lower lip to lighten the mood, but all trace of laughter had left
Matt’s face.


“That’s not a smart idea. I don’t think we
should be seen together. Adrianna wouldn’t be too happy if she knew.”


“Are you coming back to Soulville with me?”


“I’ll swing by later.”


So much for strutting through Brooklyn
barefoot, Maude thought with a stab of regret as she forced her stilettos back
unto her reluctant feet. Pain shot through her toes but it was nothing compared
to the disappointment she felt each time she glanced at Matt’s locked jaw. 



 

*****



 

When Maude returned to Soulville, she
sauntered into Matt’s creation room, found her comfortable flats and heaved a
sigh of relief. It was a good thing stilettos were kept for exceptional
occasions.


Maude’s respite didn’t last long and was
crudely interrupted by a most disagreeable appearance.


“Hello, Maude,” Lindsey Linton greeted in her
pretentious drawl that made it seem like she spent hours lounging around
basking in the sun.


Maude stopped what she was doing and greeted
her unwelcome guest with a slight nod. She hadn’t spoken to her in months and
wouldn’t have minded if their cold war had continued indefinitely. She’d never
understood why Lindsey had taken an instant dislike to her, but friendship was
out of the question now with the girl who’d stolen her song and gladly smashed
her relationship with Matt to pieces of nothingness. 


“Matt’s not here, if he’s the reason you
came.” 


“I’m not here for Matt.”


“Don’t you have another relationship to
destroy, Lindsey?”


Lindsey entered the creation room and closed
the door behind her. The assurance Lindsey possessed would’ve made Maude wonder
at her coldness. She owned the world, owned it with each step she took in
stilettos that would’ve made Maude faint, owned it with every word, every
gesture. Yet she dared stoop to frivolous cattiness every time their paths
crossed. 


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“I never thought you’d be one to evade
questions. That wasn’t your way when Lexie asked you about Matt and me and
yourself. You said something like ‘I stole your man,’ if my memory serves me
correctly, as I’m sure it does.”


“I didn’t ruin anything, Maude. If Matt and
you had really wanted to be together, that scandal, as embarrassing as it was,
wouldn’t have kept you apart. But then, nothing surprises me from Matt. He’s
one to stay away from girls with a tendency to carry their heart on their
sleeves. Nothing scares him more than a committed relationship.”


Maude arranged a pair of stilettos, knowing
she should take the high road. But taking the high road when she’d worn
stilettos all afternoon was anything if not impossible.


“Maybe that’s what he felt regarding you,
Lindsey. But in the present instance, I’m the one who said no. I’m not like
you, Lindsey, I don’t thrive on the taste of a bitter scandal.”


Lindsey thought her heels would snap under
the weight of disbelief, yet she maintained an impassive front.  She wondered how well Maude knew Matt.
If she had, if she knew what he’d been and what he was offering her now, she
would never have attempted to turn off his feelings like a light-switch, for
the promise of what? A peaceful, scandal-free life. That didn’t exist in
Lindsey’s world. She didn’t thrive on scandal like Maude had put it, but her
career did. Ever since she’d decided to break from her first contract with
America as her country’s sweetheart. And it worked.  


“Maude, I’ve always thought you were a lot of
things I won’t dare repeat out loud while you’re handling those stilettos. My
acuity needs a real dust-off because I never
would’ve thought you were a coward.”


 “Being
called a coward by someone who stoops so low as to steal one of my songs is
like being called hideous by the Incredible Hulk. I don’t care what you think
of me in the least, Lindsey.”


“Right, I forgot. You’re blissfully happy
with Thomas Bradfield. Strange though, I’ve never seen you two do much more
than hold hands. Are you sure everything’s fine between the two of you. Is
Thomas really fine being second choice? Are you still pining for Matt, or is he
really up for grabs? You did say on Karrie’s
Korner that I could have him for all you cared.”


Was her relationship with Thomas seeped in
such fallacy that even Lindsey could see right through it? The last thing she
wanted was for her to release a new scandal, one based on a lie only she’d told
this time around.


“I maintain what I said on Karrie’s Korner.” Matt would never go
out with Lindsey, she knew. Or did she? She’d never given a second thought
about who Matt would date when she’d decided to break things off. Of course, he
was at leisure to choose anyone, and she didn’t expect him to stand by her side
while she strolled around New York with Thomas.


But not Lindsey, Maude hoped in her heart of
hearts, ashamed how this line of thinking made her spirit sink.


“I’m glad. You won’t be jealous when I kiss
him while receiving my award for Artist of the Year?”


Maude pushed the image away and answered
Lindsey’s question with another question.


“What makes you think you’ll win?”


“I know what I’m worth. But if you’re so sure
I’ll lose to you, I suggest we spice things up.”


“And how do you offer to spice things up. You
want to spike our drinks at the awards?” Lindsey never knew when to stop, but
Maude wouldn’t be the one to teach her.


“A harmless dare. If I win, I choose your
dare. If you win, you get my drift.”


If she won, she could dare Lindsey to tell
the truth about the scandal, that Matt and her never were a couple and that
Maude hadn’t stolen anyone’s ‘man’. She could break up with Thomas be with
Matt. But if she lost. She shuddered to think of it. Refusing a challenge
expressed through Lindsey Linton’s taunting lips was more than her pride could
take.


“Fine,” Maude agreed. “You better pray you
win, or I’ll make you wipe these stilettos clean with your tongue.”


Lindsey ignored her and walked to the door.
Her job was done, but not quite.


“One more thing, I’m here with James Baldwin.
Did I tell you how awesome it’s been working with him? No wonder you didn’t
want to let him go.”


Maude’s ears pricked with keen interest she
fought to hide, lest she gave Lindsey the satisfaction of knowing the
revelation disturbed her. “Why is my uncle here?”


“Right, I almost forgot, Glitter and
Soulville want you and I to collaborate on a single,” Lindsey announced with
undisguised pleasure. Maude would be less than thrilled by the news, thus
making it an enjoyable task to befall Lindsey. “Won’t we have such fun
together? You’ll be in the background of course, so don’t worry. I’ll be doing
all the heavy lifting.”


With that being said, Lindsey strutted out of
Matt’s creation room leaving Maude to swim in silent bewilderment.



 

*****



 

Cynthia knew things.


She knew her father was at Soulville at that
instant and that she couldn’t see him.


She knew he thought she was interning
part-time in a law firm, not in the building he’d erected.


So when Daniel asked her to bring a file to
the fourteenth floor, she knew waging a war against her boss would be easier
than waging one with her parents once they found out what she was up to.


“I will not bring this file, Mr. Siwel. Not
now, not ever again. I’m an intern, not a busboy, which I know you don’t bother
distinguishing. However if I have to photocopy one more of your gigantic files,
I will have a fit. I threw away your cigarette, you wanted to teach me a
lesson. Lesson learned. I will never,
ever, touch one of your cigarettes again even though I won’t hesitate to
throw a look of deep disapproval every time you walk out of this dingy office
to ‘have a smoke.’ Please give me a file, not to copy, or to give someone else.
Give me some real work or . . . ”


Daniel lifted his eyes to her.


Or what, he asked.


Cynthia had forgotten rule number one in an
uneven negotiation: never impose an ultimatum. Her eyes strayed around the room
in despair. A wooden closet with boxes, a photocopy machine, stacks of legal
documents on his desk, including detailed minutes of board meetings, an
unopened pack of cigarettes. An unopened pack of cigarettes! She grabbed it and
held her arm in the air as if she held a grenade. So much for never touching
his cigarettes again.


“I was thinking of quitting anyway,” was his
only response.


“Then I’ll smoke the whole pack, become
addicted, smoke two packs a day, contract lung cancer, die of lung cancer in
atrocious sufferings and will come haunt you and all your loved ones with wails
all the more hoarser that I’d have smoked my voice away during my lifetime.”


“All right, Ms. Carlisle. No need for
dramatics. Take this file, pore over it, and tell me what you think.”


“Thank you, Mr. Siwel.”


“And, Ms. Carlisle?”


“Yes?”


“Please throw away my cigarettes on your way
out.”



 

*****



 

“Amneris doesn’t hate Aida outright,” 


Ms. Tragent leaned against her Bösendorfer
piano and gazed at her performers, telling the story with her eyes rather than
her lips. Amneris had always been her favorite character in this tragic tale.
Aida, the sacrificial lamb everyone loved, paled in comparison to Amneris’
ultimately self-destructive passion.


“Ms. Laurent, have you studied the score as I
asked?”


“I have,” Maude answered. She’d studied it
for days with the help of her faithful piano. Her score was presently
recognizable only to her, with giant check marks where she needed to watch her
breathing, dots were darkened where she would punctuate her staccato, lines
where drawn where she’d gradually go from mezzo
forte to an unabashed forte.


Standing between Rebecca and Nathan, she
refused to appear the amateur they thought she was. 


“Amneris has two main themes. Her leitmotifs
are love and jealousy. Each theme has specific rhythm and notes. Her love theme
is mellow and soft with long notes while the jealous theme culminates in the
last act and is characterized with a sharp staccato rhythm, notes of shorter
duration, and an angry forte dynamic.”


Nathan whispered something to one of his
friends with a smirk which Maude pretended not to see but heard two distinct
words topple out of his mouth like an insult: pop music.


“Very well,” Ms. Tragent answered. “We’ll
start with love, Amneris’ first theme. Maude, Nathan, you may start.”


Rebecca stepped away from Maude and Nathan,
but she kept her eyes glued to Rebecca. If improvement was her aim, her
determination must stem from singing with artists she admired. 


Breathing technique and control was crucial
to hold the length, but love was a candle, one which Maude, as Amneris, could
hold without fear of being burnt, and she did so. In clear tones of affection,
she sang of Radamès’ courage and the nobility refining his features. Nathan as
Radamès, however, kept a distance from Maude, one which she couldn’t attribute
to his response to Amneris. 


Laughing contempt floated in his eyes as he
regarded his co-performer, all the while refusing to approach her. Radamès
eluded Amneris, Nathan condemned Maude. Disappointment filled Maude’s lungs the
moment she realized she was the recipient of subtle disregard from a performer
she admired. 


Ms. Tragent’s sharp eye detected Nathan’s
dislike in an instant as well, though she voiced it only in the halls of her
mind. Maude would encounter many classical artists who viewed pop music with
the same scorn furled in the folds of Nathan’s internal music box. Better now
in the safety of Morningside’s walls than in the backstage of the Metropolitan
Opera. 


“All right,” Ms. Tragent commented when the
pair had finished. “Maude, we’ll have to work on that legato, we need to smooth
it out. We’ll work on it during out private sessions. For now let’s hear Aida.
Maude, I want you to pay attention to her legato.”


Rebecca’s legato was the closest Maude had
heard to perfection. Her voice smooth as silk, Rebecca’s erect posture allowed
her to transition from note to note with articulate grace.


Admiration glinted from each eye in the room,
and Maude’s dancing iris shone the brightest. Elegance and eloquence assembled
in one being, and she was to hold the privilege of working with her! Work? Work
was for Soulville and all it held. This was enchantment in its rawest form. 


Maude joined the others in applauding
Rebecca’s performance and breathed in with pleasure as Ms. Tragent dismissed
her artists.


Maude had walked halfway to the subway
station when she realized she’d forgotten her scarf. She hurried back, entered
through the stage door, but was surprised when she heard voices coming from the
stage. Hadn’t everyone left already?


She walked toward the stage, but stopped
short when she heard her name. Hiding behind the prop for the Egyptian display,
she leaned over.


 “
. . . don’t know what Ms. Tragent was thinking when she hired a pop singer for
an opera,” Nathan was saying through gritted teeth.


“I agree. And to play Amneris no less!”
Sophie, a member of the choir, added. “I’m a professional classical singer, and
I never got such an important role in my ten years of career. She’s like five.”


Maude’s heart sank as others agreed in
unison.


“She scribbled on her score like a kid. I’m
surprised there was no magic marker on it.”


“I still write on my scores as well, Nathan.
Does that make me inept in your eyes?” Rebecca’s voice rang out as clearly as
when she sang.


“Of course not, Becca,” Nathan reassured.
“You’re a professional.”


“So is Maude.”


“A professional pop singer.”


“Can’t she be both?”


“She’s here because Ms. Tragent is losing her
marbles in her old age. She pampers her because she’s French. Don’t you hear
them talk like lovers? Maude reads her notes in Italian! Fa fa sol si,” Nathan mimicked in a mock croak. “She’s in America.
She should read her notes like everybody else here. What’s wrong with ABC?”


Maude’s cheeks burned with indignation. She
sounded nothing like that and she knew the English equivalents as well, but Ms.
Tragent allowed her to sing them in Italian, which was the French way she’d
been taught. 


“She even gives Maude private lessons! I’ve
asked her multiple times, and she’s always refused,” Nathan huffed. If he
couldn’t get private lessons, why should Maude?


“And perhaps the most appalling thing,”
Sophie declared, “is we’re not supposed to mention her name to anyone, family
or friends, because Ms. Tragent wants to avoid leaks to the press.”


Here, Maude gave a little start of surprise.
Ms. Tragent had never mentioned this to her. She hid her rehearsals from Alan
but never thought this secrecy was imposed on her coworkers.


“Yeah, how do you think Maude would react if
we called her ‘Stella Laurence’ to her face?” Amused by his thought, Nathan
chuckled and thought he’d try next time he saw Maude. 


Stella Laurence? Was that who Ms. Tragent
claimed would be playing Amneris outside of these walls? Ms. Tragent was taking
great lengths to hide her identity, and a surge of gratitude warmed the current
of Maude’s thoughts regarding her stern professor. Alan would never know Maude
was  “Stella Laurence” until it was
too late.


“She’s afraid another scandal will break out
concerning Maude if the pop world discovers she’s taking part in a opera.
Scandal seems to follow that girl.”


“Scandal always follows pop singers,” Nathan let out, as if stating universal wisdom.


“And paparazzi. Ms. Tragent warned us if we
leaked this to the press, she’d make sure we would never find work anywhere.”
Sophie shuddered. 


“Sophie, anything Ms. Tragent says spooks
you,” Rebecca pointed out with impatience. “Come on, Becca,” Nathan coaxed.
“You can’t be defending Maude? She can’t sing opera properly.”


“I think Maude’s voice needs work,” Rebecca
conceded. Maude squirmed with silent uneasiness.


“Maude’s no exception, and neither are we,”
she continued. “We all need to work and standing here bashing another artist
won’t help us in any way. Besides, she’s got talent. She needs work, but her
talent is undeniable. If Ms. Tragent sees it, then Maude should take this
seriously. And I believe her marked scores prove she does.”


Rebecca stomped away and made way toward
backstage, coming straight in Maude’s direction. Maude turned away and hurried
inside one of the dressing rooms. She saw her scarf sprawled over one of the
seats and grabbed it as Rebecca entered the room.


“Oh, you’re still here, Maude?” 


Maude shuffled with embarrassment. Her ears
would never cease to buzz with the amazement, knowing regal Rebecca Sylvester
thought she had talent.


“I forgot my scarf. I was heading out. So see
you later.” 


“Wait, I’m coming with you.” 


Maude was pleased, but embarrassed. What
would she talk about with the soprano she’d just heard defending her?


“Nathan is a pompous ass,” Rebecca held the
door for Maude, and they rushed into the night air.


Maude couldn’t agree more but thought it best
to say nothing. She wasn’t supposed to have overheard their conversation.


“Come on, I’m sure you heard him backstage.”
Rebecca nudged Maude. 


No use denying anymore.


“I did. Him and all the others.”


“You should listen to them.”


“I don’t know if my ears will bear another
round of hypocritical observations.”


“They’re not hypocrites. They showed you
their dislike from the moment you stepped in Morningside, didn’t they?”


“They did.”


“You have to listen to them not because
they’re right, but because they reflect current opinions in the classical music
world.”


“That I’m not good enough.”


“That pop and classical shouldn’t mix,”
Rebecca corrected. “Pop is the equivalent of garbage for classical musicians.
And don’t ever get them started on rap music.”


“You appear to think differently.”


“I just don’t think one style is exclusive of
the other, and I love pop although I would make a dreadful pop singer. When
you’ve been raised to train your voice in one way for as long as I have, it’s
difficult to change.”


“I wouldn’t change a single thing about your
voice.” Maude peered at her calm assurance and wished she could borrow it, that
confidence gained from established recognition. “You don’t want the life of a
pop star. Say what you like, recognition in the classical world is nothing like
fame in the pop world.”


“I envy that,” Rebecca gushed. “The thrill,
the lights, the magazine covers. 
Being famous in the classical world is too calm. There’s excitement, of
course, parties and champagne and caviar. But I’m hardly ever recognized in the
streets, for example. Only connoisseurs like you know who I am.”


“But your talent is the only thing people
know you for,” Maude shook her head. That was precious, and Rebecca couldn’t
seem to acknowledge that. “Not reality TV stints or which stilettos you wear to
an award ceremony!”


“I don’t think you and I will ever find
common ground on this question. But wearing stilettos and a designer dress to
an award ceremony like the NAM Awards is probably the coolest thing I can think
of.”


Maude nodded. She was looking forward to the
ceremony, too. “I’m not saying it’s not cool, I’m just saying it’s a lot of
fuss. But if you’re up for it, you can come to the NAM Awards as my guest.”


Rebecca shrieked and attracted a weird look
from a passerby. Maude couldn’t believe the young soprano she admired was
excited to attend an award ceremony with her. How had Rebecca Sylvester become
just Rebecca without her even noticing?

“That’s one of the best gifts I’ve ever received. Thanks Maude.”


“No problem.”


“Do you think Matt will be there? He’s my
favorite pop singer of all time. I sang ‘Love Doctor’ for months under the
shower. Granted it was off-key, but I thought I deserved a Grammy.”


Maude doubted any singing from Rebecca could
be considered off-key, but it was funny she could think so. 


“Matt will be there. He’s presenting the
Artist of the Year award.”


“For which you’ve been nominated. Are you
scared?” 


It couldn’t be awe she read in Rebecca
Sylvester’s eyes, could it?


“Nah . . . yeah,” she admitted.


They laughed and chatted haute couture, which
Rebecca affirmed was her specialty as if being a famous soprano weren’t
specialty enough for a lifetime. 



 










Chapter 6



 

“Maude is being unreasonable, Victoria,”
Stephen said. “She invited her entire family to the NAM Awards, including Pearl and Rocky, but she expressly
forbade her grandfather from coming. What a fine message she’s sending the
family who’s welcomed her with open arms. We don’t pick and choose family. We
earn family ties, especially when we’re orphans who just so happened to pop out
of nowhere. Her grandfather is vexed over this entire affair, which is why I
think you should intervene, Victoria, seeing as you’re her guardian, or on the
way of becoming her guardian. I do wish you’d hammer some sense into the pupil
you’ve pledged to look after.” Stephen ended his speech and took his seat
around the Baldwin’s dinner table next to his wife and children.


“You do realize I’m merely two feet away from
you, Uncle Stephen?” Maude asked with amused bewilderment. She was getting used
to his ways. He had the easiness of a wooden robot with mechanical
deficiencies.


“Believe me, you’d rather he didn’t address
you directly on these kind of issues,” Trey told her while he took second helpings
of fried chicken James had made. He’d stopped listening to his father years ago
when he’d learned nodding his head with vigorous approbation could get him out
of any uncomfortable discussion. Not that his father bothered him too often as
he preferred letting his twins “burn their youth to ashes,” like Winnie Win
said.


“Uncle Stephen, I would love for Elder
Williams to come to the awards,” Maude argued.


“Very well,” Uncle Stephen dug into a heap of
potatoes that had turned cold from his ventilating them with each sigh escaping
his lips and punctuating his speech.


“If he apologizes for what he said during my
birthday dinner,” Maude added, before taking a bite out of her chicken.


Uncle Stephen coughed up his cold potatoes
and waved to his wife with frantic helplessness for assistance. His wife tapped
him on the back with an exuberance meant to shame Maude, but which only
succeeded in hardening her resolution.


“Stephen, if you hadn’t noticed, this is
Aaron’s daughter you’re dealing with,” Victoria reminded him with a proud
smile. “You know how he was once he’d made up his mind about something.”


“I think she takes less after her father, and
more and more after you, Victoria.” Uncle Stephen scratched his throat and took
a gulp of water. 


Maude pondered over what her uncle said and
thought it might have been the closest he’d come to paying her a compliment.
She’d rather take after her aunt Victoria than her aunt Loretta who couldn’t be
bothered to say a single agreeable word. But then she wouldn’t have minded
taking after Aunt Pearl and wondered how awesome she’d be with red hair. Red
hair on the red carpet of the NAM Awards? Adrianna would faint. 


Each time she conjured an image of the
upcoming event, her heart would squeeze. Which was why she was grateful her
entire family would be there to support her. Those who didn’t think her being
French was a major obstacle to her being a part of the family. She would’ve
loved for her grandfather to be present as well, but if she relented and
invited him, she feared he’d say no and fling her another nasty remark about
her French mother. 


“If Lindsey and Maude sing together . . . ”
Jordan was saying.


“What?” Maude jerked her head away from her
thoughts. “Nothing is set in stone.” She would never sing with Lindsey. She’d have
to find something to bargain with Alan, but she couldn’t, wouldn’t, sing with
Lindsey Linton.


“You don’t want to be associated with that
girl, Maude,” Harriet said with a stiff purse of her lips. Lindsey Linton was
everything Harriet despised in a girl. Her life spread out across magazines,
her face on the cover of Teen Vogue,
her advice on what face cream to use, and how to talk to boys. She’d tried it
once at a vulnerable moment in her life when she feared she’d never find a
husband. 


Hello. 
She’d said “hello” to the unfortunate young man who walked her poodle
each morning and thought she’d die of shame. No, Lindsey Linton wasn’t to be
associated with either in person or through the glossy pages of a magazine.
Maybe she should ask Maude for advice--she’d managed to snag Thomas Bradfield,
and they seemed so wrapped up in each other it was a miracle they ever found
time to eat.


“Maude’s right. Glitter is having a few
doubts about this as well,” James observed. He also wished for the plan to fall
through. “I think they’re waiting to see how Maude pulls through at the
awards.”


“You’re bound to win one of the awards.
Wouldn’t it be awful to be nominated for two awards but to win nothing?” was
Jordan’s encouragement.


“It’s a feat to be simply nominated, Jordan,”
Cynthia put in. He wouldn’t be nominated for Cousin of the Year. 


“Maybe Dad shouldn’t come,” Uncle Stephen
tilted his head and approved the idea he’d voiced. “It’d be a shame to make an
old man leave the coziness of his couch for a big pile of nothing.” He munched
on his potatoes with a clean conscience satisfied at having found a way to
appease his father’s wrath.


Maude, however, couldn’t find sleep that
night.


If she lost, no if she lost against Lindsey,
if she won Best Album, if she lost Artist of the Year, if she lost everything.
All these thoughts swirled into her head, a jumble of fearful musings magnified
by the night’s overgrown obscurity. The worst of all was considering the
possibility of losing everything. She could envision her uncle’s snarl and her
grandfather’s accusing ivory cane. Winning Artist of the Year for her first
album would be close, but winning Best Album would prove just as difficult. The
album she and Matt and James had created in spite of all the setbacks,
arguments, creative black holes, and frustrations. To see her album consecrated
. . . as Best Album  . . . an album
with strong classical influences would be . . . 


 By then, Maude’s exhaustion had taken
over and her thoughts were swallowed by the night.


       When
the sky relinquished its starry attire, its sunlit armor eclipsed Maude’s
midnight misgivings. The fateful day had arrived, a day of hastiness, a day of
widespread frenzy. Adrianna swung by early and whisked Maude off for her the
preparation of her day and to make sure she didn’t eat waffles.


By the time she’d finished her sauna and
massage, Maude was at the top of the world. They came back to the Baldwins’
house for the final preparations. Aunt Pearl and Rocky had flown in that
morning from Los Angeles, but Maude received a peck on the cheek from each
before her makeup artist and hairdresser stole her away from her family.


When she slipped on the dress for the awards,
she slipped into new skin in which she beheld a more becoming version of
herself. 


She wore a pale pink, strapless, Dior haute
couture dress with a long, flowing skirt, and her hair in a slick braided bun.


And the shoes. Stilettos, of course.  She’d told Adrianna she could wear heels
with moderation. But Adrianna had nevertheless ascribed Giuseppe Zanotti stilettos
that eyed Maude with suspicion. Uncomfortable under their haughty hauteur, she
hesitated on whether to throw them out the window or wear them when Jazmine
came in with an envelope in her hand.


“Oh, Maude!” she gasped. “You look lovely.
You’re a princess.”


It wasn’t a compliment to be taken lightly
from the most fashionable Baldwin. Maude beamed, thinking, she could find the
courage to carry on in Giuseppe Zanotti glass slippers.


“A deliveryman came back this instant, and
wanted to give you this in person. I told him I’d give it to you.” Jazmine
handed her the envelope.  “The
limousine will be arriving with Thomas soon. So hop in your shoes, no use
putting that off.”


“Thanks, Jaz, I’ll be down in a minute.”


She recognized the name on the envelope. Bill
Roddick. Matt’s friend in the publishing business. She’d sent him a letter
asking him to send her any type of news he received from Lexie Staz’s tell-all
book.


He’d kept his promise. With trembling
fingers, Maude unlatched the envelope, exhumed the papers that held her past,
and read.



 

Maude
Laurent may have been French for sixteen years, but she’s happily forgotten
where she came from now that she’s settled in Manhattan. 


“She’s
never called, texted, emailed. Nothing.”


These
are the words uttered by a very emotional Mrs. Antoinette Ruchet.


Who
is that woman you ask?


She
is the brave and kind woman who took care of Maude Laurent since she was a
baby. Fed her, bathed her, kissed her goodnight each night before she fell
asleep, made sure there were no monsters under her bed. Everyone knows Maude
Laurent is an orphan and the recently discovered niece of famous producer James
Baldwin. 


But
Maude never mentioned the names of the family who took her in and raised her
like one of their own alongside their two adorable twins.


“Jean
and Jacques ask me every day when Maude will come back. She was a big sister to
them. They looked up to her,” Mrs. Ruchet continued, brushing away tears.


Women
like Mrs. Ruchet are a rare breed. Things have been rough for her ever since she
was diagnosed with cancer a couple of months ago, a few weeks after Maude told
her she would never return to Carvin and never wanted to see her foster family
again.


“Maude
told me she was leaving for good,” Mrs. Bonnin, the town’s baker, told me. “She
was so happy to leave,” the baker added. 


“I
called her many times, but she hung up on me,” Mrs. Ruchet explained, blowing
in her handkerchief. “She told me she couldn’t care less about my cancer and
that she wanted nothing to do with me.”


It
is heartbreaking to hear Mrs. Ruchet’s battle against cancer, a battle she
appears to be losing. But it is even more shameful to imagine the
cold-heartedness of an ungrateful star who lets her foster family crumble under
mountains of medical bills without lifting a little finger.


I
asked Mrs. Ruchet if she would like to send Maude a message.


“Tell
her I love her, and that I forgive her.”


But
the question is should we?



 

The sheets of paper crumbled with ease under
Maude’s fingers. She crumbled, straightened, and crumbled them once more, her
anger rising with every movement. She threw her arm back and flung the document
with all her strength. It struck the opposite wall with limp boredom and slid
down in derisive apathy.


Maude grabbed her shoe, ran to the wall,
grabbed the document with a vengeance and struck it with the stiletto. Smack, smack, smack, smack. She stopped.


She couldn’t let Mrs. Ruchet get to her. Not again. This was her evening, her big
night, her grand event. Grand dress, grand hair, grand life. Picture-perfect
spotlessness. She erased every thought from her skull until it gleamed with
blankness. The blankness didn’t last and a fat lumpy, uneasy thought filled the
corners of her vacant mind.


Was
Mrs. Ruchet dying?


“Maude, limousine’s here!” Jazmine called
out.


Lexie Staz must have invented everything.
Mrs. Ruchet wasn’t dying. If anything she was having the time of her life
making sure Maude never forgot which hand had shaped her childhood.


By the time Maude took her seat next to
Thomas in the limousine, just as the sun was setting, she’d regained composure
and had slipped on her magic slippers with due diligence.


“You look wonderful,” Thomas whispered to a
distracted Maude. She always appeared elsewhere when he addressed her, like he
was a shadow she wanted to unstitch. Worry etched her face, and it bothered
Thomas to think he was partially responsible for her unhappy state. All he
wanted was to see her smile like she used to.


Maude observed the city fly by through the
tinted windows of the limousine. Would the city crumble, flitter to dust if she
brushed its lining with the tip of her finger? She couldn’t let these lies so
grossly woven together in the thread of a book, be displayed to the public
forum. Her life with the Ruchets belonged to a past she refused to see sprawled
before the lingering eyes of others. She’d be forced to justify, explain,
refute. The stench of falsehoods suffocated her.


When they arrived at Radio City Music Hall,
the cameras’ flash was the first pigment her retina registered.


She put out one wobbly foot out of the
limousine. In an instant, Thomas was by her side.


“It’s going to be okay,” he said. He took her
arm and helped her out of the limousine. 


“Thanks,” she answered, with frank
gratefulness. She noticed the glint of the red carpet she stood on and
hesitated. 


“Maude, whatever’s going on, don’t worry
about it,” he said with kind concern. “Enjoy this moment. You’ve earned it.
Here, take my arm.”


Maude slipped her arm into Thomas’ and faced
the cameras.


Together, they walked with majestic ease
across the red carpet, smiling to the cameras and the lively fans.  She signed a few autographs, as much as
she could, not enough, she shook hands and hands shook her.


It was an impressive and dazzling sight, and
in an instant, Mrs. Ruchet and the tell-all book flew to a foreign part of her
mind. She was happy.


They stopped near the spokesperson for
Hollywood Buzz TV, a radiant woman dressed in a low-cut dress and sporting a
large grin. “So we’re here live with Maude Laurent and her boyfriend Thomas Bradfield.
You guys are both nominated for different awards. How are you feeling?” she
yelled over the noise but couldn’t quite drown out the general excitement.


“Like I’m about to fall flat on my face,”
Maude joked. “Thankfully, I’m in good company.” She beamed at Thomas with a
sincere smile that left him speechless.


“And you, Thomas? How are you feeling?”


“Like I’m the luckiest guy in the world,”
Thomas replied, gazing at Maude with honest admiration. Maude tilted her head
and when she did, when she peered at him through that tilted angle, she saw him
once more as the friend she used to know.


“You two lovebirds have a wonderful night.”


Maude assured her she would.


Entering the stadium was a sight to behold.
Rows of occupied seats, filled with celebrities and she was to be seated among
the first rows. In a haze, she greeted Rebecca and hugged her family. She
noticed Lindsey a couple of rows on the farther right chatting with two of her
closest celebrity friends, both actresses in a teen series called Crazy Glue, about sisters evolving
through high school with magic wands, spells, and magic potions.


When the ceremony opened, she was seated
between Thomas on her right and the entire Baldwin-Williams clan on her left.
Jazmine squeezed her hand with excitement while the lights dimmed for the first
act.


Paul Whitmore, a talented twenty-year-old pop
singer, entered the stage among flames and put the entire room on fire with his
electrical presence.  


Awards were then handed out one by one.
Names, joy, despair, impatience mingled in the atmosphere along with stiff,
disappointed smiles. Whispers of discontent mixed with tears of joy.


She
doesn’t deserve that award


I
can’t believe he won. He can’t even sing.


Ugh,
that dress. Didn’t someone tell her how awful she looks in it?


Those whispers wafted through the air
straight to Maude’s ears, and she was amazed   at how easy it was for these
detractors to smile while the camera focused on them, all the while cursing
through their teeth. The acceptance speeches were amusing in their own right. 


One wanted to thank her friends and family,
but of course, only she was detrimental to her own success. 


Another thanked his manager and his coach for
making him do Pilates every morning and giving him abs he could display in
every video clip they wanted him to.


 She couldn’t believe she’d won Best Video
clip. She was so unprepared for this award she cried as she took out her notes.


He was such a lucky person. He had everything
he needed, and pitied those who weren’t him right now. 


When Thomas’ name resounded in the room as
the winner for the Best Male Artist award, he turned to hug Maude with evident
joy and a tinge of awkwardness.


“I’m happy for you,” Maude whispered before
he let her go. He might have stolen her song, but the other tracks on his album
where solid. She knew how hard he’d worked to get where he was, how far he’d
gone to walk those steps towards his prize. 


His speech was rather quick and sober, no
hysterics like some of his female counterparts. When he thanked Maude, she knew
the camera would be on her, screening each twitch her face twisted into, so she
did what any other dignified artist would do and stuck out her tongue. Thomas
laughed with surprise and continued with his list of thanks, though slightly
perturbed.


The ceremony was drawing to a close and Best
Album and Artist of the Year still hung over Maude’s head.


“Now for Best Album!” Greg Tallinn announced.
He stared at the audience as he listed the contenders of which he would never
more be a part of now his own career was dwindling.


Natasha Fare, the first contender, held her
breath. She was sure to win. The other contenders were merely there for the
democratic aspect of the awards. But she’d worked hard on her album Love and Other Things, and she deserved
it. This was her fourth nomination in the last five years. She refused to go
back home hands filled with disappointment yet again, she wouldn’t let that
trophy slip from her fingers to fall into the hands of that ingénue who reaped
two nominations less than a year after her first album had been released.


Bryan Hemstone, second contender, bit his
nails. He’d never win. Maude Laurent’s album was far better than his! He’d
never written his own lyrics, just played anything handed to him! She played
the piano and sang opera! She had private lessons with Tragent, that crazy hag.
If he had sessions with Tragent, he too could have the voice of an angel. He
peered over at Maude sitting next to Thomas. Thomas was one lucky bastard,
holding that prize. If only she were single.


Dani Safran gazed at Natasha Fare from the
corner of her eye, then at Maude. She wouldn’t mind working on a song with
Maude. Only if Maude lost. If she won, she’d never want to waste a glance on
her smug face again. 


Maude
Laurent!


Her name. Hers? Hers! 


And her first action wasn’t to hug either an
ecstatic Jazmine or a pleased Thomas. Maude’s first thought was for her feet.


With the deftness of bank robber, Maude slid
off her stilettos from her feet covered by her long, flowing skirt so the
movement passed unnoticed by the camera zooming on her face. No way she’d fall
all over herself on her way to the stage.


She rose from her seat, a queen rising from
her throne, and walked slowly towards the stage. If she walked any faster, her
bare feet would show, and Adrianna would kill her a hundred times over. She
didn’t care that Greg Tallinn’s smile had crisped over wondering how long she’d
take to get to the stage. The clamorous applause alone rang in her ears and
warmed her heart and her shivering feet trudging on the cold floor.


Finally arriving on stage, she received her
prize, the emblem of the Best Album awards, a gem with a disc inside. Why was
the gem blurry?  She realized to her
deepest mortification that tears had sprung from her eyes, soft tears filling
her big brown orbs.


Speech. 


Speeches before tears. Swallow. Swallow.


“I want to thank . . . ”


Her voice trailed off. Adrianna had made her
learn her speech by heart. She had to thank Alan and Adrianna first and
foremost.


She peered into the front rows. Her eyes fell
on James, and when he gave her a thumbs-up sign, she let out a giggle. 


James Baldwin.


He’d found her, a little over a year ago,
when she needed him most. She’d thought he was an axe murderer out to kill her
and he’d turned out to be the dearest of uncles.


“I want to thank first and foremost, my Uncle
James Baldwin, the heart and soul of Soulville,” she thanked, her voice firmer.
She was pleased when she noticed Alan’s jaw locked in a disgraceful scowl.


“I wouldn’t be here if not for him,” she blew
a kiss in his direction which he caught and held to his heart.


“Thank you, Aunt Victoria, for your love and
support.” Victoria bowed her head in Maude’s direction and pushed back the
tears that threatened to get the best of her.


“Cynth, your yoga lessons. Jaz, for your
impeccable fashion sense, Ben, for teaching me to play video games like a rock
star. I also want to thank Rocky, Pearl, Trey, and Jordan, Harriet, for
teaching me that etiquette isn’t dead, and Uncle Stephen and Aunt Loretta for
teaching me how to be French.”


The audience laughed pleasantly while Maude
caught her breath. Adrianna had forbidden any mention of Matt but insisted on
her thanking Thomas. If she didn’t the press would be all over it. 


“Also, I’d like to thank a special someone
who will easily recognize himself I’m sure. I’ve known him for over a year, and
he helped me in more ways than one. He helped me see New York in a different
light and made me realize Paris doesn’t always win versus New York and that
behind each skyscraper stands a French boulangerie run by an Italian chef,” she
stopped. If she continued, she’d say Matt’s name, and she couldn’t.


“Thank you to all my fans for your support.
And to two special people who couldn’t be here tonight. My parents, Danielle
and Aaron Williams. Thank you,” she finished, and walked off the stage
accompanied by a round of warm applause, her award tucked in the depths of her
heart, her naked feet tucked in the depths of her dress.


When Lindsey Linton received the award for
Artist of the Year from Matt’s hands that evening, Maude applauded her success,
her heart as light as a feather. Wrapped up in the wreaths of her own joy, she
heard pieces of Lindsey’s speech with a distant ear, saw Lindsey’s triumphant
stare with a distant eye, heeding no attention to the remarks directed at her
(“to those who lost, thank you for your incredible talent”) or her false
modesty (“all of you deserved this award more than I did. I’m humbled by this
unexpected surprise”) or her outright lies (“to Maude, my dearest friend, whom
I look forward to working with whenever she’s ready”).


After the ceremony came the after-party and
the NAM Awards Association was famous for the lavishness of its feasts.


Soufflés and amuse-bouches bounced on silver trays. Ben was in heaven, and
Maude, carrying her trophy around, was sure she could hear angels sing. She
received congratulations left and right, but the only person she wished to see
eluded her. Busy catching up with Trey and Jordan, Matt didn’t once glance in
her direction.


“I guess congratulations are in order,” Alan
said as he came up to her with a glass of champagne.


Frowning was Maude’s first impulse, but she
prevented a full-blown scowl by attempting a smile, succeeding only in
distorting her face with a strange grimace.


“Thank you, Alan,” she answered finally. 


“You didn’t mention me in your speech.” 


“Is this the evening you dazzle me with
elaborate dialogues in which you state the obvious?” Maude asked with an
impertinence that suited her trophy just about right.


“Enjoy your evening, Maude,” Alan snarled.
“Monday, I want to see you in my office at eight o’clock to discuss future
appearances. You do understand that as the winner of Best Album award, much
more will be expected of you from now on?”


“I suppose you mean I’ll have to wear
stilettos higher than these,” Maude inquired with a sly smile. 


“Ha!” Adrianna appeared behind Maude with an
accusing finger while Alan walked away. “Speaking of stilettos. If I ever catch
you walking barefoot again, I’ll strangle you!”


“I was careful and not a toenail strayed out
from under my skirt, Adrianna,” Maude protested, choosing to ignore the death
threat hanging over her head.


“Just come with me,” Adrianna waved off
Maude’s protests. “There are lots of people you need to meet tonight.”


Maude’s eyes lingered on Matt’s back as she
followed Adrianna to greet her well-wishers.


“I gather we won’t be seeing much of Maude
tonight,” Aunt Loretta sniffed. To think she’d worn her best dress for her
ungrateful niece’s sake. They’d spoken five minutes all in all during the
course of the evening. And what was that comment about Harriet teaching her
etiquette wasn’t dead? Loretta thought Maude was much too sly for her own good.


“Let Maude have her fun,” Pearl replied with
a careless wave of her hand. “You should mingle instead of staying glued us. I
know I will.” Who knew who she’d meet? Hopefully the producer for her next
film.


“Mom,” Rocky warned. “Don’t embarrass,
Maude.”


“I don’t ever embarrass anybody, Rocky.” She
proceeded to scrape a crumb from the corner of his mouth. “I’ve never
embarrassed you now, have I?” she smiled pleasantly before trotting off.


“Don’t worry, Maude won’t mind,” Victoria
reassured him. No use asking Pearl to put a rein on her exuberance. It would be
as useless as asking her brother to remove the protruding cloud of disdain
perpetually hanging over his head. 


Victoria inched closer to a James, intent on
choosing the right amuse-gueule. The
one he’d tasted earlier with foie gras was disgusting. He wouldn’t make the
same mistake twice.


“I’d try the pâté en croutes if I were you,” she suggested. He followed her
advice and swallowed his pâté en croutes
satisfactorily. “Do you think she’ll let her go for over five minutes?” James
pointed in Adrianna and Maude’s direction where she greeted a young actress in
a white Valentino couture gown.


“You’d think Adrianna had won the award by
the airs she’s been parading this evening.”


Victoria swept over her niece in her elegant
Dior dress and wondered if she was the same girl who’d greeted her with an
awkward “how do you do?” at the airport. The distant memory danced before her
eyes and was replaced by the actual living flesh chatting with merry eyes, her
left hand firmly holding her treasured prize.


“She is happy, James, isn’t she?”


James nodded. “Tonight, I believe she is.”


“I daresay she isn’t the only one,” Victoria
replied pointing towards her son.


Ben was stuffing amuse-gueules into his mouth as if he’d found the gods’ ambrosia
and believed he’d eat his way to eternal life simply by stuffing his mouth to
the rim.


“Is that a way to behave properly at a
gathering, Benjamin Baldwin?” a stern voice admonished behind Ben’s hunched
back.


Ben turned around and dropped the remains of
his snack. Peter Longarm, as short and proud as ever, stood eyeing him with
unfeigned reprobation. Ben hadn’t seen him since Cynthia had ended their
two-year relationship in a rather tumultuous break up that Ben had celebrated
with gusto for a couple of days.


“What are you doing here?” Ben asked, blunt
as he allowed himself to be on an unhappy stomach. “I don’t think there are
many politicians here.” Peter Longarm had decided to enter politics, the only
area his prominent family hadn’t yet overshadowed.


“You’d be surprised,” he replied. Any
occasion was opportune to mingle and create ties with people of influence.


“Have you found a suitable wife for your
political career?” Ben asked, though he knew without a doubt the answer would
be no. Who could stand his arrogance with more forbearance than Cynthia? If
he’d tired Cynthia, no way could he ever found another girl to put with his
insufferable aristocratic airs. 


That’s when a brilliant idea struck Ben’s
brain with the force of an erupting volcano.


“You’re still single, right?” Ben asked.
Before Peter could fully approve, Ben said, “There’s someone I want you to
meet.”


Ben, like many twelve year olds, thrived on
experimentation. He was curious as to how the sun worked and how its planets
revolved around and how the end of the world would come about. He now held an
occasion to experiment the rare occurrence, the unusual encounter of two
peculiar substances. 


He led Peter Longarm to Harriet Williams.


“Peter Longarm, Harriet Williams,” was all he
said before walking away so as to better observe the objects of his experiment.


Harriet bowed her head with feigned
bashfulness but was in fact eyeing his demeanor. A well–cut Armani tuxedo,
polished suede shoes, and an upright stance satisfactorily greeted her
observance. He was at least five inches shorter than her, but it didn’t matter.
She brushed the top of her head lightly: her hair was perfectly in place, not a
strand rebelled under her strict self-imposed yoke.


When she held out her hand, he took it and
brushed his lips against her delicate fingers. 


“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Longarm.”


“The pleasure is all mine, Ms. Williams.”


They both erred for the pleasure was all
Ben’s.


Maude appeared deep in conversation with a
congratulatory Bryan Hemstone who fumbled in finding the correct words
expressing his profound admiration.


She nodded, distracted, all the while eying
Matt conversing, full of animation, with an enthralled Rebecca, probably
exchanging personal traumas induced by a severe Ms. Tragent, she mused, wishing
she could be with them instead of listening to Bryan enumerate previous winners
of her award.


“ . . . and last year was Karen Trenton, but
I believe you far outweighed her in talent.”


Maude caught Matt’s eye, and she held her
breath as he acknowledged her with the hint of a smile. He tilted his head
slightly towards the exit, Maude acquiesced before interrupting Bryan Hemstone.


“I’m sorry, I have to go to, um, the
bathroom.”


Bryan thought that was one of the classiest
things he’d heard a girl say and considered giving Maude the award for Most
Distinguished Artist of the Year as she held her skirts and walked steadily out
of the room.


She found Matt leaning against the wall of
the empty hall. He appeared older in his 
Hugo Boss tuxedo, his dark blonde hair neatly groomed for the occasion.
Her heart raced faster when he took her hand and led her further away from the
main room down the grand lobby, the festive echoes dying away in the night.


“Would it be presumptuous to assume I was the
one you thanked during your acceptance speech?” he asked as he watched the
train of her pink gown slide down the stairs one by one. 


“I’m not sure,” Maude feigned to scour the
depths of her memory.  “I do have a
habit of traipsing around town in Louboutins with a number of young men.”


“And strutting barefoot to receive your
award,” he added.


“You noticed!” Maude exclaimed embarrassed.
Had anyone else?


“I don’t think any one else did. Only
Adrianna and me,” he reassured, as if reading her mind.


“I’m sorry,” Maude blurted. “For not
mentioning you explicitly, I wish I could’ve seeing as you and I worked on the
album together.”


“But it wasn’t possible because you and
Thomas are you and Thomas,” he let out a frustrated sigh. He’d promised himself
he wouldn’t mention Thomas to her, ever, but could he help it if good
intentions flew out the window where Maude was concerned.


“I don’t want to talk about this, Matt,”
Maude warned, stepping away from him. “Not now.”


“Believe me, I would rather leave that nice,
big elephant in the room, too.”


“Then do,” she pleaded.


“Why did you agree to this, Maude?” Matt
asked, his eyes fired up with an anger he’d held bottled up too long.


“Agree?” Maude choked. “I didn’t have much of
a choice. Alan alerted the press as my official representative.”


“You could’ve told the truth, denied
everything.”


“And how would that have made me look?”


“Like someone who had the balls to stand up
for herself, for us!”


“Don’t call me a coward, Matt. Not you! I
don’t consider myself a coward for choosing
not to have paparazzi banging at my door at 5 a.m.” She thought of the extract
she read a few hours ago from Lexie’s tell-all book. No matter how much she
tried to escape it, scandal always found a way to catch up with her.


“So, now you’re saying you do have a choice?”


“My margin of choice is slim, but I choose to
live a scandal-free life. I choose my battles, Matt.”


“Really? Which battles are those?”


“I chose to sing in Aida though Alan refuses to let me sing classical. But my voice is
my own and music comes before everything,”
she emphasized. “I can make public appearances with Thomas if it means Alan is
too happy with my increased album sales to notice me slipping out of Soulville
early every other evening to go to rehearsal.”


“I’m glad you’ve deluded yourself in
believing you’re some sort of resistant, Maude. But you’re still a part of a
huge lie. A lie I refuse to stand by and witness.”


“You’ve made that perfectly clear!” Maude
accused. “Ever since our day in Brooklyn, with the reporter, you’ve made it
perfectly clear you want nothing to do with me, a scandal waiting to happen.
That’s what you’re thinking!”


“I’m staying away precisely because you don’t
want a scandal, Maude! You’re the one who doesn’t want to be seen with me.”


“Adrianna doesn’t. But if I’m a ticking bomb,
why did you stay in New York? Why didn’t you just fly off to Los Angeles to your
wild jet-set parties with Trey and Jordan?”


“You know why I stayed, Maude!” Matt
bellowed.


“I thought I knew, but I must’ve been
mistaken!” Maude yelled back, before retreating, defeated.


“What do you want from me, Maude?” He lifted
her chin with gentleness, his grey eyes meeting her brown irises. “You can’t
have everything! Soulville and Aida .
. . ”


“I can sing whatever I please.” 


“Fame and privacy . . . ”


“Must my life, my secrets be sprawled out for
all to behold?” 


“Thomas and
me . . . ”


“I don’t want
Thomas.”


“Then choose me! Choose me.”


 “I’d made a bet with Lindsey,” Maude
whispered. “If she lost Artist of the Year, she would tell the press she’d lied
about you two being together, about me steering you away from her.”


Matt sighed. When would Maude learn not to
care what a mass of unknown faces thought of her? He stroked her head, careful
not to disrupt her slick bun. A few strands had fallen out of place.


“We could’ve gone on our first date,” Maude
said in soft tones of regret.


“And how do you imagine that would’ve gone?”


“Dinner in a French restaurant.”


“I’d choose the restaurant. With your taste
we’d have ended up in some French bistro run by a sushi chef.”


Maude laughed. He was probably right.


“You’d give me the perfect, single yellow
rose.”


“Yellow? I thought receiving a bouquet of red
roses was every girl’s dream.”


“Not this one. The only true rose for me is a
yellow one.”


“All right. What else?”


“I would’ve worn a pretty dress.”


“Like the one you’re wearing tonight?”


“Not quite.”


“No stilettos?”


“Would you be wearing a tuxedo?”


“Maybe. Rebecca Sylvester said I looked like
a young James Bond.”


“You most certainly have the arrogance of
one,” Maude chided.


“Why, oh why, can I never get a compliment
out of the ever-critical Maude Laurent?”


“I’d say you look like a distinguished . . .”
Maude searched for her words. “ . . . a distinguished Love Doctor,” she
completed knowing he hated the reference to his hit single.


Matt shook his head, amusement dancing in his
eyes. He could stay like this forever. He leaned over, and Maude tilted her
head, ready to offer her lips.


But then they heard noise. Heels clicking
softly on the carpeted stairs. Someone was calling for Maude.


Maude pushed Matt under the staircase and
tore herself away from him with haste equal to the urgency of the situation.


She appeared breathless at the foot of the
staircase and saw Lindsey coming down, swaying her Artist of the Year trophy
with careless pleasure. 


“Adrianna’s been looking all over for you.
Where have you been?” she demanded. “We need to take pictures. The two of us,
and you and Thomas.”


“Right.” Maude saw Matt cringe out of the
corner of her eye. She smoothed her dress and followed Lindsey, careful to
avoid her inquisitive stare.


They met Adrianna a little further in a frantic
state, with Thomas by her side.


“There you are! I’ve been looking all over
for you. Where have you been?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” Lindsey mumbled for
Maude’s ears only. Maude ignored her with growing apprehension, and followed
Adrianna.


When they were ready, Lindsey and Maude
struck a pose, back-to-back with their trophies held in front of them, facing a
row of reporters and photographers.


“So, no hard feelings?” Lindsey asked through
clenched teeth and a beaming smile.


“About?”


Adrianna signaled them to hug. Maude and
Lindsey glared at each other for a split second, before falling into each
other’s arms with a smile.


“Not winning Artist of the Year. You’ll have
better luck next year. I’m sure.”


“I harbor no animosity,” Maude replied,
patting Lindsey on the back while the series of pictures continued.


“Really?” 


“I’m satisfied with Best Album,” Maude
explained with simple honesty.


Lindsey scrutinized Maude’s expression and
recognized the truth behind her words.


“I hope that contentment will last after you
do what I dare you to do.”


“What would that be?” Maude asked as they
stood arm in arm for their last pictures.


“I’ll let you know soon enough.”


“Okay, that’s a wrap!” Adrianna cried out. 


Lindsey loosened her grip and let go of Maude
with a sigh of relief.  However,
when she moved to leave, the train of her dress caught under Maude’s sharp
stiletto, pulling her gown downward, revealing Lindsey’s upper body. Maude’s
eyes shot open wide with horror as she realized the extent of the damage. 


“Lindsey! Your breast! It’s—it’s OUT!” Maude
yelled, pointing frantically to Lindsey’s body part that, indeed, was “out.”


Not only was her dress ruined, but Lindsey’s
right breast was showing, and the photographers, alert as always, lifted their
cameras as if on cue and showered her with flashes of unwanted attention.


Maude gasped with mortification as she
surveyed the consequences of her carelessness. She dove to cover Lindsey with
the train of her gown, but Lindsey pushed her away with blazing fury, both her
hands covering her breast as she rushed away.


“Get away from me! You did this on purpose, I
know you did!” 


 “I’m so sorry, Lindsey. I don’t know how
this happened. I’m sorry—”


But Lindsey ran away from the scene,
unwilling to listen Maude’s confused apologies. They were all the more confused
that Maude repressed with near desperation an irrepressible peal of unwanted
laughter. Throes of mortification and shameful amusement wrestled for
domination over her face. To know which won would prove impossible. Maude
buried her face in her hands, hiding either her scowl or her smile from the
cameras.


Adrianna stepped back and, with an air of
profound indifference, watched Lindsey hurry away and turned to Maude.


“Ready for pictures with Thomas?”


“Adrianna!” Maude cried in anguish, appalled
at Adrianna’s coldness. “Oh, I never should have worn these stilettos. Everyone
will think I stepped on her train intentionally!”


Of course, they would, but wasn’t that the
beauty of a scandal?









Chapter 7



 

Love, Awards, and Wardrobe Malfunctions


Maude
Laurent was awarded the trophy for Best Album while dressed in a Dior haute
couture gown, which she wore with rare elegance. She gave an emotionally
charged acceptance speech in which she all but professed her undying love for
boyfriend Thomas Bradfield, Best Male Artist.  She didn’t say his name, but everything
indicated he was the one she spoke of when she thanked “a special someone” for
making her realize “Paris doesn’t always win versus New York,” a thinly veiled
allusion to Thomas’ hit single “Paris Versus New York.” This award not only
promotes Maude Laurent as an artist to seriously watch out for as Soulville
launches her international career, but also consecrates an album with strong
classical influences, an album departing from mainstream pop artists such as
Lindsey Linton.


However,
it seems Maude’s biggest threat to her blooming career is herself. Her rivalry
with Lindsey Linton is getting the best of her and angering fans of Lindsey,
but also fans of Maude. After stealing Lindsey’s boyfriend Matt last summer
just to drop him in favor of Thomas Bradfield, Maude’s jealousy struck once
more last night after Lindsey won the much coveted Artist of the Year award,
for which Maude was also nominated. In front of over a dozen cameras, Maude
tore Lindsey’s Versace gown to shreds, claiming it was an honest mistake. Seems
these kinds of ‘mistakes’ only happen to Lindsey when Maude’s around. But hey,
whatever helps her sleep at night. No one seems to believe Maude’s version of
the event especially when we saw her posing a couple minutes later, cool as
cucumber, next to Thomas Bradfield. Although Maude’s representatives assure us
that Lindsey and Maude are friends and have put their boy troubles behind them,
they’ll have a hard time making us believe that these two are anything but arch
rivals.”


Jenna
Riley, Hollywood Buzz



 

Maude sighed. Six weeks had trodden by with
heavy hooves after these dreadful events, but the consequences of her wardrobe
mishap still stung. When Alan had told her there was no way she was getting out
of singing with Lindsey under the circumstances, she hadn’t argued, agreeing,
for once, with the man she abhorred. A playful rivalry sold albums, but the
frightful rage America thought she harbored against Lindsey was an image she
was eager to dissipate. 


So here she was in Studio A on a cold January
morning waiting for Lindsey and Uncle James to arrive for their first recording
session. Their duet “Best Friends Forever,” written by lyricist Daisy Winnfield
from Glitter Records, made Maude cringe every time she glanced at her lyrics.
Friendship, hugs, and kisses were the last lexical field she’d use to describe
her relationship to the spoiled pop star. Luckily, Lindsey’s voice would take
center stage in this wreck.


Lindsey entered the studio dressed like she
was having dinner with the Livingstons at the Ritz. Maude stared at her own
Levi jeans and sweater. She was decidedly underdressed for this recording
session, which was of little importance, seeing how Lindsey pretended Maude
wasn’t there. This would be one smooth ride. She’d issued an official apology
and had tried to call Lindsey several times with no luck.


Maude walked over to her, knowing she was in
for the cold shoulder. It’s not as if they’d ever been friends in the first
place.


“Lindsey, I just wanted to say how sorry__—”


“—I know, I know,” Lindsey interrupted
impatiently. “You’re sorry. Just drop
the act okay?” 


Maude took a step back in surprise.


“An act? This isn’t an act. I’m truly sorry.”


“No, you’re not! You waltz all over New York
with your fake innocent pout.”


“Innocent! I never pretend to be innocent!”


“Your goody-goody act.”


“Goody-goody? Are we back in kindergarten?”


“Forget about this whole incident and just
admit you did it for the publicity! Maybe then I’d have a shred of respect for
you!” Lindsey moved to the other side of the studio and glared at Maude from
where she stood. Jeans. That girl had no sense of style. Who wore jeans to a
recording session where another star was present? When she’d recorded a duet
with Erica Newton, she’d spent an entire week deciding on which outfit to wear.


“You know what? I’m sick of apologizing to
you.” Maude threw her hands in the air and turned away from Lindsey. “I didn’t
do it on purpose. I would never strip you naked just for unwanted attention I’d
gladly shed.”


“I’d do it,” Lindsey shrugged her shoulders
with nonchalance.


“Are you serious?” Maude scoffed. Why was she
only mildly surprised?


“I’d do it to you, not to me.”


“You and I are nothing alike,” Maude shook
her head. Lindsey was crazy.


“I admit I’d do anything to stay famous. You
don’t. You act as if it doesn’t matter but you’d do anything as well. You’re
just like me.”


Maude shivered though the room was warm.
Resembling Lindsey would be the death of her.


“I’ve got eyes, Maude.”


“Gee, that must be the revelation of the
year. I’ll call Hollywood Buzz right
now to inform them of this juicy bit of gossip.”


“I know your relationship with Thomas is
fake,” she stated, her voice a triumphant vibrato. She placed her hand on her
hip and walked slowly in Maude’s direction, like a lioness cornering its prey.
She’d witnessed it time and time again, and she’d done it herself. Pairing
celebrities together was one of the easiest ways to generate a positive buzz.
It worked wonders with actors costarring in the same film but gave an overall
positive impact on a singer’s record sales as well. Maude probably was against
it, but if her label said amen, there was little she could do about it.


But Maude stood her ground. “I don’t know
what you mean.”


“Denial in its purest forms. Bravo, Maude.
You’ve become a much better actress than when you first displayed your pathetic
acting skills on Living with the
Livingstons.  Just tell me this:
Where was Matt hiding when I found you during the NAM after-party? Under your skirt?”


The blow was low but hit Maude square in the
chest.


“At least mine stayed on,” she retorted with
a look of proud disdain. Lindsey smirked just as the door opened, letting James
and a couple of sound engineers in.


“You girls ready?” James asked, unaware the
level of tension had risen to alarming heights.


The girls walked into the live room with as
much enthusiasm as Louis XVI shuffling to his guillotine, placed themselves in
front of their respective microphones, put on their casks, and glared at each
other as the pop beat to “Best Friends Forever” filled their ears.



 

*****



 















On the fifth floor, a war was waging, and
Daniel Siwel was the main assailant. Ever since he’d quit smoking, his
irritability had spiked with devastating results on the psyche of his
employees. It didn’t help that the person for whom he’d undergone this
exhausting effort showed little regard for his sacrifice, wholly unaware she
was the cause of his new abstinence. 
He couldn’t blame the entirety of his foul character on the abandonment
of nicotine. He’d never been tender with his employees. One couldn’t head a
team of twenty at twenty-four without getting accustomed to barking instead of
speaking like a normal human being. Normal human beings didn’t have the weight
of their father’s shadow lurking over them. He had little margin for error,
therefore neither had they.


“Mindy!” he bellowed. The mousy-haired young
woman in the cubicle next to Cynthia’s gave a small frightened squeak. She
brought her hand to her mouth, desperately praying her morning bagel wouldn’t
end up on her boss’ polished shoes.


“Yes, Mr. Siwel?” her muffled voice trembled.


“Your brief on the Thompson plagiarism affair
is a load of crap. Ms. Carlisle?” 


 Cynthia lifted her head from her
paperwork. 


“Yes,” she answered sharply.


“Yours was interesting. Now tell me, Mindy.”
He turned towards Mindy who closed her eyes with desperation. “You’ve been in
Soulville’s legal department a lot longer than Ms. Carlisle yet you fail to
deliver satisfactory results. How is that possible?”


Cynthia snorted before she could refrain from
doing so. Daniel was prone to exaggeration.


“Ms. Carlisle, do you have something to say?”
he narrowed his eyes in a threatening way. Carlisle was brilliant, and he
appreciated brilliant women more than he admired fashionably dressed ones.
Carlisle was both, but her intelligence shone out like a candle in their gray
headquarters. It was a humble yet ascertained form of brightness coupled with
calm likeability. She seemed to appreciate everyone’s value and left Daniel
guessing with  uneasiness he found
hard to bear, what she thought of him. 


 “I’m just surprised you gave the same
assignment to two different employees. That’s all. Isn’t that
counterproductive?”


Daniel’s dark brown pupils appeared to throw flames,
and Mindy whimpered. Cynthia, on the other hand, held his gaze with a bravado
she showed rather than possessed. On the inside, her heart was beating in
hectic spasms. But her mother had always taught her to never let her eyes kneel
before a man, especially a boss as big a jerk as Daniel. The last thing she
wanted was to get on his bad side again and end up at the photocopy machine
again. But then her investigations on her father’s departure had come to a
standstill, and she needed more sympathy from her coworkers to find out the
details of how everything had gone down. And if braving Daniel’s ire was the
cost, then so be it.


“It was a test,
Ms. Carlisle. But since you seem to want to play tough, I want you to take half
of Mindy’s files and have them finished by the end of the week. With your own
as well, that goes without saying.” 


He returned to his office, satisfied to have
put Cynthia back in her place once more, though disturbed that the only emotion
she expressed was annoyance rather than distress.


Mindy wasn’t so lucky. Cynthia followed her
as she ran to the nearest bathroom. She caught up with her in the ladies room
but turned away in disgust when she heard the vomiting noises coming out of the
nearest stall.


She reconsidered, went inside the stall and
crouched next to Mindy where she proceeded to gather her thin hair away from
her ashen face.


“How long has this been going on?” Cynthia
asked with soft concern.


“He makes me sick!” Mindy shrieked, before
diving back into her toilet face first.


Cynthia thought she was pretty close to
puking herself but held on to Mindy’s hair.
Corn and candy, she thought. Keep thinking of corn and candy.


“Ever since James Baldwin was thrown out of
Soulville, the legal department has been hell on earth,” Mindy moaned.


Cynthia pricked her ears. Finally, an
interesting piece of information.


“Daniel Siwel wasn’t here before Mr.
Baldwin’s departure?” she inquired.


Mindy shook her head, misery weighing on her
face.


“Before we lived in a golden age, so to
speak. Mrs. Ferris was kind. Demanding, but fair. A couple of days after James
Baldwin left, Mrs. Ferris announced she was resigning. And everyone knew she
wasn’t doing it voluntarily.”


“Does Daniel Siwel know Alan? Are they
friends?” Cynthia asked. It would explain the fast track he was on.


But Mindy shrugged.


“Alan’s been promoting a lot of his friends
and relatives lately, so I wouldn’t put it past him.”


Like Adrianna, Cynthia thought.


“Him and Alan are made from the same cloth
that’s for sure,” Mindy mused with a shiver. “There have been rumors.” Mindy’s
hesitation could be easily perceived.


“What is it?”


“Rumors have been circulating. People think
Alan blackmailed Mr. Brighton, Baldwin’s best friend, to force him to vote Mr.
Baldwin out of Soulville with the rest of the board members.”


Cynthia’s heart sank. That’s how Alan had
done it. Blackmail. Travis Brighton and her father were best friends; they’d
built Soulville together. How could he do such a thing, succumb to Alan’s base
tactics? But most importantly, blackmail was next to impossible to prove. She’d
have to keep digging.



 

*****



 

“We’re going to take five, because this is
going nowhere,” James sighed. Their recording session had become a death-match
for which he could no longer play the role of appointed referee. 


He went into the sound room and turned to
Lindsey. 


“Put less emphasis on the word ‘friends.’ It
sounds like you want to throw a punch or use another monosyllabic word starting
with f?”


He turned to Maude, who stood, arms crossed,
with a firm frown of displeasure disfiguring her face.


“Maude, we need to talk.”


Maude followed James in the kitchen and asked
what the problem was.


“She’s asking me what the problem is,” James
let out a dry laugh. Teenage girls did their very best to annoy adults with
their stubbornness and then hid behind masks of false innocence.


“You know what the problem is,” he answered
with sternness. “You aren’t making the slightest effort to make this work.”


“Me!” Maude exclaimed. “At the risk of
sounding extremely childish and immature, I’ll say this anyway: she started
it.”


“No, she didn’t,” James pointed out. “She was
the one publicly humiliated because of you. Even
if you didn’t do it on purpose,” he added, cutting off her protest.


“I’ve apologized a gazillion times, Uncle
James!” Now she most certainly sounded like a child, but she brushed off her
feelings of guilt with a mental shrug. What more could she do?


James gazed into his niece’s eyes and knew
how his daughters always got the best of him. They burned a hole in his heart
with those sad puppy eyes, and it worked every time. How could Maude have
learned that technique in a twelve-month period of cohabitation? Girls must be
born with the puppy-eyes gene.


“Try harder,” he admonished as he headed on
his way out.


He was right she knew, but getting through
Lindsey was a hopeless enterprise. Maude prepared two hot chocolates and
brought one to Lindsey in the sound room where she had stayed. When she handed
her a cup, Lindsey eyed it with suspicion.


“It’s not poisoned, unless you consider chocolate
to be poison.”


“I don’t ingest chocolate. I watch my
weight,” Lindsey answered. Not everyone could afford to be naturally skinny.
She watched her weight like a hawk knowing the slightest carefree meal could
take her back to places she didn’t want to encounter again.


“Fine, I’ll drink yours,” Maude shrugged. “So
much for a peace offering.”


“No, I’ll take mine, thanks.” No way Maude
was having something else that belonged to her. She took her cup and held it
like the trophy she’d won six weeks ago. She never let anything slip from her
fingers.


“I think we’re going at this the wrong way,”
Maude declared.


“Elaborate,” Lindsey replied, taking a sip. 


“You hate me, and I . . . ” She didn’t
despise Lindsey, but she did sometimes feel a strong inclination to snap her
neck in two. “I dislike you,” Maude completed. “A lot.”


“There you go, sugarcoating your genuine
thoughts again.”


“I don’t even know how any of this started.
You hated me before we even met!”


“Of course I did.” That was Lindsey’s way.
She hated first and asked questions later. 


“You kept on throwing the word ‘orphan’ in my
face, as if it defined me,” Maude recalled. Her first meeting with Lindsey
inside school halls had been memorable, what with the ear-piercing heels
clicking and the blinding hypocritical smile.


“Oh, am I supposed to feel sorry for you,
Maude? Hand me a tissue now, I can cry on cue.” Lindsey spat out. 


“I’m not asking you to feel sorry for me. In
fact, pity isn’t a feeling I particularly cherish.”


“You aren’t to be pitied. If anything, you
were born under a pretty darn lucky star if you ask me!”


Maude laughed at Lindsey’s ludicrous
statement. Where had that lucky star shone the day both her parents were
killed? This wasn’t a competition to figure whose life sucked the most.  If it were, she’d win hands-down, but
Maude wasn’t one to advertise her hardships, especially to someone as
egotistical as Lindsey. Lindsey preferred to concentrate on the things she
didn’t have rather than on the things she did and therefore would never hear reason
on the absurdity of accusations stemming from misplaced envy. 


“You’re ‘discovered in Paris,’ Ms. Tragent
not only takes you in her selective class but offers private lessons, and Matt
. . . ” here she proceeded with caution. Maude didn’t need to know her
long-time crush on Matt, how she’d always hoped he’d see her as more than just
a pampered celebrity he been forced to co-write songs with.


“Never mind. You have it all, and you barely
had to lift a finger!”


“And what?  You had to slave to get where you are
today, Lindsey?” Maude mocked. “You became America’s darling the minute you
signed with Disney as a kid!”


Lindsey boiled underneath her Prada clothes.
She hated to be reminded of that period of her early career. It was an image
she fought to erase but still clung to her. From ages ten to fourteen, she’d
played the adorable “Tammy Sunnydale,” a tween who wrote songs with unicorns
and fairies and rainbows. America loved her, but in her teens, Lindsey decided
she wanted more. She wanted to be a star.


“Do you know how hard it is to break away
from the image of the sweet, innocent little angel, especially when you’re a Disney angel?” Lindsey asked her eyes
spewing lightning. 


“I guess that’s where your love for scandal
comes from.”


Lindsey smiled. She’d had to create a few
scandals to shatter her cookie-cutter image: The tantrum she’d thrown in a
five-star hotel, dating two celebrities at the same time, calling another
Disney actress a “twerp.” She’d create more if necessary. That is if Maude
Laurent didn’t create them for her.


“Then why do you care so much for that nip
slip? It’s the sort of scandal to further shatter the image you so readily
detest.”


Lindsey put her cup down and glared at Maude.
“I’m not angry about the nip slip. I love that kind of publicity.”


“Then what is it?” Maude asked astonished.


“I want you to admit this was your devious
little plan to attract more attention.”


Maude rolled her eyes. She didn’t know which
language to speak in to explain she hadn’t meant for any of it to happen.


“I can’t say what you want to hear. I don’t
care for these publicity stunts.”


Lindsey rolled her eyes. What else was to be
expected from Saint Maude?


“However,” Maude continued, an idea forming
slowly in her head. “However, I have to admit, I enjoyed seeing you embarrassed.
And I had to suppress a wild impulse to laugh. That is the entire truth.” Maude
raised her hand with solemnity. 


Lindsey perceived Maude was telling the truth
and nodded. Perhaps Maude wasn’t as goody-goody as she thought she was.


“Fine, that’ll do.”


“Maybe, but this song will never do.” Maude
picked up their scores and shook her head.


“We can’t sing this ‘Best Friends Forever’
nonsense. Let’s rewrite the lyrics and tell America how we really feel about
each other.”


“I’m all for it if it means I get to insult
you and call it art.” Lindsey answered with a bright smile.


“Come on, let’s go work in Matt’s creation
room.”


“I thought he never let anyone in that room?”
Lindsey asked.


Maude thought it wiser to refrain from
answering but led the way to Matt’s room. Maude took her seat at the piano
while Lindsey sat on an orange couch with caution, not knowing how Matt would
react if he walked in on her lying among his treasured belongings.


“We should talk about how annoying you are
with your piano in this revised version of BFF,” Lindsey suggested. She’d had
it with Maude’s classical influences, as if it made her better than every other
pop singer. 


“How about we mention how you stole my song?”
Maude chirped.


“Or how you stole my part as Cenerentola?”


“I auditioned
and got the part,” Maude corrected. “I didn’t steal anything then, and I
certainly never stole your boyfriend which is quite a different story Lexie’s
been telling about me.”  


“Nobody cares about you and Matt anymore.
Everyone’s dying to get more of you and Thomas.”


Maude remained silent and pressed
distractedly on the low keys of her Yamaha piano.


“If it’s any consolation, I know what you’re
going through. I’ve also been in quite a few fake relationships and with guys
far less kind than Thomas. At least he’s actually crazy about you.”


Maude’s hand slipped on the keyboard, and her
head shot up. “Sorry,” she mumbled.


“You didn’t know?” Lindsey laughed.
Goody-goody and blind as a bat, she thought.


“Thomas likes little other than himself,”
Maude answered, pretending to be deep in the analysis of the least complicated
score she’d ever learned.


“Funny, I would say the exact same thing
about Matt,” Lindsey mused.


“That’s not true,” Maude responded before she
could bite her tongue. She decided it was preferable to change the course of
this discussion “Tell me about your fake relationships. Were you in a fake
relationship with Nick Lowell?”


“Absolutely,” Lindsey laughed at the
recollection of her longest relationship of four weeks with the country singer.


“Too bad,” Maude sighed. “I thought you two
were cute together.”


“He had dreadful breath!” Lindsey exclaimed.
“But he was way nicer than Trent
Braidwood. Ugh, such a pompous ass!”


Maude burst out laughing at Lindsey’s
vehemence and even further when she recounted various misfortunes with multiple
fake boyfriends. Sloppy kisses, moist hands, and dull conversations, Lindsey
didn’t spare a single detail. 


“It’s hard to pretend,” Maude explained after
their laughter died down. “It’s dishonest, and I hate it.”


“You’re thinking too much,” Lindsey
cautioned. Especially if she was in love with someone else, Lindsey thought but
didn’t say. Fighting to keep a fragile equilibrium between stardom and reality
was rather complicated when stuck between a boy she didn’t like but had to date
and one she did like but couldn’t date.


When James walked past the locked door two
hours later, he thought he heard laughter but attributed it to figments of his
imagination, overwrought with the strain of working with teenagers.


When the girls finished, they marched to
Alan’s office, and spread the new lyrics before him.


“‘Best
Fiends Forever,’” he read. ‘“What is this?” he waved the sheet of paper.


“That’s the song we want to sing,” Maude
declared.


“I want a song where I get to say Maude can’t
walk in heels to save her life.”


“And I want one where I get to say Lindsey
can’t sing.”


“It’s playful rivalry, and it’s honest,”
Maude added. “I think our fans will love it, and you can keep the whole diva
rivalry going on in a healthier way.”


Alan screened the document and smiled. It was
genius.


“Fine, go ahead. Record this and stop wasting
studio time!” he ordered.


The recording session went smoothly, and
Lindsey was allowed to pronounce “fiend” with as much venom as she wanted.


When it was over, Maude walked Lindsey to the
elevator with a tinge of regret. Lindsey felt it, too but nevertheless said:


“You know we can’t be friends, right?”


Maude couldn’t see why not, but she wasn’t
going to admit to Lindsey this afternoon had been the most fun she’d had in
Soulville in a long time.


“I guess not. We’re too different.”


Lindsey nodded but didn’t tell her she
couldn’t be friends with someone she knew could threaten her place as number
one someday.


“And you’ll hate me again when you know what
I dare you to do.”


The elevator arrived, and she stepped in.


“Hate is strong word. One I don’t use
lightly.”


“I want you to kiss your fake boyfriend,
Thomas Bradfield, on national TV,” Lindsey announced right before the doors
closed over her smug face.



 










Chapter 8



 

“Girls, I’m sooooo fat,” Jazmine moaned, her
hand sprawled against her tilted forehead. She slid a glance in Maude’s
direction to check she was paying attention. No use mocking someone if they
weren’t aware of it.


Maude, Jazmine and Cynthia were in Times Square
eager to view Truth or Dare, a
romantic comedy Jason Taylor had filmed between Vampire Love 1 and 2. It involved no supernatural creature
of any kind but recounted a love story between a cowgirl and a movie star.


Maude buried her hands in her face. Ever
since Jazmine had watched her guest appearance on Living with Livingstons, she never lost an opportunity to remind
her how bad her script was. 


“Seriously, how could you let your bestie
look beastie?” Jazmine continued, misquoting one of Lila Livingston’s lines.


“The correct phrase would be: ‘no way were we
letting our bestie look beastie,’” Maude corrected and realized with
embarrassment she knew the dialogue all too well. 


Jazmine improvised an imitation of Maude
walking in stilettos, quacking like a duck, but couldn’t take over three steps
without breaking into hysterical peals of laughter. Cynthia, though sympathetic
to Maude’s plight, couldn’t suppress her own laughter, and Maude fought the
hardest without lasting results.


“Sorry, Maude, it was just too funny,”
Cynthia giggled, patting her cousin on the back.


“I know,” Maude agreed. Never again would she
set foot on a reality TV show. She understood now why Matt squirmed when she
mentioned his hit song “Love Doctor.” As an artist there were things best left
hidden in a box of bad memories buried deep under the sands of time.


“I do hope you’ve polished your acting skills
for your cameo in Vampire Love 2?”
Cynthia asked.


Filming would begin in New York in a couple
of days, and Maude was to play a damsel in distress rescued by the benevolent
vampire Leonardo. Maude had attended an actor’s workshop and learned to cry on
demand, which could prove quite useful if ever she needed to get out of
speeding ticket.


“I have, but I’m still nowhere near an
Oscar-worthy performance,” Maude mumbled. 


“Being rescued by Jason Taylor’s strong arms
isn’t good enough for you?” Jazmine asked.


Acting opposite Jason Taylor was unsettling.
Not only did Maude find him attractive (he’d sworn his undying love on his
girlfriend’s deathbed in Vampire Love!),
he was also a professional actor who took his work with the seriousness of a
monk.


“Apparently it wasn’t good enough for you
since you’ve refused to come with me on the set of Vampire Love.” Maude had hoped Jazmine would come and meet Jason
Taylor again, even agree to go on a date with him if it came to that. Jazmine
revealed nothing about her relationship with Jonathan, but Maude gathered it
wasn’t going too well from the bits of conversation she’d overheard.


“I’d rather witness your notorious acting
skills when the movie is out,” Jazmine said.  “We’ll see how well you fit the damsel
in distress stereotype.”


Maude cringed. Damsel in distress was not a
role she enjoyed portraying. Why couldn’t she be a kick-ass vampire slaying
every monster daring to cross her path? Victoria had shown her amazing
self-defense moves she could use to behead a few bloodthirsty vampires.


They advanced in line and Maude wondered if
she could use her celebrity status to skip the entire line.


“Hey, it’s Maude Laurent!” a girl about
Maude’s age called out. 


Autograph requests fused around Maude,
requests she satisfied as best as she could while she waited for her turn to
purchase her movie ticket.  The wait
wasn’t too long as the girls were propelled to the front of the line in no time
and bought their tickets for Truth or
Dare.


“I’m glad someone recognized you, I thought
you’d never play your celebrity card to get us ahead,” Jazmine complained.


“I was thinking about it,” Maude admitted. 


“Matt wouldn’t have hesitated,” Jazmine
pointed out.


After they bought popcorn and swore they’d
tell Adrianna Maude had eaten carrot sticks instead, the girls took their seats
in front of the screen, in the upper half of the room.


In front of Maude a couple of seats to her
right, a couple kissed as if they would fall apart were they to let go each
other. The boy and girl each wore huge glasses locking with noisy clangs as
their lips latched in passionate smooching. 


“Great,” Maude whispered. She nudged Jazmine,
pointed to the noisy couple, and giggled until she realized Jazmine wasn’t
joining in her amusement.


She peered closer at the couple and gasped as
she recognized Jonathan.


“He’s with his girlfriend,” Cynthia observed,
unaware of Jazmine’s situation with Jonathan. As far as she was concerned,
Jazmine had moved on.


Jazmine remained immobile, but her brow
twitched with anger. Maude didn’t know what to say and remained silent as the
room darkened and the screen came to life. 


The next half-hour was the most painful she’d
encountered, more painful than the Pilates Adrianna had forced on her that
morning. Ignoring Jonathan and Laura was hard enough, but ignoring Jazmine’s
eye glued to them proved impossible. Oblivious of the crowd surrounding them,
they kissed without restraint, their arms wrapped around each other or grasping
their seats.


The film was well advanced when Jazmine stood
and squeezed out of her row, tripping over bags and legs as she did so. Maude
and Cynthia caught up with her in the nearest bathroom, leaving a trail of
whispered cursory words behind them.


“Jaz, what’s going on?” Cynthia asked
concerned. “Is this about Jonathan?”


“Of course it is Cynth! What do you think?”
Jazmine cried out, bringing her hand to her forehead. Guilt treaded all over
her as she realized she’d made her sister the object of her misplaced anger.


“I don’t understand why you’re yelling at
me,” Cynthia remained calm but puzzled over the whole ordeal. “I thought you
were over Jonathan.”


Cynthia glanced at an uncomfortable Maude and
understood she’d been kept out of Jazmine’s confidences. It could only mean her
sister had done something she wasn’t proud of.


“I wasn’t,” Jazmine said. “How could I be so
stupid? ‘He’s different,’ ‘He would never do such a thing, ‘He’s just a nerd!’”
Jazmine turned on the water from the nearest sink and proceeded to
energetically scrub her hands clean while repeating the sentences she’d once
felt convinced described Jonathan accurately. “And I said, ‘He would never hurt
me.’ But I am so over him now. The lying little—”


“—Jazmine Rachel Baldwin, were you going out
with Jonathan while he was still with Laura?” Cynthia asked in shocked tones.


Jazmine dried her hands with a paper towel
and paced back and forth between her sister and her cousin.


“Nothing happened, Cynth.”


Maude harrumphed, and Jazmine’s face painted
a guilty expression.


“Okay, okay there might have been a few
make-out sessions,” she admitted.


“Jaz!” cried a shocked Cynthia. “ Don’t you
remember Mom’s first rule about female solidarity?”


“Do you really think I was thinking about Mom in those times?” Jazmine asked
glaring at her sister.


“Well, no, I guess not. You weren’t thinking
at all!” 


“Thanks, Cynth, you’re so helpful and
compassionate.”


“Maybe if I hadn’t found out like this!
Maude, you knew didn’t you?”


Maude nodded, hating being stuck in the
middle of her cousins’ argument.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Cynthia asked, hurt
pouring out with her pained expression.


Before Maude could argue it wasn’t her place
to tell, Jazmine answered, “I told her not to, Cynth. I knew how you’d react.
This is beside the point! I’m pissed and you’re making this about you!”


Cynthia remained silent in her hurt and
turned away from her sister.


“I’m over him,” Jazmine shook her head with
rage. “You were right, Maude. I guess I assumed as a nerd, he’d never break my
heart. I was wrong.”


“I’m sorry, Jaz. I wish I’d been wrong,”
Maude avoided Cynthia’s accusing glare and hugged Jazmine.


“Don’t be sorry!” Jazmine brushed off her
hug. “This was an eye-opener. I’ll go with you to the set of Vampire Love. After all, isn’t the best
way to get over someone finding someone new?”


Maude nodded with pleased energy. “You should
both come!”


“No thanks, I’ll pass,” Cynthia said, as she
opened the door and let herself out. The door slammed behind Cynthia with a
loud, angry bang.


“Don’t worry, she’ll get over it,” Jazmine
assured Maude. 


Maude followed Jazmine out, a block of uneasy
guilt building in her chest. She told Jazmine and Cynthia to wait for her
outside and ran back in the lobby. She found an usher and greeted him with a
warm smile. By his eager stance, she guessed he knew who she was, which was
perfect in her time of need.


“Hi, I was in the room viewing Truth or Dare, and there was this
couple, ew, they were awful and people were complaining.” She mimicked
lip-locking and loud kissing noises. 


“I’ll throw them out right away Ms. Laurent,”
the usher replied. It was all he could do but salute her. He turned with swift
agility and stormed inside the room.


Maude grinned. Being a celebrity definitely
had its perks.



 

*****



 

Matt, Jazmine, and Maude had arrived on the
set of Vampire Love 2 to film Maude’s
cameo that evening. The air was chilly, and the trio ran to the snack table to
drink a warm cup of tea. It was a dark alley scene through which Maude had to
walk and be rescued by Jason Taylor’s character. Maude’s gaze swept the
premises, searched behind cameras, lights, and crewmembers, but Jason Taylor
was nowhere in sight. The door to the main trailer was closed so she assumed he
was getting his makeup done. It was probably best he didn’t come out right away
and was thus unable to hear Matt’s grumbling about what a diva Jason was. She
hesitated between laughter and indignation but chose the latter when Matt
related a rumor about Jason having no ear hygiene.


“My ears are perfectly clean,” a voice said
behind them interrupting Maude’s passionate defense of her favorite vampire’s
hygiene.


Matt laughed, wholly unembarrassed by the
situation, while Maude gasped with horror. How long had he been standing there?
Had he heard her say what she thought about his perfectly shaped ears? 


“They do appear clean,” Matt owned,
stretching his hand out to Jason. “But I’ll have to take a closer look in
daylight.”


Jason laughed with good-natured humor and
shook Matt’s hand. “The one and only Matt. I’ve heard quite some things about
you myself. None of them are true, I’m sure.”


Matt shrugged while Jazmine said, “I wouldn’t
be so sure.”


“And Maude Laurent. We finally meet.”


“S-so p-pleased to meet you!” Maude
stuttered, peering into Jason Taylor’s brown eyes with wonder. She cursed the
heavens for giving her a shaky voice, but the heavens above couldn’t help her.
It wasn’t everyday she met gorgeous Jason Taylor in vampire attire no less. He
wore heavy eye makeup, and a new set of fangs gleamed under the moonlight.


 Luckily he was kind enough to ignore her
embarrassment, enthralled as he was with Jazmine’s presence. Desirous of
satisfying a craving for chocolate brownies, Maude dragged a reluctant Matt
away to the farthest end of the table.


“So, we meet again,” Jason, said while Maude
and Matt argued over whether or not he’d tell Adrianna if she ate a brownie.


Jazmine nodded.  “I guess vampires don’t frighten me as
much as I thought.”


“This one’s very nice. He’d never hurt a girl.”


“It’s a strange world we live in where
vampires are less toxic than boys are.”


“I take it you’re still emotionally
unavailable? I don’t think I’ve ever heard a girl use that excuse to turn me
down,” he declared with a bemused shake of the head.


“That girl was a more foolish version of
myself,” Jazmine said. “She wouldn’t give the same answer today.”


“What changed?”


Jazmine paused and remembered the evening at
the movie theater. She shook her head as if wanting to erase the picture from
her screen of memories.


“What changed? You’re standing in vampire
makeup without feeling the slightest hint of self-consciousness. Can a girl
turn down a guy she can swap eyeliner with twice?”


“You haven’t turned me down twice. I haven’t
asked you out a second time,” he pointed out.


“I’m the one asking you out,” Jazmine said.
“And I never ask twice.” 


Jason Taylor laughed, revealing his fangs
further.


The director called him with a sharp voice,
and Jason Taylor sighed.


“I’ve got to go. But I’m attending a movie
premiere soon.  Would you be my plus
one?”


“Sure,” she agreed, nodding her head slowly.
“I’d love that. Now go, your director is about to bite my head off.”


He left with reluctance when the director
called him loudly again, with irritation. Maude hopped towards Jazmine with
excitement.


“Did Leonardo ask you out?” she asked,
grabbing Jazmine’s hand in her own.


“His name’s Jason Taylor, Maude,” Jazmine
sighed shaking her head dismally. “And I
asked him out. Or we asked each other out. Whatever. We’re going to a movie
premiere next week.”


“I’m so happy! You two will make a beautiful
couple. Just look at him, he’s tall and lean and his arms are strong and
muscular.”


 “Really Maude, I’d consider closing that
gaping jaw,” Jazmine whispered. Her eyes sizzled with amusement over Maude’s
infatuation, and she nodded towards Matt a couple of feet away in deep
conversation with a cameraman.


“I think Matt is sorry he didn’t take on the
lead after all,” Jazmine noted. “What is going on between the two of you
anyway?” 


Maude tore her eyes from Jason Taylor and
answered Jazmine with a faint smile tugging at her lips. 


“We’re good . . . friends,” she hesitated as
the memory of the NAM Awards floated back to her. Their looks, their fight,
their near-kiss. 


“You’re not going to stay on this pseudofriendship
boat forever, are you? It’s obvious you’re more than that. Why else would he be
here at 10 p.m. for what he called the lamest vampire movie ever?”


“You forget I’m supposed to be madly in love
with Thomas Bradfield,” Maude pointed out. 


“Did you tell Matt about Lindsey’s dare?
About the kiss?”


Maude shook her head. She didn’t know if she
should tell him and how to if she did. Ever since the NAM Awards, they’d
avoided mentioning Thomas, and she didn’t want to be the one to bring him up
again.


“Matt’s one of my closest friends, and he is
clearly infatuated with you. Don’t be like Jonathan, don’t be a coward.”


“I’m nothing like Jonathan! I broke things
off with Matt months ago before going on tour, even though it killed me!”


“Have you really?” Jazmine crossed her arms
and dared Maude to hold her gaze.


Was she no better than Jonathan? If she were
in Matt’s shoes, could she bear seeing him with someone else, even as a
masquerade? Her heart drummed guilty beats against her chest at the thought.


“All right, listen up, everybody, we’re going
ahead with scene one!” the director cried. “Maude, are you ready? Action!”


Mary
walked in the dark alley, her shoulder brushing against the wall, her leather
boots leaving tracks in the fainting snow. A random tune twirled out of her
lips like a lullaby. The night was young and the sun had disappeared behind the
full moon. Mary had always loved the full moon because it held the promise of
perfection, of fulfillment, and those were the sorts of romantic settings a damsel
in distress cherished. But these days, strange things happened during the full
moon. The news of violent animal attacks in New York’s darkest alleys had
reached her ears.  Yet she presently
walked in one of those alleys as if she had no idea she’d encounter a
supernatural creature. She could hear strange, eerie music in the background of
this film.


Mary
stopped in her tracks. Was that a growling noise she heard? She laughed at her
foolishness because that’s what innocent heroines did and resumed her walk.
After all, what else were dark alleys for but to get a) mugged, b) bitten by a
werewolf, c) rescued in extremis by a dark brooding hero, or d) all of the above. She couldn’t wait to
get home, pour herself some hot cocoa with cinnamon, and chat with her ailing
mother. 


Suddenly,
she was pinned to the wall by what appeared to be a large, overgrown dog with
long, rough hairs, a deafening growl, and fangs like ivory blades.  Mary couldn’t run because it wasn’t a
part of her script, and froze as she realized it wasn’t a dog but an animal
she’d never seen before except in vampire/werewolf movies. Its yellow eyes
gleamed and just as it was about to tear her neck apart, Mary opened her eyes
wide, fear reflecting in her pretty eyes, praying her knight in shining armor
wouldn’t be delayed in traffic and . . .


Mary giggled. Or rather, Maude giggled. 


“Cut!” the director bellowed. “What’s wrong
with you, Laurent?” Frank Forrester always called actors by their last names
when unhappy or giggling actresses pricked his anger.


“Sorry.” Maude pushed back the cuddly
werewolf played by a young actor with yellow eye lenses and walked out of the
alley, bumping into a camera and losing step in one of the cords.


Jason Taylor headed back into the shadows.
He’d been ready to jump in to save Mary, but Maude’s giggling had interrupted
his chivalric entrance.


“Start over! Everyone back in place!”


Mary’s
eyes screamed silent terror because she knew she looked outrageously cute in a
vulnerable sort of way.  She dared
not move because she was just a female cameo not a main male character. The
beast’s fangs were ready to tear her up and have her bones for dinner unless
her hero arrived and rescued her from the terrible monster whose longs hairs
were scratching her nose and gave her an irresistible urge to . . . 


Mary sneezed. Or rather, Maude did.


“Cut!” the director bellowed once more with
an infuriated growl.


“Sorry!” Maude rubbed her nose. “Those hairs,
they make me want to sneeze!”


“All right, everyone, take five!” he yelled
with an impatience he wasn’t trying to mask.  “Laurent and Taylor come this way.
Make-up!”


Jazmine and Matt laughed and headed over to
the snack table to grab something to eat.


“Maude can’t act to save her life,” Matt
declared as he grabbed a couple of doughnuts and a cup of coffee.


“She’s better at it now. Let’s not forget her
memorable appearance in Living with the
Livingstons,” Jazmine laughed.


Matt had found Maude’s clumsy presence rather
charming up until the whole homeless spitting debacle.


“So, Jason’s your rebound, huh?” Matt asked,
changing the subject.


“You could say that,” Jazmine answered. “I
was so blind regarding Jonathan. Why is it the people we least expect to hurt
us are the ones who hurt us the most?”


“I think you’ve answered your own question.
Jonathan doesn’t know what he’s lost.”


“Watching him for half an hour tongue Laura,
ugh! Matt, I swear, it was humiliating and plain gross. Now, I’m cured. For
good.”


“I can’t imagine,” he looked at Maude busy
with the makeup artist. Jazmine followed his gaze and cleared her throat.


“Matt, about that,” she said. “I think you
should move on . . . from Maude. I love her to death, but I know you’re unhappy
with this whole situation, and honestly, at this point, I don’t think this
situation is healthy for Maude or for you.”


“What are you talking about?” Matt asked. Did
she know something he didn’t? Of course, things were a bit complicated with
Maude, but she was nothing like Jonathan. 


“All I’m saying is you two haven’t really
broken anything up!”


“Jaz, I appreciate your concern. But didn’t
your advice end up blowing in my face last year?” 


Jaz looked uncomfortable. She had meddled in
their relationship in the past with disastrous results. 


“Last year, I thought you would be the one
breaking Maude’s heart, and now I’m not so sure.”


“Maude hasn’t broken anything, Jaz.  I’m fine, we’re friends.”


“You are not
friends. You and I are friends,” she corrected, jabbing her finger in his
chest. “You couldn’t care less if you saw me making out with another guy,
right? Now, how would you feel if you saw Maude kissing someone else even for
say, a movie?”


Matt turned away so that Jazmine couldn’t see
his face in the darkness. “There isn’t a kissing scene in Vampire Love 2, is there?” he asked, hiding his discomfort.


“Take my advice. Move on,” she articulated. And to prove her point, she took a
gigantic bite from her bagel.


“All right! Everyone back in place! Laurent,
no giggling or sneezing or anything but your script.” 


“There’s nothing in the script but a
near-death experience,” Maude mumbled as she settled back in her spot.


“Annnnd action!”


Mary
walked quickly in the deserted alley. No way was she going to linger in this
death trap. She’d heard of the terrible animal attacks and didn’t want to make
tomorrow’s headline news of the New York Times. 


She
stopped and looked over her shoulder. She’d heard a growl. She was sure of it.


She
resumed walking, quickening her pace, her fists balled up. No wild animal would
feast on her tonight. 


Suddenly,
she was pinned to the wall by a large, overgrown dog with long, rough hairs, a
deafening growl, and fangs like ivory blades. His breath came over her like a
hot, heavy wave of stench and burned the hairs of her nostrils. 


Mary
shoved her elbow in his rib pushed him off her with all her strength and
smashed him into the large garbage bin overflowing with trash. He slid limply
down the garbage bin as a bag poured its content over his head.


But
Mary wasn’t finished with him. She ran to him and . . . 


“Cuuuuuuuuut!” the director bellowed. He’d
been too astounded to yell cut as soon as Maude had gone on a raging killing
spree.


“What are you doing?” He racked his hand
through his thinning hair and appeared to be debating on yanking off the little
he had left.


“I’m defending myself,” Maude explained with a
shrug. 


“WHY are you doing that? The SCRIPT! Just
follow the freaking script Laurent!”  
His voice reached unbelievable heights every time he said script, and it
took all of Matt and Jazmine’s self-control to refrain from rolling over with
laughter.


“Leonardo is supposed to save Mary! If you
fight back, what the hell is he supposed to do?”


“So I’m supposed to stand there and let that
sorry excuse of a werewolf breathe on me with his onion breath. No offense,
Chris,” she said turning to the dismal werewolf. He waved it off.


 “I can fight. I’m no black belt, but I
can still stand up for myself. This is how I would react if I ran into a
werewolf in a dark alley with ominous music playing. Girls are sick of playing
damsels in distress. We’re not in the Middle Ages, and this isn’t an Arthurian
legend.” Maude took turns looking at each crew member and actor on the set.
“What example would I be giving to girls all over this country if I were to
roll over and let this thing bite me? Your sisters, girlfriends, wives,
daughters. My character Mary doesn’t have to wait for Leonardo to save her.
Forget about Mary and add a little Madeleine in this story!” she cried.


“You want to play a whore?” Jason Taylor
asked, laughing.


“Maybe not,” Maude conceded “but you get my
drift. I’m no victim or a damsel or distressed!  I want to kick some werewolf butt! Who’s
with me?” she cried out raising her fist in the air. Jason and Jazmine yelled
“Yeah!” in unison, then looked around waiting for additional support. No one
budged, and Matt was nowhere to be seen.


All they heard was a fly buzz by.


“You listen to me, Laurent.” The director
pulled his hands out of his hair and pointed a threatening finger in Maude’s
face. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about your stupid girl power routine. You play this scene as is. No sneezing, no
giggling, and NO KICKBOXING! Get it? Or do I have to repeat it in another
language for your snooty French behind?”


Maude glared at the director’s finger and
wanted to bite it off. He’d see snooty French behind. This French girl would
make him bite the dust. 


“Forget it, Maude,” Jason said, tugging her
arm. “He won’t change his mind.”


“Fine,” Maude said through clenched teeth.


Mary
sauntered with sweet innocence through the dark alley like a fairy sauntering
through calm pastures. She felt as giddy as could be and didn’t pay attention
to growling noises she heard in the background along with a violin’s morbid
wail.


Suddenly,
she was pushed against the wall by a scary, furry beast. She screamed
“Aarrrrrrrrrrrrghh” in the highest pitch her mezzo-soprano voice allowed and
covered her eyes. Who will save me from this monster, she thought?

Just as she despaired and felt the beast’s teeth close in on her neck, she
heard the music change. No more violins, but loud drums and a hectic rhythm.
She opened her eyes and beheld her ardent hero had arrived in time to save her.
She clasped her hands with gratitude while the handsome stranger with eyes
glinting like midnight stars knocked the werewolf out of his senses.


“Oh
my hero,” she murmured with dreamy, misty eyes.


“Cut! Good job, Maude!” The director yelled
as he clapped the clapboard. 


Maude sauntered towards Matt with the
giddiness of a schoolgirl her hands behind her back. She stopped in front of
him with an exaggerated angelic smile and blinked repeatedly.


“Did you get the fight on camera?” she asked
twirling her fingers together.


Matt smiled and nodded with a mischievous
glint. “I did.”


Maude clasped her hands with gratitude and
cried in her high-pitch voice “Oh my hero!” She unclasped her hands and added
in a serious tone, “That director’s going down.”



 


 

*****



 

“A what kind of concert?” Alan asked.


“A‘female empowerment concert,’” Maude
explained. She’d thought about it and even Alan wouldn’t put a stop to this
plan.


“And how would that profit me?” 


“It wouldn’t really,” Maude shrugged. “It’s
not about you. I want to raise money for women shelters like the one my Aunt
Victoria is running.”


“So this is like a fundraising concert.” 


Maude nodded. 


“No.” Alan turned back to his stack of
papers.


“What do you mean, no?”


“I mean what no usually means.”


“I wasn’t asking for your permission.” Maude
crossed her arms and faced Alan with a determined stare.


Alan made his way around his desk and stood
before Maude. His bald spot shone right under Maude’s nose.


“I won’t give my approval for some ridiculous
female fancy!”


“You already have,” Maude replied. She took
out her laptop for her bag and searched the Internet while sitting on the edge
of his desk, which she knew would irritate him.


“This video has been on YouTube for less than
twenty-four hours.”


The director’s voice blasted out of her
computer. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about your stupid girl power routine. You
play this scene as is. No sneezing, no giggling, and NO KICKBOXING! Get it? Or
do I have to repeat it in another language for your snooty French behind?”


Alan peered at the YouTube video and his eyes
widened. “900,000 views!”


“And don’t get me started on the comments.
They go from sexist pig to a few lofty death threats. Oh, and the French
haven’t really appreciated the whole ‘French snooty behind’ comment even though
they know it’s true at least regarding Parisians.”  People from the north of France were far
less snooty, that was a known fact.


“You remove that video this instant, Maude!”
He grabbed her keyboard and drummed on the keys with frantic haste.


“Not happening. Besides all these people are
really looking forward to that concert next week hosted by Soulville and the
incredibly non-sexist Alan Lewis.”


She removed Alan’s sweaty palms from her
keyboard clicked on her official website and read her announcement. “Female
Empowerment Concert. Guests: Maude Laurent, Matt, and more. Place: Soulville’s
rooftop. Host: Alan Lewis who’s condemned the director’s comments as
‘outrageously inappropriate.’” She turned to Alan.  “Don’t you like the sound of that?”


Alan glared at Maude.


“I learned from the best, Alan. Thanks to
you, I now know that when I want to force a person into doing something they
don’t want to do, I tell the press they’ve agreed to it and just like magic,
I’ve twisted their arm. Sound familiar, Alan?”


“Going out with Thomas Bradfield has been
beneficial to your career,” Alan spat out. Maude decided that would be a debate
for another time.


“And this concert is beneficial to yours.
Check out the considerable increase in likeability this does for you.
Teenwarrior323 wrote ‘Go Alan!,’ Iceandfire41 wrote, ‘Soulville Rocks!,’  Burrito52 wrote, ‘Finally a music label
respectful of women,’ and the list goes on.”


Alan scrolled down the page and viewed the
comments, his face losing its sternness as he went down. “Fine,” he growled.
“You have my approval.”


“I don’t need it, but if that makes you feel
better.” She closed her computer and headed for the exit.


“I want Thomas Bradfield and Lindsey Linton
in on this,” he added before she left. He grabbed his telephone and called
Glitter Records. He could create gold out of any kind of straw.


Maude nodded and shut the door on her way
out.



 

*****



 

When the day of the concert arrived,
Soulville Tower was in a state of excitement rarely seen before. Sound
engineers were walking in and out of the building, guest stars were arriving,
barking extravagant demands to interns, who met them all in due time. Between
soy milk, gluten-free foods and Evian water, the interns weren’t nearly
rewarded enough for their enduring forbearance. 


Adrianna had chosen an outfit for Maude that
was warm enough to stand the chilly air of a cold February afternoon, but chic
enough for a rooftop concert and her rebellious theme.  Thomas and Matt were at each other’s
throats for the entire day, and Maude gave up trying to make them listen to her
voice instead of theirs. As for Lindsey, she was content enough with being a
part of an event she’d never before attempted, even at the peak of her own
rebellious phase, and thought Maude had one or two good ideas once she thought
outside of her saintly box.


“Obviously Maude can’t have her piano on the
rooftop! The acoustics will be awful!” Matt exclaimed, wringing his hands
around an imaginary neck.


“She can’t not have a piano up there! This is the concert of a lifetime!”
Thomas argued back.


“How do you plan on making that happen
Einstein? No one’s going to hear her play fourteen floors down.”


“She can’t take a Steinway, but she can play
on a digital piano,” Thomas offered.


Matt snorted as if Thomas had offered Maude
swing on branches dressed as Tarzan. 


“A digital piano? Are you kidding me? Maude
will never play on a digital piano. That just goes to show you know nothing about real musicians.”


“Right, because ‘Love Doctor’ was such a
masterpiece from a real musician?”


“At least I didn’t steal it from anyone,” Matt flung back. “Speaking about that: how
does it feel to know you’ve won Best Male Artist thanks to a song I wrote?”


“My other singles were hits, Matt. They all
peaked in the top 10 of the Billboard 100. So no, I don’t owe you anything. And
if you ever insinuate otherwise. . . ” Thomas grabbed Matt by the collar while
the latter raised his fist ready to smash Thomas’ lights out, both pairs of
eyes burned with mutual hatred.


“Guys!” Maude shouted. “Let me remind you
this is the Female Empowerment Concert. Boys are allowed, of course, because
we’re all united in this cause. But this show of testosterone has got to stop,
or I’m kicking both of you out of this event. I mean it!” Maude glared in
silence and surveyed each singer with a stone eye.


Thomas reluctantly let go of Matt, muttering
under his breath, while Matt lowered his clenched fist.


“Matt, may I speak to you in private please?”
she asked.


He followed Maude to his creation room,
leaving Thomas with a disapproving scowl.


“We’re French, and the Gallic rooster is our
unofficial national symbol. But please, quit acting like a rooster tonight,”
Maude pleaded. 


“I can’t stand him!” 


“I gathered as much. Lindsey and I aren’t
best friends either, but you haven’t seen us at each other’s throats all day,
have you?”


“Are you sure you want to sing with both
Lindsey and Thomas tonight?”


“I have to. Alan wants me to promote our two
upcoming singles. But don’t forget, you and I are the last performers. I
thought I could have a piano on the rooftop.”


“But you hate digital pianos!”


“I know,” Maude nodded. Digital pianos were
far less authentic. “I’m making an exception.” Her eyes gleamed, and he understood
she wanted to sing with him as much as he looked forward to singing with her in
public for the first time.


“All right, but it has to be a Steinway
digital piano. No way you’re playing on a Yamaha digital piano.”


“I agree. I’m a Steinway girl all the way.”


A Steinway digital piano was therefore
mounted on Soulville Tower rooftop where a large crowd had gathered as the
sun’s descent glazed over the rooftops.


When Maude reached the rooftop that evening,
the musicians started playing, and the electric night air fired through her
veins as the crowd greeted her with loud applause and cheers. Music blasted
from rooftop to rooftop through Times Square. Traffic was jammed and cars were
honking like crazy.


“Good Evening Manhataaaaannnnn!” Maude
yelled, her voice echoing across the streets. The crowd yelled in response and
ignited Maude’s feeling of utter freedom. Children, adults, teen girls and
boys: all were there to support her cause. 


 “So we’re here this evening for the very
first edition of Soulville’s Female Empowerment Concert! This started out as a
reaction against director Frank Forrester’s blatant disregard for the portrayal
of women in movies. We’ve received many donations for our cause for women’s
shelters all around America and programs for the advancement of women, so keep
on giving! And let’s have some fun! Because, as Cyndi Lauper said, ‘Girls just
wanna have fun!’”


Lindsey joined her on the rooftop, and they
sang Cyndi Lauper’s immortal words. They’d decided together that singing on
Cyndi Lauper was more appropriate for their theme than singing about two girls
who can’t stand each other, and the choice proved to be judicious. Singing with
Lindsey was a complete different experience than recording with her. Fueled by
the crowd’s energy, the street noise, and the scenery of the city sprawled
under their daring gaze, the girls sang together with vigor and vivacity. Soon,
the loud buzzing of a helicopter’s propellers cut through the air. They were on
national TV.


As the last notes of their song died down,
Thomas came up to replace them. 


Maude and Lindsey left the rooftop and made
their way to the kitchen to get a drink, before going back up. The fourteenth
floor was crowded with guests but when Maude passed by Alan, she overheard his
conversation with a reporter.


“Yes, I think it’s important for female
singers to take a stand. I always encourage my female artists to participate in
the creative process. They’re not products, they’re human beings.”


Maude continued past Alan, but not fast
enough to miss the admiration in the female reporter’s eyes and certainly not
fast enough to miss Alan’s self-satisfied smile, and his falsely modest shrug.


“That was awesome!” Lindsey exclaimed once
they were in the kitchen.


“Good idea to sing Cyndi Lauper instead of
‘Best Fiends Forever,’” Maude put in. “Did you see the TV news helicopter?”


“It’d be kind of hard to miss,” Lindsey
pointed out. “It’s perfect timing don’t you think?”


“For what?”


“For you to kiss Thomas. Your duet’s up next
isn’t it?” Lindsey checked her watch. “In about ten minutes.”


Maude gulped. She’d gladly pushed the dare to
the confines of her memory during the last hectic twenty-four hours. Of course,
Lindsey wouldn’t forget and had reminded her at the most opportune moment.


“You didn’t think you were off the hook now,
did you?”


“No, of course not,” Maude answered as if the
dare were just to hop on one foot. “I’ll do your dare.” She wouldn’t be accused
of being a coward. Not by Lindsey Linton.


“Great! See you later. And put on some
chapstick, you don’t want chapped lips for your first kiss with Thomas.”


She needed to find Matt first, but try as she
might, he was nowhere to be seen. Not even in the men’s room where she checked
as a last resort, receiving glares and growls from its occupants.   Where was he? And why, oh, why
hadn’t she told him sooner?  


The remaining notes of Thomas’ song were
stolen by the night air, while Maude left the fourteenth floor and joined him.
Each step laden with lead, she neared the roof, fighting the urge to turn and
run in the opposite direction. She’d sunk to new lows. To think she’d brazenly
threatened Thomas with her fist if he dared pucker his lips on Karrie’s Korner. And now she had to
pucker hers! Well, the stars must be mocking her. Stars had no power in a city
where lampposts shone brighter anyway. She avoided the musicians, the cables,
she ignored the helicopter, shut her ears to the waves of hysteria crashing
against Soulville Tower.


She’d reached him, and the song was
fainting.  Maude faced the cameras
then turned back to Thomas, leaned forward and kissed him full on the lips. 



 

*****


Matt is looking for her. He’d gone out for an
hour searching for an open florist, searching for the perfect yellow rose to
offer her. He finds Lindsey. Lindsey tells him she’s on the rooftop. She
notices the rose he’s holding in his hand. She frowns, then smiles, but he sees
neither. At first all he hears is the frenzy. The whoops, the whoos, the phews.
As if something big is happening. He attributes it to the concert. But nobody’s
singing. He arrives at the rooftop. Thomas’ lips are pressed against Maude’s.
His arm encircles her waist. His hand is in her hair. He tilts her head. She
kisses him back. Police sirens wail, knifing the night’s noisy jubilation.


Matt leaves before they separate. The rose
ends up in the first trash can on his path.



 

*****



 

Maude breaks away from Thomas, lending her
ear to the siren’s wail.


“The police are here!” she cries, her eyes
shining brighter than New York City lampposts. Police breaking up a concert was
the ultimate coolness. 


“Female Empowerment Concert interrupted!”
Maude cries, waving her arms. “But we’ll say goodbye with music!”


She signals to the musicians to resume their
music. Peering down, she sees them. Policemen in tight uniforms the color of
the night dispersing joyful criminals with music notes smeared on their
fingerprints. Not too fast, not too slow. One taps his foot to the beat of the
drums, the other nods and disperses the crowd with mild roughness.


“Goodnight, Manhattan!”


Maude turns away and rushes back inside.  She looks for Matt everywhere, in his
creation room, in the kitchen, but he is once more nowhere to be found.


“If you’re looking for Matt, he’s gone.”
Lindsey appears in the lobby. “He left Soulville, and he looked pretty angry.”
And she was pleased.


When Maude got home that night, Jazmine
handed her a letter.


“Matt dropped this by a little while ago.”



 


 


 

Maude,


I
realize now Jazmine was right. I’ll continue working on my album in my private
home studio. You can work in my creation room for as long as you like.


Matt



Maude turned to Jazmine.


“What did you tell Matt?” she asked. 


“What do you mean?”


“Did you talk to him about me?”


Jazmine seemed uncomfortable and closed her
magazine.


“I told him he should move on like I did with
Jonathan.”


Maude remained silent for several moments.
Anger and disappointment surged through her, but she couldn’t speak.


“I know you won’t like hearing what I have to
say, but_—_”


“Don’t apologize.” Maude raised her hand.
“I’m the only one to blame. We should’ve stopped seeing each other a long time
ago. I guess, I just refused to see how difficult it must have been for him.
This is for the best.” Maude nodded trying to convince herself. But a ball of
sorrow curled up in Maude’s throat. She crumpled Matt’s note and buried her
ball of sorrow in the nearest trash bin.



 










Chapter 9



 

“Dad, what do you mean you don’t want me to
come?” Victoria paced the living room her phone glued to her ear. “You just
drop this news and then you tell me everything’s fine?”


Cynthia entered the living room, her yoga
session disrupted by her mother’s phone conversation or perhaps by the general
cloud presiding over the Baldwin family. Maude was watching a recording of Aida from 1989, sound off, memorizing
Amneris’ every move.  As the figurehead
of Verdi’s dramatic repertoire, Dolora Zajick was a solid reference for Maude,
awed at the thought of stepping into the shoes of the great American
mezzo-soprano.


“What’s going on?” Cynthia asked.


Maude paused the DVD and turned to Cynthia
with a shrug. “I don’t know. Auntie Vic’s been yelling at Elder Williams for
thirty minutes now.”


“I’m coming over right now!” Victoria
threatened.


“Is something wrong with him?” Cynthia asked
worried.


“Whatever it is, he doesn’t want Auntie Vic
to come.”


“You want her to come?” Victoria asked
astounded.  She glanced at Maude
furtively then turned away. “I’ll talk to her. I’ll call you later.” Victoria
hung up her phone with a sigh and shook her head.


“What’s wrong, Mom?”


Victoria walked over to them and sat on the
couch.


“Your grandfather had a heart attack,”
Victoria stated as calmly as she could. “He’s fine.” She added, anticipating
the girls’ questions. But her face mirrored theirs, racked with silent worry.
“But he’s being so . . . Elder Williams.” She sighed, rubbing her forehead with
her palm.


“Is he at the hospital?” Maude asked. She’d
never been to the hospital except the day Mrs. Ruchet had her twins. It is
usually said people look tiny in hospital beds, frail and vulnerable. But it
hadn’t been the case then. If anything, Mrs. Ruchet had seemed larger than
ever, swallowing the hospital bed under her weight.


“No, he’s back home with a private nurse,”
Victoria explained. “Elder Williams doesn’t do hospitals. But he doesn’t want
us to come see him.”


“I’m hardly surprised,” Cynthia replied.
Elder Williams put pride before anything, even when he was sick.


“I am,” Victoria answered with severity. “I
get his whole proud stance when he’s home with the flu, but after a heart
attack?”


“We should go anyway,” Maude stated. He was
her grandfather after all, and despite their acrimonious first meeting, she
worried about his health.


“Actually, he only wants to see one person.
You.” She pointed to Maude her brow deepened into worry. “For a couple of days,
a week tops.”


Maude’s eyes widened in surprise. Her? 


“Since when are you best friends with Elder
Williams?” Cynthia mocked. She felt no desire to be in Maude’s position.
Spending entire days at a time with Elder Williams would prove a challenge,
even for someone with as much self-control as Cynthia possessed.


Victoria leaned closer to Maude. “I know
Elder Williams and you aren’t on the best of terms, I know he didn’t apologize
for what happened—_”


“—I’ll go,” Maude interrupted. She nodded, as
if agreeing once more would chase the inexplicable flutter in her chest.


“You will?” Cynthia and Victoria shared a
look of disbelief. Obviously Maude didn’t know what she was getting into. There
was no guarantee Elder Williams would relent about his position on the French
or be any more agreeable than he’d been in the past.


“I’ll go for a week or two.”


“He’ll just be wanting company. The nurse
will take care of his medical needs. And of course you can continue at
Soulville like you’re used to. He’ll need you most in the evenings. He hates
dining alone.”


“Don’t worry Auntie Vic,” Maude laughed.
“I’ll be fine. If Elder Williams needs me I’ll be there, even if it makes
Soulville unhappy. And don’t forget I’ve had my share of experience with cranky
patients. I’ll be fine,” she repeated.


And she was glad he showed an interest,
because she’d wanted to get to know him since she’d heard about him, his
grumpiness, his wisdom, and his cranky irony. She was ready to make an effort
if he did. This was perhaps the closest she’d get to an apology.


Maude packed her bags and left the same
evening.


When she stepped into her grandfather’s home,
the curtains were drawn, the house inhabited by silent gloom.


Elder Williams sat in the living room facing
his television tuned in on Living with
the Livingstons. He noticed Maude entering with her bag and greeted her
with a nonchalant wave of his pipe. He appeared to have lost weight, but
nothing alarming, she made a mental note and filed it in her mind for her aunt.



“Funny, I didn’t picture you to be a Stoner,”
Maude said referring to the hardcore fans of Lila and Lola Livingston. She
didn’t imagine he could find anything on television appealing, but him having
similar tastes to Mrs. Ruchet was an unexpected, if not unpleasant, surprise.


“I enjoy witnessing the gradual decay of
American intelligence. It hit new lows when you set foot on the show.” He kept
his eyes glued to the TV screen, huffing his way through his pipe.


“Nice to see you, too Elder Williams,” she
answered with a slight shrug he didn’t see. She decided humor was the best way
to neutralize her grandfather’s 
cutting acidity. Besides, there was little she could argue to defend her
pathetic appearance on the show.


“Your guest room’s ready. First floor. Don’t
move or mess anything up.”


“Here I thought you wanted me to feng shui
your house,” Maude answered with a sarcastic smile. “Don’t worry, I won’t
breathe unless you allow me to,” she added.


“Is that how you address your ailing Elder?”


“There isn’t an elderly speck about you,”
Maude assured. Before he could react, she reached down and plopped a kiss on
his wrinkled forehead.


“There. Now you can thunder all you want
about my awful French manners, and how ‘that French Granddaughter’ of yours has
no sense of decorum, and how you would’ve received a good whipping if you’d
talked to your grandfather the way I did. I would answer I’m pretty sure your
grandfather didn’t watch the decay of American intelligence with such positive
engrossment.”


Without waiting for a reply, Maude thrust her
bag over her shoulder and headed upstairs.


And that was how Elder Williams and “that
French Granddaughter” of his embarked on their unlikely cohabitation. 



 

*****



 















Dead coffeemakers, dead photocopy machines,
dead silence. This rare occurrence is commonly called office afterlife. 


Cynthia enjoyed working after hours. The
empty office was a pleasant environment. She could enjoy her Moroccan tea
without being mocked for not drinking coffee as was the norm in legal
departments all around the world. Her colleagues were nice, and they all banded
together against their tyrannical boss, but her alone time at the office was
similar to a prized paternal feeling of peace when a newborn finally falls
asleep, a call to enjoy the silence.


Her back against the kitchen counter, Cynthia
cuddled her cup, vapor licking her nostrils, and took a sip of her Moroccan
Tea. Hot, hot, hot! She waved her hand over her burnt tongue.


“Enjoying your tea?”


Cynthia was a master in Zen attitude so that
she didn’t startle, and not a drop of the liquid content spilled on her suit.


“Mr. Siwel! I didn’t know you were still
here.” She turned a guilty glance to the tiled floor: she’d been looking
forward to her alone time before finishing another exhausting case.


“I was out, but I came back with food.”
Daniel lifted his right arm, clutching a paper bag in his hand. Fast food
smells scratched Cynthia’s olfactory sense, and her nose scrunched into a
disapproving frown.


“I don’t eat fast food, and if you often eat
at the office, neither should you. You’re in your twenties now, so you can
afford to eat what you want but just wait a couple of years of this hectic job
and eating McDonald’s.”


“Is that your thing?” Daniel asked, opening
his brown bag.


“What is?”


“Crapping on people’s fun with your sensible
sermons.” 


Cynthia looked at him with sharp surprise. “I
don’t  . . . ” She suspended her
breath. Her mind drifted back to Jazmine’s angry outburst at the movies and
rattled the columns of her moral fortress.


“Anyway, I bought you a salad. I know young
women your age are always trying to lose weight.”


“Is that your
thing? Making girls feel insecure by hinting they’re overweight?”


Daniel choked on his cheeseburger and coughed
loudly, tapping his chest like a mad drummer. If anything, he thought Cynthia
looked perfect as she was.


“I wasn’t, I would never . . . ” He noticed
the mischievous twinkle in her eye and left his sentence hang in the air.


Cynthia took a triumphant bite out of her
salad. They ate in silence for the next couple of minutes, only their rhythmic
chewing could be heard. Both tried to chew as silently as possible, but in
office afterlife, every sound is magnified.  Cynthia was thinking it would be best if
she came up with a topic, any topic, fast. But all she could think of was how
she wouldn’t mind running her hand through his curls and she couldn’t get that
single thought out of her mind. 


“Do you find pleasure in doing the right
thing? Don’t you ever want to rebel?” Daniel asked. His dark eyes settled on
her face attempting to read what hid behind her calm demeanor.


“Rebelling for the sake of rebelling is
pointless. I choose my battles and when I fight them, I win.” A flash of
determination ignited her eyes, and for a moment, distrust tiptoed across
Daniel’s mind. The feeling lasted no longer than a short breath but left Daniel
bewildered, like Cynthia had made him run a marathon, just to end up telling
him walking was all he needed to catch her fleeting form. 


“I surprised my entire family by taking up
legal studies. I was supposed to become a musician.”


“The curse of musical families,” Daniel let
out a frustrated sigh. “My father had big plans for me. I was to become another
Matt. I preferred the law. No love doctors for me. Being surrounded by
paparazzi and fans, not my kind of thing.”


Daniel raked his hair with a frustrated hand.
His other hand drummed his knee before settling, his forefinger and middle
finger forming a V, holding an imaginary cigarette. Cynthia could tell he was
uncomfortable mentioning his family, a subject she should have been eager to
develop, but found herself reluctant to pursue due to Daniel’s obvious unease.
She’d found the Achilles heel but felt an uncommon urge to balm it instead of
thrusting a poisoned arrow in it.


 “We have one thing in common at least,”
She peered into his eyes. “Our love for the law trumps our love for music.”


“I love the law. I love it so much I hate
it,” Daniel admitted.


“It changes all the time,” Cynthia moaned, hoisting herself up on the counter.
“That’s the worst and the best thing about the law.”


“Its constant mutation, I agree! Have you
ever been to court?”


“A couple of times with Nathalie Fern. It was
like entering a temple.”


Daniel whistled. “Nathalie Fern, huh? She’s a
shark. One of the top human rights lawyers there is. Do you want to specialize
in human rights law?”


“I’m thinking about it,” Cynthia pushed a
rebellious strand of hair behind her ear. “I’d love to, actually,” she said,
surprised at how comfortable she felt admitting her dreams to Daniel Siwel. It
wasn’t something she could talk about with her parents. Her mother was still
hoping she’d change her mind, and her father had only music on his. Jazmine
thought the law was boring and Maude would’ve listened, but Cynthia couldn’t
bring herself to broach the topic with her cousin. Danielle Laurent, Maude’s mother
had been a human rights lawyer and had died because she’d gone up against a
corrupt Nigerian official. Needless to say the topic of human rights was a
highly sensitive one. As for Ben, he didn’t bother with much else than his erhu
these days. But speaking to someone who knew, whose voice trembled with passion
at the mention of the law, who understood the beauty of a courthouse, the
solemnity of the place, that was magic in its purest form.


“Human rights law was my dream.” Daniel
leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. “I was supposed to spend a year in
Paris studying international human rights.”


“So, what are you doing here?” Soulville had
its charm, but an opportunity to study in Paris wasn’t to be scorned.


“Family. What else? They needed me. So here I
am.” He rubbed his eyes tiredly.


Cynthia squirmed on the counter. The
similarity of their situations was striking, and it bothered her to see him
discouraged, trapped.


“Maybe when your family doesn’t need you
anymore you can follow your dream. Paris is a beautiful city to study in.”


“Maybe someday we’ll meet there.”


Cynthia nodded unable to speak.  It was too easy. Too easy imagining them
studying together, going to the library poring over international treaties on
the stairs of the Sorbonne University. It wasn’t romantic by usual standards,
but for Cynthia, it was the epitome of enchantment. And the look in Daniel’s
eyes indicated his thoughts had joined Cynthia’s on the steps of the Sorbonne
University.


“I guess we have more common ground than we
thought, Ms. Carlisle.”


By pronouncing her name, her false name, the
name that had made an impostor of her, the spell was broken, and Cynthia
crashed back to earth. If he found out who she really was, he’d never look at
her the same way.


“I’ve think I’d better go. It’s getting late.
Thanks for the salad, Mr. Siwel.” She threw her salad container in the empty
garbage and walked out followed by Daniel’s pensive gaze.



 

*****



 

The next day, Daniel stormed Mindy’s cubicle
criticizing her lack of legal reasoning and berating her deficient legal
vocabulary and altogether lack of professional skills. Had Mindy looked up to
face her irate boss, she would’ve realized although Daniel was yelling at her
like she were a piece of rubbish, his frequent glances directed at Cynthia
Carlisle shed light on the true reason behind his outburst. Catching a glimpse
of her was well worth making Mindy cry.


Cynthia followed her coworker for her daily
trip to the ladies room. Mindy gave a whole new meaning to morning sickness.
Listening to Mindy cry, shiver, and formulate an inarticulate wish to drown in
her vomit, Cynthia felt ashamed to have wavered in her dislike of Daniel. He
was one of Alan’s pawns on the checkerboard from which her father had been
chased off. She held on to that thought while a whimpering Mindy held on to her
leg. But it wasn’t enough. She’d peered at another side of Daniel’s personality
and wanted to know more. Besides, if Mindy could find the tiniest bit of
courage in her, she could stand up to Daniel and keep her breakfast in her
stomach where it belonged.


During lunch break, Cynthia went up to the
fourteenth floor where Maude worked on a new song in Matt’s creation room.


“Ready to go?” Cynthia asked as she popped
her head in. 


“Yeah, I’m just putting the finishing touches
to a song I’m going to record with Thomas soon.”


“Aren’t you supposed to write it together?”


“Yees,”
Maude hesitated.


“Have you seen him since the kiss?”


“No, I’ve been ignoring his calls.” 


Cynthia wanted to refrain from commenting.
She shut her lips but opened them immediately after.


“I know I come off as preachy, Maude, which
isn’t the effect I want to convey even though I probably do. I mean, Jazmine
knows me, but you and I, we’ve been cousins for just over a year so I don’t
want you to feel like you can’t tell me things because you can, you know.”


“Cynth, is this about what happened with Jaz
and Jonathan?” Maude asked. They hadn’t spoken about it because Maude knew it
bothered Cynthia, but she had been waiting for her to mention it first.


“I would’ve told you, but it wasn’t for me to
tell, and Jazmine didn’t want to say anything.”


“I just don’t get why she didn’t tell me! As
sisters we share just about everything.”


“She wouldn’t have told me either, but I
walked in on them. It was embarrassing enough, I’m sure she wasn’t too
comfortable with what she was doing. She didn’t want our troubled consciences
to lecture hers. I’m sure you didn’t tell her everything about Peter.”


“There wasn’t much to tell. And Jaz wouldn’t
have listened if I had.”


The girls laughed.


“Cynth, I don’t want you to feel like I’m
creating a wedge in your sisterly bond.”


“That’s not how I feel. If anything, you
strengthen it. Jaz is just growing up, I guess, and feels she needs to hide
things I would disapprove of which is weird because she’s never done it before.
I was always there to help clean up the messes she made. Lecturing siblings is
an eldest sibling prerogative. If I don’t have that, what do I have left?”


“You can still lecture me if you want, as I’m
sure you were about to do. You know, Jaz is funny. She doesn’t want to hear
sermons, but she has no problem lecturing me and even meddling in my
relationship, yet I don’t get angry.”


“That’s the prerogative of the second child;
snubbing the eldest but acting the same way towards the third.”


“What’s my prerogative?”


“Suffering under two older sisters’
sovereignty?”


“How about stealing their clothes?” Maude
volunteered.


“Deal.”   


The two hugged, headed for the elevator but
were blocked by Adrianna.


She held a threatening finger up in the air
and pointed towards the emergency staircase door. 


Maude rolled her eyes.


“We have to take the stairs,” Maude
translated.


“Why?” Cynthia asked as they changed their
route towards the staircase.


“Because I got photographed by the paparazzi
with a bagel. In my mouth,” Maude answered as if she were admitting her main
pastime consisted in slaughtering baby dolphins. “My punishment is using the
stairs for the next seven days. Fourteen flights of stairs everyday at least
twice a day. Remind me again, which of us has the craziest boss?”


“My boss isn’t crazy.” Cynthia replied. “In
fact, my opinion of him has changed tremendously since I first met him.”


The girls descended the first flight of
stairs but as they continued down, faint voices, pieces of conversation drifted
to their ear. Angry voices, voices both of them knew and recognized as
particularly disagreeable. Cynthia held her forefinger to her lips, and Maude
nodded. The voices were closer, but even if the girls had spoken, the two men
were too busy yelling to realize they weren’t alone. They kneeled, hiding
behind the staircase. Cynthia peered under the staircase railing, and sure
enough, Daniel and Alan were having a heated argument.


“Dad, you know we can’t do that,” Daniel was
saying. “Firing a pregnant employee is illegal!”


“Who cares?” Alan said. “What’s the use of
having a lawyer son if he can’t find a legal loophole?”


       Daniel
raked his hand angrily, pushing his hair away from his face.


“I didn’t study law to take part in these
sketchy schemes.”


“Maybe you shouldn’t have studied law and
become a singer like I wanted. My
schemes as you call them allowed you to be head of the legal department before
your twenty-fourth year. Which is more than can boast some of your law school
pals.”


Daniel’s blood seemed to drain from his face.


“I think I should resign. I’ve had enough. It
wasn’t enough to scratch James Baldwin off your list—”


“—Don’t you dare talk to me about James!”


“Why? Does it make you uncomfortable? Maybe
it should because from the moment we illegally threw James out after a series
of secret board meetings—” 


“—Hush, don’t say things like that. Walls
have darn clean ears!”


Cynthia signaled to Maude it was time to
leave. They tiptoed their way back to the fourteenth floor. 


“Daniel is Alan’s son?” Maude shrieked once
they were in the safety of Matt’s creation room.


“Shhh, didn’t you hear Alan. Walls have
ears.” Cynthia paced about the room as if she had ants in her shoes and didn’t
want to step on them. 


Daniel Siwel. Daniel Lewis. Siwel was Lewis
spelled backwards. It made perfect sense now.


“Not only they’re related, but now we know
how to stop Alan.”


“We do?” Maude didn’t have the faintest clue
what her cousin was talking about.


“Those secret board meetings preparing Dad’s
departure that Daniel was talking about. They’re illegal. But they must’ve kept
the minutes. Just not in plain sight. If we find them, we have leverage against
Alan. Leave this up to me.” Cynthia said. “And let’s take the elevator this
time.”



 

*****


 



 


 

“Amneris! Aida! I want Act 2, Scene 1.” Ms.
Tragent called out.


The scene where Aida avows her love for
Radamès was one of the most difficult for Maude. Amneris tricks Aida into
believing Radamès has died on the battlefield, prompting Aida to proclaim her
love for the officer.


Rebecca, usually poised during her singing,
jittered through her parts. She smiled during Aida’s lament, which was
disturbing for Maude, who tried to remain as concentrated as possible. She
still had so much to prove. But she felt more in the character already. Having
studied all Dolora Zajick’s moves was proving helpful. She used them and
managed to display Amneris’ disarray. At least how it’d been interpreted by
Dolora Zajick. Three grand steps, balled fists, frown, brows knitted with anger
in a thin line.


“Aida!” Ms. Tragent called out in a sharp
voice. “Did I see a smile while you lamented your lover’s death? Amneris, I see
you’ve been studying Dolora Zajick’s rendition of Amneris which is great.” Ms.
Tragent walked in her direction on three legs. Her cane struck the floor like
lightning, leaving tiny dents in the stage. “But nobody’s coming to see a
replica of Dolora Zajick. I want to see your version of Amneris. Don’t be
someone you’re not.” She sighed, shaking her head with disappointment. Maude
held her head high, but the acuteness of her shame pierced her like a spear.
She couldn’t disappoint Ms. Tragent. Not again. 


“Okay, now Radamès and Aida, the scene of the
betrayal.” She gave a tired wave of her cane.


Nathan approached Maude, his arms hugging his
sides, as he shook with laughter. 


“Plagiarizing Dolora Zajick’s Amneris?
Really? That’s smart, Maude.” His face lost its laughter and became serious
again. “Seriously, you better get your act together because I’ve never been
submitted to ridicule during my career. And I won’t start now.”


“Why don’t you worry about your own part,
Nathan? I’ll take care of mine.” 


Aida’s declarations of love were heartening,
and Rebecca’s voice rang truer than ever.


When rehearsal ended, Rebecca flew to Maude,
her fiery hair flowing behind her.


“Maude! I’ve got such news!”


“What is it?” Her friend’s joy was
communicative, and Maude found herself smiling, prepared to rejoice for her
friend’s good fortune.


“I’m deliriously happy, that’s what! As you
know, I’ve had a lifelong admiration, for Matt. I’d asked him out after the NAM
Awards. He turned me down oh so kindly, but still, I was crushed. But
perseverance pays. Yesterday, I ran into him in this French bakery I like
called Benoit’s Boulangerie. We chatted, I asked him out again, and he said
yes!” 


Rebecca didn’t hear Maude’s heart stop,
didn’t notice her enlarged pupils, was blind to Maude’s wavering smile,
couldn’t see the crimson ribbon of anguish tightening around Maude’s guts,
twisting her insides into a grimacing bow.


“And it’s all thanks to you! I’m sure I’ve
thanked you a million times for inviting me to your NAM Awards, but here I go
again!” She hugged Maude with all the vigor of abounding joy.


“I need your advice for our first date.
Everything has to be perfect, and you’re one of his closest friends. You have
to tell me everything I need to know.”


“I don’t think I can help you.” She walked
away from her friend, yet not fast enough to escape Rebecca’s overbearing and
insistent pleas.


 “You have to help me! Please, this is
very important to me.” Rebecca’s eyes misted as did Maude’s resistance. 


“I—I can’t. I don’t know him that well.”


“You know him more than I do! It’s a dream
come true. I don’t want to ruin it.”


“Rebecca, you’re twenty-two, right?” Maude
asked. She knew Rebecca’s age, her birthday, which shampoo she used to wash her
flaming red hair, and every detail of her career. She knew she wanted to
strangle her right there on the spot and ditch her body under the cardboard
pyramid of their Egyptian setting.


Rebecca nodded, puzzled. 


“Then you have no business asking advice from
a seventeen year old!” Maude snapped. Rebecca’s pained expression tweaked a ray
of humanity back into Maude’s automatic vessel. 


“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.


“What’s wrong with you? Is this about what
Tragent said? I can help you if you want.”


“No . . . I . . . oh all right, I’ll help
you,” she gave in. “What do you need to know?”


“Which topics should I avoid mentioning?”


“There aren’t really.” Maude thought about
it, but the only topic that embarrassed Matt was his Love Doctor hit. “You
should talk about the Love Doctor. Tell him how much you love it. He’ll be
flattered,” she lied. She patted her nose to check it wasn’t growing into a
tree. All was clear except for the guiltiness she’d triggered in her heart.


“Great advice, tell me more.” 


Maude sighed whether at herself or at
Rebecca, she would never know.


When Maude returned to her grandfather’s that
evening, she found Harriet waiting for her in her room. Maude paused at the
doorway making sure she hadn’t mistakenly stepped into another dimension where
Harriet sought her with apparent eagerness. 


“I’m sorry to barge in here without warning.”
Harriet rushed to her and helped take off her coat.


“I think I can manage,” But it was useless to
deny Harriet’s help, and Maude gave in for the second time that evening.


“I don’t usually come in people’s homes
unannounced.” Harriet lay Maude’s coat on her bed and patted it, straightening
imaginary ruffles.


“Definitely not proper lady behavior,” Maude
mumbled.


“Please don’t make fun of me, Maude, I need
your advice, and I can’t ask for help if you’re making fun of me.”


“I’m sorry. Go ahead.” Maude’s advice was
rarely sought, which she found to be an interesting experience.


“Peter asked me to marry him.”


Maude’s expression blanked. 


“Who’s Peter?”


“Peter Longarm. You know him as Cynthia’s
ex-boyfriend.”


Maude’s jaw dropped to the floor, and she
knew she’d never be able to close it properly henceforth. She leaned on the
edge of the bed and slipped to the floor with a resounding thud.


“Peter Longarm wants to marry you!”


“I know! It’s preposterous. He’s five years
younger than me.”


Maude shook her head her eyes awakened with
disbelief. Of all the arguments she might have raised against this abnormal
union, age difference wasn’t one of them. She’d have put an emphasis on the
fact he was Cynthia’s ex-boyfriend, arrogant as a peacock, insufferable, and a
future politician. They never made
good husbands. All these seemed like pertinent questions to be raised.


“Is that all
that’s bothering you?” Maude asked, her eyes the size of tennis balls, so
as to better observe this strange creature who considered wedding Peter Longarm
without any form of coercion.


“Of course. What else could there be? He’s a
young man of sizable fortune, perfect etiquette, polished manners, and
political aspirations. The only problem is the one I’ve just spoken of. A young
spinster like me can’t wed a man who’s younger than her.”


“Why not?” Maude regretted asking, but the
question was out before she could contain it.


“Because men always have to be a bit older
than their wives. It’s etiquette. I’ve never heard of the opposite.”


Maude kept her laughter locked in her throat.
If she exploded into hysterical peals of laughter now, no one would ever seek
her advice again. And she was flattered to be the advisor. Now she knew how
Cynthia felt.


“I can name quite a list of women groomed
with etiquette who didn’t have the same qualms.”  Mentioning Hollywood stars would never
do for Harriet although quite a few obvious examples came to Maude’s mind.


 “Louis XIV’s second wife, for example.”
She didn’t add that his second wife had been his mistress to begin with, but
mentioning Louis XIV’s court, she hoped, would conjure images of elegance and
etiquette in Harriet’s mind.


Harriet mulled over the idea, tapping her
chin with her forefinger in thoughtful contemplation.


“Why are you asking me for my advice anyway?
The real question is do you love Peter? Are you marrying him for the right
reasons?” She couldn’t think of any good reasons to marry Peter but thought
Harriet could dig up a few.


“How can you ask me that? It’s impossible not
to love Peter.”


“I can assure you it isn’t that hard,” Maude
said before she could stop the words that stumbled out of her mouth. “You don’t
need my help to make this decision. I’m the last person you should be taking
advice from.”


“You’re wrong. I couldn’t think of a better
person than the person in the most beautiful relationship with Thomas
Bradfield.”


Maude frowned as her accreditation flew out
the window.


“Honey!” she cried out sounding uncommonly
like Karrie. “I thought you knew! Our relationship is fake! I screwed up
everything, and now the one I want to be with is going on a date with my friend
and I feel . . . ugh! And I can’t blame anyone else but me! I created this
gigantic messy heap of . . . poop!” Speaking about bodily discharges was far
from Harriet’s idea of etiquette, and she gasped with appalled indignation. 


“Well, Maude. I’ve been deceived! Now you’ve
recognized your evil doings for which I am astounded, you must remedy this
shameful situation.  My future husband and I cannot afford a
scandal from a cousin who’s popped out from nowhere and is parading in a
masquerade.”  She grabbed her coat
and swung it with force around her shoulders.


“Oh! The French and their loose morals! You
seem to have forgotten Peter’s political aspirations. This sort of scandalous
conduct could have an impact on his budding political career. Maude Laurent, I
will never ask advice from you again.” 


She banged Maude’s door shut leaving Maude to
reflect on the abrupt end of her promising career as an advisor. 


She’d leave that to Cynthia from now on. 











Chapter 10



 

“Spotted—Jason Taylor attended the Aliens and Aliases movie
premiere with new girlfriend Jazmine who, according to an anonymous source,
also happens to be Maude Laurent’s cousin. The two met while Maude filmed a
cameo in Vampire Love 2, the film
that stirred controversy due to its portrayal of young girls as defenseless
victims. Now, we’ve heard about co-stars falling in love on set, but cousins of
co-stars is new for us. Interested to see where this is going.” 


Maude dangled the
latest edition of Hollywood Buzz
before Jazmine’s eyes, though she was intent on putting her first layer of
bright pink nail polish on the nails of her left hand.  Cynthia grabbed the magazine from
Maude’s hands and read the article with amusement.


 “I know, I saw. Don’t you think I look
gorgeous?” Jazmine blew on her fingernails. 


“You do! Both of you!
You look beautiful together,” Maude gushed.


“Better than Jonathan
and I ever did, huh?” 


“I never said that!”


Jazmine laughed and
flipped through the pages of the magazine.


“Too bad I’ve got to
end things with Jason.”


“No! No! Why end
things? Jason is perfect! Please, please, please, don’t break up with him!” 


“I can’t stay with a
guy just because my cousin wants me to!”


“Why not?” It seemed
like a good enough reason for Maude.


“He’s just too damn
good.”


“How is that a bad
thing?” 


“Count on Jazmine to
turn a quality into a fault.” Cynthia had known how this fling would end from
the moment it started but found it amusing how Maude had imagined she could
change Jazmine’s mind.


“He’s booooring! He
holds the door, draws the chair out before I sit. Who cares for gentlemen in
the twenty-first century?” she asked.


They all looked at
each other with a smile and answered in unison, “Harriet.”


“I don’t have
anything against gentlemen either,” Maude added. 


 “I should’ve gone with my gut from the
beginning and not date him at all. He’s nice, but . . . ”


“But he’s not
Jonathan, right?” 


“This has nothing to
do with Jonathan,” Jazmine argued. “I’m over him. Unfortunately for you, I’m
over Jason, too.”


Maude huffed.


“Haven’t you heard by
now good guys always finish last?” Cynthia asked, shaking her head with
philosophy.


“Maybe it shouldn’t
be so.” 


“But that’s how it
works,” Jazmine put in with conviction. “Look at Matt for example. He ends up
with a broken heart while you go traipsing off with Thomas Bradfield, the guy
who stole your music last year.”


“Tonight is just
another publicity stunt.” Maude looked away uncomfortable. She’d tried her best
to ignore him, but Soulville and Glitter were fueled with new publicity rage
ever since she’d kissed him on the rooftop.


“And Matt is going
out with Rebecca Sylvester now.”


“They’re going on one date,” Cynthia put in. “We don’t
know how it’ll turn out. If you’re any indicator, first dates are just that:
first dates and in your case, the last one, too.”


“I did something,”
Maude blurted. Ever since she’d given Rebecca bad advice, guilt gripped her
conscience like a leech. 


“I sabotaged
Rebecca’s chances!” Maude admitted, hiding her face behind her hands. She
recounted the details of their conversation her face hidden behind her fingers.



“Way to go!” Jazmine
cheered once Maude had finished.


“Jazmine!” Cynthia
cried. “Rebecca’s her friend. She’s got to fix this.”


“Come on, what can
Maude do? Call Rebecca and tell her it was a mistake?”


“Of course she
should! When’s their date?”


“I don’t know. It
might’ve already happened for all I know.”


The doorbell
interrupted their conversation, and Maude got up from the bed.


“That must be Thomas.
It was great seeing you girls. Elder Williams can’t give advice like you do,
Cynth.” Maude picked up her clutch and kissed her cousins goodbye, before
running downstairs.


Thomas greeted her at
the door with a bouquet.


“Before you say
anything, I know the kiss was a dare,” Thomas said. “I don’t care. But I do
want you to give me a chance. I want tonight to be a real date. I made a
reservation in a restaurant I know you’ll love, a French restaurant. I want you
to relax and enjoy the evening. I told Glitter we’d be at Ambrosia, but we’ll
be at La Grenouille. No paparazzi. What do you think?”


“I think that sounds
great,” Maude answered. No matter that her first date with Matt was supposed to
be in a French restaurant. If he could move on, so could she.


La Grenouille was not
any French restaurant. It was elegant, intimate, and the quintessence of French
elegance with a hint of rustic. The floral arrangements were spectacular, and
Maude gazed at their colorful flamboyance with keen pleasure. Diamonds sparkled
on women’s long fingers, earrings danced, lovers whispered, drank Burgundy, and
whispered some more a little louder, intoxicated by the exquisite atmosphere.


The menu was just as
refined. Frog legs, veal kidney with mustard flambéed with cognac, beef
tournedos with fleurie, and fingerling potato.


“So, what would you
advise, Maude?”


Maude lifted her nose
from the menu long enough to say.


“I haven’t eaten half
the things on this menu.” 


“Come on, if you’re
really French, you must know.”


“I’m French but I . .
. ” her voice trailed off. She’d never eaten in fine restaurants such as these
in France. She’d tasted these dishes separately, but certainly not in such
fancy assortments or with the quality the establishment offered. But Thomas
knew nothing about her past, and she’d rather keep it that way.


“I’m sure you think
all French people eat frog legs every day, but it isn’t the case. It’s as if I
said all Americans ever eat are McDonalds. Or that they all drive in sports
cars because I went to Beverly Hills.”


“Point taken,” Thomas
laughed. “My first car was a run-down Toyota.”


The waiter took their
order. 


“At least you had a
car at sixteen. French teens cannot drive in France. We have to wait until
we’re eighteen, and even then, teens usually use their parents’ cars. The
driver’s test is harder in France, too and more expensive. Around $2,000 in
euro equivalent while Cynthia told me it’s around $100 in most American states.
Oh, and you aren’t allowed to learn in a parking lot with your parents for
example. You have to learn in a driver’s school.”


Thomas looked at her
as if she were describing life on Mars.


“Tough,” he said. “My
parents never let me use their car. Thought I was a reckless driver.”


“Were you?”


“Guilty.”


“Your parents seem
reasonable enough.”


She wondered for a
moment how her parents would’ve raised her. Would they have been severe or
kind? A mix of both was perhaps best. Would they have lived in France or in New
York?


“They’re the best,”
Thomas was saying. “I didn’t have a lot growing up, but they did everything to
help me fulfill my dreams. I owe everything to them.”


“Is that why you’re
so ambitious?” Maude asked. It was the single point of failure she found in
Thomas. His ambition and what it drove him to accomplish, regardless of the
consequences.


“They sacrificed a
lot. I didn’t have the luxury to fail.” His eyes hardened for an instant, but
long enough for Maude to notice it again. The glint of ambition.


 “I regret what I did. I don’t think they
would be too proud if they knew.”


Maude thought he
regretted but didn’t dare ask if he would do it again if he could start over.
No use asking a question for which she already knew the answer.


“I think ambition is
a good thing, but, unfortunately, we sometimes make a bad use of it. I realize
you’re ambitious, but don’t let it eat you up, okay?” she spoke with
gentleness, but concern marked her face. She took his hand and squeezed it with
what was for her a friendly gesture but for him reflected a ray of hope.


“Are you ambitious?”
He played with her hand, not appearing to want to let go.


“My ambition is to
make good music without losing my integrity, but I think I’ve lost it
completely.” She slid back in her chair, retrieving her hand at the same time.


“Because of what
we’re doing?”


Maude nodded. 


“Your integrity is
still intact, Maude. Need I remind you how you helped a homeless person?”


“A fake homeless person.”


“You didn’t know that
at the time. You challenged Hollywood’s portrayal of women and raised money for
women shelters.”


“True. I loved every
. . . this food looks delicious!” she said as the waiter passed by her with
plates for the table not far from theirs.


“I’m glad you’re
having a good time.”


“I am,” Maude
acknowledged with undisguised pleasure. “Sure beats our first date.” Unless
he’d stolen another of her songs. Because if that were the case, it would be a
repeat of their first date at Ambrosia.


They raised their
glasses of sparkling water and toasted.


“To our . . . ” Maude
stopped.


Matt held the door
for Rebecca as they entered the restaurant. Maude’s fingers tightened around
her glass when she realized just how lovely Rebecca looked in her dark green
satin dress.


“You’re our second
French celebrity this evening,” the waiter was saying to the couple that had
just entered.


Maude wanted to tear
her eyes away from him but couldn’t. Her eyes were glued to him. His eyes
wandered the room to find the first French celebrity the waiter had mentioned
without naming.


 He saw her first, then noticed Thomas,
their glasses hanging in mid-air.


Drooping her eyelids,
wishing they were long enough to hide her face, Maude put down her glass with
embarrassed abruptness, spilling droplets of sparkling water on the perfect
tablecloth.


“I think we should
go,” she muttered under her breath. She didn’t want Rebecca to see her,
couldn’t face Rebecca.


Thomas asked what was
going on while Maude grabbed her things. She missed the waiter by an inch as he
neared their table with their meals. 


“Maude!” Rebecca
exclaimed. She and Matt were being led to a table at the other end of the room,
but the wavering waiter holding desperately onto his platters caught her
attention.


“Webecca,” Maude
greeted with a humiliating lisp. “I mean, Rebecca.” But Rebecca wasn’t paying
attention to what Maude mumbled, thrilled as she was that coincidental
circumstances had allowed her to run into her dear friend.


“What are you doing
here? Were you leaving?”


“No, we weren’t. Our
food’s just arrived.” Thomas dragged his confused eyes away from Maude and
signaled the waiter to put down their plates on the table.


Rebecca coughed ever
so slightly with intent and curled, then uncurled her forefinger in Thomas’
direction.


“Right, I forgot my manners.
Thomas, Rebecca.” She refused to address Matt who remained silent during the
entire exchange. 


“No introductions
necessary, I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Sylvester.” He bowed his head and
turned to Matt. “Matt.” 


“Thomas, no trail of
paparazzi this evening?” Matt asked with the side of his mouth curled with a
contempt he made no attempt to hide. He avoided Maude’s gaze and focused his
attention on Thomas.


“No, this is a
paparazzi-free evening. We’re both here because we want to.” Thomas answered Matt’s contempt with forced pleasantness.


“I’m sure you are,”
Matt slid a glance a Maude who quickly averted her gaze.


“Rebecca, would you
come with me to the ladies’ room?” Maude asked, desiring ardently to step away
from the uncomfortable encounter.


The girls went to the
restroom, and after checking they were alone, Maude turned to Rebecca.


“Forget the advice I
gave you, forget all of it. Just follow your gut. It’s best, okay?” Maude was
no longer sure whether she was warning her friend for her benefit or to erase
the guilt eating at her.


“No problem. Although
I spoke about the Love Doctor, and it was the best advice. He admitted he hated
the song, and he told me some pretty fun anecdotes. It was a real icebreaker.
Thanks for your help. You’re a true friend.”


Maude swallowed,
managed a faint smile that disappeared as soon as it came like an evasive sun
on a cloudy day.


They returned to the
dining room, and each couple sat at their respective table. 


For Maude, the
evening was ruined. She could see them from the corner of her twitching eye,
was far enough not to hear their conversation but close enough to writhe every
time their blurry shapes laughed. How many jokes could Matt have? Had he taken
clown classes before going on his date? He was the perfect gentleman, pouring
water in her glass before he did so in his, signaling the waiter whenever
Rebecca needed something.


Maude never gulped
down a meal so fast in her entire life, and Thomas, understanding their date
would never be a real one unless they left La Grenouille, hurried to catch up
with her.


It was a relief when
they left the restaurant. Thomas offered a stroll in the city, but Maude
declined. They said goodbye with the awkwardness of a couple who’d just had a
spat. But they weren’t a couple, and Thomas despaired that they would ever be.
They separated with relief on one side and disappointment on the other.


When Maude returned
to her grandfather’s house that evening, Rebecca’s grating laugh still
irritating her ears, she found Elder Williams reading The Aeneid, seated in his favorite chair. Never again would he, an
eminently literate man, be caught watching Living
with the Livingstons by that French Granddaughter of his.


She paused at the
entrance of the living room.


“Elder Williams, what
kind of father would Aaron have been?” It was strange calling her father Aaron,
but less so than calling a man she’d never met “Dad.”


“A bad one. He was
too good for his own good. You would’ve done whatever you wanted of him, kind
of like your relationship with that jobless man Victoria married.”


Maude laughed. “He’s
not jobless, and Uncle James is not a pushover. He may be less strict than you
are, but he’s a good father and uncle.” 


She liked the idea
that her father would’ve been like her uncle. She’d have gotten along great
with him, that’s for sure. 


“He spoiled Queen
Victoria. That’s what he called his sister. You would’ve been too spoiled, a
wild child like Pearl.”


“Aunt Pearl is cool!”


“She and Stephen used
to fight all the time.”


“Used to, huh?” 


“Okay, they still do.
Aaron was the glue that held them together. As was my wife.”


“Is that her?” Maude
went to the picture frame on the fireplace mantelpiece. She gazed at the
picture of the lovely, dark woman smiling in a black-and-white picture.


“That’s her, but you
watch your hands and don’t break that frame. I made it for her.”


“Just like Aaron made
a box for my mother!” Maude cried.

“That was like him. Sentimental fool.” Elder Williams jabbed his finger in his
knee with impatience, lest Maude broke his treasured frame.


“She looks nice.”
Maude put down the picture and returned to her grandfather who heaved a sigh of
relief but not for long. She sat on the arm of his seat after he evacuated his
arm with a discontented huff.


“Nice! I don’t know
that she always was! Could give some mighty good spankings. Hers were more
frequent than mine.”


“Auntie Victoria got
spanked?” Maude laughed at the thought of a small Victoria whimpering, her
hands rubbing her tiny butt.


“They all did!
Stephen got less of those than his brothers and sisters. That kid was born an
adult. Always so grave, so serious. The yoke put on the eldest, I guess.”


They fell into
contemplative silence. A stair creaked. But the house was empty, apart from
Elder Williams and “that French Granddaughter.”


“This house is
creepy,” Maude murmured. “It creaks and moans and has this gloomy air about
it.” 


“Every house has its
ghost.”


Maude turned her face
to check if he was talking seriously or jesting.


“Don’t look at me
like that. Nigerians were animists before Christianity and Islam came to our
lands. Some still are.”


“So you believe in
spirits?” asked a shocked Maude.


“Of course I do. So
do my kids. Ask Victoria. Don’t you?”


“There are no such
things as ghosts.”


Elder Williams looked
at her as if she were crazy.


“But your mother is
from the French Caribbean islands, isn’t she? How then can you be wholly
unaware of these things?”


Maude did a double
take and fell off her precarious seat.


“Ouch.” She got back
to her feet. “I didn’t know my mother was French Caribbean. How did you?”


Elder Williams
mumbled uncomfortably for a while and when pressed to speak louder, growled. 


“Do you really think
I’d let an unknown girl, French, too, waltz into my family claiming she’s ‘that
French Granddaughter of mine?’ Nu-hun.”


“Elder Williams, you
had a background check on me?”


“I did, too.” He
stuck out his lower lip and waited for Maude to thunder.


 But Maude shrugged. “I could act
surprised, but frankly not much surprises me coming from you anymore. Just tell
me more about my mother.”


“I don’t know that
much. I saw her birth certificate. She was born on a French Caribbean island.
You do know what that means right. I don’t know what they teach you in those
French schools of yours.”


“It means she was
born on a island that’s belonged to France for centuries, making her a French
citizen. Kind of like Hawaii for Americans, I guess. There are a couple of
French Caribbean islands though. Where is she from?”


“She’s from
Guadeloupe.”


“One of the largest
French Caribbean islands.” Maude clutched her grandfather’s shoulder with
excitement. He was the most beautiful man in her eyes that evening.


“Ouch, let go of my
shoulder!” He rubbed his shoulder, raging against “that crazy French
Granddaughter” and her manly grasp.


“No use looking all
dewy-eyed. If you don’t believe in ghosts then I don’t know what kind of French
Caribbean your mother was. People from Guadeloupe all believe in voodoo, at
least a little.”


“She didn’t have time
to teach me to fear unyielding spirits, Elder Williams. But you can! There’s a
ghost in Vampire Love . . . ” Maude
was interrupted by a loud snort coming from her grandfather’s side of the seat.


“You won’t learn
anything real about ghosts in those Hollywood movies of yours!” He shook his
head in dismay. That French Granddaughter of his didn’t have much sense under
those pretty curls of hers.


“What I do know,”
Maude retorted, “is that your ghost is linked to one of your dark secrets. Are
you hiding something?” The way she peered into his dark orbs, Elder Williams
was sure somewhere inside her she knew the truth. But he wasn’t ready.


“I’ve got a lot of
secrets. I’ll tell you one day when I want to clear my conscience. Right now,
just grab the thick photo album over there.”


She took the photo
album, unaware that she was about to open the lid to treasures she never before
could’ve imagined. Photos of her father laughing, him wearing a suit, him
fixing his afro with great care, him with a bass guitar and a djembe, him with
Victoria and Pearl. Him snubbing the camera or smiling displaying perfect white
teeth.


But the phone rang.


Maude answered it,
leaving her photo album in Elder Williams’ lap with reluctance.


“Hello, may I speak
to Maude Laurent?”


Maude remained
silent. She recognized the voice all too well.


“It’s me, Mr. Ruchet.
What do you want?”


“Your aunt gave me
this number. I’m begging you.  Could
you come to Carvin as soon as possible? Marie-Antoinette, she’s asking for you.
She’s dying, Maude.”



 

*****



 

Life was blunt. Threw
things her way like she was the last pin standing in a bowling game.


Maude had thought it
was all behind her. She thought she’d never see Mrs. Ruchet’s face again.


Jazmine thought she
was crazy to go. Victoria wanted to come with her.


But she’d gone alone.
They thought it was bravery she knew it to be the contrary. She didn’t want her
family to see how horrified she was. How frightened.


Mrs. Ruchet was
dying. Big Ruchet, intimidating Ruchet, mean Ruchet. 


She’d tossed the idea
as ludicrous, thought it was Lexie Staz building castles out of thin air once
more.


Was she to rejoice?
Was she to shed tears? No joy could be found, no tears could be drawn. 


When she arrived at
29, rue du Général de Gaulle, she rang the doorbell. She could’ve entered
without knocking, but she preferred to cement her status as a guest. It reassured
her, so she rang the doorbell.


Tiffany, one of Mrs.
Ruchet’s closest friends opened the door, a handkerchief growing out of her
nose. 


“Maude, you came!”
she exclaimed. 


“I did,” was all she
said. She entered the house and closed the door behind her.


“Marie-Antoinette’s
been asking for you. She hasn’t stopped for days now. She keeps murmuring your
name.”


Mr. Ruchet sat on the
couch, his face in his hands. Next to him the boys cried. Motherless at nine.
Mr. Ruchet didn’t move.


“Maude is here,”
Tiffany announced.


The twins cried
harder. Why was their mother asking for her not for them?


Tiffany wasn’t one to
waste time and led Maude to Mrs. Ruchet’s bedroom. She’d spent more time in it
the last year than she’d ever had in her entire life.


She’d been a nurse her
entire life to nourish the filthy habit she had of feeding off the dying.
Seeing them wrapped in molasses of deathly liquids reminded her how glaringly
alive she was. She fueled her life with the fleeting lives of the dying. Their
dying was her living.


Tiffany closed the
door behind Maude. 


Left alone, Maude
approached the whispering canopy bed. 


Life was strange.


Mrs. Ruchet had
yelled her entire life, and now she whispered, calling Maude’s name among
confusing murmurs. 


Maude now stood close
to her. Too close. If she shut her eyes she could still picture what she’d just
witnessed. Yellowish eyes, lifeless breathing, bags of greyish skin hanging
around her body like her soul had shrunken inside her corporal envelop. 


“Maude? Are you ‘ere?
Marie-Antoinette is dat er? Do you recognize her, too?” she asked grasping each
breath of air with a hook and dragging it painfully to her throat.


“I’m here, Mrs. . . .
” She couldn’t call her Mrs. Ruchet, not while her life abandoned her. 


“It’s her. She’s
here. Tell her.”


“Tell who? Tell what?
What do you want me to tell her?” Maude asked. She took Mrs. Ruchet’s hand into
hers like an automaton. It was what she would have done for anyone else.
Everything was forgotten, everything was forgiven. Nothing mattered anymore but
giving her peace before she lay with the shadows.


Mrs. Ruchet closed
her yellow eyes. When she opened them once more she shrieked, “Danielle? What
are you doing here?”


“No, I’m Maude. I’m
Danielle’s daughter.” Maude pressed her hand tighter, attempting to keep her in
the realm of the living.


“Danielle isn’t here, Marie-Antoinette.” It was the first time she called Mrs. Ruchet by her
first name.


 “Marie-Antoinette, help me! Danielle is
here, too! Tell Danielle it was you, Marie-Antoinette, not me.”


Marie-Antoinette’s
yellow eyes convulsed, and for a couple of moments, she seemed lucid.


She spoke with a calm
voice.



 










Chapter 11



 

Mrs. Ruchet: I’m
ready to confess.


Marie-Antoinette: Stupid woman, you want to tell her what we
did.


Mrs. Ruchet: You did
it. You, you, you! You green-eyed devil. You convinced me to do it. I’m going
to tell Maude what you did. 


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill anyone. We’re innocent. Our conscience is clear.


Mrs. Ruchet:  Marie-Antoinette was jealous. Robert
Ruchet loved Danielle Laurent.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill anyone. We’re innocent. Our conscience is.


Mrs. Ruchet: He was
madly in love with her, he was.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill anyone. We’re innocent. Our conscience.


Mrs. Ruchet: He never
got over their break up. 


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill anyone. We’re innocent. Our.


Mrs. Ruchet: He
didn’t love Marie-Antoinette. Not the way he loved Danielle Laurent.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill anyone. We’re innocent.


Mrs. Ruchet: She
married Aaron. Marie-Antoinette married Robert, but he loved Danielle still,
though she roamed the Earth with her husband living on dreams.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill anyone. We’re.


Mrs. Ruchet: Danielle
thought she was better than Marie-Antoinette. She paraded with such proud airs.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill anyone. 


Mrs. Ruchet: She came
back to France, pregnant with that dreadful child.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to kill.


Mrs. Ruchet:
Marie-Antoinette couldn’t have children. She was a homemaker with no home.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never meant
to.


Mrs. Ruchet: Her
husband was imprisoned, so she leaned on Robert.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We never
meant. 


Mrs. Ruchet: He still
loved Danielle. He was overjoyed to have her back in France. Wanted to be there
for the birth of the child.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. We.


Mrs. Ruchet: She was
to go back to Nigeria to save her husband from the hands of the corrupt
official. The Nigerian authorities mustn’t know about her arrival or her life
will be in danger.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on us. 


Mrs. Ruchet:
Marie-Antoinette warned the authorities. She thought it’d be harder, but it was
easy. 


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall on.


Mrs. Ruchet: Danielle
falls into the hands of Kunle Yetunde. She’s killed and so is her worthless
husband.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t fall.



 

Mrs. Ruchet: Robert
is inconsolable. He wants us to keep the child. I say yes under one condition:
he doesn’t interfere with her upbringing.


Marie Antoinette: The blame doesn’t.


Mrs. Ruchet: Maude’s
existence is Marie-Antoinette’s guilt. Everyday she tortures her, and is
tortured in return. Everyday Danielle’s eyes taunt her. She can’t sleep, she
eats, she eats, she eats.


Marie Antoinette: The blame.


Mrs. Ruchet :
Marie-Antoinette is asking for 
forgiveness. She wants Maude to forgive her before the end!


Marie Antoinette: The. 


Mrs. Ruchet: I need
quiet before I die.











Chapter 12



 

Life was wicked.


Maude dropped Mrs.
Ruchet’s hand and covered her ears, but still, pleas for forgiveness reached
her.


Face distorted, she
pleaded. Her wails banged the walls, banged Maude’s eardrum, and her pleas for
redemption scraped the yellowing wallpaper, tore the carpet, and scratched the
window.


Mrs. Ruchet sent
Danielle, her mother to her death! She wanted forgiveness? If only she could
bring her mother back from the shadows of death! She’d forgive her then.  But the  horrific woman couldn’t. All she could
do was join her in the realm of whispers.


The dying one asked
for the impossible. She’d unloaded her conscience and had burdened the young,
terrified girl. Tears streamed down Maude’s cheeks, tears her face couldn’t
absorb, and dread, anger, anguish lodged in the pit of her throat. 


“I can’t.” Maude
shook her head in despair, ice cubes of dread, anger, and anguish rattled in
her throat but did not melt. “You’re asking for something I cannot give. I
could’ve . . . I could’ve forgiven everything else. But this . . .  it’s beyond anything I’ve ever had to
give up.” 


Don’t let her die like this, a small voice whispered in Maude’s ears. But Maude
ignored it.


“You are alone.”
Maude bent her head, shaking with sad abandonment. 


Mrs. Ruchet’s face
twisted in abominable pain, her pleas grew louder and louder, then stopped with
the abruptness of a guillotine.


Mrs. Ruchet’s face
forever immobilized in torture.


Life was wretched.
Life was dead.



 


 

*****



 


 

Cynthia never thought
she’d ever break into her boss’ office. But here she was at 10 p.m. in an empty
office she had no business being in. Her heart beat louder than the silence
sweeping the deserted halls of Soulville, and her hand shook, but more from
excitement than from the fear of getting caught. 


She searched for the
minutes detailing the board meetings before her father was fired as CEO. She’d
seen minutes in Daniel’s office the first time she’d stormed in demanding real
work. Daniel must keep these minutes closer to his watchful eyes. 


She searched every
stack of papers neatly arranged on his oak desk. When she found nothing, she
walked to his closet. Jackpot. Boxes full of photocopies of minutes.


She rummaged through
them for what seemed like hours until she found what she’d hope to find.


Meetings had taken
place before her father was fired, but without him. Concerning her father.


July 31


The board would like to discuss the case of J. B.


J. B. James Baldwin.
Her father. And he was on tour at the time with Maude.


She grabbed the stack
of papers and ran to the photocopy machine in Daniel’s office. Turning it back
to life, she wanted to stifle its loud groan. She made three copies and put the
documents back in the box.


“What are you doing
here?”


Daniel turned on the
light in the office, and Cynthia, accustomed to the darkness, squinted as she
readjusted to the light. She crouched in the closet guilty as hell.


She had nothing left
to lose. Except the documents she needed to throw Alan out of Soulville.


He walked towards
her, took her documents and sifted through the papers.


“I could call the
police right now. Who are you really, Cynthia? If that’s even your name.”


“My name’s Cynthia
Baldwin.” 


He closed his eyes, a
smile of irony twisting his lips “James Baldwin’s daughter.”


“Exactly. The person
you wrongfully threw out of Soulville. The company he’d created. And you did so
by blackmailing his best friend and organizing secret board meetings to vote
him out. All of which are illegal.”


“I told Dad we
shouldn’t keep minutes of those board meetings. But some of the members
insisted. Most of them are aged and rely on documents to remember unimportant
details such as changes in a CEO’s seat. What were you planning to do with
this?”


“You know the law,
Mr. Siwel. Or should I say Mr. Lewis.” She grabbed the documents from him and
headed for the door. She spoke harshly, fearing his disappointed eyes would
melt her resolve.


“Why should I let you
walk out that door?”


“You will. You’ve got
a conscience. You know my father should be sitting in Alan’s chair.”


“I have a conscience,
but apparently you have none. Was everything a masquerade? Everything you said,
everything you did?” he asked with a softness that stunned Cynthia. “I’d gotten
the impression you liked me.”


“I did. I do,”
Cynthia admitted.  She took a
hesitant step towards him. 


“Then don’t do this.
I may have a conscience, but I can’t betray my father either.”


“And I must think of
mine.”


She was close enough
to touch him, and as she leaned towards him she felt him stiffen. She kissed
his lips ever so softly, then turned to leave.


“I’m sorry.” 


Cynthia walked out of
the office, her legs shaking as she did.



 

*****



 

When she got home
that evening, Maude was in the living room surrounded by her family. She’d been
crying.


“Maude, you’re back!”
Cynthia hurried to her and kissed her affectionately.


“I couldn’t go to the
funeral.” Maude fumbled with her silk scarf.  “Cynth, I need your help. A tell-all
book is going to be released by Lexie Staz very soon. Mrs. Ruchet will be in
it.”


“We were wondering
how to stop her. Legally.” Victoria swallowed, but Cynthia couldn’t keep the
surprise out of her eyes. Maude’s situation was bad if her mother was willing
to break her number one rule: no lawyers in the Baldwin business.


“The only way would
be to get an injunction from a judge to prevent Lexie from publishing her
book.”


“But wouldn’t that
cause a lot of unwanted publicity?” James asked.


“I’m afraid so.”
Cynthia sighed. “But no one would know the content of the book.”


“A new scandal.”
Maude smiled a sad smile. “I can’t seem to escape them.”


“Maybe we could
settle this financially, out of court?” Victoria offered.


“No, I won’t allow
you to do that!” Maude cried. 


“And I don’t think it
would work. Whatever we may offer, she would still make ten times more with the
book on a French pop star.” 


“You’re right. The
best route is the injunction.” Victoria clasped her hands with a resigned air.


“I’ll speak to
Nathalie about it,” Cynthia said. Nathalie Fern, was not only the lawyer who’d
given Cynthia her first internship, but also Victoria’s closest friend. 


“I’m going to bed.”
Maude was exhausted after an eight-hour flight and little to no sleep.  Her five days away from home had been
torture. “Goodnight.”


Cynthia and Jazmine
followed Maude into their bedroom.


“Hey Maude, here’s
something to make you laugh.” She handed her a thin envelope. Maude opened it
and read it aloud 


“You’re invited to
take part in the blissful union of Peter Longarm and Harriet Williams.” She
stopped reading. “So Peter and Harriet are professed soulmates, huh.”


“Can you believe they’re
getting married?” Cynthia still hadn’t recovered from her amazement.


“I knew. And I think
it’s my fault.” She recounted the details of her dealings with her cousin.


“How can Harriet
marry him? How can anyone want to marry him?”


“You dated him for over
two years,” Maude pointed out with a smile. Thank God, she’d only been present
for their final months as a couple. Now she’d have to go to his wedding, too.
She should’ve told Harriet it would be disgraceful for her to marry a man not
only shorter, but younger than her, so as to evade painful future Thanksgiving
dinners. Or maybe she could avoid Thanksgiving altogether. The French never
celebrated Thanksgiving anyway. 


“Don’t remind me.
Just when I thought I’d got rid of him.”


“Who knows? Perhaps
it’ll take her just two years to realize Peter isn’t her Prince Charming,”
Jazmine said with a sly smile.


“That’s nice, Jaz.
Going to someone’s wedding, hoping it’ll end in divorce is very classy.”


“Who says I’m going?”


Maude laughed. “You
should. There will be tons of future politicians, you’re sure to find some ‘not
so kind’ guys over there you can date.”


Jazmine lifted her
hand in despair. “You still haven’t recovered from my break up with Jason
Taylor, sorry I meant Leonardo.”


But Maude wasn’t
listening. She neared Jazmine’s bed where a magazine lay abandoned.


“Oh God! Don’t look
at that, I was going to throw it away before you came back.”


Maude picked up the
magazine before Jazmine reached it. On the front page were Matt and Rebecca
kissing and in bold letters, “‘Matt Finds True Love With Opera Diva, Rebecca
Sylvester.’”


“True love?” Maude
laughed. “They’ve been together for what? Three weeks.”


Jazmine and Cynthia
glanced at each other but didn’t answer.


“What is it?”


“Matt seems to like
her,” Cynthia explained, occupying her hands with Jazmine’s clothes. She picked
them up and folded them neatly on her bed.


“Knowing Matt, that’s
not going to last,” Jazmine added. “I mean, you have nothing to envy_—_”


“—_Envy? I don’t feel
the slightest envy. In fact, I don’t feel anything at all. Must be one of the
perks of seeing my foster mother die in front of my eyes, after she begged me
for a word of forgiveness I couldn’t bring myself to give.”


“I shouldn’t have
left that magazine lying around,” Jazmine mumbled. She grabbed it and threw it
in the trash bin.


“I’m sorry, Jaz.” She
held her hand to her burning forehead. She needed rest. She sat on her bed, jet
lag drumming in her dysfunctional brain. 
“I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have spoken harshly.” 


“It’s okay, Maude,”
Cynthia sat next to her and gave her a hug.


“Speak for yourself!
You’re not the one getting yelled at.”


“You deserve it!
Doesn’t she deserve it, Maude? For breaking up with Leonardo. It seems he
didn’t take it too well either. Turn to page ten.” She got up, drew the
magazine out of the trash bin, opened it to page ten, and handed it to Maude.


A close-up portrait
of Jason Taylor with red eyes sprang from the magazine.


“Our favorite vampire
heartbroken after break up,” Maude read. “Oh Jaz! You’ve ruined him.”


“I have not. Look at
the background. See the cameras, and set. He was filming a scene for Vampire Love. You’d think they’d mention
that.”


Maude nodded
knowingly. They would never bother with specifics. She’d had enough experience
with these magazines to know they thrived on duplicity.


“I’ll soon be
officially single, so maybe I’ve got a shot with Leonardo.”


“Not if you call him
Leonardo, you won’t. He hates that.”


“Wait, you’ll be
officially single?” Cynthia asked. 


“I’m sick of this
whole ordeal with Thomas. I’m going to talk to Alan and find a way to end
this.”



 

*****



 

A packed theater. An
orchestra in the pit. Musicians tuning their violins simultaneously. Harried
newcomers searching for their seats. Ushers indicating rows.  


And behind the
scenes, Ms. Tragent threatened to fire the makeup artist, demanded her glass of
wine, thundered over the incompetence that surrounded her. But when she greeted
her fashionable friends who’d flown from France to see her, she was all smiles.



Everything was going
as planned.


Maude had been here
before. In the same place. She’d sat in this chair. She’d faced the same
mirror.


The lyrics running
through her head had been different. And one huge difference: Mrs. Ruchet would
not call her tonight to rattle her, to sneer and tell her she was worthless.


She looked like a
Princess of the Nile draped in a white flowing sheath dress, leather sandals,
and golden bracelets at her arm. 


Tonight was all about
Amneris. And Aida.


Now if she could just
avoid Matt and Rebecca, everything would be perfect.


But Maude wasn’t in
luck. The first people she bumped into on her way out of her dressing room were
Matt and Rebecca. They were talking and appeared to be entirely engrossed in
their conversation.  She thought she
could pass by without them seeing her.


“Maude!” Rebecca
called out. “I’m so glad you’re here. My nerves are in a bundle, and Matt here
isn’t very comforting.”


“At least he’s here,”
Maude answered, avoiding Matt’s face. He’d arrived late at her performance the
year before.


Ms. Tragent called
Rebecca with a sharp voice. 


“Gotta go. I’ll be
right back. Stay here you two.” She kissed Matt with a quick kiss on the lips
and hurried away.


She and Matt looked
at each in uncomfortable silence. Maude couldn’t stand it and was coming up
with a good excuse to leave when Matt spoke.


“I heard about Mrs.
Ruchet’s death. I’m sorry you had to go back to Carvin. I know it must have
been hard for you.”


“It’s fine,” Maude
answered curtly. When would Tragent call them? She checked the time on her
wrist but, of course, had taken it off and replaced it with a glimmering
bracelet. “I can manage. I won’t break down in your arms like last year when I
learned about my parents’ deaths. Your shirt is safe if that’s what you’re
worried about.”


A pained expression
struck Matt’s face. 


“I’m not worried.”


“You’ll probably find
out all about Ruchet’s death in Lexie’s tell-all book anyway if you’re really
curious.”


“Lexie’s still
writing her book?” Matt hid his shock, but Maude avoided looking at him
altogether.


“She sure is. I’ll
scribble an autograph on your copy if you like.”


Rebecca came back to
them, out of breath.


“Ms. Tragent is
driving me crazy. She wanted me to say hello to some old acquaintances from my
old school. Matt, you’re leaving?” Rebecca tugged his arm.


“Yeah,” he answered
distractedly. “I’ve got to make a phone call.” He moved to leave, but she held
him back and dropped a kiss on his lips. Maude would’ve averted her eyes, but
she was too late.


Matt regained his
composure but threw an embarrassed glance towards Maude.


“See you later.” He
walked away with unease, punching in numbers furiously on his phone.


“Isn’t he sweet?”
Rebecca pulled Maude in a corner and whispered. “I think tonight will be the
night.”


Maude’s heart
stopped. She couldn’t have heard what she thought she’d heard.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, I’m going to
ask him to spend the night, silly! I’m so happy. I’ll be a wonderful Aida. Like
her I’ve found my Radamès. But you’re nothing like Amneris, thank goodness.”


Maude wasn’t so
sure.  She left Rebecca before she
could say another word and locked herself in her dressing room. Her heart
dropped to her stomach. How foolish she’d been to drive him away. And for a
fake relationship that only existed for the paparazzi. Matt and Rebecca’s
relationship was real. More so than the single kiss they’d shared last year!
She’d given it all up because of crazy rumors with no truth to them.


She’d introduced
Rebecca to her lifelong crush and now they were happy and she was miserable. If
she held their happiness between her fingers at that instant, she’d crush it to
pieces. 


That’s when she
understood. She understood how Amneris felt. It was frightening. 


“Maude, it’s time,”
Rebecca called.


She was ready.


That evening Maude
left the dressing room, Amneris entered the stage. 


Amneris finds a
confidante in Aida. She’s taken her as a slave but has treated her with
kindness and dignity. Why was Radamès distant? She was the king’s daughter, a
princess dressed in fine cloth, powder, and jewels. She was the most powerful
woman in Egypt. He couldn’t love another. 


Was that a fleeting
glance between Radamès and Aida?


Could he love
another? Could he love Aida?


She’d never have
imagined Radamès would fall in love with a slave. And Aida, could she betray
her friendship so?


 Amneris was determined to find out. 


Radamès comes back
from the battlefield, he’s a hero. His brilliant military skills have defeated
the Ethiopians once more.


But she must find out
the truth regarding Aida’s feelings.


In the privacy of her
chambers, she announces to Aida the terrible news: Radamès has succumbed on the
battlefield. All she needs is a little nudge of encouragement. Aida trusts her,
her friend, Pharaoh’s daughter. She avows her love. She too loves Radamès.
Amneris is consumed with hatred and jealousy.


Yes, you love him! But I also love him!


Do you understand?


 I, the
daughter of the Pharaohs, am your rival.


The crowd shudders at
Amneris’ cries for revenge.  Back
arched, disfigured with contempt, Maude intimidates, Amneris threatens. She
will get revenge even if it means they must die. Death is a small price to pay.


I am arbiter of your fate,


A fury of hate and vengeance rages in my heart


Staccato rhythms of
hatred stroke the audience like hammers as death sentences are decreed, as
Amneris marches, orders, plots. Unblinking, Nathan Leopold was trapped with
amazement he hadn’t felt in years. Rebecca as Aida attempts to flee her fate
but cannot.


Aida and Radamès die
together, bound by love, bound by Amneris’ hate. But hate isn’t all she feels.
Intense regret overcomes her as she watches the man she loves die. He’d rather
die with Aida than live with Amneris.


She’s alone.


The curtain falls for
the last time. 


Silence fills the
mesmerized audience, then applause shatters the silence.


The curtain rises
again, displaying the performers. They are mere mortals once more.


Each performer takes
its turn on the stage. The least important characters first, then gradually the
main characters stream to the stage under joyful applause. Only three left. 


Maude walks on the
stage. She leaves Amneris behind, leaves Egypt behind, exhausted by the hatred
that drained her. But the crowd sees only Amneris. Thunderous applause explodes
from every balcony, every seat flaps back, closed, as one by one, they all
rise. 


Maude brings her hand
to her lips in dismay. Is she the one they’re applauding? She’s pretty sure her
heart can’t clap that hard in her chest, can’t cover the beautiful cacophonic
music that is applause. 


Oh, if her parents
could see her now!


But James, Victoria,
Cynthia, Jazmine, Ben were alive with her. She wasn’t alone.


When Nathan and Rebecca came out, there was
still applause, but it was slightly lighter than Maude’s had been.


Rebecca’s smile
tightened but remained in place for her audience.


When they crowd relinquished
its heroes for the night, Maude ran off. But was stopped by Ms. Tragent.


 “Ms. Tragent! Wasn’t it great? Wasn’t it
grand?”


“Let others praise
you, Maude. Never do it yourself.” Her voice was cold, but her eyes shone like
Maude had never seen. “There is always room for improvement.”


But Maude barely
listened as singers hurried all around her.


“We’ll have to talk,
Maude.”


“About what?” What
had she done now? 


“Not now. Later when
you’ve come down from that high cloud you’re riding.” 


“It’s a cloud of cotton
candy, Ms. Tragent. And Alan never suspected.”


Ms. Tragent’s mouth
twitched, but she turned and went to Rebecca and Nathan before Maude could see
how content she was.


Still in her Egyptian
costume, Maude left the backstage and searched for Matt. She ignored all the
greetings and well-wishing until she found him, leaning against a seat near the
orchestra pit.


Matt looked surprised
as she neared him, but surprise left place for pleasure. He held a bouquet of
yellow roses.


“Your performance was
breathtaking,” he congratulated. “Breathtaking doesn’t even cut it.” His eyes
overflowed with honest admiration. He pulled a single rose from the bouquet and
handed it to her. She accepted it, lowered her head, but lifted it again
bravely. 


“I’m sorry. About
before, I was awful. I was . . . ” she hesitated, but decided honesty was the
only way to go. “I was eaten up with jealousy, and I want you to know I’m not
anymore. I guess the opera was cathartic because I got rid of the dreadful
feeling, and now I can tell you in all honesty that I’m happy for you. And I
want you to be happy with Rebecca. She’s an awesome friend, a talented singer,
and a good person. I don’t want to be Amneris. It’s human to be jealous, a bit,
but I can’t be Amneris and I certainly cannot be Marie-Antoinette Ruchet. What
she did . . . I can’t.” Maude took a deep breath. “I’m ready to let you go,
just as you have let me go.”


Matt appeared
overwhelmed with the flow of words that came out Maude’s mouth. At the end, he
acquiesced gravely. 


“All right, Maude. I
appreciate your honesty. I’m glad we could clear the air.” He was about to add
something, then decided against it. “There’s Rebecca right now.” He greeted
Rebecca as she arrived. 


“Great job!” He
wrapped an arm around her and squeezed her shoulder.


“Is that for me?” She
pointed toward the bouquet. “Oh right, here.” He handed the bouquet with
charming clumsiness and didn’t notice Rebecca’s eyes were on the single yellow
rose Maude held.


“Thanks, but I think
everyone agrees our French friend was the star tonight.” She fought to smile,
but barely succeeded. She took a deep breath and smiled a real smile. “Maude,
I’m proud of you,” she said with pure truthfulness. Rebecca hugged Maude,
crushing the rose in her hand.


“I think we should
let Maude enjoy her evening.” 


Matt agreed, and they
turned to leave. 


Maude pressed her
nose to her single yellow rose. Had he remembered? She shook her head
decidedly. It was plain to see how engrossed he was with Rebecca to give her
rose any romantic meaning.  


Maude’s gaze lingered
on their departure but not too long because she was quickly snatched by a swarm
of admirers.











Chapter 13



 

“Alan, have you
forgotten our pact? You were supposed to block the publication of Lexie’s
book.”


Matt stormed into
Alan’s office, slamming the door behind him.


“I wanted to until I
realized it wasn’t in my best interest.”


“And a pack of lies
is? It’ll sully Maude’s reputation.”


“Why should you care?
Aren’t you madly in love with your opera princess?”


“We had a deal,” Matt
replied, waving off Alan’s digressions.


“The book won’t be
published. Maude will have to go to court, but I’m sure she’ll succeed with the
right kind of lawyer. But the publicity, ahh,” he blew an imaginary kiss into
the air. “Everyone will want to know what’s in it. Just in time for the launch
of her international career, too.”


“You’re the worst
kind of scum,” Matt jeered.


“You do know there is
another way for you to get Lexie to drop this book. It would require a small
sacrifice on your part.”


“I don’t trust you,
Alan. No way am I entering another contract with you.”


“It wouldn’t be with
me. Haven’t you ever heard the French proverb that says it’s better to speak to
God than to his saints? You must know that saying, very French, very Catholic.
Aren’t all of you French folk Catholics? But I digress yet again. You do know
Lexie’s always wanted to write a book about you. All that drama you refuse to
talk about: your mom’s death, your estranged father. I’m sure she’d be more
than happy to drop Maude’s story if you offered yours instead.”


“You disgust me!”
Matt banged his fist on the table and papers flew in the air before falling to
the floor. “I’m out of here.”


“Don’t forget you’re
still under contract with Soulville for your next album.”


Matt sent his fist
flying in the air, opened the door with a bang and walked out. His departure
was soon followed by Maude’s equally tempestuous entry.


“Alan, we need to
talk.” Maude walked into Alan’s office without knocking.


“Damn right we need
to talk. No, I talk, you listen. What’s this I hear about you singing in an
opera? New York Times, Washington Post, everybody’s talking
about it,” he stacked the newspapers on his desk as he enumerated them one by
one.


“I know. And they
loved me.”


“You’re a pop star!
No classical! This year I’d forbidden it, and you went behind my back.”


“And you went behind
my back telling the press I was dating Thomas. I played along, but I’m done. I
am done.” Her voice shook, but her
gaze didn’t waver.


“No, you’re not.
We’re about to launch your international career, and we need all the marketing
tools at our disposal.”


“Forget it, Maude,
you won’t reason him.” Cynthia entered the office with a stack of papers she
held like a weapon.


She threw them on
Alan’s desk.


“Alan, you’re done.”


“What’s this?” He
rummaged through the pages, his face whitening the more he read.


“You know what it is.
Now, we could take you to court and believe me, my family is angry enough to do
so. Or you can leave quietly.”


“How did you get
this?


“In your son’s files.
Your illegal proceedings are over. I want my father reinstated as CEO by the
end of the month.”


“No, no. I . . . ” 


Maude’s gaze swung
from Cynthia’s face of steel to Alan’s disintegrating discomfiture.


“Are we really rid of
him, Cynth?”


“We finally are,
Maude. We finally are.”



 


 










Chapter 14



 

Harriet and Peter
said yes to each other on a sunny Sunday afternoon in June. The sky broke out
in thunder, rain, hail, and snow. Birds stopped singing and crashed to the
granite ground. In this apocalyptic scenery, cars stopped driving, water turned
to blood and grasshoppers swarmed over New York City.


It certainly seemed
that way to the Baldwins.  With so
many artists in a family, melodramatic exaggeration was to be expected from
time to time.


But for the rest of
the world, the Blue Marble continued its habitual course around the sun.


The reception was
sumptuous as anything else the Williams’ organized. For their only daughter’s
long-awaited nuptials, the Williams had booked the Plaza. The entire
Baldwin-Williams clan was present, as were the powerful Longarms and Peter’s
new political friends.


Trey and Jordan found
them to be a tedious bunch, but their interest was piqued when they were
introduced to two of Peter’s gorgeous cousins. Aunt Pearl stayed glued to her
son the entire day, wanting to spend each moment with him before his departure
for the French Caribbean islands. Elder Williams debated with Elder Longarm on
the state of modern politics in what started out as a pleasant conversation,
but quickly turned acrimonious with Elder Williams threatening Elder Longarm to
stick his ivory cane in a place Harriet could not bring herself to repeat. 


That day, Harriet was
as radiant as a young woman of her station could allow herself to be. She no
longer worried about her age or Peter’s. Her happiness was complete, her road
to the White House a sure thing, she thought as she fondly stroke her diamond
ring. Just a matter of time.


The Baldwin girls
left their wedded cousin to her blissful illusions and decided the only way to
get through the day was to stay away from their new acquaintances as much as
possible.


But around five
o’clock, an unexpected event occurred.


Jazmine, Cynthia, and
Maude were dancing, free as bumblebees, when Jazmine froze.


Jonathan walked to
them in jeans and a T-shirt, holding a bouquet of red roses. For passion. Or so
he thought.


“What are you doing
here?”  Jazmine asked.


“I miss you.” It was
as simple as that. No grand declaration, no overwhelming speech, just three
little words.


“Doesn’t Harriet have
security?”


“She does. But they
took pity of me when I told them my goal was to win back the only girl I’ve
ever loved.”


“Laura isn’t here,”
Jazmine crossed her arms across her chest. 


“I wasn’t speaking
about Laura.”


“Could’ve fooled me.”


“Are you still seeing
that movie star?”


“So that’s what this
is really about? That’s been over for months.” It wasn’t surprising that
Jonathan should be apprised of this gossip months after it was all over.


Relief swept over
Jonathan. He handed her the bouquet.


Jazmine made no
gesture to take it.


“As an artist, I love
a good scene. I could stamp my feet, take your bouquet, and throw it in your
face, I could tell you how badly you acted, how you broke my heart, twice.
Instead I’m giving you five minutes to leave the premises quietly without a
fuss.”


Jonathan hesitated,
but Jazmine’s set face decided him. He dropped his bouquet and turned heel.


“Jazmine, I’m proud
you acted with such uncommon restraint. That is very mature of you,” Cynthia
patted her on the shoulder.


“Mature? Try selfish.
How long would Peter have lectured us about behaving properly in public if we’d
embarrassed him in front of his political friends at the Plaza?”


“Him and Harriet
lecturing us together. That’s how it’ll be from now on,” Maude added with a
shudder.


“At least we won’t have
an annual ‘why don’t I have a husband?’ sorrow fest.”


“I enjoyed it. I only
saw it once. Too bad.”


“Well, we’re three
single gals now,” Jazmine acknowledged.


“ And proud of it,”
Cynthia added.


“A future kickass
lawyer, a singer, and a future rock star. That last one’s me.” Jazmine lifted
an imaginary glass.


“To us
Baldwin/Laurent gals! We rock!” The three girls toasted, their imaginary
glasses gleaming under the sunlight.


“We should toast to
something else, too. I received an envelope this morning from Lexie. She
renounces her rights to write a book about me. She seems to ignore she had no
rights from the start, but whatever. 
She sent a signed contract, and she even sent me the manuscript. No one
will know a single detail about my life in Carvin.”


“How is that
possible?” Cynthia asked.


“I have no idea. She
said she had bigger fish to fry or something like that and that she wanted to
respect the peace of the recently dead.”


The girls toasted
again, a bit dazed this time.


The party lasted well
into the night, but when the Baldwins returned home that night, they were
greeted by an unpleasant surprise.


“What are all these
people doing here, Dad?” Jazmine asked pointing towards the crowd gathered in
front of the Baldwin house.


Her question was soon
answered.


The reporters noticed
the taxi filled with half of the Baldwin clan and rushed to it. They banged on
the roof, against the windows, their faces smashed against the glass panes.


“There she is!”


“Maude, is it true
your relationship with Thomas Bradfield was a hoax?”


“Are you and Thomas
really dating, or have you been lying all this time?”


A thousand questions
fused in confusion before James ordered the driver to leave. He drove away with
caution, avoiding the more fearless elements of the crowd who brazenly stood in
the car’s path. Other reporters held on to the door, banging the windows,
taking pictures, and calling to an agitated Maude, attracting her attention at
any cost.


Maude was too stunned
to say anything. 


What she’d feared had
happened. Yet again scandal followed her trail.


“Take us back to the
Plaza. We’ll stay there for the night.”


“Cool!” Jazmine
exclaimed. “I mean, you know, not cool,” she toned down her enthusiasm.


“I’m sorry, Maude,”
James soothed.


“Who told?” Jazmine
asked.


“I wouldn’t be surprised
if Alan were behind this.”


“Or Lindsey,” Maude
put in. Either one was capable.


They spent the night
at the Plaza to Jazmine’s delight, but Maude remained in a restless state of
agony. The morning after, a loud knock rattled against Maude’s door. It woke
Maude up with a start. She rubbed her eyes. She’d had another nightmare with
Mrs. Ruchet in it. She should probably get used to them. It was her penance for
denying peace to a troubled soul on the threshold of death. Maude opened it,
expecting room service, but seeing instead a tall and stately Ms. Tragent.


“Glad you’re up after
the night you’ve had.” It wasn’t the first time Ms. Tragent saw Maude in
pajamas, and Maude easily got over her initial embarrassment.


Ms. Tragent entered
the room and shut the door firmly behind her.


“We have important
things to talk about. Many opportunities are before you Maude.”


“What kind of
opportunities? I only see scandal.” Maude slumped her shoulders and dropped her
body on her bed like a potato sack.


“Perhaps in your pop career.
But your performance in Aida
impressed people.”


“Were you impressed?”
She felt that mattered more to her than any other strangers.


“Maude, when will you
learn to stop caring about what other people have to say about you? What do you
want to hear? That you were great? You’ve probably heard it a thousand times
from other people by now. That your performance was atrocious? There’ll be
plenty of people to tell you that if you pursue a classical music career.”


“I don’t have a
classical music career to pursue.”


“That’s what I wanted
to talk to you about. Two prestigious music schools are interested in
completing your musical education. One is Julliard in New York, the other is
The National Academy of Arts in Paris.” 


Rebecca Sylvester’s
school.


“Paris versus New
York yet again,” Maude whispered. “Don’t I have to pass an entry exam?”


“Not after what they
saw that night.”


“Representatives of
each school were present that night?”


Ms. Tragent nodded.


“Just for me?”


“Not just for you.
The arrogance of the young mind. I have my own affairs to manage as well.”


“But you knew they
were coming and didn’t tell me?”


“I believed in you,
and I was right.” And Ms. Tragent loved being right. 


“Ms. Tragent, I don’t
know what to say.”


“Say yes.”


“To which one? And
will they allow me to pursue a pop career? We’re about to launch my
international career with Soulville.”


“I don’t know if
they’ll let you have both. Remember Nathan Leopold. Some people in the
classical world are ten times worse than he is. But it’s up to you to decide if
you’re up for the fight. If you’re willing to do what it takes to get both.
However, it doesn’t seem as if the pop world has been very kind to you of
late.”


“And a new scandal is
brewing,” Maude added. Escaping to Paris seemed like a good idea.


“You should take some
time to think it over. Do whatever feels right.”


Ms. Tragent paused,
her eyes resting over her beloved Maude’s troubled head, before letting herself
out.


Maude remained on
lockdown at the Plaza for two days. Then, she decided it was time to organize a
press conference to explain her Thomas situation.


That day, Thomas came
in the hotel looking for her.


“Before you go
through with that conference, I just want you to know that you don’t have to
tell the truth or rather we can turn this lie into truth. What I mean is, why
don’t we really go out? You and me.”


“Thomas, your offer
is tempting. Escaping scandal yet again. But this wouldn’t work. I’m sick of
lying, I’m sick of my life being dictated by the paparazzi. I will tell the
truth, no matter the consequences. I will face retribution if I have to. I’ll
leave you out of it, if you want. I’ll say I was the only one who schemed and
you knew nothing about it.”


“I won’t let you do
that. I know you think my ambition has no bounds. But I’m here to prove the
contrary.”


Maude nodded and
squeezed his hand grateful for his support.


“This is it,” she
said.


Maude walked into the
room full of buzzing reporters.  She
took a seat next to her Uncle James.


“I want to thank you
all for coming. Considering the circumstances I will be short. I did date
Thomas Bradfield to promote my career. I was ill advised, but I went with it
anyway. I am truly sorry for my actions and hope you’ll find it in your hearts
to forgive me. All of you and all my fans. I hope you’ll eventually be able to
trust me once more. Do you have any questions?” 


Reporters yelled out
questions in confused excitement but only one retained Maude’s attention. A
reporter in a blue baseball cap and jeans stood up, holding a Dictaphone in one
hand, and Curiosity in the other.


“After your triumph
with Aida there’s been talk about you
pursuing a classical career. What of it? Will you pursue both a classical
career and a pop one or will you abandon one altogether? Will you move back to
Paris or stay in New York?”


Maude smiled. The
world was at her feet no matter what she chose. And she knew what she wanted. 


She leaned towards
her microphone and whispered her answer.


The French star had
spoken.



 

*****
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Academy. When a chain of events bring her and Matt back in the same town, Maude
will learn that music can bring people closer or tear them apart forever.



 


 

‘A French Princess in Versailles’ is
available at this link



To add the book on Goodreads click on this link


For exclusive
news on the French Girl series join my newsletter



 


 

Aria’s
Journey (The Aria series, #1)



 

Fifteen-year-old Aria Thompson has always dreamed of
studying opera in France and with her unique voice she knows she’ll be a star
one day.


When she’s accepted at the Académie Nationale des
Arts-the National Academy of Arts, she leaves New York despite her father’s
disapproval and moves in the Academy’s beautiful castle in Versailles.



 

But between her rivalry with the cute and popular
Maxime who dislikes Americans, her rebellion against the school’s ban on pop
music and her discovery of Paris and Versailles, Aria will have to fight to
find her true place in the opera world.



 

Aria’s Journey is
available for preorder at half-price
for a limited time right
here!



 

You can also add Aria’s Journey on Goodreads here!



 










About the
Author



 

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
Aria series. When I’m not writing, I enjoy traveling in Europe and dream of
going to Asia and Africa.


I also love to hear from readers at this email
address:




annaadams333@gmail.com



You can also add me on Facebook and Twitter. If
you’ve enjoyed this book, please don’t hesitate to leave a comment on Amazon or
on Goodreads.


If you wish to receive exclusive news about
the French Girl series and the Aria series, don’t hesitate to join my free
newsletter through my website:



 

www.annaadamsauthor.com
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