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I roared into the last chorus of the best song I'd ever written, slamming ahead with everything I had to give, and wished I could stop time and stay right there forever. Being on that stage felt a thousand times wilder than the craziest roller coaster, a million times more exciting than sex, better than anything I could imagine, and I didn't want it to be over. Neither did my audience, from what I could see with the stage lights blazing in my eyes and refracting off my hot pink fake eyelashes.
But it had to end, of course, because nothing that good could last forever, so I sang, nearly shrieked, the final "Live out loud!", and the band cut off in perfect unison as I threw my head back in triumph.
The crowd burst into applause and cheers, and I shaded my eyes with my hand and grinned at them. "What?" I said into the microphone. "Did you like that or something?"
Further cheers, and I couldn't help laughing because I'd never felt so alive. "Me too, my friends, me too."
I turned to look for my cousin Blake, knowing what I'd see, and sure enough he had his ever-present camera up. I'd never understood how his girlfriend Evelyn could stand his capturing every instant of their lives on video, but then maybe as a blogger herself she didn't mind it. I would enjoy seeing a recording of this performance, if only to get a good laugh at my costume.
I blew him kisses with both hands, then told the crowd, "I can't thank you enough for being here. The best birthday present ever. But hold on for a few minutes, okay? I'll be right back. Gotta get changed."
They laughed as I tugged at the impossibly short pink miniskirt I wore. It had been Giselle's in high school, and I'd known I had to wear it to sing this first song. "Out Loud" was about her, after all, so I'd needed her up on the stage with me, needed her strength and determination.
Unfortunately, to wear her skirt well I also needed to be a good four inches shorter and ten pounds smaller.
Still, it had entertained the audience. I left the stage, wobbling on my unfamiliar high heels and grinning at the memory of their shocked faces when I walked out in the tiny skirt with a matching hot pink wig and a black bra showing beneath the sheer leopard-print top I'd found at a thrift store to tie the whole mess together. A long way from my typical jeans-and-t-shirt outfits, but that was why I'd done it. Tonight I was a long way from who I usually was and I couldn't have been happier.
Though I knew everyone was waiting, I gave myself one moment to breathe before changing and going back out. I'd sung in public before, but never like this. Never in a bar, never for an audience of over a hundred, and never for so many friends-of-friends and friends-of-friends-of-friends. Never on my twenty-fifth birthday.
And of course, never to launch my first CD.
I stood savoring the glowing warmth of finally finally finally reaching a goal I'd set for myself. It had been twenty-five years coming, but for once in my life I could say I'd done something I'd planned. I'd decided six months ago to make a CD of my own songs by my birthday and I'd done it. Tonight celebrated and commemorated it.
And next I could—
No. Not tonight. I didn't need to think about the center and how I would get it running tonight. This was my time. The goal I'd shared with Giselle, which I was at last capable of completing alone in her honor, could wait until tomorrow. She would have understood. She'd understood everything about me. I'd never have a friend like her again, and I'd given up trying to find one. The crowd out there were my acquaintances but only Giselle had been a true friend.
I quickly freed my head from the itchy wig and changed into jeans and a t-shirt then glanced at myself in the mirror. My hair tumbled about my face in a post-wig tangle, my wildly overdone makeup hadn't survived the stage lights, and my fake eyelashes looked ridiculous, but none of that mattered. My eyes were on fire, burning with a passion I'd never seen in them before. All that mattered was the music. My music. And the people who wanted to hear it.
I went out and shared it with them, and with myself, until my throat was sore.
*****
When I woke up after noon, I lay in bed luxuriating in the great memories, replaying the delight I'd experienced onstage and the hours at the bar afterward selling all fifty of the CDs I'd brought and giving out tons of homemade postcards explaining where to buy the music electronically and accepting endless good-natured teasing about my ridiculous stage outfit and congratulations and compliments for my songs and the party itself. My launch plan, which I'd spent hours on and reviewed so many times I knew it as well as my lyrics, had gone off without a hitch.
At the moment, though, my favorite memory was having included 'book off work the day after launch' in the plan. I was a barely adequate waitress at the best of times, and since I'd been up until five in the morning because I was too wired to sleep today wouldn't be the best of times, especially since Tuesday was 'Seniors' Day' at the Setherwood Café and I didn't get along well with seniors. Funny, since my parents were both in that age group.
I rolled over, snuggling into my comforter, and pulled my mind away from the job that made me money to instead think about how I wanted to use that money. A bit to live on, of course, but I had far bigger dreams for the rest. Giselle and I had dreamed of starting a center, a place where confused and lost teenage girls could find themselves and become confident women, and now that I'd reached my CD goal I would succeed at the important goal, the one that really mattered to me. Having made my very own CD was nice, but the whole point of the CD project had really been learning how to push and motivate myself so I'd be able to figure out how to make the center happen.
But at the moment I didn't want to figure anything out. I wanted to enjoy my triumph. So I did. I stayed in my cozy bed and relived my night until I was too hungry to stay put any longer.
Wishing Jason was home so I could beg him to get me food, I crawled out of bed and headed for the kitchen. Thinking of my absent boyfriend brought my mood down a few notches. Of all the times to have to go to Dubai for a meeting! I'd so wanted him at my launch party, but he'd said there was nothing he could do.
Sadness threatened to overwhelm me, but I started singing "Out Loud", right there in the kitchen, and my lyrics pushed it away. Jason would be back soon and everything would be fine.
Once I'd pulled myself back together, I made toast and microwaved some soup then fired up my laptop so I could check email while I ate and see if I'd received any more congratulations.
My inbox appeared, and I dropped my spoon into the bowl, barely noticing as I splashed my pajama top with tomato soup.
Six hundred and seventeen new messages?
If I got seventeen in a day, it was unusual. Who'd sent the other six hundred?
The first few seemed to have been written by monkeys with a few broken fingers.
That song rocks but teh others r crap.
can u giv me free cd? kthnxbai.
Pnk grrl, i luvs u.
But the fourth, while easier to read, was even harder to comprehend.
Gorgeous song and great performance. Please contact me regarding contract opportunities.
I didn't recognize the sender's name, but the signature referenced Griffer Records. How had they, one of the best record labels in Toronto, heard of me?
I didn't get that question answered until I'd waded through about fifteen more monkey-style emails.
Amethyst, call me. Call me before you talk to anyone else. You're going to be huge and Sapphire Angel is perfect for you.
The signature file said, "Jo. Sapphire Angel Music," like she was Cher or Britney, too famous for a little detail like a last name. But I was more interested in the email that had been forwarded to her, which she'd left in her email to me.
Jo, check out this video. We should grab her ASAP. Nancy.
I clicked the video link, which took me to a music blog I knew well since it belonged to Blake's girlfriend Evelyn, and was soon watching myself dancing and singing in that inane hot pink outfit. I'd hoped Evelyn might mention my CD on her blog but she'd never offered and I hadn't wanted to ask her to do it. She'd been home sick with a cold last night, and Blake must have emailed her the video while I was changing my clothes because she'd posted it before I'd even finished the concert, along with a link to my web site.
My web site. Maybe this attention would score me a few downloads.
Try a few hundred thousand downloads.
I stared at the hit counter for a shocked moment, then logged into the payment system Jason had set up for me and stared at the thousands of dollars I'd already received for downloads of my songs, mostly from "Out Loud". Then I checked my page on the do-it-yourself site where I'd published the physical CD and stared at multiple reviews saying some variation of, "That song rocks but teh others r crap." Then I stared at my kitchen table.
What the hell was going on? Did Evelyn have that big an audience?
I began an Internet search on myself, feeling weirdly egotistical, and soon understood. Evelyn's blog had barely two hundred followers, but her post had been reposted on several huge music news sites, and from there it had spread like glitter in the wind. Everywhere I looked, every music industry site I could find, had either the original post or a mention of its huge popularity with of course a link to the original.
I had gone viral.
As I sat, too stunned to move, my ancient cell phone rang. Jason and I had fortunately set up my web site with only my email address on the contact page, which meant rabid fans and hungry producers probably hadn't found my number yet, so I answered the call.
"Amy, this is unbelievable."
"Yeah. Um, who is this?"
She laughed. "Evelyn. Sorry, I thought you'd recognize Blake's number."
I didn't have call display, but that didn't matter. "I'm so glad you called. I don't know what I'm supposed to do now."
"Have coffee with me."
"That'll solve all my problems?"
She laughed again. "You don't have any problems. Not any more. Meet me at Starbucks at Yonge and King in an hour?"
A quick shower and a few hundred emails deleted later, I sat sipping a cinnamon latte when Evelyn arrived. "Good job on the outfit," she said as she sank into the chair across from mine. "Nobody would recognize you."
I blinked. I'd worn my oldest and most comfortable sweatshirt and jeans, with my hair in a ponytail, but not for camouflage. I'd simply wanted the familiarity of my favorite clothes.
"Ooh." She leaned in to inspect me. "You might want to wear sunglasses, though. Blake had a good close-up in that video and your eyes stand out."
One of them did, anyhow. My eyes were green, but the right had a large brown splotch covering nearly half the green. I'd hated it as a kid, since my classmates had called me "poopy-eye" and other such charming names, but my first boyfriend, in grade ten, had loved my unusual eyes and I'd picked up his attitude. I nodded. "Sunglasses from now on. Got it. What else?"
She leaned back in her chair and pressed a hand to her mouth, clearly deep in thought.
I waited a few seconds, then an unpleasant thought struck me. "You don't know, do you? You don't know any more than I do."
"I know a bit more than you." She sighed. "But not much. Let's face it, I've never had someone take off like this. We have to make sure we get the most out of it."
I frowned. "We?"
"Of course. This is the start of your music career, and it'll also send my blog straight to the top."
The start of my "music career" had been the second day of high school when my music teacher had assigned us all to make up a short song in a week. I'd barely touched my piano in the year since I'd quit my lessons because I hated the teacher's rigid rules, but I went home annoyed by such a stupid assignment and figuring I'd get it over with fast so I set to work right away.
When I began picking out the first tune, though, I could immediately hear what had to come next, and next and next, and I'd still been sitting there, surrounded by scribbled pages of music, when my parents came home from their bridge group at nine o'clock that night. I'd taken seven finished songs to school the next day, one of which had become the new official school song.
That assignment had changed my life. I'd restarted my piano lessons and also started taking singing lessons, with teachers who let me improvise and work on my own songs while still improving my technique. I'd switched from Spanish into a poetry class so I could write words for my music, which was where I'd met Giselle. And I'd spent as much time as I could lost in the music and lyrics in my head.
I would never stop making songs, because I adored them, but I'd also never considered making a career from them. The CD was the culmination of a huge goal, not the beginning of something else, and really I'd only done it to prove to myself I could finish what I started. Evelyn didn't know any of that, and I couldn't find the words to explain it, or to say that I didn't want to be the rocket fuel for her blog.
She didn't seem like she'd hear me anyhow. Her eyes were on fire with the same energy I'd felt on-stage. "Which producers have contacted you?"
I tried to remember the names, then shook my head. "It's been a crazy day. I'm sorry. I'll check my email at home and let you know."
She pulled a tiny computer from her purse. "Check it now."
I shrugged, and pecked away at the minuscule keys until I'd found and named all the relevant email senders.
"Sapphire Angel." No doubt in her voice. "Jo is a legend. She'll be perfect for us."
Us?
*****
I stood outside the fancy restaurant Jo had chosen feeling like a car with no brakes.
Evelyn had insisted I call Jo right there in Starbucks, Jo had insisted we meet for a late dinner that very night at "the best restaurant in Toronto", and I'd spent the last few hours calling and emailing people who'd all insisted this was the best thing that could ever happen to me. Even my parents, when I finally reached them at their retirement community in Florida, had watched the video while I waited on the phone and then Dad said, "Opportunities like this don't come along every day, Amethyst. Go for it. Make all those music lessons worthwhile."
Only Jason hadn't chimed in, because he didn't know. He had a hectic schedule in Dubai and had asked me before he left not to phone or even email unless it was an emergency so he wouldn't be distracted. I had nearly sent an email anyhow but had restrained myself, since by the time he replied I would already have met with Jo and would have more to tell him. Things were moving so fast.
Everyone was right, it was a great opportunity. But did I want it? And did Jo really want me? She'd only heard 'Out Loud', by far my lightest song. The lyrics were deep, of course; a song dedicated to Giselle and her tragically short life couldn't have been anything but rich and meaningful. But the music was upbeat and poppy because that was what Giselle had loved most about my songs. I'd also written some songs with richer harmonies and less perky melodies because they'd felt right to me, so the CD was a mix of everything I could do. What if Jo heard my other songs and—
"If I said, 'Where's your pink wig?', what would you say?"
Startled, I turned to see a tall sleek woman in her late forties, wearing black jeans and a vibrant blue leather jacket that matched the streaks in her long dark hair. Energy seemed to fly from her, and I felt more alive just being nearby. "I'd say it didn't match my outfit."
I'd worn the simple red cardigan and black dress to accompany Jason to Carla's university graduation a few months ago. Though her raised eyebrow at the time had told me I yet again didn't meet her standards for her brother's girlfriend, my frantic search through my closet that afternoon hadn't found anything more dinner-with-potential-boss appropriate. I had considered trying to look like a rock star instead but there hadn't been time for shopping and my concert outfit was too cheesy for a restaurant as classy as Steel.
The woman laughed and handed me a business card. "You'd be right too. I'm Jo."
I tucked the card into my sweater's pocket. "Amy. Nice to meet you."
"The pleasure's all mine, Amy, but I thought your name was Amethyst."
I nodded. "I go by Amy, though. Most people can't spell Amethyst and some can't even pronounce it." I had used Amethyst as my name on the CD, though, because Giselle had always used my full name because she thought it sounded fancier.
Jo held open the restaurant door for me. As I walked inside, she said, "True. So that won't work for your stage name. And Amy's a bit too 'girl next door'. What's your last name?"
She wanted uncommon? I had it in spades. "Szczesniak."
I heard a choked gasp from behind me, but before I could turn around a hostess met us in the foyer, greeted Jo by name and smiled at me, then led us to a quiet table near the back of the gorgeous teal-painted restaurant.
Once we were settled, I sat reading and re-reading my menu, not sure what to say. Jo clearly didn't like my last name, which wasn't a huge surprise since the few people who could handle 'Amethyst' didn't even bother trying 'Szczesniak'. Marrying Jason would make me Amy Lyon, but as we'd never discussed marriage I couldn't exactly count on that as a solution.
Jo set down her menu and I did the same.
She shook her head. "What are we going to call you?"
"I have a name."
"No, you have alphabet soup. I can't put that on a t-shirt. How many z's are there?"
"Two. And two s's."
She shook her head again. "We need something else. Even Amethyst is too much." She drummed her fingers on the table and studied me. "How about Mistress Cashmere?"
My mouth fell open. "Why, exactly?"
"You're tough but soft at the same time."
I shook my head. I was a singer, not a toilet paper logo.
She sighed. "Well, we'll worry about your name later. Let me tell you how I see this going."
She did, in great detail, not finishing until we sat toying with coffee. Our waitress had tried to convince us to have caramel cheesecake for dessert, but Jo had recoiled in horror, run her eyes over me, and said, "At a million calories a bite, no doubt," and after that I hadn't been able to let myself have any. Too bad. It looked delicious.
"Okay, let me make sure I get this." I took a deep breath, trying to straighten out everything she'd said in my mind. "I'd release a new song every few weeks, all electronically. No physical CD. You want to contract me for ten songs and then we'll reassess. Right?"
She nodded. "Physical CDs are dinosaurs, but the big guys are too clueless to see it. You'll make quick money, I'd say at least a hundred thousand per song given how popular you already are, and we won't have to worry about the public losing interest while we take months to produce a CD since you'll constantly have new songs for them. Yes, you've got it."
A million dollars over the life of the contract, and more if I became really popular. I had to go for it. The center would be possible in a matter of months instead of the years I'd expected. Delight flooded me at the thought although I also felt sick about Jo's clear belief that I couldn't hold audience attention. I didn't want people to lose interest in me.
I took a deep breath and tried to relax my knotted stomach. What did it matter if they did lose interest? I'd have the money and be off doing the center. I'd never planned a music career anyhow, so I'd have fun being famous and then focus on what I really wanted to do with my life. "And people who want a CD could buy my current one."
"About that. We need to pull it."
I was shaking my head before her words fully sank in. "I can't. It's too important to me."
She ran a hand through her hair, making the blue chunks shift and dance. Such immature highlights on a woman her age should have looked bizarre, but they suited her like she'd been born with them. "Amy. Look."
"No. I won't do it." More to the point, I couldn't do it. That CD was the first thing I'd actually planned for and achieved. I'd been a 'do whatever shows up next' girl since childhood, not a planner or an introspective type like Giselle. Making those detailed plans and following them had been exhausting, had felt like I was wearing someone else's shoes and on the wrong feet to boot. But I'd done it, and in hindsight I knew I'd loved every moment of making and releasing my music. Letting her take the CD away would ruin that.
"I can't promote you as Amethyst sez-whatever-that-was, or even just Amethyst, especially when there's already a CD, most of which is very different from 'Out Loud', available under that name."
I blinked. "You've listened to my CD? All of it?"
She nodded. "At least three times today. You're good."
I could tell 'good' from her was like 'the most brilliant on the face of the earth' from someone else, and it made me feel warm inside. "Thank you."
"But only 'Out Loud' is commercially viable. So we'll pull the CD and rerecord 'Out Loud' to be your first single while Tim helps you write lots more just like it."
That speech contained far more than I could analyze at once, so I picked the simplest thing. "Who's Tim?"
"Your lyricist."
"I don't need a lyricist. I write my own songs."
"And you do it well. But we'll need them faster than one person can write them. Assuming we manage to make a deal, of course."
I felt a flash of fear at her suddenly cold tone. I did want this. I needed that money for the center. "I want to make a deal."
She smiled. "Then we'll pull the CD, rerecord 'Out Loud' starting in the next few days, and get you working with Tim early next week."
I knew I was supposed to smile and give in, but I couldn't. "I really don't want to pull it."
She leaned back in her chair. "I won't sign you while that's out there."
I thought frantically. "What if I change my name?"
"You didn't want to."
"I'd prefer it to pulling the CD." I took a deep breath and told her about the negative reviews it had been receiving because people expected more songs exactly like "Out Loud", finishing with, "So a new name would be good for the CD too."
A slow nod. "Okay. We will rename you, and have that blogger rename the video too and point people in the right direction."
"Sounds good." It didn't, entirely, but it sounded better than not making a deal at all. "What will we call me?"
We tossed around names for a few minutes, not getting very far since I didn't like most of the weird ones she suggested and the few I did like were shot down after she did a quick Internet search on her fancy phone and realized I wouldn't be an original.
"Amethyst," she mused. "I do like the 'ist' sound. Bist, Cist, Dist..."
Afraid she'd decide to call me 'Cashmere Fist' or something, I said, "Misty?"
She shut her eyes and her lips moved for a moment. Then her eyes popped open, flashing with excitement. "Yes. Misty will."
"Misty will what?"
"Exactly." She rolled her eyes at my continued confusion. "That's the point. We're calling you 'Misty Will', and people can end that sentence however they want. 'Misty' sounds soft and sweet but 'Will' has power behind it. And then they'll say, 'Misty Will make it big' or 'Misty Will make you dance'. It's perfect."
All I could think was, "Misty Will probably end up pissing me off." But being called Misty for a few months was a small price to pay for what I'd be getting. "Okay. So my new songs are by Misty Will and the CD stays under Amethyst."
"And you will never mention the CD when you're interviewed. Got it? You are Misty Will now."
No 'probably' about it, Misty Will drive me insane. "Got it."
She smiled. "Good girl." As she bent toward her briefcase on the floor, she said, "Nothing weird in your background, right?"
"Like what?"
She straightened, holding a few papers in her hand. "Not the answer I wanted."
I pushed the memory of cold brown eyes and hideous shame from my mind. I'd been pushing it away for years so it disappeared into the back of my head without a fuss. "I just wasn't sure what you meant."
"Kleptomaniac, drug problem, naked pictures online. That sort of thing."
"Nope, nothing like that."
There hadn't been any pictures. Nobody knew but me. And him, of course.
"Are you nearly done?"
The two of them had been inspecting me like I was some weird insect for nearly ten minutes, and I was sick of it. Besides, I needed to go sort out my temporary apartment.
Jo hadn't wanted me staying in my no-security low-rise apartment building so she'd set me up with a six-month lease on a furnished apartment in a secured building, for which I'd pay her back once I started making money. Her efficiency was terrifying: in just a few phone calls she'd had her various assistants book the place, arrange a moving van, and hire people to pack all my things and unpack in my new home while I learned to be Misty.
After much thought, I'd decided to take Jason's things too. I'd sent him an email, and a text message though I knew his phone was off while he was away, telling him what had happened and giving him the new unlisted cell phone number Jo insisted I get and letting him know I'd leave his access cards for the new building in the old one. I didn't want him thinking I didn't want to live with him any more, and moving my stuff out while leaving his behind didn't seem right.
"No, darling, we're not even close to done. You're quite the project."
"Gee, thanks."
Roberto raised his perfectly groomed eyebrows, bleached the same platinum as his hair. "It wasn't a compliment, darling. You're a mess."
I stepped off the stool they'd put me on, which Roberto had called "the pedestal you deserve" with heavy irony in his voice, and said, "I'm not, actually. I look fine."
"Oh, fine." Jacques waved his hand through the air as if to sweep away a terrible odor. "The kiss of death in the industry. You cannot look fine. You can never again look fine. You must look amazing."
Roberto and Jacques. According to Jo, the best image consultants on the planet, at least the best who happened to live in Toronto and happened to be available to see me the day after my dinner with Jo. They'd no doubt grown up as good old Bob and Jack but were now so glossy and sleek that a male model would feel scruffy next to them. They were certainly having that effect on me, much as I didn't want them to.
After I'd signed Jo's contract for ten songs and at least one concert tour with the option to extend both if she felt so inclined, I'd looked through the schedule she'd given me for the next three weeks and found mostly fashion consultations and makeup and hair design and fitness sessions. "Can't I work more on songs this week? I've only got a few blocks here for that."
"Nope. We need to get Roberto and Jacques going right away on your costumes, and everyone else working on the rest of your look, since I want you on tour in June."
"June? Next month?"
"Good girl, you know the months. Yes, June. We need to move fast. The thing with careers that flash into existence is that they can flash into nothing just as quickly. I don't think you want that."
Of course I didn't.
"So we'll get the image stuff going and then you can work more with Tim. He's got one song for you to learn already, and you'll need to learn fast because I want it out in less than two weeks. And besides, you'll be busy rehearsing and rerecording 'Out Loud' starting on Friday."
I didn't want to learn someone else's song, but I knew I didn't have a choice. At least 'Out Loud' would be mine, although not the way I'd originally recorded it. I'd wanted to bring back my original band for the new version but she'd asked for the names of the musicians I'd hired and nixed them at once.
"They don't look right. They're great players, yes, and we could certainly have them work on a future recording, but with our time frame I want to see you get used to the musicians who'll be on tour with you. Your guys don't cut it."
I didn't cut it either, clearly. Roberto and Jacques were still studying me and if possible looking even more despairing.
"What if fine is all she can do, Jacques?" Roberto whispered as if afraid saying it out loud would make it true.
Jacques snapped his head up and glared at him. "You will never think that again. We will make this work." He ran his eyes over me again. "It's the biggest challenge we've ever faced but we must have faith."
Apparently I was the Mount Everest of makeovers.
"Take off your clothes."
I blinked. "I beg your pardon?"
Jacques frowned. "Honey, we've seen it all before, and neither of us wants anything to do with it. Now strip. We need to figure out how to dress you."
By undressing me?
"Now. Or do I have to call Jo?"
Since Jo had told me to do whatever the two boy geniuses commanded and would therefore not be on my side, I sighed and pulled off my sweatshirt and jeans then stood in my fortunately clean bra and underwear.
"She'll need to see Marcus, of course. Immediately."
Jo had mentioned him too. My new personal trainer. I was a couple pounds overweight, sure, but I thought I looked fine. But since I knew 'fine' was no longer acceptable, I said, "I start working with him this afternoon."
"Good," Roberto said, then added to Jacques, "That should help. A bit. Pity he can't do anything about her bra size."
I closed my hands into fists, fighting the urge to kick their skinny butts.
Jacques must have recognized it because he said, "Listen, honey, I know this sucks. But trust me, if you think we're mean wait until the bloggers and gossip columns start in on you. Everything we can do now to make your image work will make your life easier, or at least more comfortable, later."
I'd read enough tabloid magazine covers at the grocery store to know he was right. I sighed again. "Okay. Make me beautiful."
Roberto and Jacques exchanged a look that said, "Good luck."
Our definitions of 'beautiful' were clearly not the same. In short order I'd been stuffed into six different outfits, each some combination of short and skimpy and skin-tight, while they barked comments at a nervous-looking assistant with a clipboard.
The last outfit, even tighter than the others, came down over my head and crushed me like sausage stuffed into a casing. "I can't really breathe," I said, looking at my purple-spandex-dress-clad self in the mirror.
"Well, no, that's why you need Marcus. So you can breathe without popping the seams."
I managed to catch enough air to suggest, "Or the dress could be a bit bigger?"
Jacques rolled his eyes, and Roberto said, "You're already a size ten, darling. Any bigger and they'll have to enlarge the stage for you."
"That's right, I'm the beast who ate Toronto. Whatever. So this—" I gestured to the stack of outfits. "—is what you call beautiful?"
Jacques helped me roll up the purple number and pull it off over my head. "Don't blame us. You started a trend for yourself, with that hot pink outfit—"
"Nightmare," Roberto put in.
"Indeed," Jacques agreed. "But that gave people a certain image. Bright colors, a little on the exposed side, and a matching wig. We can only work with what we've got."
I looked back at the outfits, each a different screamingly bright color. "But that was a joke. I wore jeans for the rest of my show."
"That's not what people saw. They saw the pink and the wig and that's what they expect. So that's what they'll get."
"I'll be wearing a wig for all my shows?" It had been hot and itchy under the stage lights and I'd vowed never to wear it again.
Jacques tugged at a strand of my hair, hopelessly tangled by the constant on-and-off of my potential new outfits. "Brown is not the new black, darling. Brown is dead boring. So yes. Any time you're in public, you'll be—"
I held up my hands to stop him, like I'd have held them to stop him hitting me. "Any time? You mean, whenever I go outside I'm wearing one of these outfits? Not just for shows?"
They exchanged another look. Roberto took over. "Definitely. Plus the matching wig. You're a pop star now. You need to stand out."
I'd stand out like a peacock in a penguin colony. "But this stuff is all too tight on me."
"Marcus," they said in unison.
I sighed. "All right. Fine. No, wait, not fine. Amazing. Can I at least wear my sweatshirt and jeans home?"
I'd been joking, especially since the car Jo had sent for me that morning had tinted windows and nobody'd be able to see what I wore, but they actually stood considering it for a moment before Jacques said, "This time. Once you've done your first public appearance, though, never again."
Jo had booked that for next week, a video interview with Evelyn since I already knew her. A few more days of comfortable clothes before I became a fashion victim forever. "Okay. Are we done?"
Roberto clapped his hands, and four model-worthy women pushed racks of clothes into the room. "Honey, not even close."
*****
When I dragged myself into the new apartment that night to find Jason unpacking his suitcase, I slumped against the bedroom door frame and said, "I'm so glad you're home," relief flooding me at the sight of his tall lean body. Normality in the midst of my new insane life. "I have to tell you what's—"
He turned to me, and I saw two things in his face: exhaustion and anger. "No need. I saw you at the airport."
Was he being sarcastic? "You had your car there so I didn't go—"
He threw a sock toward the laundry hamper with unnecessary force. "Not you you. I saw you on TV while I waited for my luggage. Prancing around in that ridiculous skirt."
I took a breath to explain why I'd worn it but he rushed on and I realized he'd been building up steam while he waited for me to come home. 'Home', to an apartment he'd never seen before. "Not that I needed to see you. When I got off the plane I had at least twenty text messages telling me about your little show."
I knew his friends often teased him about me, claiming I was too wild and crazy for his accountant self. He'd always laughed it off but he clearly wasn't amused now, and I wanted to apologize but couldn't figure out what for. I hadn't sent those messages, after all. His friends' opinions weren't my fault.
"And you got a record deal out of it?"
Remembering Jo's plan, I said, "Sort of."
He came forward into the light of the living room. "What does that mean? And what the hell is on your face?"
I touched my cheek. I'd nearly forgotten how I looked. "A ton of makeup. They did a photo shoot for my new web site and my first song's cover art this afternoon. Well, this afternoon and tonight."
Planned for three hours, the shoot had taken seven. Endless waiting while people touched up my face and my wig and my clothes and tweaked the tiniest details of the set, then a few quick pictures while I tried to look happy and excited, then a costume and set change and more endless waiting. Who'd have thought being a model was so exhausting? I'd fallen asleep on the fifteen-minute ride home from Sapphire Angel, and my poor driver had clearly felt terrible waking me up.
Jason didn't speak, his mouth pulled tight and his green eyes cold, and I said, "Look. Can we please talk about this? I know it's weird. Trust me, it's weird to me too."
My voice quivered at the end, my fatigue and his coldness hitting me at once, and he relented. Slipping his arm around my shoulder, he said, "I know. I'm sorry, it's just hard to take in. I do want to hear about it. Let's sit down. You won't get that makeup all over me, will you?"
I smiled, relieved. "They said it's smudge-proof. I suspect it's bullet-proof. I may never get it all off."
I followed him slowly and stiffly toward the couch. He looked back. "What's wrong?"
I tried to shrug but even that hurt. "I have a personal trainer now. He kicked my butt yesterday. An hour running on a treadmill in Sapphire Angel's private gym, singing the whole time. Thank God I'm already a runner, but even so it was brutal. Then weights. Then we did it all again today before the photo shoot."
Jason dropped onto the couch. "Singing on the treadmill? Why?"
"So I'll be fit enough to dance and sing on my tour. Assuming he doesn't kill me first."
I managed to settle myself onto the couch without whimpering too much, and Jason looked me over. "Geez, Amy, you look nothing like yourself. It's creepy."
I thought so too. With the makeup and costume and wig I'd seen Misty in every mirror not Amy. "Should I go wash my face?"
He reached to stroke my hair, which had been gelled back into a low flat bun so it wouldn't peek out under the wigs, then pulled back. "I'm afraid I'll get stuck to all that stuff in there. No, I can't make you get up again after seeing how hard it was for you to sit down. Okay. Tell me how this happened."
When I'd finished the tale he said, "And you're actually going through with this?"
"I've signed the contract."
Jason, who'd often proclaimed that anyone who'd break a contract was slimier than pond scum, grimaced. "Why the big rush? Especially for the move. The security guys at the gates eyed me like they thought I was a criminal."
I tried to shrug again. "It all happened so fast, and I wanted to make sure I signed with someone good before everyone lost interest in me. The move was because people haven't lost interest yet and Jo doesn't want me mobbed. I wish I'd been able to wait too, but I had to take the money and make the center happen. This is my big chance."
His eyes softened, and this time he did touch my hair, skimming his hand along its lacquered surface. "I'm glad to hear you say that. I was afraid all this would put the center out of your head."
I shook said head and snuggled into him. "I want it more than ever. Jason, look. I know you don't like this whole pop star thing." I waited for him to deny this, but he didn't. Disappointed, although not surprised, I went on. "I'm sorry if it embarrasses you. I just have to make my dream come true."
"The dream of the center."
I nodded. "Of course."
He turned so he could look into my eyes. "You don't plan to keep this pop star stuff going long-term, right? I mean, at twenty-five it's time to find a real career."
Anger zipped through me and I pulled back. "Singing is a real career."
He squeezed my hand. "I know. But not for you. You've wanted the center forever and you don't want to lose it to bouncing around on stage in a pink wig. Right?"
My anger wasn't going away for some reason, but of course he was right so I took a deep breath and made myself relax. "No, I don't. And I won't. I'll use the songs to get the money and then I'll be done." I tightened my grip on his hand. "You like this apartment, right? I loved our other one but we can keep it and go back there when things go back to normal. And in the meantime we get to live in this place." I gestured at the fireplace in the living room, something he'd always wanted in an apartment, then over at the huge windows with a gorgeous view of downtown Toronto.
"I do like it," he said, smiling for the first time. "We certainly couldn't have afforded it before. I'll like it even more once the security guards stop glaring at me."
"They will. They just haven't seen you before." Longing for comfort and cuddling, and no more talk about my career, I head-butted him like a cat until he wrapped his arm around me.
"I love it when you do that." He pressed a kiss to my forehead.
"I know."
He laughed, then kissed my mouth. My exhausted body struggled to life as I kissed him back, but I recoiled when he tried to slip his tongue between my lips.
"Thought you might be into it for once," he said, apology in his voice. "Now that you're Misty."
Misty or not, I'd never let him. Or anyone. Not ever. The feel of something like that in my mouth sickened me at once. No deep kissing, no giving oral sex. I hadn't been able to since... since Giselle died.
Those cold brown eyes flashed into my mind again and I swallowed the bile rising in my throat before saying, "I'm sorry, Jason. I never will be."
He deserved better. He'd only once suggested I go down on him and when I'd said I didn't do that he'd apologized and never tried again. The kissing thing, though, I knew he didn't understand. But I'd never told a soul and I wouldn't change that. I was over it, so why bother?
He kissed me again, teasing my lips and not trying to go deeper, then helped me off the couch so we could go to our bedroom and make love. I fell asleep moments after, still covered in makeup but too tired to get up and scrub my face, and my last thought was, "With Jason back everything will be fine."
"Tim's here now, so let's put off our talk about your tour and go hear your first new song. Okay?"
Not really. The image guys and the vicious personal trainer were one thing, but I really didn't want to have someone else writing my songs and I didn't feel like meeting the guy.
But it apparently didn't matter how I felt because Jo didn't give me time to answer before pushing back her sapphire-blue chair and picking up her sapphire-blue cell phone and heading out of her office on sky-high sapphire-blue heels. Every last detail of the woman's world matched the streaks in her hair. I both admired the focus and thought she needed therapy.
Curious about my new boss, I'd done some research and discovered she'd been the founder and lead singer of a band in the eighties called "Sapphire Angel". Hence both her company name and the blue everywhere. Her trademarks as a singer had been the color in her hair and the power in her voice. I'd downloaded a few of her songs and been stunned by their beauty and pain. The group had disbanded suddenly in 1987, just before a concert tour, but they'd never announced why. Somehow I felt Jo wouldn't want me to ask.
She led me down the hall of her blue empire and I wondered if the center would look half as good when I got it going. She'd clearly transferred all the passion she'd had for her own music into bringing new music to the world. I could do the same, use my momentum after fulfilling my contract to kick-start the center.
But first I had to meet my lyricist.
Jo opened a door and ushered me inside. "Tim, here she is. Your new best friend."
Tim. Brown hair cut short and tidy. Brown eyes. Wearing khaki pants and a black blazer over an off-white turtleneck. Not ugly, not hot, not hugely tall, not short. The neutral beige of men. You'd never be able to pick him out of a crowd. "Hi. I'm Amy."
Jo poked me. "Try again."
"Amethyst?"
She raised her eyebrows and gave me a "come on, you know this" look. "Whenever you meet someone in the industry, or a fan, you are..."
"Oh!" I hadn't thought I needed to use my new name in a situation like this. "I'm Misty?"
"Don't make it a question, but yes. Try again."
I cleared my throat and held out my hand to Tim. "Hi, I'm Misty."
We shook hands as he said, "So I hear."
I chuckled, but it froze in my throat when he added, "So, who wrote 'Out Loud' for you?"
"I did."
He gave me a smile that grazed the edges of patronizing. "Of course. But with whom?"
I blinked. "With me. I wrote it by myself. Words and music."
"Huh."
The grunt sounded more approving than doubtful, but I didn't know how to respond so I looked to Jo.
She laughed. "Don't let him push you around, Misty. Okay, Tim, let's hear this song." He pulled an MP3 player from his bag as she said to me, "My daughter writes most of the music. You'll meet her eventually. Oh, and I won't be hanging around all the time you and Tim work, of course. Just this time since everything's new."
New and bizarre. How long would it take to get comfortable introducing myself as Misty? I felt sure Jo wouldn't have much tolerance for me forgetting. When my cousin Christine got married, she said it took her nearly six months to get used to her new name. But at least she hadn't had to change Christine to something else. She'd still been herself.
Tim connected the MP3 player to the sound system. Music filled the room, sparkling and upbeat, with an undeniable pop sound but still richly detailed, and to my surprise I liked it a lot. I wished I'd written it, actually. I was far better at writing lyrics than music, so letting Jo's daughter take over the music part wouldn't bother me too much, especially if all her songs were as good as this one.
Then the singer began, and I hated everything I heard.
I listened with increasing horror as she sang of her prom night promise to her boyfriend. Her willingness to finally give him everything he'd been waiting for and her insistence that her life revolved around him was bad enough, but when she promised there'd be no consequences no matter what happened I couldn't take it any more. "I will never sing that."
Jo looked up. "Pardon?"
Tim stopped the song as I said, "I can't. I won't. I'm not telling girls that they should... should sleep with their boyfriends on prom night and not worry about what might happen later."
I was so angry and disgusted my hands were shaking, but even through that I felt a twinge of fear as Jo pulled herself up to her full height and said, "You will. Or you're out."
I couldn't. Giselle. I couldn't do it. I took a breath to say again that I wouldn't do it, but Tim spoke before I could. "Jo, look. Can you imagine how weird this week's been for Amy? Let me take her out for coffee and talk about the song. I'm sure we can find something everyone can live with."
I turned to him and saw a strange tension on his face, more than just anger or annoyance that I didn't like the song. I didn't have time to analyze it, though, because Jo said, "Listen, Misty. You have a huge opportunity here. You'll be a household name, a star. At least, you will if you don't blow it over a little prudishness about lyrics."
Jo had sung, "Slap me silly then screw me senseless," on one of her songs. Prudishness was clearly not one of her flaws.
"It's not that, it's—"
Tim caught my arm. "Amy."
I turned to him again.
His eyes burned into mine. "Coffee."
I didn't want Jo to fire me, and she didn't want to hear my concerns. Maybe Tim would. "Fine."
He said to Jo, "I'll help her understand how it all works, okay?"
She nodded slowly. To me, she added, "Listen to him. If you throw away a chance like this you'll hate yourself forever. You have to go for it."
I didn't trust myself to say anything in response.
*****
"She will fire you, you know. You're lucky she didn't do it then."
I knew he was right, and I couldn't say I didn't care because I did, so I just leaned back against his car's seat and sighed.
"Amy, seriously. Think. You're on the brink of something a million starlets would kill for. Jo will get you there if you let her."
"She can get me there with my own songs."
He shook his head. "'Prom Night Promise' is everything your target audience loves. Gushy and romantic but still sexy."
"Obsessive love is hardly sexy."
He laughed. "You were never a teenager, I take it? Never had all those hormones racing through you, messing with your mind?"
The back of my throat tightened but I managed to say, "I get your point."
"Good."
We neared a Second Cup and I said, "Ooh, can we go there? I like their maple lattes."
"Sure." He turned in. "Keep your sunglasses on, okay? It should be fine, though. Doesn't look too busy. I was heading for the Setherwood Cafe. Would you rather go there?"
I laughed. "That'd be weird. I work there."
He parked and stared at me, and I qualified it with, "Well, I did until yesterday."
When I'd realized how busy I'd be in my new world, I'd had my driver take me to quit my waitressing job and give back my company sweatshirts. The grouchy old geezer who owned the place had been annoyed that I hadn't given any notice but my manager, who'd seen my video online, excitedly filled him in while I stood awkwardly listening. While my former boss still hadn't been overjoyed with me, he'd been nice enough to wish me well. Still, I didn't particularly want to go back as a customer any time soon.
Tim insisted on paying for my non-fat sugar-free latte, the only kind my trainer Marcus had permitted me to have, and his own coffee, then we found ourselves a table tucked away in the back corner.
"Okay. Why does that song bother you so much?"
I sighed. It was hardly a secret but I hated talking about it. "My best friend died four months after prom night. She got pregnant that night, and the guy she thought loved her wouldn't help her, wouldn't even talk to her after she told him. I did everything I could, and I thought she'd decided to give the baby up for adoption, but she went to some butcher of a doctor without me and..." I shook my head. "She died alone in her room."
He let out a low whistle. "And you guys were how old?"
"Seventeen. It was her boyfriend's prom, not ours. So you see why I can't sing it, right?"
He took a sip of his coffee, then another. Then he set down the cup, but picked it up again before speaking and took yet another sip. I sensed I wouldn't like what he was trying to figure out how to say.
The cup settled onto the table again. "Amy, you have to."
I shook my head but he kept talking. "If you quit you don't, obviously. But otherwise you do." He sighed. "I'll revise the next songs to make sure they're less... that way, but you'll have to do this one as it is now."
I wanted to challenge that but I also had a question. "The next songs? You've already got them ready?"
He nodded. "I try to have two or three songs available at all times. Jo doesn't usually give me much time to get them ready."
"So this song was just waiting for me to show up?"
He started to nod, then said, "Well, sort of."
I raised my eyebrows above the top of my sunglasses.
"Angel Dove was going to take it but she decided she didn't like it."
Angel Dove, an actress whose only real talent was flashing her half-cantaloupe-glued-to-her-chest fake breasts in every movie, was now making a much-mocked move to singing. I'd be recording her castoff? Ew.
He chuckled. "I don't need to see your eyes to know you're a huge fan of hers."
I had to smile, and slipped off my sunglasses because the place was nearly empty and I felt silly wearing them inside. "I don't think I'm the target market for her... assets."
"Good diplomatic answer. Jo would be pleased." His eyes met mine and held hard. "So. You'll do the song?"
If I did it, I'd make money for the center to honor Giselle. Tim and Jo were right, teenage girls would love the song. But encouraging those girls to fall into bed with their boyfriends whether they felt like it or not would utterly dishonor Giselle and how she'd died. I squeezed my eyes shut, struggling.
"Amy."
I looked at him.
His eyes were sympathetic. "If it helps, think of it as Misty doing it, not you."
I shook my head. "The words'll be out there either way. Let me change it, okay?"
"There's no time. Honestly, you should be rehearsing it now."
I took a deep breath. "Give me five minutes."
"You're going to rewrite it in five minutes?"
I had to. I pulled myself up straighter. "I'll fix the parts I can't live with, yes."
He shook his head. "Jo still has to approve it, you know."
True, but I could tell he was willing to let me try. "I know."
"Five minutes." He gave me the lyrics sheet and a pen. "I've got a phone call to make then I'll come back. Get going."
I did. Though I longed to scrap the whole thing I knew that would never fly. Instead, I tweaked and adjusted, keeping Tim's rhymes and the pattern of his syllables while changing the song from 'do what you want with me, I'm yours' to 'we both want this and we're ready for what might happen afterwards'. As I worked, I took occasional quick glances out the front window of the coffee shop to make sure Tim was still on the phone.
Halfway through the last verse, I saw him slip his phone into his pocket and head back inside. Not wanting him to stop me before I finished, I worked even faster, thinking with all my might. When I finished, I'd turned the song into something I could stand to sing. I leaned back in my chair, shaking out my aching writing hand, and looked for Tim.
He accepted his change from the cashier then turned to look at me. I smiled, and he came back to the table bearing two cups. "So?" He sank into his chair and passed me my new drink. "How'd it go? Fixed everything?"
Not quite mocking me but clearly not taking me seriously either. I didn't like it. "You tell me." I pushed the paper to him.
I watched his eyes as he skimmed the sheet once then went back to the beginning and read more slowly. His facial expression never changed, but his eyes did, and I knew what he'd say before he set down the sheet and said, "Nice. Really nice, Amy."
Though I'd known what was coming, happiness and pride still lit me up. "Thank you. Will Jo go for it?"
He gave me a very slow nod. "She will. We'll make sure she does." He looked down at the page then back at me. "How'd you learn to do that?"
"Tons of practice, I guess. I don't even know any more how many songs I've written. I decided about six months ago to make my CD and then I started taking it more seriously. Before that it was just a hobby."
He nodded and seemed about to speak, then looked past me. "Does that sweatshirt you're wearing have a hood?"
Confused, I nodded.
"Good. Put it up. I think you've been spotted."
I started to turn in my seat to see where he was looking but he caught my arm. "Are you nuts? That'll tell them for sure. Damn, I shouldn't have brought you here. Okay, just flip up the hood and put on your sunglasses and we'll stroll out of here."
I managed the first two, but the throng of teenage girls at the door made strolling difficult.
One moved forward, leaving her giggling companions in a tight group. "Misty?"
I looked at Tim, not sure if I should admit it or not. That must have given it away, though, because they all began squealing and the one who'd spoken said, "We love your video. You're so cool."
"Thanks," I mumbled, with no idea what to do next.
Tim took hold of my arm. "Ladies, I'm afraid Misty needs to leave. Big recording session. Let us through, please."
His voice, calm but commanding, caught their attention and the group split down the middle, leaving an aisle for us to pass through. We did, while I blinked at the flashes as the girls and other patrons snapped pictures of me and Tim.
*****
When Jason got home that night he was clearly upset, and since I'd spent the last hour on various gossip web sites reading people's comments on the photos of me and my 'boyfriend' I knew all too well why. "I'm sorry," I said before he could even put his stuff down.
He closed his eyes for a moment then came to the couch where I was sitting with my laptop. "My cell phone's full of text messages. People wanting me to know you're cheating on me. I'm dating an Internet celebrity. Except I'm not apparently. That guy is. Who is he, anyhow?"
I filled him in on my afternoon. Once Tim and I escaped my crowd of fans, we'd gone to Jo's office and Tim had come through for me, insisting that Jo let the song go out as 'we' had rewritten it. He'd warned me as we drove back that he'd say it that way, since Jo would be more likely to accept it if she thought he'd made most of the changes. Though I didn't like it I thought he was probably right, and I'd been touched by how he'd defended my changes as if they had been his. I still didn't love the song, but it was tolerable now, and I did like having Tim on my side.
"And so tomorrow I start rehearsals for it and for the new version of 'Out Loud', and I'll be working with Tim again on more songs next week. Probably not at a coffee shop, though. That was scary." The girls had let us leave without any issues, but if they hadn't...
Jason sighed. "I knew you wouldn't cheat on me."
He didn't sound like he knew any such thing. "Jason! Of course I wouldn't. You should know that."
"I do," he said, sounding more certain. "It's just, all those messages. They wore me down. So what happens now? Do they issue a statement that he's not your boyfriend or something?"
I decided I'd better not tell him that Jo had been thrilled with the publicity and suggested a public fight between Tim and Jason over me to keep it going. I was pretty sure she was kidding, and I didn't think either guy was the public fighting type even if she wasn't. "They posted a note on my Twitter account to say I'd been out for coffee with my lyricist. I guess that's the official statement."
"You have a Twitter account?"
His surprise didn't surprise me, since I'd never understood the point of Twitter. Tiny messages, millions of them, saying nothing at all? Why bother? "Well, Misty does."
He raised his eyebrows. "You know you're Misty, right?"
I rolled my eyes back in my head and made my best stunned face. "Really?" Putting my eyes back where they belonged before I got a headache, I said, "Of course. But I'm not running the account. I don't even have the password. They set it up for me and they're posting to it."
"Who's they?"
I had to laugh. The whole thing was so ridiculous. "Would you believe I don't even know? People in Jo's office. They post a few times a day about everything I'm doing, not pretending to be me but letting people see what I'm up to. I've already got over three hundred thousand followers."
He leaned back on the couch and looked at me. "Amy?"
"Yup?"
"This is messed up."
I moved closer to him. "Trust me, I know."
He wrapped his arm around me. "I've never dated a celebrity before."
His voice said he wished he'd kept that particular streak alive.
I spent the next morning working out with Marcus, lifting weights and running on the treadmill while singing "Prom Night Promise" and "Out Loud" over and over to prepare for the afternoon's rehearsal, and when we finally finished I could have curled up in a sweaty heap in the corner and slept for days. Unfortunately, Jo's schedule wouldn't allow me even a little nap, so I dragged myself into the gym shower and eventually managed to lift my arms enough to wash my hair.
After the shower, a Marcus-approved chicken-breast-and-salad lunch, and a coffee so strong it could have carried its own cup around, I felt a little more awake and ready to face the afternoon and all the new people I'd be meeting. Walking into the rehearsal hall and having everyone burst into applause woke me up even more, and I grinned at them and said, "Hi, I'm Am— I mean Misty."
Jo laughed. "Nice cover. Not a big deal here, but in general, think before you introduce yourself, okay? And practice calling yourself Misty. Anyhow, guys, this is our star-to-be. Misty, this is Steven, your music director."
A short bald man, his face and head glistening with sweat in the warm hall, came forward with a neutral smile and shook my hand. When he got close I realized he was younger than I'd thought, probably only in his twenties. The baldness made him look older.
Jo waved at the others in a 'game show hostess showing off the merchandise' gesture. "These are your backup dancers and your band. For the next few hours you'll be working on 'Prom Night Promise' and 'Out Loud'. Break for dinner at around six if you're not done by then. Okay?"
We all nodded, while I wondered what on earth we'd be doing with only two songs for five hours.
Within moments I knew. We'd be drilling the most infinitesimal details of the song and the performance. "Out Loud" would be opening my first show, and even how fast I walked onto the stage and where I ended up was choreographed. The backup dancers' movements and their interactions with me had been planned right down to when someone would grin at me and hold out her hand for a high-five, and we practiced our moves over and over using a bare-bones computerized version of the song. I'd had no idea shows were pre-planned to this level. Were all concerts like this or just ones under Jo's control?
An hour into the rehearsal, we all had at least some idea of our steps, and to my relief I was able to handle the fairly basic dance moves assigned to me, so Steven finally deemed us ready to practice what I'd assumed we'd be doing the entire time, the actual song. My band members, seriously pretty boys and one fierce-looking girl with long straight black hair tipped in neon green, all of whom looked bored, started playing. They didn't get more than a few notes in, though, before they were shut down by Steven. "Need more keyboards, Jez. Right idea, just more."
The girl fiddled with a few knobs and they started again but were again stopped. And again. And again. Balance not right, someone missed a note, not enough energy... Steven was relentless.
As they played the first few bars over and over, I recognized something I didn't like. I'd struggled endlessly with the beginning of that song, and had eventually decided it was right. But now I knew it hadn't been. I'd included a little run of fast notes to make the song sparkle, but hearing it repeatedly made it clear that the run simply confused the start of the song. The first bit was all right but it went on too long.
I contemplated bringing this up but couldn't imagine trying to change the song at this point. Still, it bothered me. I went back and forth in my head, and was about to play the star and insist we try it without the run when Steven said, "Okay, I like that one. Perfect. Let's take it from the top, and Misty, you're in too. Head off-stage and come in like we've practiced."
I did. And did and did and did. It took seven tries before we even got to the point where I started singing, but my frustration over being cut off just before I sang the first word faded into confusion when I finally got to sing a line and everyone froze and stared at me.
I trailed off. "What's wrong?"
Steven's grin lit up his face. "Not a damn thing. You can really sing."
I glanced around. My band didn't seem bored any more. The girl Jez was smiling at me and the guys looked impressed. Even the backup dancers seemed surprised. "Didn't you expect that?"
Steven shot a glance at Jez, who laughed and said, "I don't care. I know you're right."
My confusion must have shown, because Steven said, "Jez is Jo's daughter, by the way. And frankly, no, we didn't. Jo picks her talent largely on their image and star power, plus a bit of singing ability. No, I'm afraid we didn't expect you could sing like that without any computer support."
"Computer? You mean that autotune stuff?" I sang a note, making my voice wobble like Cher's in her "Believe" song.
"It can do that, but it also does some really subtle stuff. There are tons of singers using it, people you'd never guess."
This piqued my interest. "Like who?"
He laughed. "If you're good I'll tell you later. But geez, it's going to be fun doing this without having to rely on autotune to fix you up for recordings and shows. Okay, guys, let's go from the top."
We did, and after a few more tries I simply couldn't stand it any more. "Steven? Can I talk to you for a second?" I jerked my head toward the backstage area where I'd been waiting before each take of the song.
Looking confused, he said, "Sure. Take five, everyone."
Once we were alone, I explained what I'd recognized about the start of the song.
He blinked. "You want to change it now? We're recording it tomorrow."
I winced. "I know. I'm sorry. But I just now realized it's not right. Please. Can we try it?"
He studied me for a moment, then surprised me by saying, "You're going to be fun to work with. You can sing and you write your own stuff and you notice the little details. I predict we'll have lots of fights and make some great songs together."
I grinned. "I'll win all the fights. I won this one, didn't I?"
He laughed and admitted that I had. "But don't get used to it."
We went back to the group and explained what I wanted changed. Jez and I fiddled with it at her keyboard, taking turns playing and assessing, and after a few tries I said, "Yeah, that's what I want."
She played it several more times to make sure she had it down, then said to Steven, "Ready to rock, baby."
While she'd also called me 'baby' while we worked together, the way she said it to Steven was entirely different, and the way his eyes softened when he smiled at her told me my tall thin keyboardist and short round music director were in love. I wouldn't have thought he'd be anywhere close to wild enough for her.
"All right, let's take it from the top."
Before we could, Jo walked into the hall with a group of men in suits. "Don't mind us," she called cheerily. "Just a few radio executives wanting to hear Misty before the song's released. Carry on."
We hadn't made it past the first verse yet, and we'd just changed the intro to boot. How were we going to impress these dubious-looking guys?
Steven turned away from them and winked at me, then whispered, "All the way through. Knock 'em dead."
"I'm ready," I said. "Off-stage again?"
"Sure. Let's do it right."
I listened to the intro, loving the new version, then stalked out on stage as I'd already done so many times. The audience, though, made all the difference. I let my eyes roam over them, catching the eyes of each as I did, and singing to people instead of a throng of empty seats filled me with energy I hadn't felt yet today.
It seemed to affect the others, too. While I doubted Steven would have stopped us with the execs watching, he didn't need to: we were flawless. Every move, every note, every supposedly spontaneous interaction, they all happened right on cue.
We thundered to the end of the song together, and the hall went silent as the last echoes died away.
Jo, her eyes bright with happiness and pride, turned to the execs. "So?"
They stared at her, then one said, "Holy shit, Jo," and the others nodded.
I stood panting and grinning on the stage, so wired I could probably have powered the entire sound system.
Steven came over and slapped me on the back, then whispered, "He's right. Holy shit."
"Greetings, everyone, and happy Monday morning! I'm certainly happy, since I have an exclusive interview with the lovely and talented Misty Will. So, Misty, tell me about yourself."
I'd never been so nervous, and the only thing keeping me together was realizing how nervous Evelyn was too. Launching my video had been the biggest thing that ever happened to her and her music blog, and being allowed to be my first interviewer could give her the stellar career she'd always wanted.
Jo hadn't granted her my first interview to help her, of course. "You'll be repaying her for getting your career started and that'll make you look good. Plus, you know her already so you'll be more comfortable."
Knowing Evelyn was live-broadcasting the interview to who knew how many people and then posting it to be seen by tons more, I could hardly have been less comfortable. I cleared my throat and glanced down to make sure the microphone was still attached to my neon green top. "Well, I'm twenty-five and I live in Toronto, and until recently I was a waitress."
Evelyn cleared her throat too. "Yes, things have changed recently, haven't they? But before we get to that, let's talk about your music. Have you always written songs?"
I nodded, and tried to cross my legs only to find them too sore to move. Bloody Marcus. My schedule didn't allow a session today so he'd worked me twice as hard yesterday, and in combination with the hours of singing and dancing over the weekend I didn't have a single uncomplaining muscle group left. I crossed my ankles instead, making sure the neon green miniskirt I wore didn't ride up, then smoothed back a strand of my matching wig and said, "Since early high school, yes. They were mostly just a hobby, but then last year my cousin Christine asked me to write a song for her wedding."
Evelyn, who'd been at that wedding, said, "And how did that go?"
I smiled, and she smiled back, and my nervousness left me. This was ridiculous and we both knew it so there was no need to be worried. "Christine loved it. She kept saying it had made the wedding perfect. But it was actually what one of her friends said that made me want to focus more on my music." A lump rose in my throat. Every time I thought of it, and I'd thought of it a lot while working on the CD, I had the same reaction. "She said the song changed her life."
Evelyn raised her eyebrows. "Impressive. How?"
The friend had taken me aside at the reception, nearly in tears, and said that she and her husband had been on the brink of ending their marriage but after hearing my song about love that could last forever they'd looked at each other and decided right then and there to keep trying.
I'd been happy enough about that, but when she contacted me again a few months later to say she and her husband had renewed their vows and were more in love than ever I'd gone around glowing for a few days then decided I wanted to touch even more lives. Making the CD, sharing my music, seemed like a good way to start, especially once I realized that finishing the CD might help me start the center.
I didn't want to give too much detail on the friend, though, since I wasn't sure that she would want me discussing her marriage. "She didn't say," I hedged, "but she told me how much the song touched her. That really touched me, and it made me think. So I decided to go ahead and—" Ack. I wasn't supposed to talk about the CD. But how could I finish that sentence?
Evelyn's eyes widened. "Go ahead and sign with Jo?"
Bless you for remembering I'm not allowed to discuss it. "Yes, exactly."
She smiled and mercifully changed the subject. "So what's next for Misty Will?"
I put as much enthusiasm as I could into my voice while explaining we'd be releasing my new song, "Prom Night Promise", on Friday. Amy didn't love the song but Misty had to so her fans would too.
"This is awfully fast, isn't it? Didn't you just sign with Jo last week?"
"That's right. Jo has a new model for the industry and we're giving it our best shot."
"So what does that mean to you and your fans?"
To me, it had meant a weekend of utter insanity, with constant rehearsals and recording sessions for both songs and the "Prom Night Promise" video shoot that started Sunday at ten o'clock at night and had dragged on until four this morning. I'd been hyped up after, of course, so I'd barely managed three hours of sleep before my makeup artist and dresser arrived to make Misty ready to meet Evelyn at her home recording studio.
I doubted Jo wanted me spilling all that, since she'd warned me my fans were no doubt jealous of my newly glamorous life so I shouldn't sound like I was complaining, so I said, "Well, for me it means a lot of hard work and really tight deadlines, but I have great people working with me so it's all going really well. For my fans, it means a steady stream of new songs. 'Prom Night Promise' will be out this Friday and the re-release of 'Out Loud' is the Friday after that, and then we're planning to release a new one every week or two, at least until mid-June."
"What happens then?"
I smiled. "I'll be on tour, which I'm thrilled about." I was thrilled, but disappointed that I'd be the opening act for Angel Dove and not headlining my own show. Jo had said, frankly but not viciously, that I simply didn't have enough name recognition yet for that to work. Still, I'd be on tour, and maybe someday... "We start in Vegas, and then we'll be all over the United States, and back to Canada in time for July first."
Evelyn smiled. "Perfect. A nice Canadian girl doing a concert for Canada Day."
"I'm looking forward to it."
"Of course, pink and white isn't quite right for Canada Day."
I blinked. I wasn't wearing either color at the moment. Why would she say that?
"For the tour, I mean. Hot pink for you and white for Angel. I must say, I've never heard of a concert tour basically requiring the audience to wear certain colors."
I hadn't either, and I definitely hadn't known this was happening for my show. My face must have given that away, because Evelyn reddened. "But I don't mean to suggest it's a bad thing. It'll be cute, all those young girls dancing to your music wearing your favorite color. You and Angel's favorites. Right?"
My favorite color was blue. "Yes. Definitely. And of course it's just a suggestion, not a requirement." I assumed. Thinking frantically about why they might have done this, I said, "It'll just make the audience even more a part of the show since they'll match our costumes."
Evelyn smiled. "That's wonderful. Well, Misty, it's been great talking to you but I'm sure you have work to do."
I'd be back in bed as soon as I got home, but I knew enough not to admit that. "Definitely. Lots of rehearsals and songwriting and general craziness. But I love it." I didn't sound passionate enough for my liking, so I said again, "I love it," then saw in Evelyn's expression that I now sounded like I was trying to convince her and her audience.
Which, basically, I was. Them, and me.
*****
After saying goodbye to Evelyn I went home and straight to bed still in full Misty attire. When the fancy new cell phone I'd bought to go with my new phone number woke me from sleep, I groaned and checked my alarm clock. I'd been in bed fifteen minutes, and probably asleep for fourteen of them. Not nearly enough. I considered ignoring the phone but one glance at the screen made me clear my throat a few times and answer.
"I need you here. Now."
The tension in Jo's voice woke me up. "What's wrong?"
"That interview, that's what's wrong. You sing beautifully but you can barely speak. You brought up the CD, and that costume thing was a nightmare."
"I know, I'm sorry. I got tongue-tied."
Obviously I hadn't quite woken up enough yet. Why was I agreeing with her? If she'd told me about the color requirements I wouldn't have sounded like such a fool.
"We can't have that. Evelyn took it easy on you, but there'll be interviewers who rip you to shreds. We need to get you trained."
I had a fitness trainer, two bitchy wardrobe trainers, and Tim who was training me to write songs Jo's way. I needed more training? I hadn't thought I was that pathetic. "How?"
"Ned Kress. He's the best media consultant I know. He'll teach you how to speak and get your message across."
Wasn't my message "be fun and wild"? Did I really need a consultant to make that clear, especially given that "Prom Night Promise" seemed to be doing the job all by itself?
When I didn't speak, Jo said, "Don't fall apart on me, kiddo. I know this is a lot of work and time, but it's so important. These early days will make or break your career. And we want them to make it. Don't we?"
"Of course, but... Jo, I'm exhausted. The video shoot ran so late and I couldn't sleep after, and then this interview... I just need a rest."
She paused, and I wondered if she was trying to decide how to fire me. Frankly, I couldn't work up the energy to care. Then she said, "Okay. I'll book Ned for tomorrow. You've got the morning off. But you do have to be here this afternoon."
"Don't worry, I will. I want to." More rehearsals for the tour. I'd adored singing on stage at my launch party, and anything that brought me closer to doing that again was high on my list of priorities.
"Good. Now get some sleep and I'll see you here at one ready to go. Remember, a lot of people are relying on you. A lot of careers depend on how you do."
Is it any wonder, after her parting comment, that I lay staring at my ceiling instead of getting the sleep I so desperately needed?
*****
Rehearsal began at one o'clock that afternoon. Steven let us go at eight, after a cheerful pep talk about how well we'd worked and how much more we needed to work tomorrow. My backup dancers and most of the band left with good-hearted groans, but Jez stayed with Steven, sitting beside him with her head on his shoulder, clearly half-asleep.
I so envied her physical ease with him. I'd never felt that kind of comfort with a man. Even Jason's hugs left me a little stiff and nervous, and while I'd been disappointed he'd left that morning for yet another trip, this time just to New York, I'd also been relieved I wouldn't be pressured. I simply wasn't the touchy-feely type.
"Great job today, and on the weekend too." Steven smiled at me through his own fatigue. "Is all this anything like you'd expected?"
"I didn't know what to expect. But no."
"Well, I think you'll be a huge success. Don't you, honey?" He squeezed Jez.
"Mom knows how to pick 'em," she said without opening her eyes.
A thought made its way to the top of my exhausted brain. "Is Jez short for something?"
She looked at me, her head on sideways because it still rested on Steven's shoulder. "Jezebel. The last person who called me that is still bleeding, so don't try it."
The dubious pleasures of a rock star mother. "Never."
She smiled. "Good. I'd rather not kill you."
"I'm glad. And you wrote 'Prom Night Promise', right?"
"The music, anyhow. You've met Tim?"
"Yup. Nice guy."
"Yup. Has he saluted you yet?"
Steven laughed and I said, "Has he... what?"
"He hasn't. He will. He does it all the time."
"Weird."
"Yup."
The three of us sat there without speaking, slowly collapsing into sleep, until Steven said, "We'd better go. Come on, ladies, on your feet."
We muttered but did as he said. As we walked slowly down the hall one of Jo's many assistants appeared in her office doorway. "Misty? This just came through on the fax machine for you. I'm not sure what to do with it and Jo's not here so..."
I took the sheet because she was working herself up, and she smiled with relief and headed back to her desk.
"She's still working?"
Jez snorted. "The night shift's just getting started. They monitor stuff in Europe and Asia and when Mom gets in tomorrow at the buttcrack of dawn she'll get a full report on the industry."
I said, "Hmm." I couldn't think of anything else, and Jez didn't seem to expect more.
Once we were on the elevator, I skimmed the paper I'd been given. Then read it again and again.
"Misty? You okay?"
"I... no." I stretched out my hand, which I noticed dimly was shaking, and passed the paper to Steven.
He read it, whistled, then passed it to Jez. She finished as the elevator reached the ground floor then sighed and handed it back to me.
I didn't want it. I didn't need it either; I couldn't imagine I'd forget the words on it.
You're going to wish you weren't doing this. Stop now. You don't want to regret what you've done with your short life.
Though I spent all night worrying about the fax Jo didn't spend even a moment worrying when I showed it to her the next morning.
"Goes with being famous, I'm afraid. Some idiot wants to think he's got control over you. Ignore it."
I frowned at the paper in her hand. "It feels... threatening. Doesn't it?"
Her face softened. "Misty, you need to get used to this. People will be sending you all sorts of notes. Love letters and offers of marriage and yeah, some vaguely threatening ones. Just let your assistant handle them."
"My..."
She shook her head in disgust. "I knew I was forgetting something. Our social media people are handling the web site and your Twitter account and all that stuff, but you should have an assistant too, someone to protect you from that crap. I'll get the temp agency to set up some interviews tomorrow and you can pick one. Okay?"
I'd get to choose? I'd actually have control over something for the first time since all this started? "Yes. Thank you. And thank you for the social media stuff too. I'm glad I don't have to worry about doing it myself." I wouldn't know where to start, or what to say to my fans. Far better to let the professionals handle it.
"You're welcome." She crumpled the fax and threw it into her recycling box. "Forget that. Moving on." She pressed her intercom button and said, "Send Ned in, please."
"He's on his way."
Moments later, the tiniest man I'd ever seen walked into the room. He was nowhere close to my height and seemed barely half my weight. Bones covered in skin covered in a shimmery silver suit, that was him. His pure-black hair was cut in such sharp angles that the stylist probably needed a ruler to get it perfect, and was incredibly glossy. He wore glasses with an equally glossy black rim, through which his green eyes surveyed me like he'd just discovered a new and unappreciated species of bug.
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