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 Finally

Amelia Mann

Not everyone spends their summers on sandy
beaches or in luxurious resorts. World-famous opera singer Philip
Jameson has arrived in Munich to perform at the Opera Summer
Festival after making the biggest mistake of his life. For years he
has been secretly in love with his best friend, Andrew, and
believes the shield he has built is bulletproof: Andrew was never
to know. But at a boisterous party in London following the most
successful live TV broadcast of his career, whatever walls Philip
has built crumble, and, in the middle of the dance floor, he can’t
resist the urge to kiss Andrew. Painfully he realizes what he did
was so very wrong.

 


Andrew Greene has traveled more times than he
can count during the last four years. To every city in the world
where Philip sings, he flies to spend all his spare time with his
best friend. At the breakneck speed with which Philip’s career is
developing, he is the constant motion. When Philip reveals he
intimately cares for Andrew, it is finally time for Andrew to
change his life completely―in favor of love.
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 CHAPTER ONE

Just one last bow and it would be over for
tonight.

When the curtain was finally down for good
and the spotlights turned off, I moved to leave the stage as
quickly as possible. I had to get to my dressing room before anyone
stopped me or tried to speak to me; I needed to be alone. Dripping
with sweat and the heavy stage makeup streaming down my face, I
pushed past the crowd standing in the wings applauding. They stared
at me. I hoped they didn’t see the panic in my eyes.

Breathe, breathe. I can’t breathe.

I’d felt trapped and hot. An August heat
wave over southern Germany had turned the stage into Hell’s
antechamber with temperatures up to ninety-eight degrees Fahrenheit
and no escape. I found myself freaking out, right there in the
middle of the opening night of La Bohème. Suddenly I
couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. At the same time, I knew very well
it wasn’t the heat. If I hadn’t been such an idiot, none of this
would have happened, and my life wouldn’t be in such turmoil.

A kiss. Just one single kiss and it had
ruined everything. I had ruined everything.

How could I have been so completely out of
my mind? You don’t kiss your best friend; even if he were the last
man on Earth, you just wouldn’t.

My eyes watered at the thought of my
stupidity and losing Andrew because of it. I’d cried enough these
last four weeks, goddamnit. Not again. Not here. Not now.

Someone squeezed my shoulder, making my
head-over-heels escape impossible. “You were wonderful tonight,
Herr Jameson.”

I stopped and grinned in the direction of
the man’s voice while I swept my eyes with my thumb. When I could
see him clearly, I recognized him as the props manager.

“Thank you, you are most kind.” My standard
reply. I should have made an effort to be more personal; the man
had spent four weeks of rehearsals trying to do his very best to
help me.

Tonight’s performance was the grand opening
of the Bavarian Summer Opera Festival in Munich. I’d been on
autopilot the whole evening, and it was impossible the audience
hadn’t noticed. During the third act, I’d let my thoughts drift for
just one second, and my brain had immediately called up an image of
Andrew’s guarded, expressionless face the last time I saw him. The
prompter had barked my lines at me in order to get me to focus.

“You forgot your flowers.” The director’s
assistant caught up with me and forced an enormous bunch of
flowers, made up of different bouquets, into my arms.

I reached past the armful of flowers and
hugged her awkwardly. “Thank you, Christine.” Thanking people was
also autonomic tonight, apparently.

She looked up at me, examining my face. “Do
you feel okay? Is something wrong?”

Wrong? Hell yes. The only man I’ve ever
loved is keeping his distance. I will probably never see him again.
I’m all kinds of wrong.

“Me? I’m fantastic!” I said, and tried my
best to make my grin look like a smile. “Never been better.”

She tilted her head so her blonde curls
danced on her shoulders. Christine wasn’t easy to fool; she was far
too clever and knew me far too well after a long rehearsal period.
“Really?”

But I had three years of acting school in
me, and ten years as a singer onstage. I could do this. I rubbed
her upper arm and kept smiling. “I’m very okay, Christine. Maybe
just a little tired. It has been a long day. Next week I’ll rest by
my pool with a book.”

Christine seemed to relax. “Just don’t
return with a tan. We don’t want our Rodolphe to look like David
Hasselhoff.”

I knew what she meant and shook my head. I
was never allowed to get a tan; it was impossible to put good
makeup on a face burnt to a crisp in the sun. But even with a tan I
would never look like a hunk on a beach. I was dark blond,
blue-eyed, and very ordinary. I looked plain, as if I was born and
raised in a cornfield in Kansas, which wasn’t far from the truth.
Only a well-made theater costume, wig, makeup, and dark brown
contacts could improve my mediocrity and make me look anywhere near
sexy.

“You take care, Philip,” Christine said
warmly, “and I’ll see you in a week.”

I wanted to get rid of all the flowers and
stopped by the stage manager. Her cubicle was filled with monitors
and switches, looking exactly like the bridge of a submarine, and
was connected to the stage only by a large window, which I knocked
on. She lowered the heavy glass like it was a car window.

“Here. I want you to have these.” I held the
enormous bunch of flowers to her.

She immediately pulled off her headset and
leaned out to grab hold of the bouquet. Her German accent was heavy
as she said, “Thank you, Herr Jameson. You were very fantastic
tonight.”

“Thank you. You too. Have a nice
evening.”

“Will I not be seeing you at the reception
in the grand foyer?” She sounded surprised.

Shit. I’d completely forgotten about
the fundraising party in connection with tonight’s performance. If
my stomach hadn’t already been heavy and tied up in a hundred
knots, it would have collapsed inward just thinking about it. All I
wanted to do was to go back to the big empty house the Bavarian
Opera had rented for me and pull the duvet over my head. Not stand
in front of sponsors and smile.

“Yes, I’m going, so maybe I’ll see you
there,” I said, hoping my smile didn’t look too much like a
grimace.

There were so many smiles I’d had to produce
tonight. After all, I was famous for my acting skills, but I guess
no one knew exactly how good I could be.

She returned my smile, so obviously it
worked. She lay the flowers on the empty chair beside her and put
her headset back on. Her attention was already elsewhere.

I left the stage and stepped out into the
bare corridor that led to my dressing room. It was still pretty
empty, thank God. Hopefully I’d make it before someone else grabbed
hold of me, and I started scurrying like a rat in a maze.

I’d been in rehearsal for six days a week,
eight hours a day for the last four weeks. I was grateful, as it
had kept me from thinking too much. Now I had my first days off,
and I wasn’t looking forward to it. Being an A-list tenor, my
contract included a villa by a picturesque lake, fully equipped
with a pool, chauffeur, and chef, and I should be extremely
thankful for what life had given me. But without Andrew here it
didn’t make any sense. The house was just huge and empty. I’d hoped
Andrew and I could have made it a summer refuge, and he would take
a couple of weeks off from Techrom. After the opening night I only
had two performances a week. We would have had plenty of time to go
hiking in the mountains or…

“Pip!”

Brian, tonight’s conductor, caught up with
me and touched my shoulder. Only my closest friends were allowed to
call me by my ridiculous nickname, and Brian was one of them. He
was the one who came up with it, since I had “Great
Expectations.”

“Next time, look at me before you
start the aria in the third act, you hear? Where the hell were
you?” He sounded like a schoolmaster criticizing a naughty student
gazing down from his much greater height.

I looked away. “Sorry.” I never meant to be
unprofessional, but in the scene where my Rodolphe tries to break
up with his Mimi, the thought of Andrew had come from nowhere and
hit me like a brick. Within seconds my stomach was in knots, and my
brain had gone completely blank.

Brian shook his head. “Do it again during
one of my performances and I’ll see to it that you’ll spend the
rest of your career at the Outback Opera of Nowhere.” But contrary
to his harsh words he grabbed me and hugged me. “What the hell’s
wrong with you tonight? Care to tell old Brian? It’s not like you
to be so unfocused.”
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