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      ★★★★★ “This author is truly a master at creating likable, three-dimensional characters.” Laurie Reads Romance

      ★★★★★ “I'm always happy to read Karen's books that transport me back to the 80s and 90s. I love her snippets of music, TV, and current events of that time period sprinkled throughout the book for that hit of nostalgia.” - Pixie Dust Reads

      ★★★★★  “I am loving this series, each book is entertaining and contains plenty of laugh out loud moments and heartfelt ones.” Bookbub review

      ★★★★★  “Karen Grey has a lovely, deft touch with her characters, the plot, and with the world she's created.” Bookbub review

      ★★★★★  “I love these retro romance reads!” Bookbub review

      ★★★★★  “I need more! This series is amazing!” Bookbub review

      ★★★★★  “Karen Grey has become an auto-buy author for me. I like her writing style/voice. She writes go-getter female characters and awesome male characters.” Bookbub review

      ★★★★★  “I’m all about this semi historical genre. The music, the radio, the phones with cords. Every bit of it.” Goodreads review
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      The content notes below are meant to give readers a generalized view of potentially triggering subjects within this novel.

      
        
          	
        Use of expletives: frequent but not mean-spirited
      

      	
        Sex/Nudity: several sex scenes
      

      	
        Violence: none
      

      	
        Death: main character’s parent
      

      	
        Drugs and alcohol use: main character (in the past)
      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like a more detailed list of content warnings (which may include spoilers) they are available at:

      

      

      https://www.karengrey.com/contentguidance

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “There are secrets in all families, you know.”

      

      

      
        
        —Jane Austen, Emma

      

      

       

      
        
        “The honor of a maid is her name, no legacy is so rich as honesty.”

      

      

      
        
        —William Shakespeare,

        All’s Well That End’s Well
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        1982

      

      

      
        
        “SERIAL UPDATES: Actress Isabelle York had a nice run on As the Earth Revolves. In fact, she found herself to be quite popular as the incorrigible villainess Quinn Carter. She won’t say why she’s leaving the show, just that she looks forward to some projects she’s keeping under her hat for now. She did confess to me that “If I couldn’t act, I couldn’t live!” We wish her well in her promising future…” Daytime TV News, November 1982

      

      

      BELLA

      I’ve put off cleaning out this dressing room for a couple of reasons. One, it’s been my home away from home for the past nine years. Two, I’m kind of afraid of what I’ll find.

      I’m not worried about dust bunnies or mildewed makeup sponges lurking in the corners—the TV network’s cleaning staff is too thorough to leave anything like that behind. It’s the tokens of past selves that might be tucked beneath fan mail in drawers, between shoeboxes on the shelves, or behind the boxes of wigs. My villainous character Quinn donned a variety of disguises when she snuck around trying to poison, kidnap, entrap, or you-name-it other characters in the soap-opera town of Elmwood.

      Surprisingly, though, the process is somewhat therapeutic. When I come across an old marketing photo from my days on the kids’ show Boom, it’s hard to believe the girl in the photo is me. Izzy, the name I went by back then, was thirteen when she wowed the cameras on Boom’s very first season and had girls across the country working on their back walkovers.

      She—that is, me—was an innocent. A free spirit. Fun.

      Loveable.

      All things this twenty-three-year-old hasn’t felt for a long time. My public persona, Isabelle York, may be wrapping up a successful soap opera career with what my agent calls good prospects for a leap to prime-time TV, but my heart is as selfish and self-destructive as Quinn Carter’s. Being in the public eye during one’s formative years will do that to a girl.

      I consider hanging onto the Izzy memento for about three seconds before balling it up and tossing it into the garbage. Angry letters to Quinn I thought were funny when I first got them go in there, too. I’m ready to trash both identities because neither has served me terribly well. Izzy—too optimistic. Quinn—too hedonistic.

      “Isabelle” is the name on my résumé, but the name I adopted last year feels more me. Initially, I used it to keep my presence in rehab a secret, but since my return to the real world a few months ago, I’ve been wondering if “Bella” is the name I could be a grown-up with. I’ve been a party girl since I was fifteen, even while working full-time. Maybe it’s time to be responsible. Reliable.

      Boring!

      The voice in my head that cuts off my own thoughts? That’s Quinn talking. I guess she’s not quite ready to be packed away with all these pretty clothes.

      As I drag a hand over the rack of outfits sheathed in plastic, I have to admit that I’ll miss network-funded shopping trips to the private room at Saks Fifth Avenue, but maybe the next job will offer me something even more glamorous. Before I gear up for pilot season in LA, though, I have amends to make. My mom is at the top of the list, so I’ve promised to spend the time between Thanksgiving and New Year’s helping her at the family bookstore. Away from the prying eyes of the gossip rags, I certainly won’t need heels and sequins.

      Once I’ve dragged the bags of trash out to the hallway, I take a quick shower, do my hair and makeup—all by myself for a change—and don a simple green dress. Long-sleeved, but with a flattering neckline and a stretchy fabric that hugs minimal curves.

      Daytime TV News blast: “Isabelle York is still too skinny! Give that girl a milkshake.”

      Thinking how refreshing it’ll be to have a break from the constant attention from the gossip pages, I take a last scan of the room, tuck my bag away, and gear up to make an appearance at the network’s annual anniversary party. It not only kicks off the holiday season, it’s the only time we actors have access to the writers. Get one drunk enough and she’ll reveal upcoming character twists. Or be susceptible to a suggestion or two. I’m pretty sure that’s how Quinn ended up switching the paternity test results of her baby’s with her sister’s.

      The fallout of that escapade was a lot more fun than I’d like to admit.

      However, playing a villain is one thing. Acting the villain in real life—well, I’m lucky I made it out alive. With that little reminder, I lock my past and the door behind me.

      What I’m still not quite ready for? Getting through a work party without a drink. Or a pill. Or a line. I’ve only been back from rehab for a few months, after all. But I’m an actress. Maybe I’ll pretend to be drunk. Or maybe I’ll play the role of a confident young woman ready for the next chapter in her life. Pull up some of that Izzy energy, that girl the camera loved enough to rocket her from afterschool-kid-show phenom to soap opera stardom.

      Life’s an adventure is what long-lost Izzy would say.

      Life’s a bitch and then you die would be Quinn’s line.

      Whatever you want to call it—an adventure or a bitch—it’s all a game. As I stride into the sea of humanity that is a major network shebang, I channel both Izzy’s goodwill and Quinn’s nerve. I’m leaving chin high, no tail between my legs. They didn’t fire me. I’m just ready for something new.

      Nodding and smiling, dodging the waiters and their trays of champagne, I make it through exactly seven and a half meaningless conversations. After squelching the memory of my first unchaperoned network party at age sixteen—of being handed cocktails and getting just drunk enough to make it something I wanted to do again—I decide I deserve a break.

      Instead of fighting my way back through the overheated room, I head for the little hidden balcony where I can literally chill out for a few minutes. But after I slip through the door—a No Exit sign has never been a barrier for a rule breaker like me—I have to stifle a gasp of surprise. Someone else has found my escape hatch, and he’s using it to do what looks like an extremely silly victory dance.
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        * * *

      

      HENRY

      I know this party isn’t for me, but it sure feels like it.

      Who’d’ve thought a Carolina boy with a state-school degree could beat out not one, not two, but three other guys—all of whom have Park Avenue parents and Ivy League educations—for the highly coveted spot of assistant producer on the hottest investigative news program in the biggest of the big apples?

      Not an assistant to a producer, mind you. That I’ve slogged away at for the past half of a year. That was several steps up from my first job as a page. Now, I’ll be running down my own stories. And before you know it, I’ll be producing my own segments.

      Creating my own shows.

      Running my own damn network.

      Right now, though? I’m about to burst. I’ve nodded and smiled and accepted congratulations from so many people I need to take a run around the block. I also need to call home and tell my parents about the promotion. My dad never understood why I’d want to leave a perfectly good city like Raleigh, why I didn’t join the family landscaping empire like my siblings have. I can’t wait to tell him that despite his lack of faith, despite his opinion that—how did he put it?

      You’re just spinning your wheels up there, wasting time and money.

      Before I tell him just how wrong he was, I need a moment to myself to sit with the news, and I know just the spot. There’s a hidden balcony off this ballroom where I’ve escaped multiple times over the past two years. I swear the architect added it as a joke. Tucked between a stairwell and a garbage chute lies a gem of a spot with a view any exec would die for.

      After dropping off a half-finished glass of bubbly on a server’s tray, I slip out the secret door. With all of New York spread out in front of me, I can’t help it. Fist in the air, I let out a “Yes!” and kick up my heels like I just ran the length of the football field to score a touchdown, dodging the other team’s defense the entire way.

      Life is just too good not to celebrate.
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        * * *

      

      BELLA

      I really should go back inside, say a few goodbyes, and finally get out of this place. The fact that someone else has found my sanctuary is probably a sign that I really am done here. Instead, I’m spellbound watching this nut dance.

      I could join him, throw my body around in that goofy, herky-jerky way too. But I’m always afraid now. Afraid of losing hard-won control. Afraid of calling attention to myself and having whatever embarrassing thing I’ve done spread across the pages of Soap Chat or TV Tattler.

      Will I ever be able to let go of these fears? Will moving on to prime-time TV or movies just make it worse?

      “Hey! Look at that! A beautiful woman on my secret balcony!”

      His drawl is charming, but he’s obviously been drinking, so I give him a polite wave and beat it for the door.

      “Nooo. No, don’t leave. I just—agh!”

      His entreaty is cut off by a thud behind me. Just keep going, I tell myself.

      But he’s so sexy, Quinn’s voice sighs. And what if he fell off the roof? Wouldn’t you feel terrible?

      Quinn can be a master manipulator, so I probably shouldn’t turn around. But I do, just to make sure he’s okay.

      After brushing off the seat of his pants, his grin is sheepish. “Oops.”

      I’d kiss that mug, Quinn says.

      Squashing that dangerous thought, I keep my voice politely distant. “Are you okay? Can I get you some help?”

      Hands on his hips, he just grins. “Nah, I’m fine. My buddies inside poured me a few shots and I came out here to escape and”—he sweeps an arm through the air—“can you believe this view? It’s like I’m in my own movie. I just got the job of my dreams, and New York before the holidays is like a fairy land and—Hey! Dance with me!”

      With Quinn shouting Hell yeah in my ear, I have to make myself take a step back. “I’m good, thanks.”

      Despite my tone and the frown I’m wearing to match it, he takes another step closer. When the light falls across the planes of his face, I’m treated to quite a view, like somebody mixed Kurt Russell with Leif Garrett and served up a perfect blend of both. High cheekbones and a strong jaw delineated by an amber-tinted beard, hair that curls over his temple in an effortlessly sexy way, and eyes that match them both. Desire flares for an instant, but then his expression shifts from delight to recognition.

      Shit. He’s a fan. Alone with a Quinn admirer on a hidden balcony? Not good.

      “Oh. My. God,” he whispers.

      The reverence in his voice has me stepping back faster, right into a large planter. Brushing branches out of my way, I step to the side to get around it, but he grabs my hand. When I snatch it away from him, his go up in surrender. “I’m sorry. I just can’t believe it. You’re Izzy.”

      My childhood nickname on his lips stirs to life the girl who wouldn’t hesitate to dance on a rooftop in the moonlight.

      “You were my first crush. Ever.” When he takes a step back and raises a single brow, the smile that takes over his face could talk me into anything. “Dance with me?”

      I don’t remember saying yes or no. He holds out a hand, I float into his arms, and we’re dancing. Waltzing. I can practically hear a Viennese orchestra. Adding to the magic of the moment: I’ve never been held like this. Respectfully. Gentlemanly. No grabbing or groping. Sure contact at my waist and a gentle palm guiding me through the small space.

      It’s sexy as hell.

      Before I can say a word, he stops, steps back, and bows. Like it’s 1782 instead of 1982. When he meets my gaze, his eyes are clear. “Thank you. For a perfect end to a perfect day.

      I just stand there, muted by surprise. He’s almost to the door by the time I manage a “Wait!”

      And then Quinn takes over. “Wanna fool around, big guy?”
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        * * *

      

      HENRY

      Hey, I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, so I nod and let this gorgeous wisp of a woman grab my hand—hers small in mine but surprisingly strong—and tug me toward a door I hadn’t noticed before.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Her eyebrows waggle, making her more Goldie Hawn than Cheryl Tiegs for a moment. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” She presses a finger to my lips, setting off an electric buzz that zings directly south.

      You’d think six months as a page giving tours of this iconic New York building would mean that I knew all her secrets, but Izzy—I still can’t believe that it’s her, the girl that literally gave me my first wet dream—leads me through hallways I didn’t know existed. We’re sparingly lit by the bare bulbs, so our shadows are long on the stained concrete. “How did you know about this back route?”

      She slips me a secret smile. “I’ve worked here a long time.”

      “Right out of school, huh?” If she’s my age, a long time can only be a couple years.

      “Pretty much.” Her eyes shutter briefly, but she grips my hand more firmly. “Almost there.”

      A metal door leads us to a loading bay, which opens into the scene shop. Now I know where we are. She picks up the pace as we cross the enormous space. When we reach the other side, she bites her lip and tries a door that I know leads to the costume shop. “Damn. I thought maybe we could cut through. We’ll have to go another way.”

      “If you tell me where we’re headed, maybe I can help. I used to be a page.”

      “You were?” She narrows her eyes at me. “I never saw you.”

      “Where do you work, anyway?”

      “Never mind.” Tugging on my hand again, she pulls me toward the door that leads back into the public realm. In the small reception area outside the shops, we run into a security guard. He flicks a questioning gaze at me. “Everything all right, miss?”

      The smile she flashes the older man is respectful but familiar. “All good, Charlie. I’m just picking up a couple things.”

      He purses his lips as he gives me another assessing look. “You take care of yourself, sweetheart.”

      “Always.”

      He doesn’t say a word as she marches through the doorway to the dressing rooms—forbidden territory for tours. There’s a dummy dressing room that we’d show off, but I’ve never seen the real ones. Stars need their privacy.

      “Are you on a show here?” I’m in the news division, and I rarely watch the other daytime or primetime fare the station churns out.

      Her step falters, but she responds with a “Pfft. Just because I was on Boom for a season? Nah, I’m a—Hang on.” She opens the door to an office and reaches under the cushion of a chair. “People are creatures of habit. This is where Nancy always hides her… Ah, got ’em.” She holds up a ring heavy with keys. “For a script supervisor who’s supposed to be on top of all the details, she’s super lax.”

      “Are we breaking and entering?”

      “It’s not breaking and entering if you have the key, is it?”

      Moments later, she’s unlocking a dressing room door that, unlike the others we passed, isn’t labelled with an actor’s name. She flicks on a lamp instead of the overhead lights, tosses the keys on the counter, pulls me all the way inside, reaches around me to lock the deadbolt, and then crowds me up against the door until there’s nothing between us but fabric.

      “You are something,” I say with what little air is left in my lungs, her touch amplifying the feeling that anything is possible.

      “Shhh.” When she presses her index finger to my lips, I can only lean in to her touch. “I happen to know that this actress is leaving,” she whispers with a conspiratorial grin. “She’s all packed up and out of here, so let’s take advantage of that. As much advantage as humanly possible.”

      This day just keeps getting better.
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        * * *

      

      BELLA

      Just once, just once let me have my way with a guy in real life, Quinn whispers.

      At least, I think it’s her. Something about this guy has resuscitated parts of me that I thought my drug-filled days and nights buried six feet under. But I’m aware of every inch of my skin, of heat building in my core, of the need to be touched. Simply being held by⁠—“Wait. What’s your name?”

      He grins. “I wondered if you were ever going to ask. Hal. Hal⁠⁠—”

      I stop his lips with mine before pulling back to say, “Let’s just keep it to first names.”

      He frowns, so I add a brow waggle. “More fun that way.”

      That’s what I want—no deserve—right now. Pure fun. Simple desire. To enjoy the physical pleasures of sex while completely sober.

      Which would be a first, Quinn notes.

      Banishing that thought—and all thought for that matter—I unbutton his coat and press my breasts against hard pecs. Strong hands glide down my back. When they stop inches above my ass, I grind my hips into his.

      Before he can ask or say anything that might break this spell, I cover his mouth with mine again. This time, slightly chapped lips open to give me room to roam. Tug. Devour. Then, finally, he gives as good as he gets.

      When he breaks the kiss, panting, his light brown irises are almost entirely eclipsed by black-as-night pupils. Grasping both sides of his face, I whisper, “I want more of… whatever that was on the roof. Just touch me how you touched me when we were dancing. But with our clothes off. Can we just do that? No talking?”

      I give him a few seconds before taking his silence as permission, then shove the sport coat off broad shoulders. He wriggles out of it while I unbutton his shirt, but before I get to the bottom, he stops my shaking fingers.

      “Wait, how old are you?”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. “I’m in my twenties.”

      “Oh, same as me.” Thankfully, he finishes taking off the dress shirt. “I guess since I saw you on Boom, I think of you as younger…”

      “I’m getting older by the minute, mister.” After pointing at the undershirt and pants he’s still wearing, I lower the side zipper of my dress and ease my arms out of its sleeves. “One request, though. Don’t talk about this. To anyone, ever. Okay? If you do, I will find you and… do something bad to you.”

      Saluting me, he grins before taking off his T-shirt. “I never kiss and tell.”

      “I want more than kissing,” I say as I shimmy the clingy fabric down my torso and past my hips. “But absolutely no telling.”

      He stares wordlessly at the skimpy bits of lace covering my non-existent butt and boobs. Not sure what he thinks of what he sees, but I’m loving my own view. I’ve been up close and personal with the naked chests of some of the hottest young studs of daytime TV, but this one beats them all. Golden skin with a dusting of tawny curls. Tight pecs and ridged abs. My fingers ache to appreciate the contrast of soft skin and hard muscle, but he stops them mid-reach. “I would like to get to know you a little before going further, if that’s okay.”

      I shake my head. “You know the best version of me: that girl you watched on TV every weekday afternoon. My body may have changed since I was thirteen, and I may have learned a few tricks since then, but believe me, the rest of me isn’t worth getting to know.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “Believe me, it is.” When both your parents leave you in the lurch before you turn sixteen, you know better than to believe in fairy tales.

      His grip on my shoulders is firm, but his eyes still carry uncertainty. “I just want you to be comfortable.”

      Turning in his arms, I capture his hands to press one over a breast, the other atop the lace barely covering my heated center. Leaning back, arching my neck so that I can nip at his jaw, I whisper, “I just want you to blow my mind.”
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        “Our two actresses tied for Best Actress in Soap Chat’s annual poll are good friends and enjoy each other’s company off-camera as well as on the set of One Way to Live. Each was delighted to share the trophy and will celebrate with a picnic together!” Soap Chat, May 1989

      

      

      BELLA

      The Sunday of Memorial Day weekend, as my daughter and I drive to a suburb west of Boston, the sun warming the car is a welcome reassurance that winter’s truly over. After we locate the blocked-off street and park nearby, Lilah helps me find the right house. She then insists on ringing the doorbell herself. After a few moments, a freckle-faced redhead with a toddler on her hip opens the door.

      “Hey, you must be Bella and Delilah. I’m Penny, Cal’s sister. We’re so glad you guys could come!” Ushering us inside, she gestures at a living room where every surface is covered with toys. “You can set your stuff in here before you head out to the street. There are tons of kids at the block party already.” Squatting so that she’s eye to eye with Lilah, she adds, “Don’t worry. I know a big girl like you doesn’t want to play with a baby like Danny here. He has cousins that are older, and there are all ages in the neighborhood. Do you want me to introduce you to some of them?”

      “No, thank you,” Lilah says politely. “I’m gregarious.”

      Straightening, Penny shoots a brows-up look at me before addressing my little word sponge. “Um, I think that means you’re not shy?”

      “That is correct. Also, I prefer Lilah.” Lilah nods solemnly. The way she does everything.

      Penny’s monologue seems to have run out, so I steer Lilah toward the living room. “Let’s find a spot for your bag, and then you’ll know where to find it in case you want to take a break and read.”

      “How old is she?” Penny mutters under her breath.

      “I’m five and three quarters,” Lilah says over her shoulder. After handing her plaid backpack to me—no toy themes for this girl—she turns back to Penny. “I grew up in a bookstore, so I like to read.”

      “Good for you.” Penny nods. “Maybe you can teach Danny here.”

      When the toddler pulls his thumb from his mouth and slaps his mother on the cheek, Lilah winces. “Maybe.”

      Bouncing Danny, Penny walks us to the front door. “I was just about to put him down for an N-A-P, but Cal and Jess are out there somewhere. If I know Cal, he’s probably monitoring the waterslide to make sure the kids are being safe. Did you bring a suit, Lilah?”

      “I have it on already.” Lilah lifts her T-shirt to reveal her one-piece. “Also, as soon as he learns to read, you won’t be able to hide things from him by spelling.”

      “That is an excellent point.” Penny points a finger at her. “I will keep him ignorant as long as possible.”

      Taking my daughter’s hand, I start down the front steps of Penny’s house. “Thanks for letting us stow our stuff here, Penny.”

      “Anytime,” she calls over a loud yowl from Danny.

      After Penny shuts the door and we head toward the crowd of people down the block, Lilah squeezes my hand. “Don’t worry, Mommy. It’ll be fun.”

      I make a pooh-pooh gesture so over-the-top I’d never get away with it onstage. “Who’s worried?”

      Her expression makes it clear she’s not buying it.

      “Okay, okay, you’re right. I wish I were as outgoing as you.” I put an arm around her and hug her into my side. “But I’ll be fine.”

      What my daughter doesn’t know is that when I was a kid, I was even more of an extrovert than she is. Driven by an unquenchable need for the next high—achieved at first through novel experiences, then risk-taking, and finally, sex, drugs, and alcohol—only rock ’n roll was left off the list of my adventures.

      These days, I pretend to be an introvert. Makes it easier to keep temptation at bay and to hide from the consequences of past poor choices. Just like on stage, it’s more comfortable for me to play a role than myself.

      For instance, today I’ll play the role of laid-back but responsible single mom. I’ll keep an eagle eye on my daughter while pretending not to. The waterslide is at the other end of the block, so I smile and nod at the people who look up as we pass. In this suburban neighborhood outside of Boston, every single family seems to consist of a mom and a dad and at least two children. Probably a dog and a cat and a canary, to boot.

      Lilah has been excited about coming to this block party ever since Cal invited us. She not only has a huge crush on him, she’s adopted his girlfriend Jess as her auntie. Cal’s family is just like the one she’s always wanted—like the families she’s read about in books, with uncles and aunts and grandparents and cousins. And fathers.

      None of which my little girl has ever had.

      Briefly, an image of her father flashes in my mind. What if he hadn’t disappeared without a goodbye? Would he be walking down this street at my side, helping me watch out for our little girl, his palm on my hip a promise of things we might do later?

      As lovely as all that sounds, that’s not my reality, so I pack it away. If I’ve learned one thing in this life so far, it’s that there’s only one person I can truly rely on, and that’s me.

      Besides, what Lilah doesn’t know can’t hurt her.
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        * * *

      

      “Mommy, there they are!” Dropping my hand, Lilah sprints away from me to tackle Tami and Abby. Jess’s nieces are a couple of years older than my daughter and treat her more like a doll than a friend, but Lilah seems to love the attention.

      “Hey, everything okay?” Jess interrupts my thoughts as I approach the group.

      Shaking my head and pasting on a smile, I say, “I’m fine. Just being a worrywart.” I tip my chin at the clutch of girls jumping up and down in excitement. “I’m still not sure the sleepover tonight is a good idea. She’s never had one before, and I’d hate for your nieces to get tired of Lilah just as she’s falling for them.”

      Jess gives me a side hug. “My sister’s a pro, treats kids at her practice all day and still never loses it with those two.”

      “And your nieces are such nice girls. I’m sure I’m just having jitters. Not ready for my baby to leave the nest.”

      “I thought you’d be more worried about the dog-and-pony show we have to put on at the fundraiser tonight.”

      “Ugh. Thanks for reminding me.”

      “You know our scene and our delightful personalities will charm the money right out of those Shakespeare Boston donor pockets.” She links arms with me. “Have I told you how much I love playing your sister? It’s much more fun squabbling onstage with you than fighting with my real-life one.”

      Like daughter, like mother, I guess, because I find myself wishing Jess were my sister. She’s become the next best thing: my closest friend. I wonder, though, would she like me so much if she knew everything there is to know about me? The things that didn’t make it into the gossip pages, as well as the ones that did?

      “Hey, how’s my second-favorite Boston actress?”

      After this greeting, I’m enveloped in a warm hug from Cal Alonso. Even though I’ve spent a lot of time with him since he and Jess got together, it still throws me every time the voice and the body come together. It’s not the scars that cover the left side of his body. It’s that I listened to him on the radio for years before meeting him in person, and I’m still a little starstruck… the way some soap opera fans feel about me, I suppose. It’s been a few years since someone recognized me at the grocery store, but between my time on the PBS show Boom and the soap, I was on TV and in the public eye for ten years. Ten long years.

      “You ladies should eat, fuel up for tonight,” Cal says, steering us toward the food tables.

      It’s a relief that he and Jess aren’t drinking. Jess wouldn’t since we have to perform tonight, but I really appreciate that Cal isn’t popping a beer either since he’s the one driving the girls back to Boston.

      With one eye on Lilah, now running toward the waterslide—where did she leave her clothes and can we find them again?—I fill my plate. “Cal, you should’ve told me it was a potluck. I would’ve brought something.”

      “Penny says there’s always way too much food at this shindig. Don’t worry about it.”

      We settle on some folding chairs and watch the kids on the slide. A couple of dads are supervising, making sure everything’s safe, so I let myself relax. “Man, I don’t remember the last time I had fried chicken. This is so good.”

      “Same here,” Jess says. “Literally finger-lickin’ good.”

      “Any of that for me?” Cal asks.

      She swats him away. “Get your own!”

      When he makes a pouty face, she groans before giving him a wing. “He’s got me trained better than his damn dog.” After finishing her own, she wipes her hands on a napkin. “I’m ready for dessert, anyway. If you two are lucky, maybe I’ll bring you some.”

      Cal shoots a smile at me. We’re both glad to see that Jess has gained some weight back. Her time in therapy seems to be paying off. The look on his face as he watches her skip away is a testament to the work they’ve both put into the relationship. They might’ve had a rocky start, but it’s clear they’re good for each other. I can’t imagine letting a guy into my complicated life, but I’m glad it’s working for them.

      “I have a confession to make,” Cal says.

      When he doesn’t continue, I intone, “‘How many days since your last confession?’ Is that what I’m supposed to say next?”

      He laughs. “Don’t tell my mom, but it’s been so long since I went to mass I’ve forgotten the script.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me.” I circle a hand in the air between us. “Go on, get it off your chest. I’m sure I’ve done worse.”

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but when we first met, I was probably a bit cold to you.”

      Furrowing my brow, I try to remember. “Maybe. I figured you were probably just shy.”

      He shrugs. “I am still working on letting go of self-consciousness about my scars, you know, not assuming that it’s the only thing a person sees when they meet me.”

      “Well, I was probably awkward too. Every time you open your mouth, I expect to hear music.”

      He laughs. “Guess I should carry a boombox with me.”

      A squeal from Lilah has me rising out of my chair, but when I find her face in the crowd and see that she’s laughing, I sit back down again. “Sorry. What was it you wanted to confess?”

      The right side of his mouth lifts in a lopsided, sheepish grin. “When I saw you for the first time, all I could see was Quinn.”

      “You watched As the Earth Revolves?” I do a quick calculation. “Wouldn’t you have been in school when it was on?”

      “I missed a lot of school recovering from surgeries. It was my mom’s favorite soap. We both hated you.” He leans in close to whisper, “I actually had nightmares about you.”

      I wince. “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll never reveal that you slept with my sister.”

      “Or kidnap me?”

      “Or force you to rob a bank with me.”

      “Or convince everyone that I’m possessed by the devil?”

      All I can do is shake my head at the memories. “Man, the older I got, the more outlandish Quinn's capers were.”

      “It’s probably a compliment to you that they thought you could carry it off.”

      I shrug, my cheeks heating at the praise. “I don’t know about that.”

      He folds up his paper plate and the remains of his meal. “Anyway, the first few times we met, I really had to convince myself that you’re not like her.”

      Adopting Quinn’s blunt tone, I ask, “How do you know I’m not?”

      After a theatrical shudder, he points at Jess, engaged in chat with another guest. “Because that one loves you.” Nodding at my daughter, now running around with a bunch of kids shooting each other with water guns, he adds, “And you made that one.”

      “Maybe I’ve got you all fooled.” When I let loose with Quinn's signature cackle, he crosses his forearms over his face.

      “No, no! Not the laugh!”

      We’re both howling with genuine laughter by the time Jess sits down, balancing a towering selection of desserts on her lap. “I don’t even want to know,” she says. “All I want is this chocolate cake.”

      She only takes a bite before drawing a line in the air between us with her fork. “Okay, I lied. What were you two laughing at?” She twists in her chair. “Do I have a sign on my back or toilet paper stuck to my shoe or something?”

      “Nah, sweetheart.” Cal rubs her shoulder, and she relaxes into his touch, practically purring like a cat. “Bella was just torturing me with her Quinn laugh.”

      “You brought it up!” I protest.

      Jess offers up her plate of goodies for sharing, and after I take a cookie she says, “I don’t think I ever saw you on the soap, but I loved Boom. It was so cool to see kids like me doing skits and singing songs that other kids sent in. I wanted to audition, but the shooting times conflicted with dance and Hebrew.”

      After taking another bite of cake, she tips her head to the side. “You know, I never told you this before, but I didn’t even know that was you. Izzy, I mean. I knew you were on the soap because Becky told me when you auditioned for the company the first time. But I wouldn’t have recognized you otherwise.”

      It’s not easy to keep the corners of my mouth turned up. “I was a lot younger then.”

      “It’s not just your age.” Jess shakes her head. “You have a completely different energy. Izzy was so…”

      “Innocent?” I finish when she doesn’t.

      “Mm, maybe. More carefree, I guess.”

      “Being a mom kind of piles the cares on.” No need to mention the choices I made that snuffed out that Izzy energy in me.

      Cal leans in. “I’m just glad she’s not as scheming and evil as Quinn.”

      “How evil was she?” Jess asks.

      As Cal details Quinn’s sensational schemes, I egg him on. Better than talking about my real-life problems. By the time he’s finished, the pile of sweets on Jess’s plate has disappeared and I’ve relaxed again. Mostly. Quinn may have been a villain but playing her was fun. Until it wasn’t anymore.

      After scanning the crowd to make sure Lilah’s okay, I flop back into the webbing of my folding chair. “Ugh. Now I’m stuffed.”

      Everyone goes quiet for a few minutes, and I sit back to enjoy the warm sun on my face. The background hum of people chatting, punctuated by the occasional shout from a kid going down the slide, calms any remaining agitation.

      My mood is as tranquil as the setting when Cal asks, “So, are you guys excited for tonight? Nervous?”

      “Both,” Jess says.

      “Yep,” I agree with a groan.

      “I’m more nervous performing in rep than doing our scene tonight,” Jess adds. “You’re lucky you’re only doing one show, Bella.”

      When my mom talked me into auditioning for Shakespeare Boston last summer, I told them I could only do one play a season. Not only do I want to be around for Lilah, but I help out at my mom’s bookshop.

      “I’ve never rotated between two shows like you do in repertory,” Jess continues. “I keep having nightmares that I go onstage in The Tempest wearing my Comedy of Errors costume.”

      Even though they fight like cats and dogs most of the time, directors Nick and Mira managed to convince the company powers-that-be to try out a repertory schedule this summer, arguing that tourists will get a chance to see both shows if they’re playing every other night.

      “At least you don’t have to worry about the lines,” I point out. Jess’s memory is like a steel trap. She only has to do a scene once and she’s got her lines down pat. “I swear, the older I get, the harder it is for me to hang onto my words. I don’t think my brain could handle learning two shows at once.”

      “You might be relieved of your excuse sooner than you think.” Jess tips her head toward the slide. “My nieces look like they’re ready to adopt her.”

      My gaze follows Jess’s pointed finger. The three girls pose for a photo, which has me instantly on alert. So far, I’ve managed to keep Lilah out of the public eye, but anybody can sell a photo to the tabloids. When I see that it’s Penny taking the picture, my heart slows.

      It is a sweet shot. My little fair-skinned, blue-eyed girl is flanked by Abby and Tami, who, like their aunt, have golden-brown skin and jet-black hair. Tami’s face is rounder, framed by corkscrews as wild as Jesse’s. Abby’s hair is long and straight, and she’s tall enough that she has to bend down to get in the frame.

      “My sister’s a pretty good photographer,” Cal says. “Since they always give you double prints these days, I’ll get you a copy.”

      Moment captured, the girls are off again, this time to the food table. I do my best to convince myself that Lilah is safe at this party full of strangers, but the fear that my daughter will someday have to pay for the sins of her mother is a hard one to let go of.

      So far, Lilah’s the one thing I haven’t screwed up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jess catches a ride with me back to Boston and the gala since Cal is driving the girls back to Esther’s house. When I ask her how therapy is going, I’m awed by how brave she is. Not only is she facing her inner demons, but she freely shares her struggles with me. She’s talking a mile a minute while my own thoughts crowd her words, but one phrase snags my complete attention.

      “Wait, what did you just say? About the voice in your head? Sorry, I think I was zoning out.”

      She laughs. “I totally geek out when I talk about this stuff.”

      “No judgement here. I’m just curious. Have you ever named the voices in your head?”

      She tips her head to the side as she considers. “I don’t name them. But I do have a picture for the one I’m wrestling with now. She looks like this ballerina doll I had as a kid. Perfect body, perfect bun, always on point. She’s super mean. My therapist is helping me figure out how to listen to her without getting hurt or angry.”

      “What does she say?”

      “Mostly stuff about women’s bodies. Like I’ll be behind someone in the grocery checkout, and she’ll tick off everything wrong with the poor woman’s body—saggy butt, fat rolls around the bra straps⁠—”

      “Damn. Remind me never to stand in front of you in line.”

      She sighs. “First of all, you have pretty much the ideal body in her book. Second of all, she’s harsher with me. I’m not sure if it’s worse if I see a woman she thinks is perfect or someone she thinks is a mess. For the one, she picks me apart and tells me how I’ll never be perfect. For the other, she tries to convince me that I’m headed in that direction.”

      “Wow. I thought mine were bad.”

      “What do yours say?”

      Why did you bring this up? one of the voices in my head asks.

      Who cares what she thinks? the other counters.

      I glance over at my friend. I’ve never really had a girlfriend like Jess. The actresses I worked with in New York felt more like rivals. Later, after I had Lilah, my efforts to make mommy friends met with little success. I’d reach out to moms who came into our shop or who I saw at the park, but I always felt like I didn’t quite fit in, like the groups formed at some previous stage I missed. They were all married and knew each other from church or their other kids’ schools. They’d pepper me with questions about working on TV, which made me uncomfortable. Or they’d make backhanded comments about Lilah not having a dad.

      So I gave up.

      But Jess has found her way into my heart. She’s trusted me with her secrets. Maybe I can trust her with mine.

      “You still with me?” Jess asks.

      I shake my head to clear it. “Sorry, I get lost inside my head sometimes.”

      With an easy laugh, she says, “Tell me about it.”

      Swallowing past the panic that rises whenever I crack open the door I slammed shut after I had Lilah—the only way I could figure out how to protect her from my past—I make myself say, “I’ve always been fascinated by how other people’s brains work. Wondering if anyone’s is at all like mine.”

      “Me too. It’s one of the things I love about acting,” she says. “Like you get to try out being in a different brain. A different set of thought patterns, different emotional habits.”

      “True,” I agree, deciding to just jump in the deep end. “So, when I was on the soap, I was a bit of a party girl.”

      Ha! That’s putting it mildly, the party girl herself says.

      “Surrounded by hot guys, I can imagine,” Jess says.

      “Yep. That and a lot of other temptations.”

      You can’t tell her about the addictions, the good girl warns. You’re not allowed.

      She’s right, but I think I can skate over the details and still get Jess’s opinion. “I was also pretty much unsupervised after I hit sixteen, and I had a hard time figuring out what was right and what was wrong. At some point, it was like my conscience split in two.”

      “Like an angel and devil in the old cartoons?”

      “Kind of like that, yeah. One didn’t want me to do anything risky, and the other wanted to take all the risks. I ended up kind of reeling from one extreme to the other—staying out all night and then feeling bad about it and working really hard to be good.”

      “That must’ve been a little crazy-making.” Jess’s voice is full of compassion.

      Unlike the mom group, she’s not pressing me for sordid details, which makes me want to tell her more. “You could say that. At some point…”

      In rehab, a voice sing-songs.

      But she can’t say that, the other cuts in.

      “I, uh, named them,” I confess.

      “Oh, that’s an excellent idea,” Jess says. “I should name mine. What do you call them?”

      “I call the virtuous one Izzy.”

      “Like you when you were a teenager?” She nods slowly. “I can see that.”

      “Yeah? It sounds kind of crazy when I say it out loud.”

      “Uh-uh.” Eyes on the road, I catch a firm headshake in my peripheral vision. “I think my therapist would say it’s healthy. What about the other one? The naughty one.”

      “She’s Quinn. I mean, half the people I partied with called me that anyway. It was easier not to correct them.”

      “Wow. That’s perfect. So, your preadolescent self and the character you played for… how many years?”

      “Nine.”

      “That’s a long time to live in a character’s head.” She faces me, tucking her left leg under her. “You must’ve given her some sort of backstory, right? To motivate all that bad behavior?”

      That’s right, Quinn sniffs. I’m not just a mean girl. I’m a risk taker. It’s good to take risks sometimes.

      I took risks too, Izzy insists.

      Quinn rolls her eyes. In gymnastics.

      Ignoring their bickering, I focus on Jess’s question. “The writers wrote some in, but I did make up more. It was mostly about her father. She craved his attention, but no matter what she did, he never gave it to her for long.”

      Sounds like someone else I know, Quinn mutters.

      Jess sits back in her seat. “I can’t imagine playing a character for that long. I mean, at some point, it would have to affect your personality.” She pats my thigh. “Not that I think you’re a mean girl, but I can see how you’d have to organize those inner thoughts.”

      She doesn’t press for more details. Instead, she enlists my help in naming her own inner mean girl. Someday I’ll tell her how grateful I am for her friendship, but for now, I’m just going to enjoy the feeling of trusting another person with one of my many secrets.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, as I steer myself through the crowd of faithful Shakespeare Boston supporters, smiling and nodding and making small talk, my grip on sobriety is shakier than usual. Working in the bookstore and parenting Lilah, I can pretty easily avoid situations where people are drinking. Since returning to the theater last summer, it’s been a bit more challenging. I’ve only entered a bar one time in the past seven years. After the closing of Two Gentlemen of Verona, a few of us took Ben for drinks before dropping him at the airport for a flight to Los Angeles. I felt so guilty about how my big mouth had messed things up between him and his girlfriend Lucy that I rallied the gang to make sure he knew we all loved him.

      Thankfully, those two worked things out, and Ben’s an East Coaster now. Now that I think about it, nobody at Shakespeare Boston has ever questioned my excuses for avoiding alcohol at the handful of parties I’ve attended. I suppose they either think it’s because I’m a mom or they just don’t care.

      Anyway, today’s afternoon barbecue and this evening’s gala are different from the never-ending partying I did in New York. As I take a sip of sparkling water with lime, I remind myself that I’m lucky to be here. I’m lucky to have Jess and real friends in my life. Friends that don’t feel like they might stab me in the back if the situation warranted it. Just as I’m wondering what has made the difference, I hear my childhood nickname.

      “Izzy?”

      I steel myself for a Boom fan. Since I shifted to Bella when I moved back to Boston, I can tell what kind of encounter it’ll be by the
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