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         Julia adored launch parties, especially when she not only starred on-screen but also played the role of hostess, entertaining
            dear friends and colleagues at her hillside mansion in Malibu. The mood was festive and full of anticipation that September
            evening, the air humming with conversation and laughter as about four dozen members of the cast and production crew, their
            plus-ones, and a select few members of the press mingled in her elegantly appointed great room, a paradigm of California Coastal
            design in warm earth tones, clean lines, and simple silhouettes. The two sets of glass doors to the broad balcony had been
            thrown open, the gossamer drapes gracefully drawn back, the soft ocean breezes beckoning guests outside to admire the breathtaking
            panoramas of the Pacific and stunning views of the Santa Monica Mountains.
         

         
         Sipping champagne as she mingled among her guests, Julia graciously accepted air-kisses and congratulations and offered plenty of the same. She paused by the Steinway baby grand in the corner to murmur her thanks to the handsome young assistant from set design who had claimed the bench upon arrival and had been enchanting everyone with deft renditions of jazz classics ever since. Uniformed catering staff circulated with trays of enticing canapés, the savory aromas vying with the fragrance of lush flowers artfully arranged in the elegant earthenware vases Julia had collected on her world travels. A few subtle yet intriguing contemporary artworks adorned the walls—oil paintings, watercolors, and one antique Prairie Rose quilt she had acquired while filming on location in Kansas the previous winter. Photos and memorabilia from her decades-long performing career were displayed on the shelves flanking the fireplace on one end of the room, but she kept her Emmys and Golden Globe out of sight on a discreet shelf in the master suite. Anyone who might visit her already knew she had won the awards. Flaunting them would suggest a desperate craving for approval that really should be beneath her. 

         
         Yet her deliberate modesty didn’t extend to her late husband’s honors. Her gaze traveled to the bespoke art nook in the archway
            between the great room and the foyer, where Charles’s two golden Oscars gleamed softly beneath the museum-quality lights she’d
            had installed a few months after his death in 1993. At the time, she had been debating whether to leave the home they had
            shared for most of their marriage, suddenly achingly empty without him. Now, eleven years and a few months later, she was
            thankful she had stayed. The sharp anguish of mourning had receded over time, and fond memories of Charles lingered in every
            room, bringing a smile to her lips at unexpected moments throughout the day.
         

         
         “Seems to me there’s room on that shelf for your own statuettes,” a familiar, gravelly voice rumbled just behind her.

         
         Drawn from her reverie, Julia turned to find her longtime agent at her side, his wife smiling beside him. Maury’s face had grown wizened through the years, his shoulders stooped, his nearly bald pate fringed by thin wisps of gray hair, but his eyes were as knowing and kind as ever. Belying the stereotypes of his profession, Maury was honest and straightforward rather than ruthless, one of Hollywood’s last true gentlemen. He and Evelyn had seen Julia through the bleak aftermath of Charles’s death and the two foolish, utterly regrettable, mercifully swift marriages and bitter divorces that had followed. Maury had unraveled hundreds of management snarls and eased countless disappointments on her behalf throughout the years. Although he had officially retired five years before, he had resumed representing Julia, his sole remaining client, after a disastrous experience with his replacement proved that she couldn’t manage without him. 

         
         “Don’t tempt me to brag about myself,” Julia scolded him playfully. “You know excessive pride is my fatal flaw.”

         
         Evelyn, lovely with her upswept silvery hair, fine features, and effortless grace that recalled her years as a dancer and
            choreographer, regarded Julia fondly. “But you should be proud of yourself, tonight of all nights,” she said. “The fifth season
            premiere of any television series is a remarkable milestone, but A Patchwork Life is that elusive dream, both critically acclaimed and exceptionally popular. Enjoy your success, Julia. You’ve earned it.”
         

         
         “Oh, Evelyn, stop before you make me blush.” Raising her glass, Julia inclined her head toward Maury. “You’re very kind, but
            we both know I owe it all to your husband.”
         

         
         “Hardly,” Maury demurred.

         
         “You brought A Patchwork Life to me,” Julia pointed out. “When I rolled my eyes at the title and scoffed at the premise, you insisted I take the part anyway.”
         

         
         “No, I merely urged you to read the script before you rejected the role,” said Maury. “But that script was for the movie.
            Need I remind you that was an utter disaster?”
         

         
         Evelyn shuddered dramatically. “As if we could forget. But that wasn’t your fault, dear, nor yours, Julia. Who could have
            foreseen that Stephen Deneford would transform your feminist historical drama into a preposterous action flick? Prairie Vengeance, indeed.”
         

         
         “You stood by me when I quit the film with no notice,” Julia reminded Maury. She had never stormed out of a director’s office
            like that before, but the ludicrous changes to the script and the humiliating reduction of her role had become intolerable.
            “You got me out of my contract with a minimum of fuss and no lasting damage to my reputation or my finances. That was no small
            feat.”
         

         
         “Fair enough,” Maury conceded. “I did that much.”

         
         “Everything worked out for the best,” said Julia, as Evelyn patted her husband’s arm and smiled up at him affectionately.
            “If the movie hadn’t failed, Ellen wouldn’t have reworked her movie script into a television series. I wouldn’t have been
            invited to reprise my role as Sadie Henderson, and we wouldn’t be gathering here tonight to celebrate our fifth season premiere.”
            Pausing to sip her champagne, Julia couldn’t resist adding, “An episode, by the way, I not only starred in but also directed.”
         

         
         “All the more reason to celebrate such a tremendous achievement,” Evelyn declared, clinking her glass lightly against Julia’s.

         
         “It certainly isn’t my achievement alone. Ellen’s writing has been consistently brilliant, and I couldn’t have asked for a
            better cast or crew. We’re more than colleagues. I know people say this all the time without meaning it, but I sincerely believe
            we’ve become a family.”
         

         
         Maury and Evelyn looked so happy for her that Julia felt a catch in her throat. They had known her too long not to be well
            aware that she hadn’t always been so generous, sharing praise rather than claiming all the credit for herself. Once she would
            have hoarded every compliment, but she had learned humility from late-career disappointment, and wise friends had taught her
            empathy. She knew now, mere days away from her seventieth birthday, something most people learned at a much younger age: Everyone
            deserved respect and kindness, and she would find no joy in achievements won by clawing her way to the top and kicking those
            below her to keep them down.
         

         
         It chagrined her, looking back, to realize how much time she had wasted in the absolute conviction that she could win only if someone else lost. This very party was a sign of how much she had changed since the Cross-Country Quilters had befriended her at Elm Creek Quilt Camp. The old Julia would have supplemented the guest list with several carefully chosen, perpetually envious frenemies, but not as an overture to reconciliation. Instead she would have wanted the doubters and the haters to see for themselves how gloriously she had thrived after they had dismissed her as a faded, irrelevant has-been, with nothing to contribute to the industry except the occasional unflattering photo in the tabloids or the scandal of yet another failed marriage. Her rivals’ barely concealed envy would have added a deliciously exciting spice to the gathering, and oh, how she would have savored it. 

         
         But that wasn’t who she was anymore. If she had any frenemies, she couldn’t name them, and she hadn’t issued a spite invitation
            in years. She genuinely liked and admired every person she had welcomed into her home that evening, and she had every reason
            to believe the feeling was mutual. She remained a work in progress, but she had come a long way.
         

         
         She sighed, momentarily wistful. Her party would be absolutely perfect if only the other Cross-Country Quilters were there.
            She owed so much of her recent success to her generous friends, who, five years before, had helped her learn to quilt to play
            Sadie Henderson, a role she’d desperately hoped would resuscitate her faltering career. She had won the lead in A Patchwork Life only because Maury had implied that she was an experienced quilter, which the director insisted was essential for convincingly
            portraying a woman homesteader on the Kansas frontier. After the contracts were safely signed, Maury had enrolled Julia at
            Elm Creek Quilt Camp in rural central Pennsylvania, far from the paparazzi and gossip columnists who might have exposed her
            deception. The camp’s excellent faculty had taught her well, and after the surprisingly wonderful week ended, the new friends
            she had made had tutored her and offered long-distance encouragement through frequent letters, emails, and phone calls. Their
            friendship had sustained her as A Patchwork Life morphed into Prairie Vengeance and Julia found herself diligently perfecting her quilting skills for a role that no longer resembled what she had signed
            up for. The whole dreadful movie had fallen apart by the time the Cross-Country Quilters had reunited at quilt camp the following
            summer, but as Julia had told Maury and Evelyn, its failure had been a blessing in disguise.
         

         
         As she raised her champagne flute to her lips in a silent toast to her absent friends, her assistant director appeared in the archway to the foyer and waved discreetly. At twenty-five, Lindsay Jorgenson was young for such an important post, but she had graduated summa cum laude from USC’s film school, she’d proven herself exceptionally capable as a production assistant in the show’s early years, and she absolutely deserved a promotion. She was also the eldest daughter of Cross-Country Quilter Donna Jorgenson, which made her all the more qualified as far as Julia was concerned. Wasn’t one of the perks of being an executive director to be empowered to make executive decisions that happened to benefit a friend’s daughter? 

         
         When Julia raised her eyebrows in a question, Lindsay smiled and nodded, her loosely braided, long blond hair slipping over
            one shoulder. It was time.
         

         
         Julia tapped her glass with a fingernail, taking care not to damage her flawless manicure. “If I may have your attention,
            please, friends,” she called, projecting her voice as conversations hushed and her guests’ smiling faces turned her way. “Lindsay
            has the show queued up, so as soon as we take our seats, we can begin.”
         

         
         “This way, everybody,” said Lindsay, beckoning. Murmuring with anticipation, the guests followed her through the archway into
            the hall and downstairs.
         

         
         Julia gestured graciously for her friends and colleagues to precede her to the theater room, a feature that even more than the spectacular views had convinced her and Charles to purchase the house so many years before. Built deep into the cliffside foundation, windowless and cool even when the Santa Ana winds blew mercilessly, the theater could comfortably seat forty-eight people in the plush leather seats arranged before the large screen in six rows of eight, and a dozen more on the tall stools along the back wall. Julia had always been the first audience for Charles’s documentaries, aside from his cinematographers and editors, who saw dailies and rough cuts throughout production. After Charles passed, Julia had remodeled the adjacent cutting room into a yoga studio, but she hadn’t changed a thing in the theater, except to update the projector after her second husband made off with the original. After serving him with divorce papers, she had allowed him a day alone in the house to clear out his things, but he had taken other random pieces out of pure spite. Ironically, he could have well afforded to buy a new state-of-the-art projector with what he’d been paid for their honeymoon snapshots, which he’d sold to the National Enquirer without her permission, setting off a chain of revelations that compelled her to divorce him less than a year after the wedding.
            She had taken care not to repeat that mistake when she divorced husband number three. That time she had changed the locks
            before the papers were served, and her assistant had kept watch during her soon-to-be-ex’s move-out.
         

         
         Shoving the ugly reminiscences aside, Julia followed the last straggler into the theater and shut the door behind them. Searching
            for an unoccupied seat, she spied Ellen gesturing to her from the front row. After making her way down the aisle, Julia settled
            in between Ellen, on her left, and Nigel Crawford, her leading man, on her right. She glanced over her shoulder to smile at
            the two young actors who played her grandsons: Noah, age twenty, and Chance, sixteen. The young men paused long enough to
            flash her a pair of impressively photogenic grins, but they quickly resumed their conversation, apparently debating the merits
            of what sounded like a horrifically violent video game with philosophical pretensions.
         

         
         Julia and Noah were the only actors from the movie version of A Patchwork Life who had been offered roles in the television series. Nigel’s character hadn’t existed in the ill-fated film, and Chance had been cast only after the original actor’s agent had flatly declined the television reboot, dismissing the failed film as a “toxic train wreck” and the series as “probably cursed.” This turned out to be yet another blessing in disguise, since Chance proved himself a fine actor and an excellent addition to the company of players. In recent years he had also become something of a teen heartthrob, but with any luck he wouldn’t let the flattery go to his head, ruining his craft and turning him into a miserable Hollywood cliché. His real name was Eugene Durchdenwald, but he’d changed it when his agent warned him he’d never make it in Hollywood burdened with such a clunky moniker. So he adopted Chance for the roles he hoped casting directors would give him, and he picked Boxty after seeing it on a menu during a family trip to Ireland. By the time he realized “boxty” was not the chef’s name but a type of potato pancake, the name Chance Boxty had become so well-known that he’d had no choice but to keep it. 

         
         Turning back around, Julia fixed her gaze on the screen, heart beating a bit faster in anticipation. She and Ellen exchanged
            quick, reassuring smiles. They had spent hours conferring with the editor and they were very pleased with the final cut, but
            they wanted their colleagues, the critics, and their fans to love it as much as they did.
         

         
         “ ‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more,’ ” Nigel proclaimed, regarding the screen expectantly, his rich baritone
            no doubt reaching all corners of the room. At sixty-four, Nigel was as ruggedly handsome as when he had first played Henry
            V for the Royal Shakespeare Company in his native London four decades earlier. An avid swimmer and longtime vegan, he was
            as fit as a man twenty years younger, and the few lines around his hazel eyes and threads of silver in his gingery-brown hair
            made him appear all the more distinguished. Julia, who knew the same adjective was almost never used to compliment a woman,
            took care to keep her own hair the same lovely shade of honey blond she’d favored since the early 1980s. Her vigilant stylist
            had vowed that no gossip columnist would ever have cause to snark that Julia looked too old to play Nigel’s love interest,
            not on her watch.
         

         
         “Our fifth season,” Ellen marveled, shaking her head, then reaching up to adjust her glasses. She had been a rather awkward and mousy twentysomething when she and Julia had first met, but after a few years in Los Angeles, and with Julia’s tactful guidance, she had acquired a fine sense of style. That evening, Ellen’s tan slacks, white scoop-neck top, and blue blazer were well tailored, and her thick, light brown hair was cut in a chic layered bob. “Honestly, who could have imagined it, when we shot the pilot?” 

         
         “I could have, and I did.” Julia smoothed her linen slacks as she settled more comfortably into her seat. “I knew we were
            on the cusp of something glorious and groundbreaking.”
         

         
         “Really? Even after the movie version imploded so spectacularly?”

         
         “The concept was excellent. The film didn’t implode until after you and I resigned.” Julia tossed Nigel a smile that might
            have been mistaken as flirtatious by anyone who didn’t know them well. “If this dashing fellow had been cast in the movie,
            it might have succeeded even without us.”
         

         
         “Doubt it,” said Ellen flatly. “Stephen Deneford ruined my script beyond redemption with the ridiculous changes he demanded.
            As long as he was directing, not even the second coming of Laurence Olivier could have saved that movie. No offense, Nigel.”
         

         
         “None taken, darling.” Nigel waved a hand dismissively. “We all suffer in comparison to Olivier.”

         
         Julia patted his shoulder fondly. “I’d rather have you as my scene partner any day.”

         
         She would have gone on, but the house lights were dimming. A moment later, the familiar hammered dulcimer, guitar, and fiddle
            tune of their theme song flowed from the surround sound speakers, though the music was nearly drowned out by applause and
            cheers. Julia too applauded enthusiastically as the opening credits rolled, and she breathed a happy sigh when the title in
            its familiar vintage font appeared, superimposed over a crane shot of a sweeping prairie landscape.
         

         
         That title hadn’t always inspired such delight.

         
         Years before, when Julia had been searching for a new project after her previous series had been abruptly canceled, Maury had shown her the script for a movie he promised was the project they had been searching for. “It has heart, it has warmth, and it has a fantastic part for you,” he had said, placing the script in her lap and closing her hands around it. “Trust me.” 

         
         “A Patchwork Life,” Julia had read the cover page aloud, testing the sound of it. She had winced so forcibly she could’ve pulled a muscle.
            She wanted Masterpiece Theatre, and Maury had given her something so corny it could have been freshly harvested from a Midwestern farm. But Maury had represented
            her throughout her career and she trusted his judgment, so, shaking her head and expecting the worst, she had turned to the
            first page and had begun to read.
         

         
         Within moments, she had forgotten everything else troubling her—the lamentable demise of Family Tree, the humiliating dearth of new offers, the patronizing responses of the few industry execs who owed Maury too much to avoid
            returning his phone calls. Sadie Henderson and her life in pioneer-era Kansas drew Julia in entirely. She could almost smell
            the prairie grasses and tilled soil as the script transported her to the small prairie homestead Sadie struggled to build
            with her husband, Augustus. When Augustus died in a tragic accident, leaving Sadie with two young sons to raise alone, she
            persisted despite grasshopper plagues and drought even when other settlers gave up and returned back east. Impoverished but
            ever resourceful, Sadie sold off cherished family quilts and took in sewing from her more successful neighbors to make ends
            meet, running the farm by day and stitching her neighbors’ quilts late into the night. Sadie’s quilting kept her family alive
            until at last, years later, the farm flourished.
         

         
         After she finished the final page, Julia had held the script to her chest, lost in the details of Sadie’s hardship and triumph. If only she could meet Sadie and learn her secrets for persevering when all hope was lost. That was impossible, sadly, but Maury had introduced her to Ellen, Sadie’s great-granddaughter, a promising young director and screenwriter. Julia was thrilled to learn that Sadie Henderson was not just a fictional character, and that Ellen’s wonderfully immersive script had been inspired by her diaries. When Ellen confessed that there was no one in the world she would rather have portray her great-grandmother than Julia, Ellen’s sincere admiration and remarkable familiarity with Julia’s repertoire had compelled her to accept the role on the spot. 

         
         After that lovely beginning, they couldn’t have imagined that A Patchwork Life, the movie, would crash and burn less than a year later. Julia and Ellen had bailed out before then, increasingly disillusioned
            with the film’s jarring departure from their original vision. First, the studio had replaced Ellen as director, dismissing
            her as too young and inexperienced to helm a major feature film even though she had written it, even though her previous movie
            had won an honorable mention at Sundance. Next, Stephen Deneford had cast as Augustus the up-and-coming action star Rick Rowan,
            lead in the blockbuster movie Jungle Vengeance, despite his limited range and the fact that he was more than twenty-five years younger than Julia, and thus rather implausible
            in the role of her husband. Then Rick’s agent persuaded Deneford not to kill off Augustus but to keep him around in the role
            of heroic provider and protector. Otherwise, Rick warned, Augustus’s absence would “turn it into a chick movie.”
         

         
         “Chick movie?” Ellen had bristled at the script meeting. “This is a movie about women—strong, intelligent women going about
            the difficult business of life in nearly impossible circumstances.”
         

         
         Rick had shrugged, puzzled. “Right. A chick movie.” He had flipped through the script, shaking his head. “It should be Augustus,
            not Sadie, who keeps the farm from going up in flames. He should be the one to scare off the claim jumpers. I mean, come on,
            who’s going to believe a woman did all that?”
         

         
         Ellen had fixed him with a blistering look. “That’s how it really happened.”

         
         “How it really happened doesn’t matter,” Deneford had said, rubbing his forehead as if warding off a headache. “What matters
            is that it’s believable.”
         

         
         “I fail to see what’s so unbelievable about a woman performing heroic acts, especially to protect her children,” Julia had said. “Women were widowed all the time on the frontier. They could hardly afford to wait around for a man to rescue them.” 

         
         Ellen had thrown her a look of sheer gratitude. Julia had given her a small nod in return, but her conscience had pricked
            her annoyingly. She had spoken up to protect her role, not the integrity of Ellen’s script. The scene where Sadie faced down
            the unscrupulous cattle ranchers with nothing more than an unloaded rifle and a pitchfork contained one of the film’s best
            monologues. Julia wasn’t about to graciously hand over such an Oscar-worthy scene to a pompous, over-muscled Rambo wannabe.
         

         
         But Julia and Ellen had lost that battle, and soon thereafter, the men had conspired to entirely reimagine the film, now retitled
            Prairie Vengeance, as a vehicle for Rick. Dismayed, Ellen had nonetheless revised the script as ordered rather than lose what little creative
            input she still possessed. Julia too had persevered as her most compelling scenes were rewritten and turned over to the beautiful
            ingenue cast as Young Sadie. But when Deneford had decided to remove all of the quilting from the picture and to have Sadie
            save her farm not by taking in sewing but by taking on shifts at the local bordello, Ellen had resigned, unable to bear the insult to her great-grandmother’s memory. Julia had
            followed her out the door, certain she was extinguishing the embers of her career by doing so.
         

         
         She had never been so happy to be so wrong. As filming continued without her, Prairie Vengeance went so far over budget that Deneford had been obliged to forgo his salary in exchange for back-end compensation, so he would
            be paid only if the movie made a profit. He had boasted in the trades that he was certain to benefit from the deal, but his
            confidence had been wildly unwarranted. When a final cut was ready, screening audiences panned it so vehemently that the studio
            sent the movie straight to video, where it quietly slipped into obscurity.
         

         
         Through it all Ellen had retained the rights to her great-grandmother’s diaries, and with Prairie Vengeance gone and mostly forgotten, she had rewritten her original screenplay as a television series. When Ellen offered Julia the
            role, she explained that in this new version, Sadie Henderson would be Augustus’s mother, not his wife, summoned to Kansas
            to keep house and raise her grandsons after their mother’s death. Augustus would still perish, right on schedule, leaving
            Sadie in charge of the homestead.
         

         
         Julia appreciated that Ellen had tactfully refrained from pointing out that the changes were a pragmatic concession to Julia’s
            age. “But this isn’t how it really happened,” Julia felt obliged to remind her. “I know how important it is to you to be faithful
            to your great-grandmother’s diaries.”
         

         
         “It’s more important that the role is a perfect fit for you,” Ellen had replied. “As I’ve said from the beginning, there’s
            no one in the world I’d rather have portray my great-grandmother than you.”
         

         
         Her heart full, Julia had accepted the role gladly, gratefully. PBS had immediately green-lit the pilot, and almost before
            she could catch her breath, Julia was once again donning Sadie’s corset and calico dresses. Coming to work every day on a
            much friendlier, motivated, competent set was a pleasure, and every risk she and Ellen had taken was validated when the show
            premiered to excellent ratings and glowing reviews. Though it lacked the vast budget and reach of programs on the Big Four
            networks, by the end of the second season, A Patchwork Life had become a cultural phenomenon, first in the US and then, after the BBC picked it up, abroad. Season after season it became,
            indisputably, one of the few shows considered appointment television. Millions of viewers gathered around their TVs every
            week at the appointed hour—setting their VCRs and DVRs if they had inescapable conflicts—and obsessively discussed every plot
            point and character revelation around watercoolers and in blog posts the next day. Three different Kansas towns hosted annual
            Patchwork Life festivals, earning millions of dollars in tourist revenue, and one small city near the ranch where most of the exteriors were filmed transformed a long-shuttered storefront into a Patchwork Life museum, revitalizing their downtown. As for the cast, the relative unknowns were catapulted into fame and success, while
            Julia found her career rejuvenated beyond her most ambitious hopes.
         

         
         To her astonishment, one of the first fan letters she received—on elegant stationery in impeccable penmanship—was from Deneford’s
            mother, Lillian, who declared A Patchwork Life her favorite program and praised Julia’s performance in particular. Julia promptly wrote back to thank her for her kind words,
            and a cordial, intermittent correspondence blossomed. Occasionally their paths crossed at awards programs and charitable events,
            where they always enjoyed a pleasant chat. They were mutually delighted to discover they were both members of the same women’s
            fraternity, Pi Beta Phi, making a sincere friendship inevitable. They never spoke about Stephen or Prairie Vengeance, which probably helped them remain on such cordial terms.
         

         
         The first two seasons of A Patchwork Life covered nearly everything in Sadie Henderson’s diaries, so after that, the show departed from the original source material.
            Ellen seamlessly introduced new plotlines inspired by actual historical events, as well as new, entirely fictional characters.
            Nigel had joined the cast in the middle of season two to play Benjamin Atherton, a ruggedly handsome cattleman and will-they-or-won’t-they
            love interest for Sadie. Julia and Nigel had made the most of their sparkling on-screen chemistry, delighting viewers with
            scenes of heated conflict, smoldering anger, grudging respect, secret longing, and steadfast but wistful friendship. Mutually
            admiring but competitive, Julia and Nigel pushed each other to perform ever more brilliantly, which inspired the rest of the
            cast to rise to meet them. No wonder the show had garnered numerous awards through the years, although Nigel’s much-wished-for
            second BAFTA still eluded him.
         

         
         An expectant hush settled over the theater as the recap sequence played, punctuated by quick smatterings of applause as various actors made their first appearance on-screen for a line or a reaction shot. When Julia appeared as Sadie, eyes flashing as she delivered a withering rebuke to Nigel as Ben, Noah reached over the back of her seat to clasp her shoulder. “You tell him, Sadie,” he murmured. 

         
         Smothering a laugh, Julia patted his hand and threw him a quick smile before returning her gaze to the screen.

         
         Soon she found herself riveted, even though she had seen the episode a dozen times before in the studio cutting room. The
            previous season had ended on a cliff-hanger, with the main characters confronting a torrential rainstorm, lost cattle, conniving
            railroad barons, and complications to numerous friendships and romantic entanglements.
         

         
         Just as Sadie and Ben were about to acknowledge the deepening affection they had long denied, a misunderstanding fomented by a jealous rival sparked a terrible, very public argument outside the dry goods store where Sadie sold her beautiful quilts on consignment. They parted ways angrily just as the towering thunderclouds billowed into view in the west. By the time Sadie arrived home, the rain was pouring down, but the farmhouse was empty. After a quick search, she found a note her grandsons had left on the kitchen table: The livestock, terrified by the lightning and thunder, had bolted the barn, and the boys had gone off to fetch them back. As Sadie gazed pensively out the window at the worsening storm, Ben arrived at his ranch only to learn that some of his cattle were missing. Ben ordered the hands to move the rest of the herd to safer ground while he and his trusty border collie, Buck, went after the strays, who had fled the west pasture for the river bottoms, the worse possible place for them to seek shelter in a storm. Meanwhile, back at the Henderson farm, Sadie was drawn outside by the sound of an approaching horse. She halted on the front porch, drawing her shawl tighter, wind whipping her hair loose from the heavy knot at the nape of her neck, only to discover not her beloved grandsons but a neighbor returning her wayward goat. She invited him in to wait out the storm, but he was on his way into town to warn folks that the dam on the North Stone River was in danger of bursting. Sadie gasped in horror. Ben’s ranch was on the river below the dam, and he might unwittingly be heading straight into a flash flood. She faced a terrible choice: to find her grandsons and the livestock and bring all safely home, or to race off to save the man she loved—for yes, she did love that stubborn, infuriating man, and it had taken the threat of losing him forever to make her realize that. 

         
         That was where the season finale had ended, a breathtaking cliff-hanger that, to Ellen’s great satisfaction, had sparked avid
            speculation in the press and fan websites all summer long.
         

         
         The season five premiere began as most fans predicted it would, with Sadie pulling on her sturdy waders and Augustus’s old
            vulcanized rubber mackintosh and heading out into the storm after her grandsons.
         

         
         Although Julia had agreed with Ellen’s choice, not everyone in the cast had. At the table read in January, Noah had pointed
            out that Sadie’s grandsons were old enough to look after themselves. “They’ve probably already found the livestock and are
            heading back to the barn,” he pointed out. “Ben is on his own, unaware of his impending doom. Maybe Sadie should race off
            to warn him instead.”
         

         
         “Plus, Jesse and Frank had to be rescued in the season four premiere,” Chance had chimed in. “Can’t someone else need saving
            for a change?”
         

         
         “Exactly,” said Noah, raising his fist to Chance, who bumped it.

         
         “Nope,” Ellen had said firmly. “Confronted with a choice like this, obviously Sadie would help her grandchildren.”

         
         “Perhaps Sadie’s warning should arrive too late,” mused Nigel, stroking his chin. “Ben can be swept downstream, defy certain
            death, and yet survive. I’d certainly relish those scenes.”
         

         
         “Would you all please read the whole script before you ask for rewrites?” Ellen had implored. “After that, if you’re not happy,
            we can talk.”
         

         
         They agreed, and when the table read was finished, they all declared that it was brilliant. Ellen had given each of the leads scenes that played to their strengths and set up their characters for interesting arcs in future episodes. Sadie chose her grandsons over her beloved, which meant that the legions of viewers who conflated character and performer wouldn’t conclude that Julia was a terrible person and that they ought to hate her. Jesse and Frank rescued the missing livestock on their own and made their way back to the farm safely, not encountering their grandmother until they were nearly home. The unwitting Ben was indeed swept away by floodwaters, but in a thrilling sequence that required a stunt double, a helicopter, and a special observer from the ASPCA, he was hauled from turbulent waters by his faithful companion, Buck the border collie. Everyone congratulated Ellen on this especially clever plot twist, for fans adored Buck and persistently wrote in to demand more screen time for him. 

         
         Still, Julia wasn’t sure how fans would react to the final scenes. After dragging Ben to the safety of the riverbank, Buck raced off to find help, but as fate would have it, the nearest homestead was where Sadie’s jealous rival, Charity, lived with her family. Meanwhile, Sadie had spent a sleepless night worrying about Ben, lamenting their foolish misunderstanding, berating herself for not telling him she loved him when she had the chance. As soon as it was safe to venture out, she raced on horseback to his ranch, fearing she would be informed of his untimely death. Instead, when she knocked frantically on the door, who should answer but her jealous rival. Smiling with vicious sweetness, Charity explained that Ben had been so concerned with her welfare that he had waited out the storm at home with her family, and so she was repaying his kindness by fixing dinner for him and his hired hands. There was no mistaking her implication that they were now courting. Stunned, Sadie turned away and rode home, the misery in her expression eventually giving way to resolve. She did not know that Ben had heard her voice and had staggered from his sickbed to the window, where he had watched her riding away, his expression full of longing. 

         
         Fade to black. As the end credits rolled and the closing theme played, raucous cheers and applause filled the room. Someone
            shouted, “Bravi!” and someone else called out, “Encore! From the top!” Everyone laughed as they rose from their seats and began filing out
            of the theater, eager to return to Julia’s great room, where they knew coffee and dessert awaited them.
         

         
         “Your last scene, the way you conveyed everything through your shifting expressions?” Ellen said to Julia as they made their
            way up the aisle. “Wow. Just wow. That was so much more effective than any line I could have written for you.”
         

         
         “Don’t sell yourself short.” Lowering her voice confidentially, Julia asked, “You don’t think the fans will be disappointed
            that it didn’t end with Sadie and Ben in a sweeping, emotional embrace?”
         

         
         “No, not at all.” Ellen waved that off. “They’ll get that scene soon enough, in episode six. It’ll be all the sweeter for
            the delay.”
         

         
         Julia nodded. That was what she had thought too, but it was good to have Ellen confirm it.

         
         “And that look Ben gives Sadie as she rides off?” Ellen threw Nigel a grin over her shoulder. “That’s why so many people are
            convinced you two are a couple in real life, no matter how many times Nigel and Alistair are photographed hand in hand on
            the red carpet.”
         

         
         “What can I say?” Julia paused in the doorway to allow Nigel to catch up, then linked her elbow through his. “Fans want to
            believe we’re in love. If it doesn’t bother Alistair, it doesn’t bother me.”
         

         
         “Alistair finds it all rather amusing,” Nigel said as they climbed the stairs, a wry twist to his mouth. “He has no reason
            to question my devotion, however much I try his patience by spending far too much time away from London.”
         

         
         “He should move here,” said Julia, as she had many times before, and probably would many times again. “We have museums and charitable causes in Los Angeles. Any one of them would be grateful for his expertise.” 

         
         “He’s quite content where he is, darling, and he’s not one to abandon any project unfinished.” As they entered the foyer and
            passed the art nook, Julia thought she saw Nigel’s gaze linger wistfully on Charles’s Oscars. He would never say it aloud,
            but she knew he longed for one of his own. “Besides, it would hardly make sense for Alistair to find work here when I’ll be
            returning to London soon enough.”
         

         
         “For the holidays, you mean?” Julia asked. They had reached the great room, where their friends and colleagues were helping
            themselves to refreshments and exchanging rave reviews about the premiere. Julia hoped the invited members of the press were
            equally impressed.
         

         
         “Yes, of course, the holidays.” Nigel glanced around, distracted, but his expression brightened when he spotted the tea service.
            As if she would ever forget to have tea for him. “He’s flying in for the Emmys first, but we’ll spend Christmas and New Year’s
            together in London, when we aren’t gathering with his family on the ancestral estate in Derbyshire. I’ll return in January
            in time for our season six table reads. Those few weeks together will have to do until our more permanent reunion.”
         

         
         As a server passed with a tray of sweets, Ellen helped herself to a chocolate cannoli. “We’ll keep you so busy with rehearsals
            and filming that you won’t have time to be lonely,” she promised Nigel. “The months will fly by. You’ll see.”
         

         
         “Months?” Julia echoed. Surely Ellen meant years. Nigel was a lead and had to be on set nearly as often as Julia herself.
            He could hardly do that from the other side of the Atlantic.
         

         
         “Thank you, Ellen. I confess we’re counting the weeks.” Nigel’s rueful grimace softened as he turned his gaze to Julia. “You
            can count on me to return for your sixth season premiere gala. And when I tell Alistair what a joy this penultimate celebration
            was, he’ll insist upon accompanying me.”
         

         
         “I’ll be here too, no matter what,” Ellen declared. “Julia’s launch parties have become a cherished tradition. I wouldn’t miss the grand finale.” 

         
         “Grand finale? Penultimate?” Bewildered, Julia looked from one to the other and back again. “What are you two talking about?”

         
         For a moment her friends studied her, puzzled, as if they thought she was telling a joke and they were awaiting the punch
            line. When she said nothing more, they exchanged a look of mild alarm.
         

         
         Her heart sank.

         
         “What are you two talking about?” she repeated, bracing herself for the answer.
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         “Penultimate means ‘last but one,’ ” said Ellen carefully. “Some people think it means something like ‘even better than the best,’ but—”
         

         
         “I know what the word means,” Julia said, a note of panic sharpening her voice. She turned back to Nigel. “Why are you using
            it in this context?”
         

         
         “Why?” he echoed, puzzled. “You know our contracts end after season six.”

         
         “Yes, but then we’ll renew the series for another two years, as always.”

         
         Nigel put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. “I told you at the Christmas party that I thought it was time
            to move on,” he said in an undertone, his gaze darting to the nearest guests, who were not quite out of earshot. “I said then,
            as I have before, that we owe it to our audience and ourselves to bring the series to a satisfying conclusion rather than
            let it run on endlessly, with the inevitable decline in quality.”
         

         
         “Yes, but you weren’t serious.” Julia lowered her voice too. No need to ruin a fabulous party with a ghastly emotional scene.
            “You made that speech right in front of all those studio execs. Obviously it was a ploy to scare them into giving you more
            money when you renew your contract.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t a ploy, darling. I was in earnest. It didn’t matter whether the execs overheard because they already knew how I felt. Perhaps they even agreed with me.” 

         
         Julia forced a laugh and gave Nigel a playful push. “Okay, enough. This joke isn’t funny anymore.”

         
         He took her hands, raised them to his chin, and held her gaze with his own, sympathetic but firm. “I wouldn’t play such a
            cruel joke on you of all people. The next season of A Patchwork Life will be our last. Although I’ve enjoyed every moment, for me the conclusion can’t come soon enough. You know Alistair and
            I loathe spending most of the year apart. I’m returning to London so we can be together.”
         

         
         “But your career, Nigel. You haven’t peaked yet. You can’t seriously intend to retire.”
         

         
         “Who said anything about retiring? I’m leaving Hollywood, not my profession.” He squeezed her hands and released them. “I’m
            not supposed to reveal this yet, so you mustn’t breathe a word. I’ve been cast in the next Harry Potter movie. We begin shooting
            in June.”
         

         
         “Wow, Nigel, that’s fantastic!” said Ellen. “I didn’t realize you had a role lined up already. I assume you’ll be a wizard.
            Hero or villain? Can you tell us?”
         

         
         He shook his head and raised a finger to his lips. “I’ve said too much already.”

         
         “Wait. Wait.” Julia held up her hands, closed her eyes for a moment, and took a deep, steadying breath. On the exhale, she
            fixed Nigel with an accusing look. “You said next season would be our last. You meant your last.”
         

         
         His brow furrowed. “No, as we discussed at the full-cast meeting—” Then awareness dawned. “But you missed that meeting. You
            were traveling . . . in Pennsylvania, I believe. Something about a quilt exhibit.”
         

         
         “Lindsay sent the notes around afterward,” said Ellen. “You mean you didn’t read them? I know you have an aversion to opening
            attachments—”
         

         
         “My assistant checks my work email for me when I’m on vacation.” Julia never wanted work to intrude on her tranquil, restorative visits to the Elm Creek Valley. Her trip in August hadn’t been for quilt camp, but she had toured a quilt exhibit and had spent time with quilting friends, so it qualified. “She always brings important matters to my attention when I return. Did she miss something?” 

         
         Or had Julia herself missed something? She vaguely recalled her assistant emphasizing an important file she’d received, but
            Julia had been wildly busy as their season premiere date approached. She’d only skimmed the subject lines in her inbox, opening
            the emails that sounded important and saving the rest for later.
         

         
         She had eventually read everything, hadn’t she?

         
         “Oh, Julia.” Nigel shook his head. “No wonder you look so bewildered. I confess I’ve wondered why you haven’t spoken up. I
            thought perhaps you were in denial.”
         

         
         Julia felt her heart drop. “What does that mean?” She turned to Ellen. “What does he mean? In denial about what?”
         

         
         Ellen threw Nigel a helpless look, but he only gestured to indicate that she should proceed. “Well, Nigel isn’t the only one
            of us who’s lined up a new job. I was going to tell you after the party—”
         

         
         “Tell me what?”

         
         “I’m going to be the lead writer for a new scripted drama series for HBO,” Ellen blurted, the concern in her eyes lingering
            even as a smile brightened her face. “I helped write the pilot when we were on hiatus last year, and HBO ordered a full season.
            As soon as A Patchwork Life wraps in the spring, I’m moving to New York.”
         

         
         “Wow, Ellen,” said Julia, overcome. She was thrilled for her younger friend, and so proud of her, and yet— “That’s simply
            wonderful. But—well, doesn’t it seem rather risky to you, to leave an established network for a cable channel?”
         

         
         Ellen shrugged, her smile dimming. “I think it’s a risk worth taking. There’s so much potential for growth with cable, and
            HBO in particular is creating very compelling programs. Angels in America, The Sopranos, Sex in the City—they’re giving our traditional networks a lot of competition for Emmys, and for viewers.”
         

         
         “I suppose that’s a fair point.” Julia forced a smile that took in Nigel too. “Congratulations to you both. I’m so happy for
            you. I hope you’ll invite me to your premieres.”
         

         
         “Of course,” said Nigel. “In fact, I insist that you come.”

         
         “I was actually thinking about writing a guest-starring role for you midseason,” said Ellen.

         
         “Oh? That would be fun.” Momentarily intrigued, Julia nonetheless felt the frisson of anticipation quickly dissipate. “Well,
            maybe I can look forward to reuniting with you on a set somewhere in New York, sometime next year.” She attempted a carefree
            laugh. “It won’t be the same around here without you two, but when we begin shooting season seven, you should visit us on
            location in Kansas for old times’ sake. I know how much you two love the frigid air and knee-deep snow.”
         

         
         Nigel and Ellen exchanged a wary look that made Julia’s heart sink further. Honestly, how much lower could it go? “Maybe . . .
            maybe you should talk with Noah and Chance,” said Ellen.
         

         
         Julia scanned the room and spotted the two young men out on the balcony, chatting animatedly with a lovely, dark-haired young
            woman who had joined the cast late in season five, appearing only in the final episode. Julia had met her briefly at the table
            read, but they had not shared any scenes together and Julia couldn’t remember her name. Pamela? Paula? Something like that.
            Julia scarcely knew her but, mindful of everything the Cross-Country Quilters had taught her about inclusivity, she had made
            sure to add the newcomer to the group email inviting everyone to tonight’s party. They would have plenty of time to get to
            know each other while filming season six.
         

         
         At the moment, though, the young woman was gazing so admiringly at Noah that Julia was reluctant to interrupt. “No, let’s
            just cut to the chase,” she said, turning back to Ellen and Nigel. “Spill it.”
         

         
         “Noah intends to go to university,” said Nigel, “and Chance—”

         
         “What?” Julia exclaimed. A few guests turned curious glances their way before resuming their own conversations. “Why would
            Noah want to do a silly thing like that? What can he learn in a classroom that he can’t learn on the set?”
         

         
         “A great many things,” said Nigel patiently. “Perhaps he doesn’t plan to study theater.”

         
         “That would be a massive waste of his talent.”

         
         “You majored in theater in college,” Ellen pointed out.

         
         “Yes, but that was to get the training so I could get the career. Noah already has the career.”

         
         “Maybe he wants something more, or just something else.” Ellen paused to murmur her thanks to a passing server as he refreshed
            her coffee. When he approached Julia, she smiled tightly and shook her head. Only after he had moved off did Ellen add, “As
            for Chance, he’s in negotiations to star in a new live-action fantasy series, something about brothers who hunt supernatural
            creatures.”
         

         
         Julia felt lightheaded. A series might survive the loss of the head writer and a single lead actor, but the departure of the
            showrunner and three stars in a single season usually heralded the beginning of the end. Without Ellen, Nigel, Noah, and Chance,
            A Patchwork Life wouldn’t be the same show. It would surely suffer the same fate as Happy Days after Richie Cunningham left, or All in the Family without Mike and Gloria.
         

         
         But why hadn’t Julia heard anything from the rest of the cast, those who would be left behind to carry on? Where were the
            anxious emails from the actors in supporting roles, worried about the future of their show? For that matter, where were the
            phone calls from their ambitious agents hoping to get their clients promoted to a lead?
         

         
         Why was everyone else okay with this? Either they too hadn’t read the email attachment or—

         
         “Who else—” Julia cleared her throat and tried again. “Who else is planning to leave?”

         
         “Everyone else,” said Ellen, as gently as anyone could. “We’re all making plans, moving on. I’m so sorry. I thought you knew.”

         
         “It’s not your fault. I should have known. I should have been checking my email more vigilantly.” Julia shook her head slowly.
            None of this felt real. “I don’t understand why you—why anyone—would want to leave a successful show so abruptly, at the height
            of its popularity.”
         

         
         “It’s hardly abrupt, darling,” said Nigel, pulling her into a comforting hug. “We still have season six to film. We’ll be
            together for months yet.”
         

         
         Julia clung to him, overwhelmed. She might have sobbed into his shoulder except she didn’t want to ruin his very fine shirt
            with tears and makeup. Instead, she pulled away and managed a tremulous smile. “I know I’m being ridiculous,” she said, giving
            her head a little shake. “I’m just not ready to say goodbye.”
         

         
         “We don’t have to, yet,” said Nigel. “The series finale is almost two years away.”

         
         “And it’s not like we’ll never see one another again,” said Ellen, a furrow deepening between her eyebrows. She knew Julia
            too well to be fooled by a little self-deprecating humor. She would understand that Julia’s heart was aching even if she pretended
            otherwise.
         

         
         The rest of the evening passed in a blur. Though Julia had been dealt a staggering blow, she was too accomplished a performer
            to let anyone other than Nigel and Ellen see it. She chatted and smiled, laughed on cue, and whispered a different, enticing,
            behind-the-scenes detail to each member of the press. If she didn’t appear perfectly at ease, her unexplained distress would
            become the evening’s story and tomorrow’s headlines. She couldn’t allow anything to steal the spotlight from A Patchwork Life.
         

         
         Only once did her mask of composure nearly slip and shatter. She had gone out to the balcony for a respite in the fresh air only to find Noah alone, possibly for the first time all evening. He was slouching a bit, his forearms on the railing as he gazed out at the distant ocean, his handsome features in the characteristic brood that made the girls swoon, and probably a good many of the boys too. 

         
         “So, I hear college is in your future?” Julia greeted him, eyebrows raised, pleasant smile firmly in place, voice scrubbed
            of any hint of accusation.
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s the plan.” Straightening, Noah ran a hand through his thick, dark hair and threw her a wry grin. “I figured
            it’s now or never.”
         

         
         “Never sounds good,” said Julia brightly, planting an elbow on the railing as she smiled up at him. It seemed not so long
            ago that he barely came up to her shoulder, and now look at him. Where had the time gone? “Seriously, though, why college?
            And why now?”
         

         
         “College was always my plan, and I don’t want to put it off much longer. If I start school next fall, I’ll be twenty-one,
            three years older than your average freshmen. I’ve had on-set tutors since fourth grade, so I never had a normal school experience.
            I don’t want to miss out on college too.”
         

         
         “But what would you be missing, really?”

         
         “Oh, nothing much, just an education,” he replied, amused. “You know, the opportunity to develop my critical thinking skills
            and broaden my horizons?”
         

         
         “Oh, that,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “I suppose some people might consider that important.”
         

         
         “Yeah, and I’m one of them. Acting can’t be my whole life.”

         
         “Why not? You’re an excellent actor with a promising future. Everyone says so.”

         
         “Not everyone.”

         
         She gave him a playful shove. “Knock off the false modesty, kid. Everyone.”

         
         “Maybe everyone here tonight,” he conceded. “Julia, don’t get me wrong. I love acting, but I’ve been doing this forever. I
            never really had the chance to explore other interests, to see what else I might be good at.”
         

         
         She regarded him, skeptical. “You mean you might prefer to be an accountant or an archaeologist?”

         
         “I don’t know. Maybe. But I’ll never know if I don’t give it a shot.” He leaned forward to rest his forearms on the rail again,
            his gaze turned to the ocean. “To be honest, I’ll probably come back to acting in the end. I do love it, and I’d like to direct
            someday. But even if I don’t major in acting, going to college, taking the time to satisfy my intellectual curiosity, will
            make me a better, more thoughtful, more daring actor. Art is all about taking risks, right?”
         

         
         “I suppose,” Julia said reluctantly. “Yes, of course it is.”

         
         “So what kind of artist would I be—ten years from now, or twenty—if I just stuck with everything that’s safe and familiar
            rather than putting myself out there, finding out how little I really know about the world, and the people in it, and myself?”
         

         
         For a moment Julia could only blink at him, impressed—and a bit ashamed of herself for hoping he’d change his mind. “You make
            a good argument,” she admitted. “Maybe you should study law. You definitely should write college recruiting brochures.”
         

         
         He rolled his eyes. “Very funny.”

         
         “I do hope you’ll find your way back to acting eventually,” she said, entirely sincere for the first time since the conversation
            began. “You have so much to offer. It would be a great loss to the profession if you left forever.”
         

         
         “Forever? I wouldn’t even be leaving it now if Patchwork wasn’t ending after season six.” He shrugged. “It seems like a good time to take a leave of absence for college, between
            gigs.”
         

         
         Julia felt a spark of hope. “So if the series were extended another season or two—”

         
         “I’d stick around to see it through to the end, obviously. I wouldn’t want them to recast my role.”

         
         “Never. Ellen would kill off Jesse before she’d allow that.”

         
         “Oh, good.” His brow furrowed. “I guess that’s good?”

         
         “Of course that’s good. It means she can’t imagine the show without you.” She felt tears threatening and forced them back. “And neither can I.” 

         
         “Not that it matters. It’s already settled, right? One more season and it’s a wrap.” He held up a fist, and after a moment
            of confusion, she realized she was meant to bump it. “Here’s to Jesse and Sadie surviving to the series finale.”
         

         
         “Hear, hear,” said Julia, wishing with all her heart that the finale wouldn’t have to come so soon.

         
         The party wrapped up soon after that. Maury and Evelyn were among the first to leave, but Julia followed the
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