
      
         [image: Cover image: And the Crowd Went Wild by Susan Elizabeth Phillips.]

      
   
      
         [image: Title page: And the Crowd Went Wild by Susan Elizabeth Phillips. Published by Avon.]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            To the California friends who welcomed me so warmly into their lives: Emily, Francy, Gayle, Jodi, Kathy B. and Kathy B., Roz,
               Tammy, and Tricia. Power women, every one. I love you all.
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         Dancy Flynn was back.

         
         With a wide smile and wave to the crowd gathered outside the Modern Wing of Chicago’s Art Institute, she moved gracefully
            along the red carpet. Tonight was the first step in relaunching her career by making the world believe she wasn’t broken.
         

         
         The hometown crowd had gathered for Hollywood spectacle, and that’s what she would deliver, even though she was dizzy and
            nauseated and all she wanted to do was run back to the mind-numbing comfort of the couch that had been her refuge for the
            past two months. She yearned for the blissful nothingness of drinking too much and not eating enough. But her home and her
            couch were two thousand miles away, so she smiled more broadly, waved like a royal, and deliberately repositioned herself
            off the outer edge of the red carpet where the lights weren’t as bright and where her strapless, ice-blue gown with its billowing
            skirt could finally begin to do what it had been made to do. Light up. Literally.

         
         In this darker space, the hundreds of tiny, fiber-optic light strands woven into the ball gown’s delicate French organza turned her into a high-tech Cinderella. The onlookers crowding the sidewalk let out a gasp and then a cheer, while those who couldn’t see struggled for a view. The gown, with its carefully concealed battery packs, glinted as she waved, smiled, and posed, first with her hands at her waist, then with a pivot, then looking over her bare shoulder, all to show herself off in the fairy-tale light-up gown that would remind the world she’d once had a career of her own, and that she was something more than another thirty-five-year-old Hollywood ex-wife discarded for a younger woman. 

         
         Cell phones clicked away. The crowd called out her name. This was what they’d come to see, a beautiful Hollywood celebrity
            making a glorious spectacle of herself right here in Chicago.
         

         
         Tonight was the Windy City’s turn to host the second-most famous charity event in the country, bested only by the Met Gala.
            Last year, the famous Peacock Gala, which benefited children’s charities everywhere, had taken place in Manhattan, the year
            before in LA, and now it had arrived in Chicago, with celebrities flying in from all over the country to be seen, photographed,
            and interviewed. Dancy wasn’t nearly as famous as the ex-husband who’d discarded her, but she was famous enough, and no one
            else had a gown that lit up.
         

         
         With a final wave to the crowd, Dancy retreated to the center of the red carpet, where the gown merely shimmered in the brighter
            light, and took the arm of her escort for the evening, her smooth-talking, ineffectual agent, Sebastian Chime. Since she was
            five-ten without shoes and over six feet in her silver stilettos, she dwarfed him. “I thought this was a crazy idea,” he whispered,
            handing over the jeweled evening clutch he’d held for her while she posed. “But you pulled it off. Next thing you know, you’ll
            have all the jobs you can handle. Proud of you, babe.”
         

         
         She hated when he called her “babe,” but she needed to conserve her energy for what really mattered—showing the world the truth, that her divorce hadn’t devastated her—and show the world the lie—that she was whole, sane, and competent, ready to pick up the remains of her abandoned career. 

         
         The Modern Wing of the Art Institute of Chicago was a vision in glass, aluminum, and steel. The long, atrium-like Griffin
            Court, with its latticed ceiling three stories above, had been converted for the evening into a luxurious event space. Round
            tables set with white tablecloths held towering Lucite centerpieces, slender at the bottom so guests could see each other
            across the table, and trumpet-shaped at the top, supporting a cascade of roses, delphiniums, and cherry blossoms. On one side
            of the court, a suspended staircase led to the glass half-walls of the second- and third-floor hallways that connected additional
            galleries of priceless modern art.
         

         
         Several hundred heads turned as Dancy appeared. The ice-blue gown, with its corseted bodice and voluminous skirt, didn’t glow
            in well-lit spaces, but everyone in the gathering crowd still noted her arrival. Tall, with violet-blue eyes, perfect teeth
            in a wide mouth, symmetrical features, and her trademark long blond hair pulled into a classic chignon to complement the gown,
            she looked like the goddess she wasn’t. Her beauty, which had once meant everything to her, now was merely a tool to regain
            the career she’d let slip away.
         

         
         “Dancy, it’s wonderful to see you again.” A longtime studio executive greeted her beneath Warhol’s garishly painted silkscreen
            of Chairman Mao.
         

         
         “Dancy, darling, it’s been forever.” An aging actress and her producer husband stepped forward to exchange cheek kisses.

         
         “Dancy, you’ve stolen the show.”

         
         “Dancy, call me when you get back home to LA. Let’s do lunch.”

         
         She was doing it. She was convincing them she was healthy, ready to work, and no longer an object of pity, as she’d been for
            the past ten months.
         

         
         She moved between the tables, greeting actors and actresses, Kardashians and couturiers. Those who knew fashion history recognized
            the gown and applauded its dramatic reappearance, but most hadn’t seen it.
         

         
         Her pounding heart and shaky legs made it difficult to walk gracefully, but she was an actress, and as the cocktail hour progressed
            she somehow made it look effortless. She smiled and laughed, sipping one drink for courage and another for endurance, chatting
            gaily with everyone she met. Acquaintances as well as strangers wanted to talk to her, no one suspecting she was hollow inside.
         

         
         Sebastian appeared to help her manage the dress as chimes rang, calling the illustrious guests to their tables. She corralled
            her skirt to sit in one of the gilded chairs. The chairman of a major airline and his wife were also at the table, along with
            a former Batman, his third wife, a drunken pop star, her latest boyfriend, and a real estate mogul with a woman who was either
            his wife or his mistress.
         

         
         The gown’s boning dug into her ribs, the tightly cinched waist kept her from drawing a deep breath, and the draft from the
            air conditioning made goose bumps break out on her bare arms, but she kept a smile on her lips. She was doing it. Holding
            it together.
         

         
         The drunken pop star leaned across the table and spoke too loudly. “Roth made a big mistake replacing you. I’ll bet he already
            regrets it.”
         

         
         Dancy fixed a smile on her face. “Roth who?”

         
         The other guests laughed uncomfortably.

         
         Dancy downed her wine and let the server refill her glass.

         
         “Watch the booze, babe,” Sebastian whispered.

         
         She ignored him. She could do this. She had to.

         
         The crowd was seated when the last guest arrived through the glass doors. If he had been anyone else, he could have slipped
            in unnoticed, but he wasn’t anyone else. He was her ex-husband, Roth Hardy, and a jolt of electricity buzzed through the room.
            Roth, with his chiseled profile, perfect physique, and the boyish grin that was as much a part of him as the dark hair that
            flopped over his brow. Superstar Roth Hardy, Hollywood’s favorite nice guy action star, who had not been on tonight’s guest
            list and shouldn’t be here. Couldn’t be here.
         

         
         Nausea cramped Dancy’s stomach. He was supposed to be in England now, guest of honor at an international motorcycle show.
            Moments before, she’d been chilly from the air conditioning. Now perspiration broke out on her skin, and her stomach roiled.
            As people recognized him, heads began turning between Roth and herself.
         

         
         Tonight his immaculately tailored tuxedo fit him with the same precision as the camo he wore in his Cole Legend action franchise,
            but Dancy didn’t care about his tuxedo or about him, not any longer. Instead, it was the tiny, beautiful woman at his side
            who drew her attention, Roth’s dewy-eyed, barely legal fiancée, Bisa, a makeup assistant he’d met on his last film and the
            woman who’d replaced Dancy.
         

         
         Her over-the-top red latex gown seemed to have been sprayed onto her body. The gown couldn’t have looked less like anything
            Roth would choose for his future wife to wear. Except . . .
         

         
         Dancy clutched her skirt in her fists, dizzy and sick as she understood the gown’s true purpose. Her throat constricted and the room began to spin. The gown’s body-hugging fit outlined Bisa’s rounded belly. Roth had chosen tonight to announce to the world that this new, much younger woman he now loved was pregnant. The man she’d been married to for six years—the husband who’d rejected her pleas to have a baby—would now be having a baby with someone else. 

         
         And the bastard hadn’t had the decency to warn her ahead of time.

         
         Dancy’s palms were sweaty on the delicate fabric of the gown’s skirt. One of the event’s staff approached Roth, growing starry-eyed
            in his presence.
         

         
         “Jesus . . .” Sebastian whispered as the couple was gestured toward the very next table.

         
         Roth hadn’t spotted her. He glad-handed the guests as he and Bisa passed through the tables. High fives, bro hugs, cheek kisses
            for the women. Roth’s charm and charisma were on full display, illuminating him even more brightly than Dancy’s beautiful
            gown had illuminated her.
         

         
         Roth hated unpleasantness, and he would never have come if he had known Dancy was attending. His too young, soon-to-be wife
            hadn’t yet learned the importance of keeping track of those kinds of details to ensure Roth was never put in an embarrassing
            situation.
         

         
         Dancy’s skin crawled. She felt the exact moment he became aware of her, his flicker of dismay quickly replaced by a stiffening in his sculpted jaw. She imagined his mental wheels turning as he calculated how best to handle the kind of awkwardness he went out of his way to avoid. She could see him deciding his best course was pretending not to see her. He held out a chair for his future bride and immediately engaged in conversation with the big-time record executive seated next to him. 

         
         People’s eyes ping-ponged between Roth and herself. Her muddled brain swam from too many cocktails, too much wine, and a bottomless
            well of despair. She yearned to dive under the table and hide there until the night was over. This was supposed to have been
            her chance to reclaim her life, to convince people she was ready to work again, ready to relaunch the career that had meant
            everything to her. Prove the divorce hadn’t ruined her. Instead, the pitying gazes of everyone around her said that all she’d
            gone through to get herself here was for nothing. They expected her to crumble.
         

         
         “Poor Dancy . . .”

         
         “She totally disappeared from sight.”

         
         “This is the first time anyone has seen her in months.”

         
         “Rumor is she wants to act again.”

         
         “She’s thirty-five now, too old for the only parts she’s good at.”

         
         “Although she did play a Bond Girl, remember?”

         
         “But that was—what—seven years ago? And she hasn’t done anything since.”

         
         “Poor Dancy.”

         
         A waiter passed behind her, and without taking into account how much she’d had to drink, she saw the perfect way to reclaim
            her pride and show everyone that Roth no longer meant anything to her. It was time to take charge. Coming awkwardly to her
            feet, she snatched one of the open bottles of champagne from the waiter’s tray.
         

         
         “Dancy, sit down,” Sebastian hissed.

         
         Her plan was brilliant. Instead of cowering like Roth, she would offer a public toast to the soon-to-be newlyweds. A toast so gracious that everyone would see that she’d moved on. It was perfect. Genius. 

         
         She tapped her knife hard against the champagne bottle. It made a dull clunk. First the people closest to her quieted, and
            then gradually the rest of the crowd turned in their seats, leaving Roth no choice but to also turn. She knew him well enough
            to understand how hard he was struggling to maintain his prized composure, but he was a trained actor and only the faintest
            tightening at the corners of his eyes betrayed his discomfort.
         

         
         The champagne bottle grew slippery in her palms. She gripped it tighter as she raised it above her head. “Everyone!” She pasted
            on a smile. “I’d like . . .” She cleared her throat. “I want to propose . . .” The words caught. She could do this. She had
            to do this. “. . . want to propose a toast to”—the syllables began to slur—“a toast to the—the handsome groom and his beautiful. . . .”
            Sweat broke through the makeup above her top lip. “His beautiful . . .” Across from her, the pop star raised her phone to
            record the scene. Sebastian tugged on Dancy’s hand, trying to get her to sit. She shook him off and lifted the bottle higher.
            “Roth and Bi-Bisa . . . May you both have many . . . many happy . . .” Something dripped from her chin. “I wish you—” Roth’s
            eyes widened in alarm. People began shifting uncomfortably in their seats.
         

         
         Something wet trickled down her cheek, and one by one, members of the crowd began staring at their plates.

         
         She realized she was crying, but the floor refused to swallow her. Sebastian half-rose to help her sit, but it was too late
            for that. She should never have come here. Never believed Hollywood still had a place for her. She had to get out. Run away.
            Disappear.
         

         
         She grabbed her evening bag and pushed away from the table, knocking over what was left in her wineglass as the pop star continued recording everything. With the forgotten champagne bottle still in her hand, Dancy plunged unsteadily through the tables. 

         
         The doors that led to the street were miles and miles away, but the floating staircase leading to the upper galleries was
            right in front of her. Music began to swell—an attempt to cover the awkwardness and bring the event back under control. As
            the gala’s organizers hurried to the flower-decked podium to begin the introductory speeches, Dancy bolted. Up the open staircase
            she ran, her evening bag clutched in one hand, the champagne bottle still in the other.
         

         
         As she reached the landing, the music crescendoed and the event space went dark except for a faint light on the podium. And
            in the darkness, her gown . . . the fairy-tale gown with its hundreds of tiny fiber-optic lights . . . the showpiece gown
            that was supposed to mark her new life . . . her beautiful gown became—in that dark hall—something else entirely . . .
         

         
         A fully lit, ice-blue ghost gown, its wearer completely invisible.

         
         There was no hiding place in the second-floor hallway, not with its glass half-wall overlooking the main floor. Stunned, the
            guests ignored the speaker at the podium to watch the disembodied gown flee along the corridor.
         

         
         She tripped and sprawled to the floor like a shamed queen, the illuminated skirt ballooning around her. She wanted to rip
            off the gown, rip off her skin. Instead, she crawled forward until she reached the end of the hallway. A few more steps. A
            turn.
         

         
         The ice-blue ghost gown disappeared.
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            Nobody knew where they’d come from or who they were.

            —Gertrude Chandler Warner, The Boxcar Children

         

         Clint Garrett stood on the patio of the house he’d designed himself and gazed at the moonlight shimmering on the peaceful
            Wisconsin lake. He was alone. Exactly what he needed. Here, the big-city bustle of his public life in Chicago was only a memory.
            No one could stop him for a selfie and tell him how great he was. For the next three weeks, until the middle of July when
            training camp started, he didn’t have to listen to any of the noise that buzzed around him, and he didn’t have to meet anyone’s
            expectations except his own.
         

         
         Except, that was the problem. He was failing himself. Until last season, he’d never let the mental hardships of the game get to him, but now, at thirty-four, the pressure had him in a grip as tight as a boa constrictor’s. A grip that kept making him mentally replay every mistake he’d made last season—throwing late, staring down receivers, misreading coverage—rookie mistakes. Which was why he needed to be here. This was his place to rebuild, renew, and get mentally strong again. He had three weeks of solitude to get hold of himself and remember the player he’d always been. 

         
         He went inside and switched off the lights from the high-tech control panel set into the wall. Moonlight flooded the heart
            of the house, the great room with its multi-levels, angles, and waterfall of windows that eliminated the boundary between
            indoors and out. The house was his burrow, his sanctuary, his monastery. In this haven of soaring windows, warm wood, and
            open spaces, he could be part of the lake, the meadows, the woods. Only here could he find the peace he needed to become himself
            again.
         

         
         It was nearly two in the morning, and he climbed the closest of the home’s floating staircases to the catwalk meandering this
            way and that around the second-floor guest rooms to his bedroom, where he undressed in the moonlight. Nobody was shoving a
            microphone in his face or pressing him to invest in their start-up. No one wanted him to show up at their party or was bragging
            about their ten-year-old’s throwing arm. With the lake before him, the meadow and woods behind him, he slipped into bed. After
            a day filled with grueling workouts and hours of manual labor, he was asleep in minutes.
         

         
         

         The blare of a stadium air horn jolted him awake. Disoriented, he shot up from his pillow and jumped out of bed in the darkness,
            banging his shin on the hard edge of the platform. When the noise sounded again, he realized it wasn’t an air horn at all
            but the unfamiliar peal of the doorbell, which hardly ever rang.
         

         
         The bell rang a third and fourth time. Outside, the sky held the barest hint of dawn, and he realized he’d only been asleep a few hours. Cursing, he yanked on his discarded shorts and stalked into the open corridor, where the reclaimed cherrywood floor was cold under his bare feet. He headed for the staircase at the front of the house, a sculpture of glass and wood. When he reached the foyer at the bottom, he threw open the door to the late June night and stepped onto his stone and wood portico. 

         
         A man who looked like Danny DeVito stood at the bottom of the flagstone steps. He cocked his head toward the black Escalade
            SUV limousine in the driveway. “She’s all yours.”
         

         
         Clint swept his hand over his face. “You’ve got the wrong house.”

         
         “I wrote the address right here before she passed out.” The guy handed Clint a piece of paper with Clint’s address scrawled
            on it and headed back to the limo. “You gotta wake up now, Miss.”
         

         
         An empty champagne bottle rolled out of the rear car door and landed unbroken in the cobblestone driveway. A few seconds passed
            before a long, barefoot leg emerged from the voluminous skirt of a blue evening gown.
         

         
         Clint stared in horror as a second leg appeared, this one with a foot clad in a barely there silver stiletto that planted
            itself by the champagne bottle. Next came more of the skirt, followed by a head of blond hair that drooped in a messy tangle
            from what had been some kind of bun.
         

         
         Clint couldn’t make sense of the stupefying scene unfolding in front of him.

         
         Enormous—and completely unnecessary—black-framed sunglasses partially camouflaged her face. She grabbed the limo door to steady herself. Danny DeVito retrieved an evening purse and the missing stiletto, then freed the skirt so he could shut the rear door. He extended a credit card reader toward her. “That’ll be $280 without a tip.” 

         
         As she fumbled in her evening bag, Clint recovered from his paralysis and shot down the steps. “Stop right there. I don’t
            know who you are, but you don’t belong here, and you need to leave.”
         

         
         Manicured fingernails reached for the sunglasses and lowered them to the tip of her nose. Peering over the top, she said,
            “Clint, it’s Dancy.”
         

         
         “Dancy?” Clint was thunderstruck.

         
         She handed her credit card to the driver.

         
         Clint finally recovered enough to speak. “Dancy, what are you doing here?”

         
         She winced. “Not so loud.” Pushing her sunglasses back in place, she gestured toward her gown. “The batteries ran out.”

         
         Whatever that meant.

         
         The driver returned her card and made his way to the other side of the limo.

         
         “Wait!” Clint dashed toward him.

         
         The driver sent him a sympathetic glance, climbed in the car, and wheeled out of the driveway.

         
         Skirt rustling, Darcy teetered awkwardly on one shoe past Clint, trailing the scent of alcohol and a perfume that smelled
            of brimstone.
         

         
         “Don’t take another step!” he exclaimed.

         
         Ignoring him, she wobbled up the porch steps. At the top, she looked back at the champagne bottle lying on its side in the
            driveway. “Is that empty?”
         

         
         “Yes. And before you—”

         
         “Tragic.”

         
         “Dancy!”

         
         “Later. Much . . . later.” She stumbled into his house.

         
         He was a man trained for quick responses, but he stood frozen, trying to comprehend what was happening. The woman he hadn’t
            seen in nearly twenty years—the woman he hadn’t ever wanted to see again—had deposited herself on his doorstep.
         

         
         Pulling himself together, he hurried up the stairs and into the house only to discover she’d disappeared. Where had she gone
            and what was she doing here?
         

         
         A muffled snore disturbed the quiet. He followed the sound to his favorite couch, where the woman who’d been his first love
            lay sound asleep in a crush of blue evening gown.
         

         
         

         He was a nice guy everywhere but on the field, and if she had been anyone else, he would have found a blanket to lay over
            her. But old grudges died hard, and she could freeze to death for all he cared. He stalked back upstairs, furious that he’d
            never gated his property, and even more furious that he’d have to wait until she’d slept it off before he could throw her
            out.
         

         
         He tried to fall back asleep, but his sanctuary had been invaded, and at five o’clock he gave up and went for a long run.
            As the miles slipped past, he remembered with a combination of disgust and embarrassment how completely his sixteen-year-old
            self had fallen in love with seventeen-year-old Dancy Flynn, not only the most beautiful girl in their high school, but the
            most beautiful girl any of them had ever seen. He hadn’t expected her to notice him, but she had, and for eight months they’d
            been inseparable. Right up until she’d cheated on him and broken his naive teenage heart.
         

         
         The sun was fully up, and an empty couch met him when he returned from his run. He doubted she’d left, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to look for her, so he went upstairs to shower and put on his summer uniform—shorts and a well-worn Chicago Stars T-shirt. He began tidying his bedroom, something he did every day. Leaving his bed unmade felt like a desecration of the space he’d created. 

         
         Reclaimed cherry slats covered one wall of his bedroom, giving the illusion that he was sleeping in a tree house. The light
            streaming from the window wall fell on the upholstered headboard and duvet, both the soft green of an olive grove. He’d worked
            with a fine furniture maker to get exactly the bed he wanted, the same way he’d collaborated with the architect on the design
            of the house. Here, unlike in Chicago, he could build things and fix things. Here, if he made a mistake, he was the only one
            to suffer the consequences. No team depended on him, no sponsors, no fans.
         

         
         He left the bedroom and headed toward the floating staircase leading to the back of the house. Bright morning light poured
            through the floor-to-ceiling windows that ran both in front of and behind the long center island that made up most of the
            galley kitchen. Dancy sat at the counter, her ball gown enveloping the barstool, her sunglasses firmly in place to shield
            her from the sunshine.
         

         
         “Coffee,” she muttered, in her husky voice. “I’m begging you.” The diamonds on her finger, on her wrists, and at her ears
            caught the sunlight as she tunneled her hand into her mess of a former hairdo, leaving long blond strands tumbling over her
            forearms.
         

         
         He stopped inside the door, ice in his veins, fire in his words. “What are you doing here?”

         
         She rested her elbows on the counter. “I need a place,” she said. “Only for a day or two.”

         
         “This isn’t that place.” He spit out the words as if they were bullets. It felt good.

         
         She pushed her sunglasses on top of her head. Technically, she was still beautiful. The same violet-blue eyes, straight nose,
            and that incredible wide mouth. But her beauty left him cold. Smears of black mascara shadowed her eyes, and whatever lipstick
            she’d been wearing had long ago worn off. She was too pale, the cords in her neck too pronounced, and the hollows beneath
            her cheekbones too deep. Nothing about her appealed to him. The most beautiful girl in their high school, and the female half
            of one of Hollywood’s most famous power couples, had lost her sparkle. He wasn’t proud of himself for feeling a grim satisfaction.
         

         
         “I need coffee.” She maneuvered her sunglasses back into place and turned toward him on the stool, giving him a clear view
            of the gown’s tight, straight bodice not quite flattening her famous, voluptuous breasts. The distant memory of caressing
            those breasts gave him no pangs of nostalgia and not even the trace of arousal.
         

         
         “Coffee I’ll do, but that’s all,” he said coldly. “After that, you’re out of here.”

         
         “Mr. Squeaky Clean,” she drawled. “Still not willing to hang with the bad girls.”

         
         Her mockery didn’t quite ring true. Good. “Coffee, and then you’re leaving.”

         
         “Sure. Whatever.” She pushed her fingers deeper into her hair, dislodging a hair extension so it drooped longer than the rest.

         
         As the coffee brewed, he used his phone to shut her out, scrolling through the messages, but only paying attention to the text from his sister, Rory, with the latest photos of his niece. He loved that kid more than he loved anything. He still couldn’t figure out how Rory—the sister who’d insisted she’d never have children—could run a growing corporation and keep her marriage to Clint’s ex–sports agent rock solid, all while they raised a rambunctious little girl. 

         
         Dancy slid off the stool to look first toward the windows facing the lake and then toward the windows facing the woods. She
            pressed her sunglasses more firmly on her nose. Between the window walls and the creamy, enameled, lava-stone countertops,
            the kitchen blazed with light just the way he wanted it.
         

         
         “This is a bitch of a place for a hangover,” she said. “Not that you’d know anything about getting drunk.”

         
         He’d gotten drunk, all right. More times than he wanted to count, just not recently.

         
         She shielded her sunglasses with her hand. “I hate this kitchen.”

         
         “That means I did it right.” The room was unusually long and narrow, with parallel glass walls. The center island held the
            sink, cooktop, ovens, storage, and eating area, with a built-in refrigerator at the end. No matter what the season, any meal
            he ate here felt like an outdoor picnic. He especially loved settling in during a thunderstorm, with the rain pummeling the
            windows from both sides, or as a fresh snowfall piled up, although during football season he couldn’t come here as much as
            he’d have liked.
         

         
         She climbed awkwardly back onto the barstool, her skirts rustling. “I remember you used to draw houses in your notebooks.”

         
         Dancy had drawn evening gowns, but Clint wasn’t going down memory lane with her. “Why did you come here?” he said.

         
         She shrugged, not answering. Her loose hair extension touched her collarbone.

         
         The coffee was ready. His earthenware mugs, imprinted with oak leaves, were hand-thrown by a local potter. He filled one, passed it over, and watched her fingers curl around the mug’s rough, nut-brown surface. Curiosity overcame his animosity. “How did you find me? I don’t exactly advertise this address.” 

         
         “One of your teammates I met a while back. I think he got it from your mother. I’m sure Kristin still hates me.”

         
         He’d never let her know how much her long-ago transgression still stung. “You were a seventeen-year-old kid,” he said roughly.
            “Time to get over it.”
         

         
         Her head snapped up. “Oh, no, you don’t! I’m not asking Saint Clint of the Gridiron for forgiveness.”

         
         “I wasn’t a saint,” he shot back. “And I’m the wrong person to relive your teenage misdeeds with. I barely remember high school.”
            A lie. He remembered it all.
         

         
         “I’ll bet you remember the games,” she said. “Thirty-one touchdowns junior year. Even as a kid, you could turn your body midair.
            The college scouts drooled over you.”
         

         
         He’d made thirty-two touchdowns junior year, but he wasn’t correcting her. “What do you want, Dancy?”
         

         
         “A place to clean up would be a gift from the gods. Or from the God.” She directed a metallic silver fingernail toward him.
         

         
         She was getting under his skin, just like she used to. He had to move beyond his visceral reaction to her. “There’s a sink
            in the laundry room and some clean gym clothes.”
         

         
         She maneuvered off the stool and backed toward him. “Help me get out of this gown.”

         
         “I’m not touching you.”

         
         “This isn’t a seduction,” she declared. “I can’t get out of by myself. It takes a village. Literally.”

         
         The back of the gown looked like some kind of corset with no visible fastenings, so she was telling the truth for a change. “There’s a placket in the center,” she said. “The hooks are underneath. Ignore those little battery packs.” 

         
         “Battery packs?”

         
         “The dress lights up.”

         
         “It does what?”

         
         She pressed her hands to the front of the gown to hold it up while he gave in to her demand and looked for the hooks. “In
            2016, Zac Posen designed a fiber-optic gown that Claire Danes wore to the Met Gala. I paid a fortune to have a designer re-create
            it, and I haven’t been able to draw a full breath since I put it on.”
         

         
         He didn’t care about fashion history, only about getting her out of this gown so she’d leave.

         
         She was right about the hooks. The dress fit so snugly over her ribs that he could barely get his big hands to work on the
            multitude of tiny clasps. As the fabric began to part, he saw ugly red welts in the pale skin along her back. Her ribs expanded
            as she took one deep breath after another.
         

         
         He backed away. “When you’re cleaned up, I’ll call a car for you.”

         
         “You do that.” Clutching the front of her gown, she swept across the kitchen toward the laundry room like a jaded royal, leaving
            him with bad memories and a long blond hair extension coiled on the floor.
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            “Come! We’re going to run away,” she whispered.

            —Gertrude Chandler Warner, The Boxcar Children

         

         The only regular staff he hired were house cleaners and a guy to watch the place when he was gone. He took care of the yard
            himself, cooked his own meals, changed his own light bulbs, and handled most of the repairs. He wanted to be a better carpenter.
            When he retired, he’d take it up more seriously.
         

         
         As he began reassembling the ice-maker he’d repaired, he saw her through the windows walking into his great room. She wore
            one of his Stars T-shirts from the pile in the laundry room and maybe nothing else, but those long legs emerging from beneath
            the T-shirt did nothing for him. Not a surprise. He hadn’t been much interested in sex lately, and Dancy Flynn was not the
            woman to bring him out of his slump.
         

         
         She gazed at the ceiling’s levels and angles, took in the glass-and-wood catwalk, and surveyed the furniture, none of which sat directly against the walls, leaving the view unobstructed. Everything about the room added to its sense of spaciousness: the generous deep-seated chairs and couches, the clutter-free, oversized coffee tables, the floating fireplace. Unlike the first house he’d owned, with its ornate moldings, overstuffed furniture, and frescoed ceilings, there was nothing fussy anywhere in this house, nothing for a big man to bump into. That first house had been purchased on impulse, and he’d never cared enough to personalize it. This house was his. 

         
         Clint replaced the ice-maker’s metal cover and went inside. Dancy’s hair hung past her shoulders now in a dull, disheveled
            tangle, with stiff pieces sticking out here and there, and the sunlight coming through the windows fell hard on her face.
            Scrubbed clean of makeup, she looked every one of her thirty-five years, with maybe a few more added on. Not that she showed
            any visible wrinkles. Her dermatologist, facialist, and possibly a plastic surgeon had done their jobs well. Instead, it was
            the weariness tugging at the corners of her eyes, the pallor of her skin, those cheekbone hollows, that made her look older
            than she was.
         

         
         She gazed toward a tubular floor lamp. “This isn’t exactly one of those musty old lake houses with chintz sofas and mice.”

         
         His anger sparked all over again. “I’m calling a car.”

         
         “Here’s the thing.” She lifted her chin. “There was an incident last night at the Peacock Gala, and I don’t have anywhere
            else I want to be at this exact moment.” She spoke defiantly, daring him to feel sorry for her. As if he could.
         

         
         “You have friends everywhere,” he said. “I’m your least likely resource.”

         
         Silhouetted against the light, she looked exhausted, so different from all the photos he hadn’t been able to avoid seeing—photos of Dancy and Roth Hardy attending movie premieres, lounging on yachts, or going on coffee runs. He did have to give her credit for good taste in men. Hardy seemed like a decent guy, and Clint never missed a Cole Legend film. 

         
         “I don’t have friends in Chicago,” she said, “and I can’t get on a plane right now.”

         
         “It’s been almost twenty years since we’ve spoken. We’re nothing to each other.”

         
         “That’s the point.” He didn’t like the way she sagged into the couch, as if she were too tired to keep standing up. “All I
            want is a couple of days off the radar with someone who doesn’t like me and couldn’t care less about talking to me.”
         

         
         “This is my home, not a retreat,” he said hotly. “I come here to get away, not to be caught up in anyone else’s drama. Especially
            yours.”
         

         
         She cocked her head. “Hey, I’m not the one who was accused of murdering an ex-girlfriend. Now that was real drama.”

         
         “Old news.” It had been more than five years since Ashley was murdered in his former home. By now he had lots of practice
            hiding his bitterness over the way the case had been handled.
         

         
         “The cops were ridiculous,” she said dismissively. “Anyone who knows you knows you’re more likely to be canonized than to
            murder anyone.”
         

         
         He was done with her referring to him as a saint, and he pulled his phone from his pocket. “Siri. Car services. Lake Isabella,
            Wisconsin.”
         

         
         Dancy rubbed her wrist.

         
         Siri provided the name of a local company, and Dancy finally uncoiled from the couch. “You’re right.” She shook out her tangled
            hair. “Coming here was a stupid idea. As you might have noticed, I was drunk.”
         

         
         “Hard to miss.”

         
         He called the number, booked a car, and when they asked for a destination, turned back to Dancy. “Any place in particular?”

         
         “Gentleman’s choice. As long as it’s away from paparazzi.”

         
         He gave the dispatcher the name of a Chicago hotel. Dancy wandered over to study his bookshelves as he completed the call
            and pocketed his phone. “The Sophy is a boutique hotel in Hyde Park, far away from the Loop.”
         

         
         “You do know ordinary people have cell phones, right?” Her shoulders drooped as if she wanted to hug herself.

         
         “Not my problem.”

         
         “Of course not.” She gazed into the distance.

         
         She was making him uncomfortable, but now that she was on her way out, he could afford to be magnanimous. “The car won’t be
            here for half an hour. Get something to eat before you go.”
         

         
         “Not hungry. But thanks.”

         
         With her thin arms and bony wrists, she didn’t look as if she’d been hungry for a long time. “I’ll make you a couple of eggs,”
            he said begrudgingly.
         

         
         “What I’d really like . . . I don’t suppose any of your girlfriends happened to leave a pair of jeans here or a skirt?”

         
         “I don’t bring girlfriends here, but my sister and her family visit. I’ll see if she’s left anything.” He made his way to
            the stairs.
         

         
         “It’s a little early for wine,” she called after him with a trace of her old spirit. “But you must have some single malt lying
            around I could throw into a cup of coffee. Even Jim Beam will do.”
         

         
         “You do know you can change your destination when the car arrives and go straight to rehab.”

         
         “Funny enough, I haven’t been an alcoholic for long—all those calories. So this is an exciting new lifestyle for me.”

         
         Instead of pointing out that too many calories didn’t seem to be her problem, he headed for the guest room where his sister and her husband stayed when they visited. 

         
         

         Dancy watched the most decent man she’d ever known walk away. The sun coming through the windows sparked golden threads in
            his light brown hair. His body, lean, strong, and wide-shouldered, held no trace of the lankiness she remembered, but his
            ocean-blue eyes were exactly the same—clear, discerning, brimming with intelligence. He was an American superhero wearing
            cleats instead of a cape, as blessed in character as he was in sturdy good looks.
         

         
         She remembered the museum guards running after her as she’d fled through the darkened galleries, trying to find her way out.
            The paintings had flashed by—O’Keeffe, Van Gogh, Renoir—masterpieces that a crazed person like herself shouldn’t be allowed
            anywhere near. The guards hadn’t caught her until she reached the marble staircase leading down to the main entrance, and
            then they didn’t know what to do with her since she’d caused no damage. Eventually, one of them helped her call for the limousine,
            but when she’d gotten inside, she couldn’t think where to go. All she wanted was escape. To run toward something—someone—solid
            and good. Someone decent and honorable with a light so strong and pure that simply being close to them would fill all the
            dark spaces inside her. In her frantic state, the only person she could think of who fit that description was her old high
            school boyfriend. She’d found Clint Garrett’s address in her phone, right before the battery died.
         

         
         Now she couldn’t fathom what alcohol-soaked part of her brain had made her believe he’d take her in. Drunk and crazy, that was her. Those blue eyes of his were wiser now, no longer naive. He’d seen more, accomplished more, and assessed the character of many people, and she knew exactly how he assessed her. The poor little rich girl, born with every advantage. The teenage girl who’d dreamed of stardom and believed beauty was her ticket to the top. The girl who’d betrayed him. 

         
         She no longer lusted after him, but she would never stop respecting him. The Clint she remembered had a soft spot for wounded
            people. He might be fierce on the field, but off the field, even in high school, he’d protected kids who were being bullied
            and bought burgers for the homeless who hung out near the teachers’ parking lot. He’d yelled at the guys on the team for throwing
            food at a lunchroom aide and stood up to a teacher who’d humiliated one of the dyslexic kids.
         

         
         Saint Clint, protector of the lost, the wounded, the damaged. If he understood how far she’d fallen, how broken she was, maybe
            he’d let her stay for a few days. All she had to do was set aside her pride and bare her soul. Tell him about the collapse
            of her marriage, her struggle to get pregnant on her own, her miscarriage. Confess what an irresponsible, aimless person she’d
            been to let the career that had meant everything to her slip away without a fight. The only thing holding her back was pride.
         

         
         She turned away as she heard him coming down the stairs.

         
         

         “I don’t know what this is, but it’s all I could find,” Clint said. He could have looked harder, but he didn’t owe her anything.

         
         He passed over the green and pink garment, and she held it at arm’s length. “It looks like something a fifties housewife would
            wear making deviled eggs for the church potluck.”
         

         
         That sounded about right for his sister. Even though Rory was the founder of a prosperous and ever-growing chocolate company,
            she loved vintage clothes. “Take it or leave it,” he told her.
         

         
         She cocked her head. “I’m five-ten, Clint, and this is a one-piece romper for a shorter woman. Thanks for the offer, but I’m
            better off in your clothes.” She lifted enough of his T-shirt to reveal his gym shorts. With the drawstring secured as tight
            as it would go, the shorts hung like deflated balloons over her bony hips.
         

         
         The flip-flops had daisies on the toes, and when she tried to stuff her long, narrow feet into them, her heels hung over the
            backs. “I swear I had this exact pair when I was eight.” She discarded them for her stilettos so she was all legs and oversized
            T-shirt. “Now I can pass for a football-crazy sex worker.”
         

         
         Despite her air of self-mockery there was something about the tightness at the corners of her mouth that made him feel like
            a prick. But this was Dancy Flynn, and no way was he letting his better instincts take over. “What do you really want from
            me?”
         

         
         A casual shrug, a tilt of her head. “A chance to do it all over again?” She gave him a half-smile. “Retrace my steps? Fix
            where I went wrong so I can move ahead?”
         

         
         He hardened himself against the sadness in her eyes. “You dreamed of being famous. Except for a possible drinking problem,
            you have exactly what you wanted.”
         

         
         Another smile that didn’t land. “Good for me.”

         
         He needed to wipe away any delusions she might have. “In case you’re thinking about it, there’s no do-over for us.”

         
         She laughed for the first time. “A replay of Saint Clint and Fancy Dancy? I’m long over you. For all your good looks and athletic machismo, you’re the same boring, decent guy you were as a kid, and you know me. I live on the wild side.” 

         
         She was grandstanding. He knew it as well as he knew the flame that had flared so fast and bright between them as teens had
            burned out long ago.
         

         
         The doorbell rang for the second time in less than twenty-four hours. “The car is here,” he said. “Don’t forget your diamonds.”

         
         “Fakes.” She bent to adjust the heel strap on her shoe. “Dump the gown in the trash. I never want to look at it again.” She
            snatched up her jeweled evening bag and, wearing his gym clothes, strode from the room, those silver stilettos striking the
            warm wood floor like ice picks.
         

         
         He made himself follow her outside, fighting hard against the sense that he’d done something wrong.

         
         The local limo turned out to be an old Toyota Highlander driven by a kid with a skater haircut. Everything would have been
            all right. She would have been out of his driveway, out of his life. Everything would have gone back to normal if, right before
            she climbed in the back seat, she hadn’t turned and shot him the finger.
         

         
         The ridiculous defiance of it, coupled with those sad violet-blue eyes, hit him like a gut punch. He knew that defiant finger
            for exactly what it was. The white flag of surrender. Dancy Flynn had given up.
         

         
         “Fuck.” He hated being one of the good guys.
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            It stood on rusty broken rails which were nearly covered with dead leaves.

            —Gertrude Chandler Warner, The Boxcar Children

         

         Dancy watched the car drive off. “Thanks.” She tossed the word at him as casually as if she were pushing away one of her hair
            extensions and turned toward the house.
         

         
         “Not that way.” Clint jabbed his finger in the general direction of a path across from the driveway. “Over there.”

         
         She regarded him dubiously, stuck her nose in the air, then picked her way into the trees without once letting those sharp
            heels sink into the woodchip path he’d laid a few weeks ago. The smell of pine and leaf mulch, the rustle of squirrels, the
            dappled light coming through the aspen and sugar maples always made him feel as if he were in church. But not today.
         

         
         They reached a small clearing, and she came to a dead stop in front of him. “You’re kidding.”

         
         “Welcome to my guesthouse.”

         
         The weathered, red wooden caboose with BNSF on the side, barely visible in faded white paint, sat on a set of tracks that
            led nowhere. The Burlington Northern Santa Fe caboose had a cupola on top. There were four windows on each side, including
            the small one in the cupola, and freshly painted black metal platforms at each end. “I’m sure you’ll be comfortable,” Clint
            said. “There’s a bed inside and a compostable toilet. All the comforts of home.”
         

         
         She stared at the train car. “Only if your home is a squatter’s shack!”

         
         Her distress made him smile. “Now you’ve hurt my feelings.”

         
         “What is this thing? Other than the obvious.”

         
         “The previous landowners wanted to restore it but didn’t get far. They left it on the property, and I’ve been working on it
            when I get a chance.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Why not?” He turned away. “It’s unlocked. If you need anything, be sure not to tell me.”

         
         His conscience eased, he headed back to the solitude of his house.

         
         

         Dancy had to hoist herself onto the car’s rear platform, since the caboose’s steps were missing. The door of the caboose squeaked
            when she opened it. As she stepped inside, she was hit with the smell of paint and varnish. She hooked her sunglasses in the
            neck of Clint’s T-shirt and drank in the perfect simplicity of it all.
         

         
         The place was spartan, but bigger than it looked from outside. A thin coat of white primer covered the planked walls and ceiling. The living area had two bare windows on each side, a worn couch, and a matching easy chair. A square table with a pair of Windsor chairs sat next to the potbelly stove that had once heated the car. The refurbished kitchen space opposite the stove was evidence of Clint’s handyman skills. 

         
         The caboose couldn’t be more different from the big Tudor in Minnesota where she’d been raised by a succession of housekeepers,
            babysitters, and the occasional au pair, while her parents were off exploring the world. Or from her small, Spanish colonial
            home in LA’s Silver Lake neighborhood, the main asset she’d hung on to from her divorce. Her attorney had been apoplectic
            when she’d insisted that the vast majority of her settlement go to setting up a foundation to benefit hospitalized kids, but
            she wanted her life to be about more than spending money, and she wouldn’t risk becoming one more Hollywood ex-wife hiding
            behind excessive wealth. All she needed was a house and enough to tide her over while she got back on her feet. Of course,
            that had been before the miscarriage knocked her to her knees. She was hardly destitute, but her money was running out faster
            than she’d like.
         

         
         Dancy dropped her evening bag on the couch and slipped out of her heels. Through a half partition at the back of the car,
            she spotted a double bed. She padded barefoot to investigate but stopped on the way to open the full-length closet in front
            of the partition. The same fresh varnish that covered the scarred wooden floor also protected the old historic stains on shelves
            that now held, among other things, board games, toilet paper, a first aid kit, crayons, drawing pads, and a backpack printed
            with cartoon sharks. A tiny bathroom across from the closet had a new sink and toilet, the compostable one Clint had mentioned.
         

         
         She turned back to the cupboard. A roughly stitched ragdoll baby, the kind that came in a child’s craft kit, lay abandoned
            on the bottom shelf. The plain muslin body had no clothes, the arms and legs had no hands or feet, and five strands of brown
            yarn had been sewn in for hair. A child had used markers to paint a lopsided face: green circles for eyes, a black squiggle
            for a nose, and a crooked, red, semi-circle mouth. Dancy picked up the ugly doll, drew it to her chest, and carried it with
            her toward the shiny black ladder that accessed the central cupola. She climbed the rungs in her bare feet.
         

         
         Sunlight spilling through the cupola windows fell on what was almost certainly the railway workers’ original bench. A meadow
            lay beyond the trees to her left. On the right, the woods were too thick for her to see either the lake or Clint’s house.
            She slipped her sunglasses on, settled on the cracked brown leather bench, and hugged the crude ragdoll to her breasts, her
            fingers caressing the yarn strands.
         

         
         Distorted images of her life fired tiny, radioactive mushroom clouds inside her brain. She’d been greedy to want both a child
            and a career that would offer her more interesting roles than the bad girl, the bar girl, the beach girl. She’d played strippers
            and traitorous bitches out to steal a best friend’s husband. Once she’d been cast as the bimbo mistress of a crooked Wall
            Street tycoon. Legs wide open, that was her. Her breasts were too big, her hair too blond, her face too classically beautiful
            for casting agents to give her a shot at anything more interesting.
         

         
         Seven years ago, Dancy had booked her biggest role, as a Bond girl, one of the treacherous ones that 007 had eventually been
            forced to kill. An outpouring of positive reviews had followed, and she had believed she’d finally be offered more challenging
            roles. But her success had come too late. She’d already met Roth Hardy.
         

         
         She hadn’t planned to fall in love with him, and she certainly hadn’t intended to give up her own career, but Roth was a superstar. He wanted someone he completely trusted to keep his complicated schedule, deal with their financial affairs, and read scripts for him. Dancy became his de facto acting coach—ironic considering her own limited screen roles, but she was better than Roth at creating a character’s backstory, unearthing themes, and finding “beats” or turning points. He insisted she accompany him on location, and gradually she’d cast aside her own dreams for his. She’d done so willingly, deferring to him on all but one thing—her desire for a child. But the man who’d originally promised they’d have a family changed his mind. By the time their marriage was over, she had no baby, no career, and no one to blame but herself. 

         
         The sunlight in
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