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Dedication

Here’s to all the great dads out there.
 Long may you love.
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PROLOGUE



Every Christmas Eve from the time she was eight years old, Sarah Collier baked kismet cookies, slept with a handful under her pillow, and dreamed of her one true love.

She couldn’t wait to fall asleep while the lights on the eaves twinkled a prism of colors through the sheer lace curtains of her bedroom window, and the piney smell of fresh-cut Douglas fir filled the house while Bing Crosby crooned “White Christmas” from her grandmother’s record player.

On that most magical of evenings, in her cozy little lakeside cottage in Twilight, Texas, Gramma Mia would trot out the flour and sugar and vanilla and creamy, rich, honest-to-goodness butter (which Sarah’s mother would never let her eat), and assemble the ingredients on the shiny white tiles of her kitchen counter. Even though they both knew the recipe by heart, Gramma would unfold the yellowed piece of notebook paper to reveal the faded blue ink written in spiky, cursive lettering and gently prop it up against the tea canister. Eager to get started, Sarah’s excited fingers tangled the strings of her apron and pulled her wavy caramel-colored hair into a haphazard ponytail.

In seven years the dream never changed. Soft-focus, misty white lace stretched out like wedding veil trains. A dark-haired man wearing a sharp black tuxedo stood waiting at the end of a pink rose petal–strewn path, his back to her, while gentle snowflakes drifted from a gunmetal gray holiday sky.

Heart pounding, she glided closer to him until the sound of her own rushing blood was a wild cacophony of jungle drums in her ears. Then he turned, smiled, and held out a hand.

That’s when she saw his face.

Travis Walker, the handsome older boy who lived next door to Gramma, but all grown up now.

Her hero.

Sarah slept blissfully, happily, her hands curled underneath her cheek, never guessing the tumult her annual dream would soon bring.

On the Christmas morning when she was fifteen years old, Sarah woke with the sweet taste of fantasy in her mouth. Smiling, she ran the tip of her tongue over her lips.

Travis.

Her budding young body felt raw and achy, and instead of jumping from the bed and running to see what lay under the Christmas tree as she normally would have, Sarah snuggled deeper into the pillow, closed her eyes, ignored the smell of bacon and waffles wafting in the air, and tried to chase down the fragments of her fading dream.

But Gramma’s gentle knock at the door ruined all that. “Sarah, honey, get up and get dressed, your folks just called. They’ll be here within the hour.”

Sarah sighed and sat up on the edge of the bed. It didn’t seem fair that her parents barely had time for her, but when they put in an appearance she was expected to give them her undivided attention. Drs. Mitchell and Helen Collier sent her to stay with Gramma every summer and during the Christmas holidays. The rest of the year, she resided at Chatham Academy, a boarding school in Dallas. They were too busy being renowned heart surgeons in Houston and jetting around the globe as guest lecturers to bother raising their own daughter.

Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’ve got more than most people.

That was true, but it didn’t stop her from longing for a close-knit family. She wrapped her arms around her pillow and squeezed it to her chest, leaving a trail of kismet cookie crumbs scattered across the flannel sheet.

It didn’t help that she was shy and prone to an exaggerated fantasy life. She wasn’t popular at school and didn’t fit in. English was the only subject she excelled at. Her parents were practical, brilliant, scientific people, and they didn’t understand her at all. Sometimes, she imagined she was adopted, but she looked so much like her father, with his wild light brown hair and stark blue eyes, it was impossible to deny the lineage.

Sighing, she got of bed, changed the sheets stained with butter from the cookies, and then took a shower. She dressed in a red plaid skirt with red leggings, black ankle boots, a white silk blouse underneath a green sweater vest (with jangly jingle bells on it, which Gram had knitted for her), and just to be whimsical, she donned a headband adorned with reindeer antlers that she’d won at Dickens on the Square. Her mother would loathe the headband. Reason enough to wear it.

She wandered into the kitchen and Gramma waved her to the table. She slid a mug of hot chocolate in front of her along with a plate of Belgian waffles and thick slab bacon.

“Did you sleep well?” Gram asked with a twinkle in her eye.

“Very well.” Sarah grinned.

“Did you dream of your true love?”

“I did.” Sarah couldn’t tell Gram who her true love was. You weren’t supposed to tell or you’d jinx the kismet cookie prophecy.

“Same as last year?”

“And the year before and the year before that and the year before that.”

Gram nodded. “Then it’s for real, sweet pea. He is your destiny.”

A happy shiver rushed over her arms and she hugged herself tight. Travis Walker. Her one true love. She hadn’t seen him since she’d been back in town, even though each time she stepped out on her grandmother’s front porch she glanced over at his house, hoping to see his battered Ford pickup in the driveway. She didn’t ask Gramma about him. She was afraid to give away her secret crush.

Not a crush, she reminded herself. Destiny.

Sarah swallowed a mouthful of waffle, dripping with real maple syrup, and bit into a crisp slice of bacon. She wanted to get her breakfast eaten before her mother got there and started in on her about her weight. Gramma told her she was just the right size, but Helen Collier would whip out her calculator, tap in some numbers, and tell her that her BMI was 25.4 and that qualified as overweight. Size fourteen. Her mother would shake her head while her disappointed eyes said, Chubby chug-butt. Sarah took another bite of waffle and wondered if Travis thought she was fat or looked geeky with braces.

A knock sounded at the door.

“Come in,” Gramma said, getting to her feet as the back door opened.

Dotty Mae Densmore, who was her grandmother’s age and lived down the road, popped into the room, a basket of fresh-baked blueberry muffins dangling from her upturned elbow. “Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas, Mrs. Densmore,” Sarah said.

“My, don’t you look festive,” Dotty Mae said. “I love the reindeer antlers.”

Sarah raised a hand to finger the antlers made from brown felt and stuffed with cotton batting. “Thanks.”

Dotty Mae, her cheeks flushed red from the cold, set the muffins on the sideboard and turned to Gramma Mia. “So, I guess you’re not going to the wedding?”

“Wedding?” Gramma wrinkled her forehead. “When is it?”

“You didn’t get an invitation?” Dotty Mae pressed three fingers to her lips. “Um…I’m sorry, I just assumed you’d gotten one.”


Gramma shook her head.

“I just got mine day before yesterday. Talk about last minute.” Dotty Mae shook her head. “But seeing as how it’s a shotgun situation…”

Sarah wasn’t sure what they were talking about. What did a shotgun have to do with getting married? Surely someone wasn’t planning on giving the bride and groom a shotgun for a wedding gift.

“I’ve been so busy with Christmas preparations I haven’t even checked my mail. I hope I got an invitation. Even though it’s too late to attend, I do want to send a gift. You’re not going?”

“I can’t. My boys and their families are driving in to spend Christmas Day with me.”

“It is bad timing. Helen and Mitchell are on their way as well.”

Dotty Mae arched an eyebrow, reached into the bottom of the muffin basket, and produced a bottle of peppermint schnapps. “Want to add a little holiday cheer to that hot chocolate, Mia?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” Gram grinned and went to the tea kettle on the stove to pour hot water into a cup of powdered hot chocolate mix for Dotty Mae. “Dealing with Helen is always easier with a little fortification.” Then to Sara she said, “Sweet pea would you mind running down to the end of the road and getting what’s in the letter box?”

“Sure.” Sarah pushed back her chair, got her jacket from the coatrack beside the front door, and stepped out onto the porch. Immediately, she peeked over at Travis’s house. His pickup wasn’t in the driveway. Did he still live there? He was twenty now. Maybe he’d moved out and gotten a place of his own. Hmm. She’d have to find a covert way to ask Gram about it.


She strolled along the cobblestone path leading to the road abutting the lakefront. Lake Twilight shimmered blue and shiny in the crisp, cool, early morning sunlight. She thought of the time Travis had taken her fishing off the dock. How he’d baited her cane pole with minnows and acted as if she’d snagged a giant tuna when she’d reeled in a palm-sized sun perch. She’d been ten. He’d been fifteen. The same age she was now. He always had Super Bubble in his pocket that he’d share with her, and every Fourth of July they climbed on Gram’s roof together to watch the fireworks, and once he scared off some bullies who’d backed her into the alley and demanded her allowance money.

Her dream had been a little different this time. It hadn’t stopped with Travis taking her hand. This time, he’d pulled her into his arms, dipped his head, and kissed her. A red-hot sizzling kiss that made her entire body tingle.

Sarah had never been kissed. Not for real. But that dream kiss…. Whew! It was everything she imagined a kiss would be. Firm and moist and sensual.

Remembering, she licked her lips. How long would she have to wait until she could kiss him for real? How did she make him see her for the woman she was becoming and not the little girl who wore braids and braces and begged him to tell her ghost stories? She poked at the problem with her mind, anxious to make some forward momentum on the cookie prophecy.

If he was her one true love, shouldn’t he start recognizing that fact soon? Maybe she should bake him some kismet cookies and tell him to sleep with them under his pillow. Except that Gramma said kismet cookie magic only worked on Christmas Eve. She would have to wait another whole year. Disappointment pulled her shoulders into a slump.

Sarah reached the mailbox painted with black and white spots to resemble a Holstein cow and pulled down the flap. Only one piece of mail lay inside. It was a thick, cream-colored, square envelope. Apparently Gramma had been invited to a wedding.

She pulled out the envelope, shut the mailbox, and glanced at the address. It read: “To Mrs. Mia Martin and Miss Sarah Collier.” She was invited too. A Christmas wedding. How beautiful. Then her gaze shifted to the name on the return address: Mr. and Mrs. Albert Hunt.

Huh?

Her mind did not want to process what this meant. But her hands, her treacherous hands, started shaking as they tore into the pretty cream-colored envelope and fumbled to pull out the stiff paper card. Inside was a picture of a smiling Travis embracing a beautiful young blond woman that Sarah didn’t know.

The card read: “Mr. and Mrs. Albert Hunt joyfully announce the marriage of their daughter Crystal Ann Hunt to Travis Stephen Walker on Saturday, the twenty-fifth of December. Nine A.M. First Presbyterian Church of Twilight.”

A cry of despair slipped from Sarah’s lips as the card fluttered from her hand. Travis? Getting married? It couldn’t be true. It was impossible. He was too young and…and…this woman. Who the hell was she? Travis belonged to Sarah. He was her one true love. The kismet cookies said so.

She glanced at her watch and saw that it was straight-up nine o’clock. At this very moment, Travis was getting married.

No!

She could not let this happen. He had to know that they were meant to be. He couldn’t marry this Crystal Hunt person. Simply could not.

Blindly, she turned and ran, a single thought pounding in her brain. Get to Travis. Tell him about her dreams. Stop the wedding.

Now!

She darted down Lakeshore Drive, headed for the center of town. She wasn’t in very good shape and she quickly grew out of breath. The stabbing stitch in her side forced her to slow to a fast walk.

Hurry, hurry. This was an emergency.

Her mind was a mad jumble. The cold wind gusted, swirling fallen leaves across the street in front of her. This early on Christmas morning, the roads lay bare. It was ten minutes after nine when she maneuvered past the cars crowding the parking lot outside the Presbyterian church. Her heart was a cannon in her chest. Boom, boom, boom. Each beat jarring hard through her body.

She scrambled up the steps, wrenched open the heavy wooden door, and staggered inside.

There, just as she’d dreamed, was the drape of sheer white lace over the pews. The center aisle was strewn with pink rose petals. People packed the room. Up front at the altar, Travis stood, looking incredibly handsome in a black tuxedo. Beside him stood the twig-skinny blond from the wedding announcement photograph, dressed in a fluffy white chiffon dress. They looked like they belonged on top of a wedding cake.


Sarah’s stomach reeled. No. No!

A minister stood in front of Travis and his bride. “Into this holy union Travis Walker and Crystal Hunt now come to be joined. If any of you can show just cause why these two should not lawfully be married, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

She wasn’t too late! She could still stop this.

The minister paused.

“Wait!” Sarah shouted, and sprinted down the aisle, the bells on her sweater vest jingling merrily as she ran.

Every gaze in the place swiveled off the bride and groom and onto her. A murmur of laughter rippled through the crowd, and that was when Sarah realized she still had the reindeer antlers on her head, but she didn’t care. This was too important. If she had to look foolish to stop this ceremony, then so be it.

Breathlessly, she dashed to the altar.

“Young lady.” The minister peered at her sternly from behind his glasses. “Do you have something to say?”

Sarah shifted her gaze from the minister to Travis.

Travis looked perplexed. “Sarah?”

“Who is this?” Crystal asked.

Sarah ignored her and stared straight into Travis’s stormy gray eyes. “Don’t marry her. You can’t marry her.”

He looked confused. “What do you mean?”

The words spilled from her in a heated rush. “I’m your soul mate. Your one true love. You’re destined to marry me. If you marry her, it’s all over. None of us will ever find the happiness we deserve.”


A kind smile tipped the corners of his lips. “Sarah,” he said, and reached out to gently touch her arm.

His touch set her on fire. All the air left her body.

“You’re only fifteen,” he said. “You don’t know the first thing about true love.”

“But I do! I’ve been dreaming of you every Christmas Eve since I was eight years old. The kismet cookies are never wrong. You and I are meant to be together.”

“Good grief, are you for real?” Crystal Hunt snapped. “You’re a delusional little twit who’s read one too many romance novels. There’s no such thing as soul mates and one true love. Don’t kid yourself.”

The churchgoers dissolved into guffaws, and in that horrible split-second moment, Sarah stepped outside herself, and she could see the whole thing unfolding like some hideous nightmare.

There she was, a chubby teenager with braces on her teeth and reindeer antlers on her head and jingle bells on her sweater vest, standing between a bride and groom on their wedding day, professing her love to a grown man who clearly did not love her back, while nearly the whole damn town of Twilight looked on, amused by her abject humiliation.

A jagged stab of raw pain jabbed her heart.

“Sarah,” Travis murmured, “maybe you should go on home now.”

Fool! He doesn’t want you. You’re embarrassing him.

Her face burned. Her stomach roiled. Her chest hurt. Tears spilled down her cheeks. She couldn’t see. Blindly, she turned, stumbling for the door, yanking the antlers from her head, tearing the jingle bells from her sweater, ripping up all her hopes and dreams, and ran as far and fast as she could away from the raucous laughter echoing behind her.

And she vowed never, ever to put her heart on the line again.








CHAPTER ONE



“You’ve gotta see this, Sarah. It’ll jerk your heart right out of your chest.”

Ha! Too late. Her heart had been jerked out of her chest nine years ago when she was a naïve, foolish fifteen-year-old. Not that she thought about Travis Walker all that much. And if that embarrassment hadn’t been enough to make her a dyed-in-the-wool cynic, the accident she’d suffered in college had sealed the deal. Absentmindedly, Sarah’s hand went to her stomach, and she rubbed the scar that still ached from time to time.

She glared across the top of her computer monitor at her literary agent, Benny Gent. “I’m not doing another book tour at Christmas, Benny. Last year and the year before were—”

“Exhausting. I know. I was there.” He stood in the doorway of the dining room she’d converted into an office, one shoulder slouched against the door frame, cocking his oh-so-charming grin.

He’d dropped by after a power lunch at Movers and Shakers, a hip new uptown restaurant, with her publisher, Hal Howard. In his hand Benny held a piece of notebook paper. Sarah could smell his aftershave from here, expensive and exotic, star anise and cardamom. He wore a designer suit; crisp, cream-colored button-down shirt; and a paisley silk tie. His dusty blond hair was clipped in a short, young-executive-on-the-go style, and he was perpetually bronzed courtesy of the spray tan salon in his building. Benny had the energy of a nuclear power plant, and sometimes the guy simply wore her out. Even so, he was her closest friend and confidant.

Oh, who was she kidding? He was her only real friend. Sure, she had plenty of acquaintances, but he was the only one she considered a true friend. Getting emotionally intimate with people had always been tough for her, even more so after Gram had died.

Sadness shot through her as it always did when she thought of her Gram. She’d been gone eight years, and Sarah still missed her grandmother deeply.

“I was going to say a nightmare,” Sarah said. “I get all claustrophobic around strangers.”

“You live in New York City.”

“That’s different. People ignore you in Manhattan. I like being ignored.”

“Ah, so it’s the celebrity factor that bothers you, not crowds.”

“It’s the people factor that bothers me. The thing is, you thrive on glad-handing and parties and travel. Me, I’m just a curmudgeonly hermit with a bah-humbug attitude toward Christmas. Call me Scroogetta.”


“And yet you wrote a Christmas book. For children, no less. Imagine that.”

“Yeah, well, everyone has lapses in good judgment.”

“It made you rich.”

“You didn’t come out of the deal so badly yourself.”

“You’re in a peevish mood.”

“I told you I hate Christmas.”

Benny looked at her mildly. He knew her well enough not to overreact to her sweeping declarations. “You made a great decision when you wrote that book whether you know it or not. It’s evergreen, and even though you’ll be living off royalties into your dotage, your sales spike during the Christmas holidays. It’s the logical time to do a book tour.”

He always sounded so sensible. Without even meaning to do so he made her feel neurotic.

“I prefer Manhattan in December,” she said.

It was October now and the leaves on the trees in Central Park that Sarah could see from the corner of her Upper West Side brownstone flared fiery autumn foliage.

“You’re just being contrary,” Benny observed.

“Yes, yes, I am. Isn’t that my prerogative as a temperamental artist?”

“And it’s my job to talk you around to what’s best for the career of that temperamental artist.”

Sarah sighed, leaned back in her chair, and held out a hand. Reading the letter would have one advantage. It would take her mind off the fact that she was completely stuck on her manuscript in progress. If she even could call it a manuscript. Over the course of the last six weeks she’d rewritten the opening scene, from scratch, eighty-seven times. Not that she was counting or anything. “Let me see it.”

Benny’s grin widened. Smart aleck. He knew he had her. He tracked across the hardwood floor, slipped the letter into her upturned palm, and then plucked a pristine hankie from the breast pocket of his suit. “Trust me. You’re going to need it.”

“You mistake me for a soft touch.”

Benny winked. “You don’t fool me, Sadie Cool. You’re a marshmallow at heart.”

Sadie Cool was her pen name. She’d adopted it on Benny’s suggestion after he had called her three years ago, told her she was a brilliant storyteller, and signed her on the spot. Much to her parents’ dismay, in college she’d majored in English, and for her senior class project she’d written The Magic Christmas Cookie. Unbeknownst to her, her creative writing professor at Southern Methodist University had been so bowled over, he’d forwarded the manuscript to Benny, and his exuberant call had come as a complete shock.

Sarah had never consciously set out to become a children’s author. Rather, after her abject humiliation that Christmas Day at the First Presbyterian Church of Twilight, Texas, she’d started writing as a way to deal with her disillusionment and make sense of her own shameful behavior. She’d been a young girl in love with a fairy tale and even though she’d learned the hard way that there were no such thing as fairy tales, she’d been loath to give up the dream. Even if things had not turned out happily-ever-after for her in real life, she could still make magic between the pages of her books.


Benny had sold the story for a modest advance to a big-name publisher who didn’t expect much from the little book and put no muscle behind it. At that point she was nothing more than a newbie author eagerly awaiting the publication of her first book. Then somehow Benny managed to get an advance reading copy into the hands of a Hollywood producer, and the next thing she knew, Benny had sold the movie rights. Bolstered by Hollywood buzz, the book came out to great fanfare. It was hailed by critics, won several awards, and quickly gained Polar Express–like cult status, with bookstores throwing Magic Christmas Cookie parties all around the country. At the tender age of twenty-two, Sadie Cool became an overnight sensation.

Now, one year and ten months after The Magic Christmas Cookie’s release, her publisher was clamoring for the second book and Sarah was deep in the throes of writer’s block. The pressure to top her own success was overwhelming, and to cap things off, her parents kept asking when she was going to write a real book. She had to hand it to Helen and Mitchell. No matter what she achieved, she was never good enough. Shaking her head at those thoughts, she read the letter written in royal blue crayon.


Dear Miss Cool,

My name is Jasmine, but everyone calls me Jazzy. I am eight years old. I am little for my age cause I been sick a long time. I love your book. My daddy reads it to me every night. I pretend I’m Isabella and get to go live at the North Pole with Santa. Cept my Daddy getsta go with me of course, cause he’s the best daddy in the whole world. I wish I could meet you some day before I die. Please write another book.

Love bunches. Your biggest fan, Jazzy.



A tear trickled down Sarah’s face and she reached for Benny’s handkerchief.

“Told ya.”

“Shut up,” Sarah said. “I’m crying because I’m getting pressured by an eight-year-old kid to produce another book and I’m hamstrung with writer’s block.”

“Liar.”

“Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”

“Nope.”

“You do realize you’re the bane of my existence.”

“And you love that about me. I’m your contact to the outside world, Scroogetta.”

“Don’t fool yourself.”

Benny grinned and picked up his briefcase from the floor, sat it on her desk, opened it up, and took out a manila envelope. “Jazzy’s letter arrived in this packet from the mayor of Jazzy’s hometown. He’s inviting you to visit, giving you the key to the city, and making you honorary mayor for a week. Apparently, the town holds some kind of Dickensian Christmas festival every year and you’re the guest of honor. Plus there’s a local Christmas cookie club in town, and the ladies of the club have invited you to their annual cookie swap. Also, the local bookstore wants to do a signing event, throw a pajama party for the kids, and have you read from The Magic Christmas Cookie. They’re offering to pay your way, put you up in the local B&B for nine days, and give you a four-figure honorarium. Not a bad deal. Plus getting out of this apartment might be just the thing you need to shake up your muse.”

An odd tingling sensation started in the pit of Sarah’s stomach and, like a brush fire, quickly spread along her nerve endings, shooting straight up into her brain. Twilight, the town where her grandmother had once lived, threw an annual Dickensian Christmas festival. They also had a Christmas cookie club, and there was a quaint little bookstore in town that loved staging children’s events.

Could the invitation actually be from Twilight? What were the odds? She wrote under a pen name, for crying out loud. But it was easy enough to snoop around on Google and discover that Sadie Cool was really Sarah Collier, granddaughter of the late Mia Martin, a native of Twilight.

Sarah groaned and closed her eyes. “Please don’t tell me this place is Twilight, Texas.”

“Yes.” Benny sounded surprised. “How did you know?”

She opened her eyes, canted her head. She’d never told Benny about Twilight or the way she’d made a gigantic fool of herself there nine Christmases ago. She’d wanted to erase all that from her memory. She was no longer that kismet-cookie-believing, reindeer-antler-wearing, chubby, metal-mouthed fifteen-year-old, and she had no desire to go back. “My grandmother used to live there.”

“No kidding. Well, no wonder they’re rolling out the red carpet for you. Hometown girl makes good.”


“It was never my hometown.”

But you spent every summer and every Christmas holiday there from the time you were eight until you were fifteen.

“Hey, your heroine Isabella is from a town just like this one. In fact, is Twilight the inspiration for your story? We could milk that angle for even more publicity.”

“You do know you’re a publicity ho.”

“Why, thank you, Sarah.” Benny looked inordinately pleased.

“Stop.” Sarah held up a palm. “I’m not doing it. I have a book to write. A book, may I remind you, that my contract says I must have finished by January third. And that’s after they’ve already granted me two extensions. I’m skating on thin ice.”

“It’s the middle of October. The Christmas festival in Twilight isn’t until the first weekend in December. That gives you seven weeks to write twenty-five thousand words. Come on, you can do this.”

“You make is sound so easy. Just snap my fingers and the words will appear on the page like magic.”

“You’re making excuses,” Benny chided.

“I have serious writer’s block!”

“Stephen King says writer’s block is a myth. It’s just fear.”

“Yeah? Well, Stephen King can kiss it.”

“I really think you ought to do this, Sarah. It would be great PR. Hal thinks you should do it as well.”

Sarah groaned. “You told Hal?”

“He loved the sick-kid angle, and when he finds out Twilight is your hometown—”

“It’s not my hometown.”


“It would go a long way in smoothing things over if you have to ask for yet another extension.” He went on as if she hadn’t issued a protest. Agents.

Sarah pushed back from the desk, got up out of her chair. “You set me up, Benny.”

He blinked, tried to look innocent. “I didn’t.”

“You shouldn’t have talked to Hal without asking me first.”

“I don’t see what the big deal is. It’s one town. One week. It’s not like you’re doing a four-month, fifteen-city tour or anything.”

She supposed from his point of view her refusal did seem irrational. She could lie and say she had family obligations. The majority of people did during the holiday season, but she wasn’t a liar, and Benny knew her relationship with her parents was strained at best, and in all the time he’d known her, she’d never spent her holidays with them. Why would she? During her childhood, they’d mostly spent their holidays with colleagues and/or sick people.

“Look, without getting into the details, I had an unpleasant experience in Twilight when I was fifteen and I have no real desire to return to the scene of the crime.”

“There was a crime?” Benny perked up. He knew a good story when he heard one. “What did you do? Shoplift lipstick from the Wal-Mart?”

She wished. “Figure of speech.”

“Think of poor little Jazzy.” He pulled a sad face. “All she wants in this world is to meet her favorite author before she dies.”

“Bastard.”

He chuckled. “Come on, Sarah, you’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. You’re Sadie Cool. This is your chance to go back to Twilight with your head held high as local girl done good and show those towns people what you’re really made of. I’ll bet you none of them remember whatever it is that’s haunting you.”

“Oh, believe me, it’s not something a small town like that is likely to forget.” Just thinking about it made her cringe.

“I’m totally intrigued. You’ve got to tell me what you did.”

“It was bad.”

“I have a hard time seeing you doing anything that terrible.”

She took in a ragged breath and as quickly as possible told him the sordid story.

“Wait, wait.” Benny waved a hand. “You were wearing reindeer antlers?”

She sighed. “Regrettably.”

“Ouch. That must have been really tough. So tell me, how did you manage to survive your first broken heart?”

“Believe it or not, in her own detached, clinical, misguided way, my mother actually helped me for once.” Sarah rubbed her chin, remembering how her mother was the first person she’d seen after she’d come running back to Gram’s house sobbing as if her life was over.

“How’s that?”

“The minute we got home to Houston, my mother hustled me over to the medical school lab and took out a cadaver and showed me a human heart.”

“My God!” Benny exclaimed. “Talk about adding insult to injury.”


“It sounds warped, but it worked. Although Gramma Mia got really mad when she found out about it. My mother told me emotions weren’t in your heart, that it was all in your head, and emotions were nothing more than transient reactions to current situations and that they could be managed and dealt with in a rational manner and there was no reason to let feelings define who you were.”

“And I thought my mother was a whack job,” Benny muttered under his breath and rolled his eyes.

“Not really. She made good sense when you think about it. She said I had to stop listening to my Gram and her silly notions about predestined love if I ever wanted to find an open and honest relationship based on mutual interests and shared values like her and my father.” Of course, Sarah had tried that with Aidan, and look how well that had turned out. She put a hand to her stomach again.

Benny studied her. “This explains a lot about you.”

“What does that mean?”

“It explains why ever since I’ve known you, you’ve never been in a relationship. Seems like growing up that you received so many conflicting messages about love, you don’t know which way to jump.”

Plus there was the issue of her self-consciousness over the scar, but she’d never told Benny about that. Some things were just too painful to dredge up. “So you can see why I’m not keen on returning to the scene of my crime.”

Benny got to his feet. “But this is all the more reason you have to go. You have to face your fear. It’s the only way to put it to bed. Plus, who knows, maybe once you face your fear, you might have a breakthrough in your writing.”

Sarah sighed. “Doubtful.”

“Don’t be such a Negative Nelly. It can’t hurt.”

“Easy for you to say. You weren’t the one in the reindeer antlers.”

“Hey, chances are that guy doesn’t even live there anymore.”

“Oh, he lives there.”

“How do you know?”

“His family was one of the town’s founders. The guy’s entrenched in Twilight.”

“Big deal. If you see him, you smile politely, say hi, and keep moving.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“You’re selling yourself short. Everyone is going to be looking at you as Sadie Cool. Look at all you’ve accomplished. A New York Times best-selling author, with a movie option to boot, and you’re only twenty-four. C’mon,” he coaxed, hooking his fingers underneath her chin and lifting her face up to his. “Think about how good you’ll feel once you get this over with. No more fears to hide behind. You’re Sadie Cool. You can do this.”

She stepped away from him, rubbed a palm down her face. What if he was right? What if her writer’s block was somehow tied to Twilight? She’d written The Magic Christmas Cookie as a catharsis. If she went back and submerged herself in the past, maybe she could recapture that angst—as painful as it might be—and tap into the creative spirit that had spurred her to create that first book.

Her gaze fell to the crayon-scrawled notepaper resting beside her computer. I am little for my age cause I been sick a long time. She could feel the child’s loneliness rising up off the page, and her heart wrenched. It was nine lousy days out of her life, but to this kid, her visit to Twilight would mean the world.

Sarah glanced around the room crowded with bookcases overflowing with books and thought about how her book had touched Jazzy’s heart. She and the little girl were kindred spirits, bound by the written word. Books provided an escape, an adventure, a window into another world. Books didn’t judge or condemn. Inside a book, Sarah felt safe. She made no mistakes, did nothing stupid. Books were her refuge, her touchstone. Books had been her friends when she’d had none. Books had even substituted for her parents’ affection. Outside of books, well, she was inept, bordering on antisocial.

She didn’t know how to let down her guard without taking emotional chances. She stuffed down her feelings, stayed detached. Allowing other people to see the real her was just too damn risky by half. So she kept to herself, kept her nose in a book, kept her heart walled up behind an aloof veneer, because it was the only way she knew how to survive.

But now, because of a book she’d written, she was being asked to step outside herself and bring joy to a sick little girl who might not have long to live.

“Damn you,” she told Benny.

He grinned. “You’ll do it?”

“Like you ever gave me a choice.”


 

“She’s coming to Twilight, she’s coming to Twilight!” Raylene Pringle exclaimed as she rushed through the back door of the Twilight Bakery waving the e-mail confirmation she’d just printed off her computer.

The six other women sat gathered around the long, thick-legged oak table, laden with cookbooks, magazines, and recipe boxes. Every time she saw the table, Raylene thought of a line from the Led Zeppelin song—which someone played almost every day on the jukebox in the Horny Toad Tavern—about a big-legged woman having no soul. Thank God her slender legs were still pinup worthy, even when she was a hairsbreadth away from sixty.

Today, the group had gathered to plan the upcoming holiday events, including the annual Twilight Cherub Tree and the First Love Cookie Club swap that took place the second Friday in December. Each year the group prepared for the Christmas cookie exchange by combing through recipes in search of unique and tasty treats. Over a hundred years of cookie-making tradition imbued the festivities with lore of destiny, soul mates, and grand true loves. The mission statement of the First Love Cookie Club was to preserve, perpetuate, and celebrate the town’s tradition for both sweethearts and sweet treats.

The only one in the current group who had not married her first love—mainly because she had never had a first love—was the owner of the bakery, shy Christine Noble. (Well, okay, there was Patsy Calloway Cross, who hadn’t married her high school sweetheart, Hondo Crouch, but she denied he was her first love, so who were they to say she was lying?) The ladies of the club had granted Christine honorary membership when she’d offered the use of her bakery as command post central for all the upcoming holiday events the group was involved in.

The rules of the cookie club were clear. Members were women only. No men, no kids. The theory being that everyone needed a break from the stress of holiday preparation. Drink a little wine, talk a little trash, try out some interesting cookie recipes before the big swap event in December. The meetings got them in the holiday spirit in a relaxed, communal way.

Rule number two. All the cookies had to be homemade. They had to be baked, and the main ingredient had to be flour. No store-bought cookies were allowed. Period. End of story. If you couldn’t fulfill your cookie obligation for some reason—the only acceptable excuse was a serious illness or death in the family—you could call upon one of your First Love sisters to make your cookies for you.

Rule number three. Whatever was said at cookie club stayed at cookie club. The ladies of the club were prone to gossip. Not maliciously, of course, simply out of curiosity and motherly concern for the people involved. But to avoid problems, they’d agreed that whatever was said during the moments of lips loosened over wine, cookies, and sisterhood stayed in the vault.

Rule number four. No chocolate chip cookies allowed. Chocolate chips are not Christmas cookies, no matter how tasty. Save them for the rest of the year.

Rule number five. Festive holiday attire had to be worn for the meetings. Halloween costumes were acceptable for the October meeting, as were harvest outfits for November.

“Who’s coming?” asked Dotty Mae Densmore, the oldest member of the group. Dotty Mae was in her mid-eighties, but had the vim and vigor of a woman fifteen years younger. Her fingers flew over her knitting as she eyed the cookbook, The Zen of Cookies, open in front of her. She wore a sweatshirt with a grinning jack-o’-lantern appliquéd on the front.

“For heaven’s sake, Raylene, close the door. It’s drafty with that north wind blowing in,” Patsy Cross scolded. She was on the town council, ran a store just off the square called the Teal Peacock. She wore a black pointed witch’s hat and a stern look on her face.

Appropriate, the witch’s hat, Raylene thought, and closed the door behind her. She and Patsy had been frenemies for fifty years, long before Sex and the City made the term popular. To Dotty Mae she said, “Sadie Cool.”

Dotty Mae frowned. Her short-term memory wasn’t what it used to be. “Who’s that?”

“The author who wrote The Magic Christmas Cookie, Jazzy’s favorite book—” Marva Bullock started, pushing aside the cornrow braid that had fallen across her cocoa-colored cheek. In concession to the holiday attire rule, her braids were threaded with pumpkin-colored ribbons held in place with black cat clips. Marva was the high school principal and the most diplomatic one of the group.

“But we found out she’s really Sarah Collier,” interrupted pert, zaftig Belinda Murphey, who owned the local matchmaking business and was the mother of five rambunctious kids, all under the age of ten.

“Mia’s granddaughter?” Dotty Mae asked.

“That’s right,” said Terri Longoria. Terri was dressed in black leggings, a short black skirt, and a white knit sweater with autumn leaves patterned into it. She owned Hot Legs Gym and was married to the chief of staff at Twilight General Hospital.

Their honorary member, Christine Noble, said nothing. She sat at the end of the table wearing a Halloween apron featuring smiling skeletons, RIP tombstones, green-skinned Frankenstein monsters, and broomstick witches.

“Mia’s granddaughter wrote a book under another name?” Dotty Mae looked befuddled.

“That she did,” Terri assured her, “and when we found out, we invited her to Twilight to meet Jazzy. You know she hasn’t been home since she interrupted Travis’s wedding to Crystal Hunt.”

“Oh, that’s a wonderful idea.” Dotty Mae smiled. “I’m glad we invited her.” She looked at Raylene. “And Sarah accepted?”

Raylene nodded. “Yes.”

“So,” Patsy said, “Sarah’s acceptance begs the question, do we tell Travis who Sadie Cool really is?”

“No,” everyone said in unison.

“Why not?”

“Patsy Cross,” Belinda said, “you are the world’s worst matchmaker.”


“We’re trying to hook Travis up with Sarah?” Now it was Patsy’s turn to frown in confusion.

Dotty Mae clucked her tongue. “Don’t you remember that Mia told us Travis was the one Sarah dreamed of in her Christmas Eve kismet cookie dreams? They’re destined.”

Patsy looked skeptical. “Do we even know if Sarah is single? She could be married or in a serious relationship.”

“She’s not,” Raylene assured her. “I asked her agent when I e-mailed him.”

“It seems a bit underhanded to me.”

“Well, you know how Travis is. He’s sworn he’s never getting married again, but he just needs a shove in the right direction. If we tip our hand, he’ll be dead set against Sarah. But if he sees her first and has no time to steel himself against the idea, the magic of first love will take over,” Belinda said.

“Then there’s this.” Raylene pulled an angel ornament from her pocket.

Every year the First Love Cookie Club sponsored the annual Cherub Tree for local children who were disadvantaged in some way. The kids were asked to fill out a wish list for Christmas and then their list was attached to an ornament and hung from the Sweetheart Tree (which in December turned into the Cherub Tree) in Sweetheart Park. Generous benefactors would adopt a cherub from the tree, pluck down their ornament, and make the child’s Christmas wishes come true.

Whenever they saw what Raylene held in her hand, a sigh of wistful sadness went through the group. They all knew what was written on it. A list of Jazzy Walker’s Christmas wishes. She wanted what most little girls wanted. A Barbie. New clothes. An iPod. And then there were the personalized wishes. First, she wanted to meet her favorite author in all the world, Sadie Cool, and there, at the bottom of the list, in a childish scrawl, were the words: I wish for a mommy so my daddy won’t have to be all alone when I die.

“That poor kid.” Dotty Mae sniffled into a tissue.

Marva clutched a hand to the left side of her chest.

Terri swiped at her eyes.

Belinda’s lips moved upward in a forced smile.

Christine sat solemnly.

Raylene met Patsy’s eyes. “Travis and Sarah are destined. We all know it. The kismet cookie prophecy is never wrong. I dreamed of Earl, Marva dreamed of G.C., Terri dreamed of Ted, Belinda dreamed of Harvey. Mia dreamed of Anthony, and Dotty Mae dreamed of Stuart. And whether you want to admit it or not, I was there the year we made kismet cookies at your sleepover and I know you dreamed of Hondo.”

Patsy said nothing, but the expression on her face told Raylene the truth. Her friend was and always had been in love with Hondo Crouch, even if they’d never gotten their happily-ever-after. “Plus, Sadie Cool is Jazzy’s favorite author and honestly, what are the odds of that happening? With the way Jazzy’s health is deteriorating…” Raylene swallowed hard, waved the ornament. “This might be our last chance to make her Christmas wish come true.”








CHAPTER TWO



Travis Walker looked out at the intelligent young faces of Mrs. Tilson’s fourth grade class at Jon Grant Elementary and grinned. He loved career day. Heck, he loved kids. They were so open and honest and forthcoming, traits he truly admired.

“Game wardens guard our parks and lakes and shorelines and wildlife preserves,” he said. “We catch poachers and enforce hunting and fishing regulations and we arrest people who break the law.”

“Just like the police?” A boy sitting in the front row scrutinized the duty weapon holstered at Travis’s hip.

“Yes, just like the police.”

“Is that a real gun?”

“It is.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “Awesome. Did you ever shoot anyone?”

Travis thought about the time he’d stumbled onto an illicit marijuana field while tracking a wounded deer through the lowlands around Brazos River Bend and found himself peering up the business end of a 12-gauge shotgun. But that story wasn’t suitable for his audience.

“I’ve never killed anyone,” he said truthfully, sidestepping the question. But he had shot someone.

Another boy raised his hand.

Travis pointed at him. “Yes?”

“How come you took my uncle to jail last week?” he asked, narrowing his eyes defiantly. “All he did was drink a beer on his own boat.”

Travis knew the look. The kid had a chip on his shoulder. Once upon a time he’d been just as petulant toward authority figures. After his mother died and his father crawled inside himself, Travis had been adrift. Angry at life, he’d kicked up a fuss just to see who’d react.

“Jimmy,” the teacher said, “that question is inappropriate.”

“It’s okay, Mrs. Tilson, I don’t mind answering.” Travis trod across the room toward Jimmy, who shrank down in his chair. “I arrested your uncle because he broke the law. My job is to keep the rivers and lakes safe for everyone to enjoy. Drunken boating is the same as drunken driving.”

“He didn’t hurt anyone,” Jimmy mumbled.

“He could have if I hadn’t arrested him,” Travis said calmly and then went on to tell them a cautionary tale in unemotional language about the drunken boater who’d run over a skier and amputated her leg on Lake Twilight the previous summer. Travis had been the first responder on the scene, and the memory was burned into his brain.

“Wow,” said the kid who’d asked him about shooting someone. “Cool job. I wanna be a game warden when I grow up.”

“Then study hard, especially in science and math.” Travis glanced around the room. “Any other questions?”

“Can girls become game wardens?” asked a serious-looking young girl with solemn blue eyes and caramel-colored hair.

She reminded him of another serious, blue-eyed, caramel-haired girl he’d once known—little Sarah Collier. He wondered with mild interest where Sarah was now, what she was up to. He’d always liked her and he’d lost touch with her after her grandmother died.

“Absolutely girls can be game wardens,” he said, “but remember, game wardens work outdoors in the weather. We get wet and cold or sometimes sweaty and hot. We slog through swampy terrain and often come across spiders and snakes and bugs and frogs.”

The girl tilted her chin upward, reminding him even more of Sarah. “I like spiders and snakes.”

“Good for you.”

Just then, the door of the classroom opened and a teacher’s aide popped her head in the room. “Officer Walker?” Her voice sounded tense, strained.

“Yes?”

“Could you come with me please, sir?”

Alarm swept through him, but Travis tried not to show it. “Sure. I’ll be right with you.”

“You need to come with me right now.”

Okay, now he was really scared. “Good-bye, class, study hard.” He raised a hand and followed the teacher’s aide from the classroom. “What’s up?” he asked once the door had closed behind them.

“It’s Jazzy,” the woman said.

That was all Travis had to hear. He fisted his hands, felt his pulse spurt adrenaline through his veins. He pivoted on his heel, headed for his daughter’s classroom, the teacher’s aide trailing behind him.

“What happened?” he barked at her over his shoulder.

“She was running—”

He stopped dead, whirled on her. “Jazzy was running?”

“She did it behind our backs, we were—”

“It’s your job to watch out for her,” he snarled, rage exploding inside him. “You know her medical condition.”

Anxiety scrunched up the woman’s features. “You’re right, but Jazzy is headstrong and independent…”

He had no time for this woman or for anger or blame. His daughter needed him. Jazzy was the most important thing. Dismissing the teacher’s aide, he strode toward Jazzy’s classroom.

“Um…Mr. Walker…she’s in the school nurse’s office. I’ll show you.”

He knew where the school nurse’s office was. He’d been there more times than he could count. He barreled toward his destination, pushed through the door without knocking. To hell with civility. “Jazzy!”

“Daddy.” Her voice was weak, wheezy.

He shoved aside the white curtain mounted on an overhead track. Jazzy lay on the table, her lips that familiar dusky color, her blue eyes wide with fear, a thin green oxygen cannula snaking from her tiny nose. A nurse in pink scrubs, with brown teddy bears on them, stood beside Jazzy checking her pulse. Travis’s heart constricted.

His daughter held out her frail arms to him and he crossed the remaining space with one long-legged purposeful stride and scooped her up into his arms. “Call Dr. Adams and have him meet us at the hospital,” he barked.

“I—” the nurse said.

“Just do it,” he cut her off.

The nurse nodded and hustled to the phone on her desk while Travis gently removed the nasal cannula from Jazzy’s nose and then carried her toward the door. Her breathing was quick, raspy, with an elongated whistling noise at the end of each shaky exhalation. A familiar sound he knew all too well. She sounded like someone who’d smoked three packs of cigarettes a day for thirty years.

He held her tight, could feel her delicate little arm bones through the softness of her skin. God, she was so vulnerable, his tough little angel. Travis stalked from the school, headed toward the brown, extended cab pickup truck that the state of Texas issued to him as game warden.

“It’s going to be okay, sweetheart,” he murmured, his mouth pressed close to her ear. “Daddy’s here.”

She clung to him, buried her face against his neck. He could smell her little-girl scent, full of sweetness and innocence. She might be eight years old, but she barely weighed forty pounds. He strapped her into her car seat and then hustled around to the driver’s side. He drove as fast as he dared, torn between getting her to the emergency room and not alarming her.

Jazzy was very sensitive and quickly picked up on the emotions of those around her. They’d been through this so many times that it was almost routine. But he could not afford to view her illness as ordinary. Each labored breath that his daughter took could be her last.

A memory hit him then, sharp and poignant, the way it often did when his daughter was in acute respiratory distress. He thought about his mother, Penelope Walker, who had suffered from severe asthma throughout most of his childhood. It had been a normal part of his life. Routine that her numerous allergies prevented her from taking him to the park like other mothers or attending his Little League games.

But in spite of her condition, his mother had been a Shiny Penny. That’s what his dad had called her anyway. His Shiny Penny. Bright and true, something you could count on. She smiled every day of her life. She was an artist who used anything and everything as her medium. She drew on white butcher paper with charcoal, capturing Travis’s silhouette as he grew from infant to toddler to gap-toothed kid to gangly preteen. She painted murals on his bedroom walls, trucks and airplanes and race cars. She knitted with merino wool and mohair and angora and alpaca, making scarves and mittens, afghans and sweaters, socks and caps in every color of the rainbow. Local women who lacked the talent or time to create their own crafts came to their door every week to buy the wares his mother had created.

Penelope spent most of her days in bed or on the couch, drawing and painting and knitting in between the times the asthma stole her breath. When he crept up onto her bed as a boy, looking for affection, he had to be careful not to jab a knitting needle in his knee or snap her charcoal in half or crimp her oxygen line. Although his mother had been confined by her disease, she had not been defined by it. She had a glow about her, her whole face round and smooth as a white harvest moon. It was only later, after Jazzy got sick, that Travis realized it was the years of mega-doses of steroids that made her look that way.

When Travis reached the hospital, he thought of the night he and his dad had followed the ambulance there. He recalled how the frowning paramedics had whisked his mother inside on a stretcher, blocking Travis’s view of her. All he could see of his mother were her hands. Hands that had once drawn and knitted and rubbed his back when he was tired or feeling bad, hands now turned doughy with blue-tinged fingernails, hands that would never hold him again.

He shook his head, shook off the memories, parked the truck, eased Jazzy from the backseat, and carried her through the pneumatic doors and into the emergency room bright with fluorescent lights. The front desk clerk spotted him right away and got up from his chair. Travis knew the freckled-faced man from high school. His name was Kip Armstrong.

“We’re putting Jazzy in exam room three,” Kip said. “Dr. Adams is on his way.”

Travis moved through the double doors, past the other patients parked in the waiting room. Jazzy got special treatment. Part of it was the frequent flier aspect. They were in here so often the
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