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PROLOGUE

Twilight, Texas, 1994


A quilt is a quilt is a quilt.

—Trixie Lynn Parks, fourteen-year-old ragamuffin




It was turning out to be the second worst day of Trixie Lynn Parks’s fourteen-year-old life.

Her father’s hateful words pounded through her head like a migraine. The sound of her running feet slapping against the pavement echoed in her ears, compounded the pain.

For the most part, the streets of Twilight, Texas, stretched empty. Families were inside taking their evening meal. The stores on the town square had already closed. A few cars sat parked outside the diner; the smell of cooking oil slathered the air. A lone merchant swept the sidewalk in front of his mercantile. He raised a hand in greeting, but Trixie Lynn lowered her head and just kept running.

She’d come home from school to find her father packing up their things just as he had so many times before. They’d never stayed in one town longer than a year. It was May and school was almost out. Two more days left. Everyone was looking forward to the last-day-of-school party on Friday and her father was packing.

The sight of him, with a roll of duct tape in his hand and cardboard boxes strewn around the living room, stoked something fierce inside her—anger, disappointment, hurt, betrayal. He’d promised her this time he’d stick with a job. The nuke plant in Glen Rose paid well. She loved Twilight, and for once, she was doing well in school. Why was he uprooting her again? She saw destruction in that flash of silver tape, felt it tear through her insides as effectively as a jagged-toothed saw.

He’d glanced up at her, a hard, determined expression sitting on his mouth and his graying dark hair sticking out in tufts from the side of his head. For as far back as she could remember, she’d never felt close to him. Not the way a girl should feel close to her father. He kept her at a distance with his tense, slope-shouldered posture and his faded, faraway brown eyes. There had always been a missing synapse, a gap between them, and no matter how hard Trixie tried, she had never been able to close it. When her mother ran off things only got worse. The mosaic of her fractured childhood pelted her.

“Dad, push me on the swings.”

“You’re a big girl, Trixie Lynn, push yourself.”

“Can you help me with my homework, Dad?”

“Not now, I gotta mow the lawn.”

“The boys at school are making fun of me ’cause I don’t wear a bra. I need a bra.”


“Here’s twenty dollars, go buy one.”

“I love you, Daddy.”

“Stop talking with your mouth full.”

She thought of how he’d failed to celebrate her birthdays ninety percent of the time. How he gave her the brush-off any time she’d tried to hug him. She’d thought it was because he blamed her for her mother leaving. If she’d been a good girl, if she’d just picked up her toys off the floor and eaten her vegetables and brushed her teeth like she was told, then her mother wouldn’t have left and her father wouldn’t hold her responsible.

All those years of feeling ignored and disregarded by her father converged into one big defiant lump in the pit of her stomach. Why not take a stand? He already hated her. What else did she have to lose?

“I’m not going,” she’d said flatly before he ever said a word, and slung her schoolbooks onto the sofa.

Her father had said nothing, just kept throwing things into the cardboard box—a lamp made from a cowboy boot, a red lap blanket, a fistful of cassette tapes by George Jones, Marty Robbins, and Merle Haggard. “You’re fourteen, you have no say in the matter.”

She sank her hands on her hips. “You can’t make me.”

He’d rocked back on his heels, looked at her with the empty expression he so often threw her way. “I can and I will,” he intoned.

“I’ll run away,” she threatened.

He blew out his breath. “Don’t push me, Trixie Lynn.”

She stalked across the room and pushed against his shoulder. “There, I’m pushing you. What are you going to do about it?”


He drew back a hand and she thought he was going to hit her. And for a bright second she felt a strange spark of joy. She’d caused a reaction in him. Even if he hit her, it meant he felt something. That he wasn’t totally apathetic.

“Go to your room and start packing.”

“No. I’m going to go find my mother and live with her.”

He laughed, harsh and angry. “Good luck with that.”

“I’ll do it. Just watch me.”

Slowly, he’d gotten to his feet, but he hadn’t looked at her. He turned his head, jammed his hands in his pockets. “Go find your worthless mother. See if I care. I’ve tried to do right by you, Trixie Lynn. Take care of you after your mother left us. I’ve fed you and put a roof over your head. I bought you those purple sneakers you have on that cost sixty dollars, but none of it is good enough. You’re always wanting more, expecting more.”

“I don’t care about all that stuff,” she yelled. “All I’ve ever wanted was for you to love me. Why can’t you love me?”

He spun around to face her, a balding, bland-faced dullard of a man who drank too much beer on the weekends and spent the majority of his spare time watching sports on television. “You want to know why?”

Mutely, she nodded. At last, to have the question answered. It wasn’t her imagination. He didn’t love her. He never had. Misery constricted her throat.

“You sure you really want to know why?”

“I do.”

“Because,” he said flatly, “you’re not my daughter.”


The words, once spoken, hung in the air between them, tight as a hangman’s noose. She was not his daughter? How could that be? But some small part of her had always known. He was black-haired and brown-eyed. Her mother had been a brunette with hazel eyes. And here, she’d turned up with copper-colored hair and Irish green eyes.

“I’ve tried to love you,” he said, “but I can’t. I don’t know how. You want too much. You suck the life right out of me.”

His words hit her more sharply than a physical blow, the pain in her heart crippling. Her knees buckled, but she stiffened her spine, resolved not to show him how much he’d hurt her. “Whose daughter am I?”

“How the hell do I know? Your mama was a whore, and you’re shaping up to be just like her.”

She’d run away from him then, hurling herself out the front door, running as fast as her purple sneakers would carry her. She’d run until she couldn’t breathe and a sharp pain cut a swath in her side. She sank down on the curb, not even knowing where she was, sank her head into her hands, and sobbed her heart out.

Only when a comforting hand touched her shoulder did she realize she had probably made a spectacle of herself.

“Are you okay?”

She’d turned her head and there he’d been, looking down at her with a worried expression on his face.

Sam. Her best friend in the whole world. Just when she needed him most.

“It’s…I…” She hiccupped, then started crying fresh tears.

“Something’s tearing you up inside.”


She nodded.

“You need to talk?”

“Uh-huh.” It was all she could manage.

“Let’s find someplace quiet, out of the way of rubberneckers.”

She looked up to see the curtain in the window across the street move, and on the porch next door, an old woman sat in a rocking chair eyeing them speculatively. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Mowing lawns for spending money.” That was when she noticed the grass clinging to his jeans and the sweat stain ringing the neck of his T-shirt.

“Oh.”

“How about you? Why are you on this side of town?”

“I ran away from home.”

He held out his head. “Come on, let’s go talk about it. I know the perfect place.”

They’d walked down the street hand-in-hand, and it wasn’t until they turned the corner that she realized they were on the block behind the town square. With his fingers linked through hers, he guided her to the side entrance of the Twilight Playhouse. He tried the handle. It was unlocked, and the door sprang open. Sam raised an index finger to his lips and drew her closer to his side.

They tiptoed into the darkened theater. The ghostly silence amplified the sound of their footsteps against the old wooden flooring. He guided her down the aisle of the auditorium and onto the stage. Simply stepping up on the stage immediately made her feel better as she imagined herself acting before a live audience. One day, she was going to be an actress. One way or the other, she was going to make it happen. Then everyone would love her and Rex Parks would deeply regret having treated her so badly and her mother would regret running off and leaving her.

“Where are we going?” she whispered.

“You’ll see.” He guided her around the velvet curtain.

It was dark as midnight back there, and her heart jerked with fear and excitement. As if sensing her mood, Sam wrapped a hand around her waist and from his pants pocket produced a tiny penlight. He shone it over the wall. The slender beam of light picked up the wooden ladder leading to the catwalk area that the stage crew used.

“Up you go,” he whispered.

“I’m scared,” she confessed.

“It’s okay. I’m right here with you all the way.”

In that moment she completely forgot about Rex Parks and what he’d revealed. She forgot that he was taking her away from Twilight, the only place she’d ever wanted to call home. She forgot everything except the fact that Sam Cheek was scaling the ladder behind her, his breath hot against the nape of her neck. In that moment all her teenage longing converged into one throbbing mass of desire lodged deep in her lower abdomen. She felt all shivery and breathless as she crawled out onto the platform and Sam came up beside her.

“Lie down on your back,” he said.

“What?” Her pulse spiked through the roof. Was he thinking what she was thinking? But she was too young for this. Even though she wanted him, even though she was in love with him, she wasn’t ready for lovemaking.


“Lie on your back,” he repeated, and switched off the penlight.

With trembling limbs, she lay down on her back, and the second she saw the ceiling she understood his request. “Oh.” She laughed. “So that’s why you wanted me to lie down.”

“What did you think?” he murmured, lying down beside her and cupping the back of his head in his palms.

“I thought…”

“That I’d lured you here to steal a kiss?”

“Yes,” she admitted.

“I would never do that,” he said, his tone deadly serious. “I would never take advantage of you.”

They stared up at the ceiling dotted with hundreds of luminescent stick-on stars glowing an eerie white-green in the blackness. Amid the numerous smaller stars was one large one, brighter than the rest and positioned squarely in the middle.

“In my universe, that’s you.” Sam pointed. “The biggest star of all, outshining the rest.” He reached down to take her hand.

Trixie’s breath hung in her lungs. For the very first time in her life, she knew what it felt like to be utterly cherished. She lay there on the hard plywood floor of the stage loft, gazing at the stars, smelling his grassy scent, her hand warm in his, and for one sweet second, she forgot about her problems and drifted on the bliss.

“So what’s got you so upset?” Sam said a few minutes later. “Why are you running away from home?”

She told him about Rex. How he wasn’t her father. How he’d admitted he didn’t love her, but was raising her because he felt a sense of duty. How he had quit his job at the nuke plant and they were moving on again. To a new job, a new town, one far away from Twilight. As she talked, she started to cry again. More softly this time, her tears weighted with inevitability. She knew she was going to have to go with Rex. She had nowhere else to turn. She had no grandparents that she knew of. No relatives to take her in. She was barely fourteen. Too young to get a job. And sad as it was that Rex didn’t love her, he had taken good care of her, met her physical needs if not her emotional ones.

When she finished her tale, Sam sat up and looked down at her. The tracks of her tears had dried a salty rut across her temples into her hairline. She could barely make out his features in the dim illumination from the faux stars above.

He gazed at her with an expression that made her stomach flip. “I believe in you, Trixie Lynn. You’re going to do great things, have a great life.”

Joy, pure and sweet and powerful in the way only a fourteen-year-old in love for the first time can feel, poured over her with the rush of Niagara Falls. She sat up, not knowing what to do next, not knowing how to respond to the sensations shooting through her teenage body.

Then he’d leaned over and brushed his lips against hers.

Lightning. Trixie Lynn felt as if she’d been hammered by a white-hot bolt of lightning.

Sam must have felt it too because his eyes widened and he looked like someone who’d been through his first earthquake.

They’d kissed again, tenderly, slowly, exploring. It had lasted for what seemed like hours. Trixie Lynn dissected every nuance of the moment, every sound, smell, taste, touch. Her best friend, Sam, was kissing her, and it felt glorious.

“We better stop now,” Sam said, pulling his lips from hers and threading his fingers through her hair. “My mom’s gonna be looking for me.”

Trixie Lynn sighed. She didn’t want to go.

He got to his feet and held out his hand. She took it, and he pulled her up beside him.

In spite of all the kissing, she felt much worse. Now she knew exactly what she was leaving behind. She wanted to rage against the injustice of it all, but the look in Sam’s calm eyes suddenly quelled her anger.

“It’s going to be okay,” he said. “You’re going to grow up and be strong. You’re going to get everything you want.”

“I want you. I want to stay in Twilight.”

“You can’t stay in Twilight. But that’s okay. You’re destined for bigger things. You’re gonna be a star. I feel it in my bones.”

She peered at him in the darkness and saw the calm, steady light of certainty in his eyes. That look made her believe that anything was possible.

And just like that, the second worst day of Trixie Lynn’s fourteen-year-old life became the best.








CHAPTER ONE

New York, New York, present day


Quilts are memories made visible.

—Nina Blakley, Broadway actress, owner of the Twilight Playhouse, and founding member of the True Love Quilting Club





Inside a cramped, dusty pawnshop on the Lower West Side of Manhattan, Emma Parks lined up behind a muscle-bound bald guy wearing Mr. Clean earrings, a stained peacoat, gray Dickies workpants, and scuffed Doc Martens boots. He smelled of powdered eggs, cod liver oil, and eucalyptus. He snarled at the woman behind the cage, demanding more than she wanted to give for the toothy orange chain saw he had slung over his shoulder.

A chain saw? In Manhattan?

From the forbidding look of the guy, Emma figured it was better not to ask, and closed her fingers around her most valuable possession. This was all she had left. Over the years, she’d sold off her memories one by one—her grandmother’s collection of Imperial Glass, her high school class ring, the Prada handbag she’d bought herself for graduation with money she earned playing summer stock at Six Flags.

The man slammed the chain saw down on the counter and turned away from the cage, a fistful of dollars crumpled between his hammy fingers. He glowered darkly. Emma took a step backward. He brushed past her mumbling, “Watch out, girlie,” and stormed from the shop.

“Next,” growled the woman behind the cage in a two-packs-a-day-Camels voice.

Emma stepped up to the counter.

“Whatcha got?” The woman had an oversized head on a near-anorexic body, a casaba melon face, and long, scraggly gray hair that tangled down her shoulders. Central casting would have been all over her for a cauldron role in Macbeth. On the other side of the bulletproof glass, she perched atop a hydraulic stool jacked up high. “Well? I ain’t got all day. Show it or step off.”

With a tug of wistful regret, Emma opened her hand, revealing the diamond-encrusted, star-shaped brooch resting in her palm.

The woman’s eyes narrowed, and they took on a shiny yellow cast like a hungry feral cat who’d spotted a baby rabbit. “Stick it through the opening.”

Reluctantly, Emma slid the brooch through the small opening cut into the barricade.

The woman pounced, snatching up the brooch, holding it up to the light. Then she opened the drawer in front of her and took out a jeweler’s loupe. She studied it for a long moment. “I’ll give you two hundred dollars.”


Shock dropped Emma’s mouth. “It's worth at least ten times that amount. It’s white gold and there’s a diamond on each point of the star.”

“They’re diamond chips of questionable quality.”

“It was appraised at twenty-five hundred dollars over ten years ago,” Emma argued past the nausea gathering in her stomach.

Two hundred dollars wouldn’t begin to cover the thousand dollars she needed for the exclusive Master X’s tutoring sessions. Master X was her last hope.

She’d tried everything she knew to make it big, and after twelve years in the trenches, she’d hardly made a dent. So far, the most successful thing she’d done was a speaking role as the big toe in an antifungal ointment commercial. The residuals helped pay the bills, but every time that commercial aired, something inside her died a little. This was not great art. This was not what she suffered for.

Master X had grudgingly agreed to accept her as a student, if she came up with a thousand bucks by the end of the week. It was almost impossible to get accepted by Master X. He didn’t advertise, didn’t even have a Web site. You had to know somebody who knew somebody to get you into one of his classes. Jill Freeman, one of her old roommates, had taken his course last year, and a week later, she was cast as second understudy to Julia Roberts—who was, at her age, now playing M’Lynn—in a stage revival of Steel Magnolias.

After that, Jill’s career had taken off. She’d moved to L.A. and snagged an ensemble role in a popular sitcom. Jill wouldn’t tell her what she learned in the class. Master X swore his pupils to secrecy with a confidentiality clause. But she did put in a good word for Emma. If Emma could just scrape up the money for his class, she believed Master X’s techniques were the missing pieces of the puzzle that could shoot her over the top.

“Hey, times are tough all over. You shoulda sold it ten years ago.” The caged woman glowered.

“I didn’t need the money ten years ago.”

“Two hundred dollars. Take it or leave it.”

Sorrow-tinged disappointment swept through her. She bit down on her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. “Please,” she whispered. “The brooch was the last thing my mother ever gave me.”

The day stood out in her memory, clear and sharp. She’d come home from first grade to find her mother sitting on the couch, her secondhand, navy blue American Tourister rolling luggage at her feet with a dog-eared copy of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road resting atop it. Her mother had been smoking, a snubbed-out Virginia Slims lay in a saucer, her eyes red-rimmed and her face blotchy as if she’d been crying. She’d smelled of wine and the Wind Song cologne Trixie Lynn and her dad had bought her for Mother’s Day.

She’d never seen her mother smoke. Instantly, the hairs on her arms had lifted. “Mama? What’s wrong?”

Mama had forced a smile, patted the sofa beside her. “Come, have a seat, Trixie Lynn.”

She’d edged over, knowing something awful was about to happen. “Mama?”

“I gotta go, Trixie Lynn.”

“Go?” she asked in a voice so small and tight it hurt her chest. Even now, just thinking about it, she felt that old pain, dead center of her heart. “Where are you going?”

“To follow my bliss.”


She hadn’t understood what that meant, but it didn’t sound blissful to her.

“Listen.” Her mother had taken both Trixie’s hands in hers. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Do what?”

“Stay here in Podunk, USA. Stay married to your father. I got sidetracked, derailed when I got pregnant with you. I’m almost thirty, Trixie Lynn. If I don’t do it now, I never will.”

She heard the whooshing of her own blood pounding in her ears. “Will what?”

“Make it big in Hollywood. I’m special. I’m destined to be a star. I can’t keep living a lie.”

“Can I go with you?”

“No honey. You gotta stay here. Stay in school. Take care of your daddy. He’ll need you.”

“Mama, please, please don’t go.”

“I gotta. You’ll understand one day. Here. Put out your hand. I got a present for you.”

Trixie Lynn had put out her hand, and her mother settled the brooch in it.

“It’s worth a lot of money. A nice man bought it for me a long time ago, but more important than that, it’s a symbol. You know what a symbol is?”

Trixie Lynn wasn’t sure, but she nodded anyway.

“A star for a star. The man who gave it to me said, ‘You’re gonna be a star someday. You’re destined for greatness.’ So, Trixie Lynn, if you get to feeling lonely for me, you pull out that star and you hold it tight and you remember who your mother is.”

“Okay.” She ducked her head.

Her mother hooked two fingers under Trixie Lynn’s chin and forced her face upward. “What does this brooch represent?”


“Stardom.”

Her mother had beamed. “Good girl. Now give me a hug.” She hugged Trixie Lynn so tight she couldn’t breathe. Rocked her quietly in her lap. Rocked her and whispered, “You’re gonna be a star, you’re gonna be a star, you’re gonna be a star.”

Then a car horn had honked outside.

“That’s my ride. I gotta go.” Mama set her aside and stood up. Then she had walked out the door, strolled down the cracked sidewalk, and climbed into a shiny white Cadillac with a man Trixie Lynn didn’t know sitting behind the wheel. They drove away, and Trixie Lynn never saw her mother again.

Following her mother’s departure, Trixie Lynn had immediately gone in search of the perfect vehicle that would fly her to celebrity—ballet classes and soccer practice and art. But she was graceful as an egg, bruised like a week-old banana, and quickly discovered she had the artistic ability of a chimpanzee.

Finally, at fourteen, she found what she’d been searching for.

The minute she stepped onstage in the lead role in Twilight High School’s production of Annie, she felt for the first time as if she’d finally found her way home. She’d been born for this, singing her heart out, sliding under the skin of a fictional character, letting her imagination flow, running away from the sad, empty life of Trixie Lynn Parks.

Once she embraced the stage, there was no turning back, never mind that her looks conspired against her ambitions. For one thing, she was skinny—all sharp elbows and knees, flat butt, even flatter chest. Not to mention her height (or lack thereof). She barely passed the five-foot mark. And then there was the matter of her copper-colored hair and the freckle-faced complexion that went with it.

No beauty, Trixie Lynn, no sirree. But she was whip-smart and possessed an iron will. When she made up her mind about something, it was a done deal, no matter how long it took. No matter what she had to endure.

She’d left home at eighteen. Not that there was much of a home to leave; she and her father had long since moved away from Twilight, the one place where she’d ever felt like she belonged. She legally changed her name to Emma and took off for New York City. For twelve years she waited tables, went to auditions, lived in cramped, cockroach-infested loft apartments with numerous roommates, and she never, ever stopped wishing and hoping and dreaming of her big break. She was going to be a star. Her mother had deemed it so.

She dated rarely and always casually. Love, she knew, could derail plans for fame faster than a stalled car on an Amtrak rail, and heaven forbid if she ever got pregnant. Unplanned pregnancies had ruined the careers of many an aspiring actress.

The only time she’d ever come close to losing her heart was at fourteen, back in Twilight. To the first boy she’d ever kissed, dark-eyed, black-haired, enigmatic Sam Cheek. His kiss had been a bottle rocket of sensation, and she’d never forgotten it. Mainly to remind herself of what she had to avoid. That kind of electric chemistry caused nothing but trouble for a girl with big plans.

Emma could still picture that beautiful boy. Once in a while she wondered what had become of Sam. Did he have a wife? Kids? What had he done with his life? He’d talked of becoming a veterinarian. Had he achieved his goal? But for the most part, she kept her thoughts where they belonged, on her goal of stardom.

“Two twenty-five and that’s my final offer,” said the woman behind the glass, snapping Emma back to the present.

“It’s special,” she whispered.

“There’s no market for sentimentality.”

“Please.” Emma blinked. “I need at least three hundred.”

The woman eyed her. “Let me guess. You came to New York with stars in your eyes. You were gonna make it big on Broadway. Am I close?”

Numbly, she nodded.

“You been here awhile. You been knocking on doors and knocking on doors and knocking on doors, and nobody’s answering. Sure, you’ve landed a few parts, off, off, off Broadway that didn’t pay a plug nickel. Or maybe you were even crazy enough to pay to be in some slipshod production. You’ve waited tables and worked as a receptionist and passed out flyers in Times Square. Anything to make a buck.”

It was an Alice in Wonderland moment. How did the woman know this about her? Was she that obvious? That much of a cliché?

“Pipe dreams,” the woman intoned.

“Pardon me?”

“You’re never gonna make it. If you were, it would have happened by now. You’re not pretty enough. Too short, too redheaded, too fair-skinned. You ain’t connected.”

“How do you know?” Emma glared, getting pissed off now.


“If you had connections, you wouldn’t be here pawning sentimental crap.”

“I could have a drug addiction,” Emma argued.

“Do you?”

“No,” she admitted.

“Pipe dreamer.”

Her anger flared higher. “Stop saying that.”

“Dreamer of pipes,” the woman taunted.

Emma didn’t have to put up with this, even though deep inside she feared the woman’s estimate was far more than accurate. She stuck out her palm. “Just give me the brooch back.”

“Tell you what,” the crone said. “Because I feel sorry for you, I’ll give you two eighty—”

“I don’t need your pity, give me my damn brooch back, Hagzilla or I’m calling the cops.”

An amused smile played over her thin, dry lips. “Three hundred, but only if you promise to give up on this stupid dream and use the money for bus fare back home, Cindy Lou Hoo.”

“Why the hell do you care?” Emma snapped.

The woman’s tight, hard eyes grew murky with an unexpected softness. “Because once upon a time, I was you.”

Emma snorted.

“You think that’s funny? You don’t believe me?”

“No, not really.”

“Hold on, I can prove it.” Hagzilla dug around in a drawer, pulled out a yellowed, tattered playbill. Death of a Salesman, 1989. She flipped to the dog-eared page that listed the cast. “There.” She pointed a grubby finger at a name on the list. “I played Miss Forsythe. On Broadway, and look where I ended up.”


“Did you have a drug problem?” Emma asked hopefully.

The woman glared. “Three hundred if you give up this stupid dream and leave town.”

“Yeah, okay, fine,” she said. Three hundred bucks wasn’t even a third of the way to her goal, but it was better than nothing. Still, that meant she had only five days left to come up with seven hundred dollars. In her situation it might as well be seven thousand. Don’t give up; you can’t give up.

“Say it.”

“I’ll give up this stupid dream and leave town,” Emma parroted, not meaning a word of it.

The woman slid the money through the slot. “Leave town.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Stuffing the three hundred dollars into the pocket of her faded jeans (that had of late grown baggy), Emma left the pawnshop, left her star brooch in the gnarled paw of the failed actress reduced to working behind a cage and trying to chase people out of Manhattan.

She hustled down the street, carried along on the energy of the herd surrounding her, passing a collection of small, grimy storefront windows that today somehow felt ominous. The summer heat was heavy, oppressive, burning the smell of car exhaust into her nostrils. The air hummed with sounds; the sharp honking of taxi horns, the steady marching of feet, the mad mumbling of cell phone conversations. Dark clouds hung above the skyscrapers, sautéing the city in humidity. People bumped into her, glowered, growled. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten anything besides an apple and two Wasa crackers since the evening before.


Emma picked up her pace, almost running, pushing to escape fate.

Don’t let the old crone rattle you. She’s bitter. She’s washed up. She’s not like you. She’s not special. She’s not a star.

But the reassurance rang false. She could feel the lie of it deep inside her. She was the one who was bitter. She was washed up. She wasn’t special. She wasn’t a star. She’d been deceiving herself all along. Chasing a pipe dream. Trying to be something she had no hope of becoming. Her heart sank as all the old doubts collapsed, falling in on her like perfectly lined up dominoes.

Faster and faster she walked, breathless now, sweaty.

She passed a souvenir shop, heard Sinatra’s rendition of “New York, New York” playing from a Wurlitzer, assuring her that if she could make it here, she could make it anywhere.

“But what if you can’t make it here?” she muttered under her breath. “What happens then, Old Blue Eyes?” Sinatra had not sung a song about that eventuality. Great, now she was talking to herself. She was a shopping cart away from being homeless.

At her hip, her cell phone vibrated. Grateful to have a distraction, she whipped it off her waistband, flipped it open, saw the name on the caller ID. Hope muscled out despair. It was her agent, Myron Schmansky. Myron was seventy-five if he was a day, frequently forgot her name, and smelled of boiled cabbage and cheap cigars. But by God, he was an agent.

Then a terrifying thought occurred. What if he was dumping her?

Her spirits—which were already stuck to the bottom of her sneakers—withered, turned brittle. Great, this was all she needed. Myron was going to add insult to injury. She didn’t want to answer, but ignoring reality wasn’t going to make it go away.

She caught her breath and pressed the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

“Anna,” Myron said in his raspy, on-the-verge-of-throat-cancer voice.

“Emma,” she corrected. “It’s Emma.”

“Emma, Anna, whatever your name is,” Myron grunted. “This is it, babe.”

“What’s it?” Emma asked, a sudden fear stomping on the hope. Had he called to dump her?

“Your big break.” Myron wheezed.

Her pulse slowed instantly, and she felt as if she was floating outside her body. The street shrank and Emma grew taller in some surreal Alice in Wonderland moment.

“You got an audition with Scott Miller at three P.M. this afternoon.” He gave her the address. “He’s casting for a supporting role in a new play, and he specifically asked for you. Said he caught your Munchkin role in Oz at the Half-Moon. Claimed you blew him out of the water. He raved about you. Wanted to know why someone else hadn’t plucked you from obscurity years ago.”

“Seriously?” Hope was back, dancing the hora inside her.

“Miller’s got a thing for natural redheads, capitalize on it.”

“Scott Miller? The Scott Miller?” Emma squeaked as all the air fled her lungs. She was so excited that she ignored the tiny little voice whispering at the back of her mind that Miller had a reputation as an aggressive hound dog. She wasn’t much for gossip. Who knew if it was true or not?

“You know any other big-time Broadway producers named Scott Miller?”

Nausea beat out the glee surging through her. Oh God, what if she screwed this up? She couldn’t screw this up. She’d been working twelve long years for this moment.

“Don’t screw this up,” Myron said. “If you haven’t made it in this business by thirty, you might as well hang it up.”

“What about Morgan Freeman? He didn’t have a Broadway debut until he was in his thirties.”

“Well, you aren’t Morgan Freeman, are you?”

“No, but there’s no reason I couldn’t be.”

“It’s different for women and you know it.”

Emma had just turned thirty. He was right, and she just didn’t want to admit it. This was her last chance to become a star. “Thanks for the pep talk, Myron.”

“Don’t mention it. Go knock ’im into next week, kid.”

 

It took Emma an hour to decide what to wear to the audition. Finally she settled on the artsy look, donning a short black skirt with turquoise tights and a matching turquoise blouse that hung off one shoulder. She layered the look with a black leather belt, black ankle boots, and bright pink bracelets.

She was still having trouble believing this was really happening. Oh, she’d fantasized about it plenty. Most nights she lulled herself to sleep with visions of seeing her name in lights on a Broadway marquee. Whenever she got the blues and feared she was just another cliché, she’d head down Forty-fourth to Sardi’s and sit at the bar. She’d order an old-fashioned, because, hey, it was old-fashioned, and she would stare at the framed caricatures on the wall—Katharine Hepburn, Marilyn Monroe, Clark Gable. Yes, these days Sardi’s was little more than a tourist hangout, but you could still feel the energy, and if you listened closely enough you could hear the ghosts from the past.

If she closed her eyes she could see the special watering hole the way it had been in its heyday. There sat Walter Winchell and his Cheese Club cronies at their table—joking, laughing, and telling newspaper stories. In that corner were Bette Davis and her friends, drinking highballs and trying to pretend they weren’t anxious about the impending reviews. Across the room, Eddie Fisher canoodled with Elizabeth Taylor.

A trip to Sardi’s never failed to snap Emma from her doldrums. After her audition she’d go there again, either to celebrate or to drown her sorrows, depending on how it went.

She arrived at the theater fifteen minutes early and was surprised to find no one else was there for the casting call. Surely she wasn’t the first to arrive. Had the audition been canceled? Had she gotten the time wrong? A bored-looking assistant, years younger than Emma, sat at the front desk. She was enrapt in an e-book reader and barely glanced up.

“I’m here to see Scott Miller,” Emma said, forcing a note of authority into her voice. “I’m auditioning for him at three.”

Without looking up, the assistant waved toward the door at the back of the theater. “Go on, he’s in his office.”

“We’re not auditioning in the theater?”


“You’re the only one who’s auditioning.”

Her heart lurched, and a ripple of apprehension ran through her, but she tamped it down. This was good, right? She’d never been the only one at an audition before. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but suddenly she felt like a fox in a trap. Mentally, she shoved aside the sensation and chanted the mantra she repeated in front of the mirror every single morning after she brushed her teeth.

You are a Broadway star, I am a Broadway star, Emma Parks is a Broadway star.

“Which way is his office?” she asked.

“Through the back corridor, past the black curtain, last door at the end of the hall.”

“Thanks.” Emma smiled, but it was for no one. The girl wasn’t even looking at her. She shouldered her handbag and moved forward, gliding past the stage entrance. How many times had she come to see plays in this very theater, sat in the back-row, nosebleed-cheap seats, and imagined herself up on that stage? Dozens for sure, maybe even fifty or more.

This is it. This is it. This is it. All your dreams are about to come true.

She eased down the corridor, following the assistant’s directions, and pushed back the dusty black velvet curtain. To Emma, the building smelled like years of stardom. Meryl Streep had performed here. She could almost feel Meryl walking with her toward the door at the end of the hall.

Not to put any pressure on you or anything, but don’t blow this.

Damn that naysaying voice. Purposefully channeling Meryl, Emma strode forward, knocked boldly.

“Come in,” rumbled a deep masculine voice.


Resisting the unexpected urge to run, Emma turned the knob and stepped inside.

The office was ordinary—desk, chairs, framed pictures on the wall. The man sitting on the burgundy leather couch was not. He was the most famed producer on Broadway, and he looked every inch the part.

Scott Miller styled his thick mane of gray hair combed back off his broad forehead and curling to his collar. It lent him a leonine mien. He wore a white button-down shirt with the top three buttons undone, revealing a mass of wiry gray hair, and he had the sleeves rolled up, showing off his muscular forearms. Even well into his sixties, he was in great physical shape. His wedding band was a wide chunk of gold interlaced with a sprinkling of small diamonds. He wore a Rolex at his left wrist and oozed an aura of pure money in spite of the faded black jeans with a tattered hole in one knee. He had on black loafers with no socks and a look of supreme ennui on his face. She resisted the urge to curtsy even as mental alarm bells went off.

His eyes lit on her. Miller sat up straighter and gave her a predatory smile. “Ah,” he said. “The Munchkin. Come on in, shut the door and lock it so we won’t be disturbed.”

Emma’s pulse pounded and her mouth went dry. Something inside her told her to run, but maybe it was simply because she was in the presence of greatness and she didn’t know how to handle it. She felt humbled and thrilled beyond measure. She closed the door, locked it, and turned back around to see that he’d gotten to his feet. He was tall, at least six feet. Standing beside him, Emma felt like a redheaded toadstool.


“You’re gorgeous,” he said, moving quickly across the floor to close the gap between them.

Okay, she’d taken extra care with her makeup and clothing, but gorgeous was not the initial response she usually got from men. Perky, yes. Cute, uh-huh. Adorable, yep. Gorgeous, not so much.

“I knew the minute I saw you that you were perfect for Addie, except you’re going to have to ditch the spiral perm.” He reached out to finger her Nicole Kidman curls.

“It’s not a perm. That’s the way my hair grows.”

“Then you’ll have to have it professionally straightened.”

“Okay,” she said, even though she had no idea how she’d pay for that. It was perilously close to sounding like he was seriously considering her for the part. Did she dare hope?

He stood so close she could feel his hot breath on the nape of her neck, and it was no secret he’d had garlic for lunch. Cloves of it, apparently. Dude, ever heard of Tic Tacs? Unnerved and a tad nauseous, she stepped away from him to study the pictures on the wall of Miller with a pretty, much younger woman and three kids in their late teens.

“Is this your family?” she asked, and turned back around to face him. “Your wife is beautiful and—”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s my wife and kids. Now take off your clothes.”

“Pardon?” It wasn’t that she hadn’t heard him; it was just that she couldn’t believe what she’d heard.

“Get naked.”

Her mind grappled with the situation. Was this really happening? Oh God, were the rumors really true? Emma gulped. “My…Myron didn’t tell me the play involved nudity. I don’t do nude scenes.”

“The play doesn’t involve nudity.”

“Then why do I have to get undressed?”

“Honey, do you want the lead in a Broadway play or not?”

Anxiety slammed into her. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. The biggest producer on Broadway wanted to have sex with her? “I do.”

“Then get those clothes off. I’m dying to see if the curtains match the carpet.”

She wasn’t naïve. She knew such things went on. She’d come up against a lot of sexual innuendo in this business, some inappropriate touching, and, yes, she’d even been propositioned. But nothing so blatant as “Give me sex and I’ll give you a job.”

“Come on,” Miller said, closing the gap between them. “Schmansky said you’d do anything for a part. I gotta see that red hair. He said you’re a natural.”

Inside her chest her heart was an engine, revving hot and fast. Was this really what she was going to have to do to make her dreams come true? Humiliation tasted soggy and sour, like laundry left too long in the washing machine.

Do you want the part?

Not like this. Please God, not like this.

Miller’s hands went to the snap of his jeans. His eyes were two lusty black dots. Spittle gleamed at the corner of his mouth. She realized he was standing between her and the door. Over his shoulder she could see the smiling face of his wife and kids. What a prince.

Emma straightened her spine, stitched together the scattered pieces of her courage. “I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding.”


“Yeah?” He slid his zipper down.

She knotted her fists. If she screamed, no one could hear her. She was five-foot-nothing and ninety pounds. Miller was over six feet and weighed at least two hundred. She didn’t stand a chance of fighting him. She tried to look haughty. “You’ve been misinformed.”

“How’s that?” He came toward her.

She inched backward, her longing gaze caressing the door. “Myron misspoke. There’s a lot of things I won’t do for a part.”

“Just a blow job then. Five minutes you’re done, the part is yours.” He stripped his pants to his ankles and stood there completely naked from the waist down, sporting a boner the size of Detroit. It made her hurt just looking at him.

“I…I…” She was so stunned she couldn’t breathe, much less talk.

Miller snaked out a hand and grabbed her by the waist. “Here, let me help you with those clothes.”

What happened next was pure reflex. She forgot he was big and she was small. Forgot he was the most famous producer on Broadway and she was a lowly struggling actress. Five years of Krav Maga training took over. She brought her knee to his crotch at the same time she jammed her fist up underneath his chin.

Miller’s head snapped back. He let out a blood-chilling shriek, clutched his testicles with both hands, and sank like a sack of salt to the floor.

Emma turned, leaped over his prostrate body, and ran for the door. She fumbled at the lock as Miller cursed her with every colorful word in his extensive vocabulary. “You’ll never work in this town again,” he screamed.


Feeling like the utter cliché she was, Emma stumbled down the corridor, staggered past the assistant who no longer looked so bored, and tumbled out onto the street.

It was only as she ran, pushing her way through the cluster of humanity thronging Forty-second Street, that the enormity of what she’d done hit her.

She’d just clocked renowned Broadway producer Scott Miller squarely in the gonads.

It was official. Her long-cherished dream of stardom was over.








CHAPTER TWO


Friends are like quilts, you can never have too many.

—Lieutenant Valerie Martin Cheek, R.N., late member of the True Love Quilting Club




The Rottweiler was a licker.

Every time Dr. Sam Cheek bent to place the stethoscope on Satan’s chest, the drooly black dog lavishly bathed his face with a thick pink tongue.

“He’s giving you kisses,” explained Satan’s owner, a woman in her mid-forties who was dressed like an escapee from Cyndi Lauper’s “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” video. She wore her hair—streaked with various colors, the primary one being pink—pulled up into a high ponytail on the side of her head and pink leggings underneath a pink and black polka dot miniskirt. If Sam’s older sister Jenny were here, she’d whisper, “What not to wear” into his ear.

But Sam didn’t care about things like that. Clothes were clothes. Sam cared about three things—his family, his town, and animals, and not necessarily in that order. “Could you lean over here and let him kiss you so I can listen to his heart?”

“Oh sure, sure.” The Cyndi Lauper wannabe puckered up and cooed, “How’s my little Satan? Who’s my good boy? Is it you? Is it you?”

The Rottweiler transferred his sloppy kisses to his owner’s face, leaving Sam free to finish his examination. Ten minutes later, he straightened, shook his head. “Tell me about Satan’s symptoms again,” he said. “I’m not finding anything out of the ordinary and all his lab work is negative. I could do a CAT scan, but that’s expensive and I don’t like putting animals through unnecessary procedures.”

The woman cocked a hand on her hip and her cheeks tinged pink. “Okay, I guess this is where I come clean.”

Sam took a step backward, twisted up the stethoscope, and tucked it into the pocket of his lab jacket. A sheaf of hair fell over the right side of his face, but he didn’t brush it aside. He let it hide the scar that made him feel self-conscious. He didn’t say anything, just waited for her to confess whatever secret was making her blush.

“There’s nothing wrong with Satan,” she admitted.

Other than that hellacious name you gave him. Still, Sam did not speak. He was the fourth child out of six and he’d learned a long time ago that the best way to get to the truth was by keeping your mouth shut. Ninety percent of the time the other person would trip himself up if you just gave him a chance.

“I’m new in town.” She batted her eyelashes. “And newly single.”

Aw crap, not another one. Satan flicked out his tongue and licked Sam’s hand. He scratched the dog behind the ears. It wasn’t the pooch’s fault he had a lovelorn owner.

“I heard you liked older women and—”

“Who told you that?”

She looked shamefaced. “Belinda Murphey.”

Sam’s mother’s younger sister, Belinda, ran a local matchmaking service called the Sweetest Match. She’d been trying for months to get Sam to sign up, but he wasn’t the least bit interested in dating again. It was too soon. Valerie had been gone just over a year, and between being the only small animal vet in Twilight and raising his son, Charlie, he had no time for distraction. His aunt Belinda had been surreptitiously sending women his way, and if it wasn’t for keeping peace in the family, he’d have confronted her before now.

“I don’t appreciate you using your dog as a matchmaking tool,” he admonished.

“So you don’t like older women? Belinda said your late wife was six years older than you and I—”

“I’m not ready to date again,” he said curtly. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have patients to see.”

“Yes, okay, sure. I didn’t mean to offend you, Dr. Cheek.”

He wasn’t offended. He was just irritated. “No harm done,” he eased his tone. The problem wasn’t this woman, but rather his matchmaking Aunt Belinda.

“I’ll pay for the exam,” she offered.

“Never mind that,” he said. “Just stop using your dog to pick up guys and we’ll call it even.”

“It’s a deal.” Her smile shone falsely bright and her perky pink ponytail seemed to sag a little.

She left the clinic with Satan through the side exit, and Sam went to the reception desk. “Don’t charge the Rottweiler’s owner for the visit—”


“Not another freebie,” his receptionist, Delia, groaned. “You can’t make a living if you keep giving away your services, Sam.”

“I don’t need a lecture,” he said. “I’ve got a mother, two sisters, and a very nosy aunt for that. Just letting you know that I’m leaving the building for a few minutes.”

“You have a poodle that got pecked in the eye by a rooster on the way in.” Delia stamped “no charge” on Satan’s bill.

“I’ll be right back.” He turned and went out the rear door.

The alley of the clinic ran parallel to the town square that was one block over. To get to the square he had to walk past the Twilight Playhouse, built in 1886. In the summers, the theater hosted touring companies performing Broadway musicals. In the winters, the town put on its own productions, including everything from cowboy poetry readings, to musical groups, to Christmas pageants.

Now that it was September and the kids had gone back to school, the playhouse would be gearing up for a new round of homespun programs. The sound of someone banging out a ragtime tune drifted through the open window of the sandstone building as he rounded the corner to the town square. The first time he’d ever kissed a girl, it had been in the upstairs stage loft.

He couldn’t help thinking of Trixie Lynn. Even now, he could still remember her impish green eyes surrounded by a riot of burnished orange curls. He’d had a thing for redheads ever since. Valerie had been a redhead as well, although her hair had been darker, more brownish. Trixie Lynn had possessed corkscrew tresses as vibrant as oak leaves in autumn.


After the kiss he’d filched from her in that loft, he’d fallen madly in love with Trixie Lynn the way a guy only falls once. Never mind that he’d been only fifteen, he’d yearned for her completely and without reservation. He was embarrassed about it now, the way he’d been so overcome. Not just that, but he was embarrassed at how often he still remembered it. Almost every time he passed the Twilight Playhouse, he thought of her and wondered where she was. Had she married? Did she have kids? Had she ever achieved her dreams of being a star?

It was so long ago. So dumb to keep thinking about her, but if he closed his eyes, the memory came back sharp and fully in focus. He remembered all the little details: the way she’d smelled like watermelon shampoo and Ivory soap, the way her soft curls felt slipping between his fingers. The way the storage loft had been hot and airless, how sweat had trickled down his back, how no one knew they were up there together
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