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            Prologue

         
         
         Virtuoso: A person with notable technical skill in the performance of music.
         

         

         
            Christmas Eve, 1997

            Nashville, Tennessee

         

         “Always remember . . .” Lorena Colton cupped her ten-year-old son’s face in her palms, and stared deeply into his eyes.

         
         She lay propped up in the hospital bed against three hard plastic pillows, and wore a thin white gown with tiny blue squares
            printed on it. The room smelled of Lysol, wilting flowers, and something darker, uglier. Her skin was spaghetti-squash yellow,
            and her lips the color of sidewalk chalk. A tube, attached to a bag of liquid, twisted into a vein in her arm like a clear
            plastic snake.
         

         
         “Always remember . . .”

         
         Cash hauled in a breath, fisted his hands at his sides, and shifted his gaze to the smiling, paper Santa Claus taped to the
            wall above his mother’s head, and waited for her words of wisdom.
         

         
         “Never fall in love.”
         

         
         Granny stood at the end of the bed, a deep frown pulling her mouth down, arms folded tight over her chest. Grandpa hovered
            near the closed door, Stetson cocked back on his head, looking just as stony, but less certain of it.
         

         
         “Love is a trap,” Lorena rasped, her lungs rattling thick and wet. “Don’t fall for it. You’re special, Cash . . .”

         
         She paused, coughed violently into a tissue. Wheezed. Started again. “You’ve got talent. So much talent.”

         
         A hot shiver ran through Cash, landed hard in his belly. Burst. Bloomed.

         
         “You can be somebody.” Her voice was low, her lips cracked and dry, eyes glistening with fever. “Don’t ever let a pretty face and hot body suck
            you into giving up your dreams.”
         

         
         “Lorena!” Granny snapped. “That’s a horrible thing to tell a child!”

         
         Summoning the last bit of strength in her, Lorena glared at Granny. “Cash is destined for great things, but not if he lets
            an ordinary life trip him up. He needs to know that.”
         

         
         “He needs love. Everyone needs love,” Grandpa said, stuffing his long broad hands into the pockets of his faded jeans and hunching his shoulders forward.
         

         
         “Then let him love Euterpe.”

         
         “Who the hell is Euterpe?” Grandpa looked confused.

         
         But Cash knew. His mother had been telling him about the Muses since he was a toddler.

         
         “Euterpe is one of the nine Greek Muses.” Lorena’s voice grew softer still, losing strength the longer she talked, flickering,
            fading. “Euterpe . . . is the goddess of music, song, and dance.”
         

         
         “There’s no such thing as a Muse.” Granny moved to cover Cash’s ears with her palms. “Stop filling the boy’s head with nonsense
            or he’ll end up just like you.”
         

         
         Cash squirmed away from Granny, perched on the edge of his mother’s bed.

         
         “Told ya we shouldn’t have sent her to that fancy school,” Grandpa mumbled. “It gave her funny ideas.”

         
         “You’re the one who bought her the guitar,” Granny accused.

         
         “Falling heedlessly in love got me here.” His mother struggled to sit straight up, her eyes flashing fierce for the first
            time since his grandparents had brought him into the room. For a moment she was her old self again. “Not education. Not the
            Muses, and certainly not the guitar. Music is the only decent thing in my life. My only saving grace.”
         

         
         What about me? Cash bit his thumbnail. Aren’t I decent?

         
         “I passed it on to you, Cash.” Lorena collapsed back onto the pillows that crinkled when she landed. “The music. My talent.
            That’s why you can’t ever let love lead you astray. You can make it as a musician where I failed.” Her voice was thin, evaporating.
         

         
         He could hardly hear her, and he leaned closer.

         
         “You can be famous, Cash, and rich beyond your wildest dreams. Just don’t let love lead you astray. Not ever.”

         
         “This is wrong.” Grandpa shook his head like a windmill trembling in a West Texas sandstorm. “Wrong in so many ways.”

         
         “Hush.” Granny grabbed his elbow and pulled him aside, and said in an angry whisper, “She’s dying. Let her say what she needs
            to say. We can fix it later. We won’t fail him the way we failed her.”
         

         
         “Pick it up.” Lorena looked at Cash and waved a wispy hand at her guitar propped in the corner. The guitar she had never let
            him touch.
         

         
         Cash hesitated, wondering if he’d misunderstood, wondering if it was a trick. Mom could be fickle like that. Tell him to do
            something, and then get mad when he did.
         

         
         “Go on,” she prodded.

         
         Granny and Grandpa huddled near the door, looking as uncertain as he felt. Granny laid a restraining hand on Grandpa’s shoulder,
            shook her head.
         

         
         Cash eased toward the guitar, and cautiously picked it up.

         
         “It’s yours now,” his mother said. “My Christmas gift to you.”

         
         His heart caught fire, flamed. She was giving him her Gibson? It felt wonderful and terrible at the same time. Why was she
            giving him her most beloved possession?
         

         
         Cash frowned, chewed his bottom lip. He didn’t like this. Giving away her guitar made no sense.

         
         No. No. A creepy feeling crawled over the back of his neck.

         
         And yet, and yet . . . he wanted that guitar. Wanted it with every muscle, cell, and bone in his body. Wanted, yearned, craved.

         
         His mother closed her eyes, her hands flopping to her sides as if they were too heavy for her to hold up, and her chest barely
            rose when she inhaled.
         

         
         “Mommy?” Cash called her the name he hadn’t said since he was a toddler. These days, he mostly called her Lorena, because
            she asked him to. She didn’t want people thinking she was old enough to have a son his age.
         

         
         “Play for me, Cashie,” she murmured without opening her eyes. “Play ‘Stone Free.’”

         
         From the doorway, Grandpa snorted. Granny nudged him in the ribs with her elbow. “Wrong,” Grandpa muttered. “So wrong.”

         
         Reverently, Cash cradled the Gibson, sat in the chair next to his mother’s bed, his fingers strumming the first notes of the
            Jimi Hendrix anthem to restlessness. His mother’s favorite song. The first tune she’d ever taught him to play on the cheap
            pawnshop guitar she’d given him for his sixth birthday.
         

         
         He sang the lyrics about freedom and rebellion. Sang as if he would never have the chance to sing again. Sang with all the
            heart and soul he possessed.
         

         
         Sang and sang and sang.

         
         Several nurses crowded into the room, watching him with wide eyes and opened mouths. Impressed.

         
         Cash paid them no mind. He was playing for his mother. Giving it his all. Everything. Left nothing on the table.

         
         His fingers flew over the strings, his voice ringing out clear and certain with each guitar lick. He’d never played so masterfully.

         
         He was the music and the music was he.

         
         No separation. No thought. Nothing but experience.

         
         Sound. Vibration. Rhythm.

         
         Jimi Hendrix lived inside him, through him.

         
         As Cash sang the last line, the last words, “bye-bye baby,” Lorena—his mother, the woman he’d tried so hard to please but
            could never seem to make happy—smiled softly, took her last breath, and finally flew free.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
         Rubato: An important characteristic of the Romantic period. It is a musical style where the strict tempo is temporarily abandoned
            for a more emotional tone.
         

         

         
            December 2, twenty years later

            Twilight, Texas

         

         Backstage at the one-hundred-forty-year-old Twilight Playhouse, Paige MacGregor wriggled into her skimpy “Santa Baby” costume,
            finger-pinched red Lycra leggings up around her waist, flashed her doughy-white belly to the full-length mirror, and quite
            possibly the ghost of John Wilkes Booth, and swore off Christmas cookies forever.
         

         
         According to local lore—and open to heated debate—after assassinating Lincoln, Booth escaped, and hid out in Twilight, Texas.
            He assumed the name John St. Helen and got a job as an actor. On his deathbed, St. Helen, aka Booth, supposedly confessed
            his true identity.
         

         
         “Sorry, John,” Paige apologized. “But if you don’t want to see the sad evidence of my total lack of self-control, you shouldn’t
            haunt theaters.”
         

         
         She was the first of the five Santa’s helpers to arrive, and the quiet of the old limestone building offered momentary respite
            from the extravagant Dickensian hullabaloo ruling the town square. Paige took a deep inhale, exhaled long and slow.
         

         
         Breathe.

         
         At the narrow oval window overlooking the flat roof of Perk’s coffee shop next door, Earl Pringle’s pet crow, Poe, pecked
            at the pane—tap-tap-tap—and glowered at her with murderous intent.
         

         
         Poe was a moody cuss. You couldn’t judge Twilightites by him. He was tiny for a crow, barely larger than a female grackle,
            which might explain his grumpiness. He cocked his shoulders and flared his wings as if trying to convince her that he was
            a ferocious raven.
         

         
         Paige pretended to startle because she knew what it was like to be on the short side, and hey, everyone needed an ego boost
            now and again, even small crows trying to prove themselves worthy of poetic names.
         

         
         Poe gave a loud “Caw,” satisfied that he’d scared her, and flew away to find new folks to terrorize.

         
         She moved to the window clouded with decades of dirt and grime, called, “Go forth and nevermore.”

         
         Hey, were those snowflakes?

         
         Her obsessive-compulsive gene wished for window cleaner and a rag, but her curiosity overrode that urge. She undid the rusty
            latch and, with some effort, shoved open the window for a better view at the street below. The smell of dark roast and yeasty
            pastries teased her nose, and watered her mouth.
         

         
         No. No more sweet treats.

         
         Behind the theater and the town square, Lake Twilight stretched sapphire blue, a dazzling jewel in Hood County’s crown. If
            she leaned out the window far enough and craned her neck to the left, she could just make out her uncle Floyd’s houseboat
            where she was crashing for the holidays, and/or until she reglued the fractured shards that were her life back together.
         

         
         Delicate white flakes coasted silently from the sky, sprinkling trees, roofs, cars, and heads of passersby. Her West Texas
            heart leaped joyously.
         

         
         She’d grown up in barren desert surrounded by oil and sand, far away from water and snow. And she was thrilled by the white
            stuff here in North Central Texas, even though she knew the ground was too warm for it to stick. For this one spectacular
            moment, Twilight looked like a shaken snow globe.
         

         
         She took another deep breath, savored the sight for as long as she dared, then reluctantly pulled back inside and shut the
            window.
         

         
         With a dreamy sigh, she kicked off her Skechers and plunked down onto the creaky rocking chair. The paint was distressed-dingy
            white, chipped by advanced age and a vast collection of butts.
         

         
         Paige zipped up knee-length, black-vinyl, spiked-heeled costume boots. Topped her chestnut, chin-length pageboy with a green
            elf hat, and examined the results in the mirror.
         

         
         Turned sideways, sucked in her gut.

         
         “What do you think, John? Give it to me straight. I know I’m no Eartha Kitt, but put me in a couple of Spanx and I can pull
            off this hot elf thing. Right?”
         

         
         She spun around to get a rear view, but her ankle turned in the stiletto boot and she had to grab hold of the mirror to keep
            from toppling over. “Okay, okay, Spanx and deportment lessons.”
         

         
         It had been years since she’d worn stilettoes. She took a second look, brushed her hair back from her forehead, and reapplied
            her lipstick. Good enough. Time to clear out. The other assistants would be here soon and they’d need the dressing room.
         

         
         Carefully, she minced down the stairs, past the stage where the hands were setting up, and went into the auditorium.

         
         The Twilight Playhouse was one of the oldest existing US theaters that still hosted performances, and it was the only building
            on the town square to have kept its primary function since the town was founded in 1875.
         

         
         The theater predated the township, having been built the previous year. Next door to what was back then a saloon, but was
            now a fine dining restaurant nostalgically dubbed 1874.
         

         
         Not that Paige could afford to eat there.

         
         The playhouse had undergone a historically correct renovation a few years back when Emma and Sam Cheek took over as owners,
            so while everything looked the way it had almost a century and a half ago, and the exterior was one hundred percent original,
            the auditorium itself was essentially brand-new.
         

         
         The theater seated three hundred people, and during the month of December, every performance sold out. This year’s Christmas
            play was Elf and on Saturdays and Sundays they held a two p.m. matinee in addition to the evening performance.
         

         
         Numerous green wreaths, with red velvet ribbon streamers connecting them, hung from the white limestone walls, festive and
            inviting. Stacks of programs sat on the apron of the stage, waiting for Santa’s helpers to pass them out to theatergoers.
         

         
         From the slip of light filtering in through the open side doors, the colossal Italian crystal chandelier aggressively created
            rainbows, dappling the stage and orchestra pit in luminous prisms that twinkled and danced.
         

         
         Someone had suspended a wedding-bouquet-sized clump of mistletoe from the chandelier’s central branch, inviting the audience
            to indulge in stolen kisses.
         

         
         Aww, Christmas in Twilight.

         
         Paige picked up an armful of programs, tucked them into her elbow, and tottered over the thick rose-patterned carpet to the
            theater lobby. No one was at the main reception desk, but rummaging sounds came from the closet on the other side of the room.
         

         
         “Emma?” Paige called.

         
         “Nope.” Colorfully tattooed, multiple-pierced, purple-dreadlocked Jana Gerard popped her head from the closet.

         
         “Oh it’s you, Jana.”

         
         “Sorry to disappoint. Emma hopped over to Caitlyn’s flower shop to replace the blooms.” Jana waved at the wilted poinsettias
            that sat in baskets on the long marble countertop.
         

         
         From the closet, Jana dragged a life-sized cardboard cutout of an acoustic guitar protected by a sheet of thin clear plastic.
            The playhouse had used the guitar to adorn the lobby for the summer performance of Oklahoma.
         

         
         “What’s that for?” Paige tilted her head.

         
         “Sesty’s decorating for the Brazos Music Review fundraiser tomorrow night, and Emma said we could borrow the guitar.” Sesty
            Langtree was a local event coordinator, and one of Jana’s two bosses.
         

         
         A few years back, Jana had moved to conservative Twilight from keep-things-weird Austin, and with her flamboyant appearance,
            she stood out like a scarlet rose in a planter box of white lilies.
         

         
         No one knew much about Jana and rumors dogged her heels, which were usually clad in leather motorcycle boots stubbed with
            metal spikes. The speculations about Jana’s past ran the gamut from the absurd—she shot a man for cheating on her—to the sublime—she’d
            donated a kidney to a sick lover, friend, parent, sibling, child, what have you, but alas, they’d tragically died anyway.
         

         
         While the truth of Jana’s abandonment of the state’s capital city for the hinterlands of the close-knit tourist town of Twilight
            was probably much more mundane, she did nothing to quell the hearsay, and at times actively flamed it. Offering sly smiles
            and lurid winks.
         

         
         Paige understood the temptation toward mysteriousness. Even though she had relatives in Twilight, and she was not nearly as
            exotic as Jana, she, too, had been the topic of whispered speculation.
         

         
         “Need any help?” Paige asked as Jana hoisted the cardboard guitar onto her back.

         
         Jana eyed her. “You’ve got your hands full, and I’m not real confident in your ability to walk a straight line in those heels.”

         
         “Me either,” Paige admitted, but she put down the programs and moved to open the left side exit door.

         
         “Thanks,” Jana said.

         
         “Excuse me.” Paige raised her voice to the tourists packing the sidewalk. “Woman coming through.”

         
         The throng shifted, cutting a narrow path for Jana to join the flow of foot traffic.

         
         And she was off, swallowed up as the crowd closed ranks again. The only visible sign of her was the bobbing cardboard guitar
            surfing over heads.
         

         
         Right then, the other four Santa’s helpers came bustling in through the door that Jana had just exited, snow-dusted and laughing.
            They greeted Paige merrily, and trundled off to the dressing room.
         

         
         All the Santa’s helpers had been told to get into costume early so the actors could have the dressing rooms at one-thirty.
            It was now 12:55. The helpers would work the lobby, greeting guests, passing out programs, manning the cloak room, guiding
            visitors to their seats, and selling refreshments at the bar.
         

         
         “You’re gonna do great,” Paige said, giving herself a first-day-on-the-job pep talk. “Just don’t trip and break your neck
            in the dang boots and you’ll be fine.”
         

         
         She spied the droopy poinsettias. A little water and time out from under the heat vents and they would rebound. Taking the
            initiative, she watered the plants and temporarily relocated them to the closet.
         

         
         The side door of the theater opened again, this time ushering in a red-cheeked Emma carrying a giant basket of various white
            winter flowers. Emma was in her midthirties, and stood a full two inches shorter than Paige’s five-foot-two height, possessed
            flame-red naturally curly hair, peaches-and-cream skin, and an easy smile.
         

         
         Emma Parks Cheek had once been a Broadway actress, and occasionally starred in a movie or two, but mostly she kept busy running
            the Twilight Playhouse, and riding herd on her veterinarian husband, Sam, Sam’s teenage son, Charlie, from another marriage,
            and their seven-year-old daughter, Lauren.
         

         
         Emma stopped short and peered around the basket. “Where did the poinsettias go?”

         
         “I moved them to the closet to make room for the new flowers.”

         
         “Why, thank you, Paige. That was considerate.” Emma hefted the basket onto the marble counter, moving it this way and that,
            cocking her head to assess her handiwork, attempting to find the most strategic spot from all angles.
         

         
         “No problem.”

         
         “I should have taken care of the flowers sooner, but when I stopped by the clinic to drop off Sam’s lunch, he had a whole
            different kind of meal in mind.” She wriggled her auburn eyebrows. “Word to the wise, a quickie on an exam table is not as
            sexy as it sounds.”
         

         
         “I . . . um . . . never thought.” Paige pressed a palm to the back of her head. “Well . . . um, okay.”

         
         “Sorry, was that too much information?” Emma grinned as if she wasn’t the least bit sorry. Her husband was one smoking hottie
            and she didn’t mind letting everyone know they had a spicy sex life.
         

         
         In all honesty, it wasn’t Emma’s frank talk that gave Paige pause, rather it was the realization that she’d not ever done
            anything halfway intrepid as a quickie on an exam table.
         

         
         The bravest thing she’d ever done was to take up residence on a houseboat. And as far as sex went, well, she wasn’t exactly
            a femme fatale, never mind the skimpy Santa Baby costume.
         

         
         “Now if you want to talk sexy . . .” Emma lowered her voice.

         
         No, no, Paige did not want to talk sexy time with her employer.

         
         “Room nine at the Merry Cherub has a seven-foot jetted tub. Fun!” Emma paused, her face turning dreamy at a spicy memory.
            “Or try a midnight rendezvous underneath the Sweetheart Tree in Sweetheart Park. But do bring a blanket. And you might want to wait for summer.”
         

         
         “Um, doesn’t that violate public nudity laws?”

         
         Emma looked like a sly cat that had slurped up all the cream. “It’s amazing the things you can do with your clothes on. Plus,
            sometimes a girl has to let down her hair and take a walk on the wild side.”
         

         
         Wild side, huh? Yeah, well, about that . . . not her strong suit. Paige was more the look-both-ways-ten-times-before-crossing-the-street
            type. And her hair was cut in a short bob. Nothing to let down.
         

         
         “But I shouldn’t be standing here gabbing about sex,” Emma said. “Lots to do.”

         
         “How can I help?”

         
         “Guard the doors and do not let anyone in until one-thirty. The town council has been riding my butt about letting people
            in early.” Emma rolled her eyes as commentary on the meddlesome town council. “You’ll only have to monitor the side door.
            All the rest are locked. Unlock them exactly at one-thirty.”
         

         
         Keep guests out for twenty-five minutes? Sure, she could do that.

         
         Emma stopped on her way into the auditorium. “Oh, and, Paige.”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “You have the most genuine smile I’ve ever seen. Use it. And often.”

         
         “Thanks.” Her stomach tingled, fizzed. She smiled a grateful smile, wanting Emma to know just how much she appreciated the
            job.
         

         
         Emma disappeared. Leaving Paige more determined than ever to please her new boss.

         
         She marched over to monitor the side door at the exact moment a guy pushed his way in, bringing with him a bracing breath
            of cool December air.
         

         
         She was just about to reroute the intruder when their eyes met. Crash. Bam. Wham.

         
         Head-on collision.

         
         They both stilled instantly. Gazes fused.

         
         Man. O. Man.

         
         It felt as if the wand of fate had conjured him straight from a fairy tale about stalwart knights and fair damsels.

         
         Snow dusted his thick ebony curls and his broad shoulders were clad in a faded denim jacket over a red plaid flannel shirt.
            He was average height, five-ten or -eleven, but he had a presence about him that made him seem much larger.
         

         
         He was lean and narrow-hipped in a pair of well-worn Wranglers. Only the Patek Philippe watch at his left wrist and his handmade
            James Leddy cowboy boots said he was anything more than an ordinary cowboy.
         

         
         But his smile!

         
         Dazzling. White. Killer-diller.

         
         Oh, that smile was a dangerous thing! Sprung from full, angular lips that twitched irresistibly as he stared at her—into her—with
            laser beam focus.
         

         
         It was a dynamite, TNT, nitroglycerin kind of smile that detonated every nerve ending in Paige’s body. Rattling her foundation.
            Firing off round after round of tingly, breathtaking explosions.
         

         
         Boom. Boom. Boom.

         
         Euphoric devastation.

         
         A surge of energy, a deep thrill that commenced in her belly, arced up through her heart and lungs, triggered a helpless smile
            of her own, and scrambled her nervous system. Tempting her to chase the feeling with a kite and key.
         

         
         “Hello, Santa Baby.” The last word dripped off his lips like liquid sex and she forgot that she was supposed to say, Doors don’t open until one-thirty.

         
         Instead, her jaw dropped and her tongue welded to the roof of her mouth, and she made a guttural sound. “Um . . . um . . .”

         
         His smile deepened, moved up to crinkle around his heart-stoppingly gorgeous gray eyes. No doubt about it, he was accustomed
            to twisting up tongues.
         

         
         He swaggered nearer, sauntering in an Old West gunslinger gait, the door closing behind him, the sound of his boots reverberating
            across the polished marble floor.
         

         
         And still she did not tell him to leave, mainly because she couldn’t find her voice. It had gotten tangled in his lasso smile.

         
         The way he moved, smooth and easy, slammed into her chest and kidnapped her breath. She couldn’t talk. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t
            think. She was a fish on a hook. Well and truly caught.
         

         
         “I’m here for the performance,” he said.

         
         Wait outside, she should have said, but her tongue remained glued to the roof of her mouth, peanut butter stuck.
         

         
         Her first day on the job and she couldn’t complete one simple task—tell this red-hot stranger to wait outside with everyone
            else until the doors officially opened.
         

         
         Clearly, he was not a man accustomed to following the rules. What applied to regular folk didn’t apply to Greek gods in cowboy
            clothing, did it?
         

         
         C’mon. Snap out of it. Remember what happened the last time you went gaga over a guy?

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said, meaning to sound firm, but somehow her words came out alarmingly shaky. “But we’ve got a strict schedule
            to keep and we’re not open to the public until one-thirty.”
         

         
         “It’s eight minutes after one.” He turned his wrist so she could see the face of his expensive watch. Showoff. “Not that early.”

         
         “Rules are rules.”

         
         “Even in my case?” He gave her a look that said, Are you kidding me right now? As if she should know who he was. As if he was somebody.
         

         
         Cocky. He was amazing and he knew it.

         
         His attitude rubbed her the wrong way. He wasn’t different than any of the other people lining up waiting to be let in. Peeved
            and vowing not to be swayed by his lively eyes and knowing grin, she pointed to the sidewalk. “Out, mister.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “No excuses.”

         
         “I’m—”

         
         “Go.” She snapped her fingers, sent him her fiercest scowl, even though her knees were gelatin. He didn’t need to know that.

         
         Instead of leaving, he strolled closer.

         
         Paige’s heart skipped some beats. Now what?

         
         The stranger studied her with half-lidded eyes and intense interest as if she were the most fascinating creature he’d ever
            seen. Her. Plain old Paige MacGregor, the most ordinary girl, was being stared at as if she were the most extraordinary thing.
         

         
         The hair at the nape of her neck tickled. She curled her fingernails into her palms, and gulped.

         
         “No one has to know you let me in early,” he whispered. “It’ll be our little secret.”

         
         He was fully in control. He knew it. She knew it. They both knew she was melted wax in the heat of his sexy stare.

         
         Damn him.

         
         “Leave,” she said, and added unsteadily, “Please.”

         
         “What do I have to do to get you to bend the rules?” he coaxed, dipped his head, lowered his lips. “Let you kiss me?”

         
         He was teasing, trying to get her goat. She could see it in his eyes, but the joke tumbled into the pit of her anxiety, pinged
            off her every nerve ending.
         

         
         Standing here, smelling his stunning scent, feeling the heat from his rock-solid body radiate into her, she wanted more than
            anything on the face of the earth to turn tail and run.
         

         
         But she wouldn’t.

         
         Couldn’t.

         
         For one thing, she’d promised Emma she’d guard the door. For another, if she took off running in the stilettoes she’d certainly
            fall and bust her ass.
         

         
         Not. Going. To happen.

         
         He must have seen something on her face, in her body language, because he stepped back. “Only eighteen more minutes now.”

         
         “And that’s when you can come in.” She pointed, surprised by how forceful and commanding her words shot out.

         
         He grinned devilishly, frankly amused, and latched on to her gaze with eyes the color of San Francisco fog. Not that Paige
            knew firsthand what San Francisco fog looked like. She’d never been out of Texas.
         

         
         His dusky eyes held the promise of landscapes she yearned for—windswept moors and craggy mountains, foamy ocean waves and
            rocky deserts, stony castles and petal-strewn gardens.
         

         
         He’d been around. Seen the world. And his magnificent, experienced eyes left her winded and wondering and wanting.

         
         Wanting so much more than she had a right to claim.

         
         Dear Lord. She clicked the lock on that pitch of desire. Slammed it shut. Spun the tumbler. Steeled her gaze. Offered him
            nothing.
         

         
         His eyes gentled, no longer filled with daring mischief. Nonchalantly, he shifted his attention to the door.

         
         Which she was grateful for because it meant he was going.

         
         Plus, when he turned, she had an unobstructed view of his backside cupped so enticingly in those faded Levi’s. A cowboy’s
            butt—firm, muscular, built for endurance—a masculine butt that dared her to touch.
         

         
         She sucked in a short, shallow breath, and ignored her tingling fingers.

         
         The sleeves of his denim jacket were pushed up enough to reveal tanned wrists roped with strong veins. Long, calloused fingers
            took hold of the doorknob.
         

         
         No adornment on those hands. No rings or tattoos. Plain. Durable. Bare. Simple but not simplistic, he was a man of rugged
            style and surprising grace.
         

         
         He opened the door.

         
         Going.

         
         Leaving.

         
         Yay!

         
         So why did she want to throw herself onto the marble tile floor, fling her arms around his ankles, and beg him to stay?

         
         “One more thing . . .” He turned back.

         
         Yes? Yes? Yes?

         
         Eyes twinkling like stardust, he studied her a long moment without saying a word. But his mouth, oh his knowing mouth, quirked
            up at the corners as if to say, You’re as intrigued by me as I am by you.

         
         She gave him a polite, noncommittal smile in return. He might be interested right now, but he wouldn’t be if he knew her.

         
         “What’s this sweetheart legend I’ve been hearing about?” His voice was low and cozy as a fleece blanket in front of a roaring
            fire on a cold winter evening. There was a lazy lilt to his tone, and his words stretched out slow and sultry.
         

         
         But there was something steely in there as well. A warning.

         
         It was in the way his tongue hit the back of his teeth hard on the “t” sounds. Determined. Stubborn. A quality and hue that
            said when this man set his mind to a goal, come hell or high water, he would never, ever give up.
         

         
         Paige shivered. Just a little.

         
         But he noticed. His eyes darkened and narrowed, taking measure of her.

         
         “Huh?” she said because she was so distracted by his potent sexuality she couldn’t remember what he’d just asked.

         
         “The wishing well, the old tree with lovers’ names carved in it, the statue of a hugging couple in the park. What’s that all
            about?”
         

         
         “Uh,” she said, and spouted off a condensed version of the town’s well-known lore. “Rebekka Nash and Jon Grant, childhood
            sweethearts from Missouri. They were separated by the Civil War. She was a Southern Belle and he turned Yankee soldier. But
            they never stopped loving each other. Fifteen years later they met accidentally on the banks of the Brazos River at twilight,
            and they were reunited.”
         

         
         “Twilight, huh? Hence the name of the town?”

         
         “Indeed.”

         
         “Ah.” He laughed. A beautiful sound that sent her heart thumping. “There’s nothing like a good romantic legend. Bet it stirs
            tourism.”
         

         
         “You got it.”

         
         His stare drilled into her one last time and then he left without another word. Opened the door. Walked out. Disappeared into
            the crowd.
         

         
         Gone forever.

         
         Good-bye.

         
         Good riddance.

         
         She was glad he left. Well, not glad, really. Relieved. Yes. Relieved she’d never have to see him again.

         
         Yes, relief. That was the emotion.

         
         Then why did it feel so much like disappointment?

         
         “Paige?”

         
         She turned, spied Emma standing in the doorway between the lobby and the auditorium. “Yes?”

         
         Emma ticked her head to one side in her effervescent way. “I forgot to mention that a VIP will be dropping by.”

         
         “Um.” A sick feeling washed over her. “What does your VIP look like?”

         
         “Handsome cowboy, stunning gray eyes. Saunters like he owns the world. You can’t miss him.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
         Carol: A song or hymn celebrating Christmas.
         

          

         Feeling naked without his trademark Stetson, beard, and shaggy shoulder-length locks, Cash Colton moved through the crowd
            decked out in Dickensian-era costumes.
         

         
         He’d shed the outlaw image that had been his trademark, and he had to keep reminding himself that clean-cut was his new smokescreen.
            Without it, he’d be mobbed.
         

         
         Even so, people were noticing.

         
         Heads turned, especially feminine heads. Although he was used to that. He’d been born with the ability to command female attention.
            Part of the appeal that had made his music career . . .
         

         
         . . . and thoroughly crashed it.

         
         Although the square was packed with tourists, the town itself was small. Seven thousand, according to the population sign
            on Highway 377. He could hide out from the wide world in Twilight, but once people figured out who and where he was, the news
            would swell like wildfire.
         

         
         Cash knew about the reality of small towns. He had been born in a place half the size of this one. Tarred and feathered there
            too. Small towns could look enticing on the surface, but beneath often lurked a dark underbelly of intolerance, ignorance,
            and harsh judgment.
         

         
         Been there. Done that. Got the hell out.

         
         So why was he here?

         
         Oh yeah, he was doing a favor for his best friend, Emma Cheek—who he’d met when they were both young and starting their careers—while
            at the same time keeping a low profile, hiding out from the paparazzi, and searching for his creative mojo.
         

         
         The last one was damn elusive. He felt as if he’d spent the past year roaming a barren emotional desert, empty, aimless, lost.

         
         On the street, people nodded and smiled at each other in the way of longtime neighbors. Smiles full of acceptance and respect.
            There was a deep-seated trust here you didn’t often find in big cities. Nostalgia washed over him.
         

         
         Don’t fall for it.

         
         He was not going to trip for gorgeous, daydream-hazel eyes, cute freckles sprinkled like cinnamon over a pert little nose,
            short dark brown hair that curled into question marks at her chin, and a sexy Santa Baby outfit.
         

         
         Hell, why was he even thinking about the adorable elf who had thrown him out of the theater? She certainly was not his type.
            She was too girl next door. Not even those do-me stiletto boots could hide that fact.
         

         
         Not that there was anything wrong with girl next door. She just wasn’t for him. All he had to offer was a hot night in his
            bed, and she was too sweet for that. Still it didn’t stop his imagination from unbuttoning her blouse, slipping it off her
            creamy shoulder, and burying his face against her soft, sweet skin.
         

         
         McDang, son. He heard his musical career mentor Freddie Frank’s voice in his head. Straighten up and fly right. If it hadn’t been for Freddie, his life could have taken a serious wrong turn, and he respected the man’s advice, but his
            wicked mind kept going.
         

         
         He liked her refined grit and the way her round chin hardened to stone when she took a stand. Contrast that with her eager
            grin, acquiescent voice, and optimistic body language. She was a people-pleaser with a determined spine. The spunky kid, tenderhearted,
            but no pushover.
         

         
         Something, or someone, had toughened her up.

         
         That bothered him. The idea of someone hurting her didn’t set well. What son of a bitch would mistreat a woman with wide Bambi
            eyes and a dazzling smile that sparked up Texas?
         

         
         It was all he could do not to walk back into that theater, gather her in his arms, pull her against his chest, and assure
            her that everything was going to be all right.
         

         
         Yeah, as if she’d go for that. When he teasingly suggested she kiss him, she looked as if she was going to haul off and slug
            him in the gut instead.
         

         
         Not everyone understood his sense of humor. His ex-girlfriend, Simone, claimed he used teasing as a shield against deeper
            feelings. Hell, who knew? Maybe she was right.
         

         
         But he couldn’t deny something had passed between him and Miss Spunky Kid.

         
         From the moment their eyes met, he heard chords in his head, his right brain skipping around, playing with sound and images,
            tickled by the flood of musical fodder rushing in.
         

         
         Compelling, given that he hadn’t heard the music, hadn’t written a note, hadn’t even picked up a guitar with intent to play,
            in over a year. His primary guitar, the one he composed on—dubbed “Lorena” because it was his mother’s Gibson—had been stolen
            at the same time all the stuff went down with his ex and the band. The added loss of the guitar had compounded his creative
            block.
         

         
         That was one of the reasons he’d gone to Peru. Get his head straight. Get back on track.

         
         Cash was no angel. He’d been with his share of women, but he’d never felt anything quite like that derailing electrical jolt
            he’d felt when he’d looked into Spunky Kid’s eyes. It was as if they’d met before, as if they’d known each other in another
            life, as if somehow they were fated.
         

         
         Bizarre idea. He was not the type of guy who believed in anything remotely mythical or mystical, unless you counted the musical
            Muse.
         

         
         Euterpe.

         
         The Greek Muse of lyrical poetry and song. Now her, he believed in. Hmm. Maybe Spunky Kid was his Euterpe.
         

         
         That thought took his breath.
         

         
         If it wasn’t for Emma and her charity event, he wouldn’t even be playing music. He owed her a big favor, and when she’d called
            it in, he hadn’t hesitated; one, because it was Emma and he would do anything for his best friend, and two, because he owed
            his record label a new album and the clock was ticking.
         

         
         And he’d been frozen like a snowman on the Arctic tundra.

         
         But now . . . oh right this minute . . . since looking into Euterpe’s eyes, there was a whisper in his ear, a fledgling hope
            fluttering its wings, a warble of a song rising from the wasteland of his career.
         

         
         A comeback.

         
         His cell phone vibrated in his back pocket, playing Leonard Cohen’s “Nevermind,” the song he’d added as his ringtone after
            his band, The Truthful Desperadoes, split up. Granted, the song was a bit dark, but that’s where his mood had been. Maybe
            it was time for a new ringtone.
         

         
         The phone buzzed again.

         
         Cash stepped from the foot traffic into a narrow alleyway, fished the cell from his pocket, and peeked at the screen.

         
         It was his manager, Deet Larken, who he’d been dodging for months. He almost didn’t take the call, but fell into the suck
            of guilt, and hit Accept.
         

         
         “S’up, Deeter?”

         
         “Good mood?” his manager asked as if that was a rare thing.

         
         Which surprised Cash. He’d known Deet for over a decade. Trusted him with his money, his career . . . hell, with his life.
            When Deet started his own music industry management company, Cash had been his first client.
         

         
         “Yeah,” Cash said, realizing it was true. He was in a good mood. “I am.”
         

         
         “Um. Okay, I’ll call you back later.”

         
         “Wait . . . what is it?”

         
         “Not now. Don’t wanna spoil your good mood.”

         
         Air decamped from his lungs. Cash rested his forehead against the cool brick wall of the building he was standing in front
            of and he caught a vague whiff of garbage from the Dumpster down the way.
         

         
         “Deet.” He injected cement in his voice. “Just tell me.”

         
         “It’s Sepia,” Deet said. “They’re making serious noises about dropping you.”

         
         Sepia had been The Truthful Desperadoes recording label, and after the group split, Cash had been the only member of the band
            they’d offered a solo contract. He’d taken the deal more out of inertia than anything else. Deet handled all the legal machinations.
            His head had been so screwed up, his career and personal life falling in shambles around him.
         

         
         “That’s kind of rash,” he mumbled.

         
         “It has been a year since you signed that contract.” Deet cleared his throat. “Please tell me you’ve got something I can show them.
            You know how this business goes. They could drop you for farting in a windstorm.”
         

         
         “Chill, Deet. I haven’t been dropped from a contract in years.”

         
         “Which means you’re due. Plus, you fell off the end of the earth for a solid year, man. Sepia is nervous. You’re looking unstable.
            Think about it. You had your favorite guitar stolen, lost your band and the love of your life, all at the same time.”
         

         
         “Simone was not the love of my life,” Cash disagreed.

         
         “All right, your muse, then.”

         
         Cash thought of the girl at the theater, heard a fresh rustle of music sweep through his head. “Simone wasn’t my muse either.”

         
         “Clearly, or you would have proposed to her like a sane man and kept everything churning along smoothly. If you had proposed,
            she wouldn’t be—” Deet broke off abruptly, tension vibrating through the phone.
         

         
         The hairs on Cash’s forearm rose. He knew Deet well. Something was up. “She wouldn’t be what?”

         
         “I didn’t want to tell you over the phone.” Deet chuffed. “But I suppose it’s better to hear it from me than TMZ.”

         
         Cash clenched his teeth, braced himself. “Just tell me.”

         
         Deet paused. He could be dramatic that way. “Simone and Snake are getting married in Los Angeles on New Year’s Eve.”

         
         Snake, back when his name was Jake Snider, used to be Cash’s good friend. Cash grunted, surprised but not upset. He’d been
            unable to commit to Simone. How could he blame her for moving on? It would have been nice if she’d broken up with him first
            before slipping between the sheets with Snake, but hey, it was what it was.
         

         
         “I thought she and Snake were a short-term thing,” he said.

         
         “You know Simone. She’s got to have someone to take care of her.”

         
         “Well, good for them.” Cash nodded as if Deet could see him through the phone, glad they weren’t on FaceTime. “I hope they’re
            very happy together.”
         

         
         “You don’t sound bitter.” Deet seemed amazed.

         
         “That’s because I’m not.” A man couldn’t be bitter when his woman cheated because he couldn’t do the whole diamond-ring, overblown-ceremony,
            I-love-you-forever-and-ever thing. That’s not to say it hadn’t hurt. It was just that Cash knew the score. If he wanted a
            high-flying career, he had to avoid anchors and chains.
         

         
         “That’s not the worst of it,” Deet went on.

         
         “No?”

         
         “She and Snake also got a sweet recording deal with Apex Records.”

         
         Ah, now that explained why Simone was still with Snake. “No kidding,” he said mildly, gut churning. “A duet deal.”

         
         “You’re not the least bit jealous?”

         
         Of a guy named Snake? “No.”

         
         “Wow, once upon a time you would have given your left nut for a recording contract with Apex.”

         
         He would if he wasn’t in such a slump. Right now he was having trouble meeting his contract with Sepia. At this moment, an
            offer from Apex would be the kiss of death for his career. The Amazon had taught him a few things. He wasn’t ready. He was still in regroup mode. His time would come. As long as he kept his eye on
            the prize, and his head in the game and his mind off women, he would achieve his loftiest dreams. No doubt.
         

         
         He was free after all. No band. No girlfriend. Nothing to hold him back. Stone freaking free.
         

         
         “So I can tell Sepia you have something?” Deet prodded.

         
         Not quite yet, but it was in the works. As of ten minutes ago when he’d looked into a pretty girl’s eyes.

         
         “Look, Deet, I’m standing in an alley watching someone dressed like Tiny Tim hobble by. Not the best time for a conversation.”

         
         “Tiny what? Who?”

         
         “Never mind,” he said. “Any other reason you called besides busting my balls over Sepia, Simone, and Apex?”

         
         Deet made an odd noise. “I’m worried about you, man. First you disappeared to the Amazonian jungle and now to Bumfuzzle, Texas.”

         
         “Twilight.”

         
         “Twilight, Bumfuzzle, whatever. The deal is you’re far away from home, all alone at Christmas, and your ex is marrying your
            former bandmate.”
         

         
         “Believe me,” Cash said, peering from the alley at the steady parade of merry revelers dressed in costume. “The last thing
            I am is alone.”
         

         
         “Ah, I see.” Deet let out a you-naughty-devil laugh. “Some sweet country girl has caught your eye?”

         
         “Nope,” he said easily, but thought of the sexy Santa Baby, and a fresh riff of chords played through his head. A song unfurled
            quickly, hotly, as the best songs often did.
         

         
         Euterpe.

         
         His muse.

         
         He was unstuck. Thanks to Euterpe and her sweet little smile. She brought rain to his barren soul and watered the roots of
            his creativity. He had no choice but to bloom.
         

         
         And he couldn’t wait to see her again. Find out for sure if she really was the cause of this tiny flicker of hope. A melody.
            A chorus. Lyrics. Starting to assemble and gel. It was the end to his miserable creative block.
         

         
         Cash was already tapping out a beat against his thigh. He glanced at his watch. Saw it was one-thirty. Shifted his phone to
            the other ear. Left the alley. Wandered around the corner back to the Twilight Playhouse just as Euterpe flung open the doors
            and let the crowd in.
         

         
         “Thanks for calling, Deet. I gotta go. You have a Merry Christmas.”

         
         “I’ll try and stall them, what with it being the holidays and all. It looks like you’re in a good place. I’m glad.”

         
         “Yeah.” Cash smiled as he glanced across the snow-dusted heads of the theatergoers and watched his muse usher people inside.
            “I think I just might be.”
         

         
         He moved toward her, still smiling.

         
         But she wasn’t looking his way, and once folks started flowing in, she turned and headed in the opposite direction.

         
         An elderly woman, smelling of violets, wearing shiny new black patent boots, and holding on to a rolling walker suddenly teetered
            as the wheels hit the threshold bump between the damp sidewalk and the slick marble floors of the theater.
         

         
         Instinct—he’d lived with his grandparents long enough to understand the combined hazards of new boots, glassy flooring, and
            geriatric gaits—and quick reflexes had him jumping to take her elbow to steady her before she tumbled.
         

         
         “Oh,” she gasped. “Oh my! You saved me from a serious spi—” She broke off and stared up at him, her jaw hinging open.

         
         “Ma’am?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

         
         “Liam, Liam.” She grasped with trembling fingers, reached over to clutch the forearm of her elderly male companion. “Am I
            hallucinating or did Cash Colton just save me from breaking a hip?”
         

         
         “I dunno, Dotty Mae.” Liam scratched his chin. “He don’t look shaggy enough for Cash Colton.”

         
         “He cut his hair and shaved, for heaven’s sake. But it’s him, I tell you.”

         
         Liam studied Cash through thick-lensed glasses. “I dunno . . .”

         
         “I’m telling you it’s him. Cash went into hiding since his no-good girlfriend cheated on him and busted up The Truthful Desperadoes,
            and his creativity shriveled up. I was reading all about it in Uptown Country magazine.”
         

         
         Liam looked puzzled. “How can the country be uptown?”

         
         “There was speculation he’d gone to live with some native tribe in the Amazon,” Dotty Mae mused. “Shipibo, I believe they’re
            called.”
         

         
         Liam cupped a hand behind his ear. “You shipped what from Amazon? I thought I told you to stop buying so many damn books.”

         
         Cash suppressed a grin. Actually, Dotty Mae was right. He had spent the last ten months ambling through South America trying
            to figure out what to do with the rest of his life. And he’d come up empty.
         

         
         “I didn’t order any books . . . oh never mind.” Dotty Mae waved a hand. “You’re missing the point. Cash Colton just saved
            my life.”
         

         
         “If that’s Cash Colton, what’s he doing in Twilight?” Liam asked.

         
         “What do you think? Emma Cheek’s cowboy music thing.”

         
         “I thought you said he was out of the country.”

         
         Dotty Mae rolled her eyes. “Well, clearly he’s back.”

         
         “If it even is Cash Colton,” Liam said, “I’m not convinced.”

         
         “OMG, y’all!” screamed a teenager in black Lycra yoga pants and pink angora sweater. “It’s Cash Colton!”

         
         Cash cringed, braced himself. Fought every urge pushing him to flee as a pack of teenaged girls descended. The last thing
            he wanted was to be trapped here signing autographs. Emma was expecting him before the curtain went up.
         

         
         But he’d learned a long time ago, you couldn’t always get what you want. Nod to the Rolling Stones for that tidbit of wisdom.

         
         “See, see.” Dotty Mae nudged Liam in the ribs with her elbow. “I told you it was him.” To the teenagers, she said, “Out of
            my way girls. I spotted him first,” and pushed her walker right through the middle of them.
         

         
         “Could you sing a few bars of ‘Reality Moves Fast’?” begged one of the teenagers.

         
         “Reality Moves Fast” was Cash’s most popular, and his least favorite, song.

         
         “Sorry, honey,” he apologized with a wink as he signed the back of a grocery store receipt Dotty Mae had pulled from her purse
            for him to sign. “I have to save my voice for the performance tomorrow night.”
         

         
         “You’re performing in Twilight!” squealed the girl in the pink angora sweater as she fanned herself with a theater program.
            “Lordy, I’ve died and gone to heaven.”
         

         
         “You ladies have let the cat out of the bag. It was supposed to be a surprise. Emma Cheek is going to announce it before the
            play starts.”
         

         
         “And may I suggest y’all take your seats so you can hear all about it?” a familiar voice said. “You can see more of Mr. Colton
            tomorrow night.”
         

         
         Cash looked down into the bright face of his dear friend Emma, who was dressed as an elf for her role as Jovie in the play.
            Emma took hold of his hand, tugged him through the theater past all the gawkers, and into her private office.
         

         
         She shut and locked the door behind them. There was a party in her eyes—lights, happiness, celebration—no one did perky like
            Emma.
         

         
         They had met years ago, long before he’d hooked up with Simone. They’d been in a production of Oklahoma together at a dinner theater in Branson. She’d played Laurey, and he’d been one of the musicians. The producer was coming
            on to Emma hot and heavy, and Cash had pretended to be her boyfriend to get her off the hook. After that they became fast
            friends. Nothing romantic ever developed. While they adored each other, Emma was five years older and there had never been
            a sexual spark between them, but they were closer than most siblings.
         

         
         “Steal a girl’s thunder, will ya?” Emma said playfully, and gave him a hard hug. “This afternoon was supposed to be the big
            reveal of my surprise coup—Cash Colton, all the way from South America, headlining my favorite charity. And you go and blow
            it by oozing charm all over the place and getting recognized.”
         

         
         “I tried my best to be incognito. I cut my hair and beard.”

         
         “And only managed to make yourself twice as sexy. Why didn’t you slip in the side door early like I suggested?”

         
         “I tried. Some determined young woman threw me out before I had a chance to explain.”

         
         “Oh.” Emma laughed, eyes glistening. “That’s Paige. She’s got some trust issues, but she’s a hard worker and she’s loyal as
            a German shepherd.”
         

         
         “Paige, huh?” Cash couldn’t help grinning. Now she had a name. Paige. Not as romantic as Euterpe, but infinitely more practical.
            He liked it. Paige. Crisp. Efficient. Down-to-earth.
         

         
         “Oh ho?” Emma’s eyes brightened. “What’s that sly grin all about?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         Emma raised a finger. “Don’t toy with her, mister. Paige has been through a lot and the last thing she needs is some wandering
            cowboy musician breaking her heart.”
         

         
         “Been through a lot? Like what?”

         
         “No, no. Stay away. I know how you attract wounded flowers.”

         
         “She didn’t strike me as the least bit wounded. On the contrary, she seems quite warriorlike.”

         
         “Don’t let her tough act fool you. She’s all soft and squishy on the inside. Which is why you’re not going to bother my newest
            employee.” Emma linked her arm through his. “Now come with me. The show must go on.”
         

         
         After Emma introduced Cash onstage and announced he would be headlining the Cowboy Christmas charity fundraising event, the
            crowd got to their feet in thunderous applause.
         

         
         Aww, hell. He didn’t deserve that kind of fanfare. He was a musician. Not a soldier or a doctor or a fireman or a cop. He
            wasn’t a hero. He was just lucky.
         

         
         Emma escorted him to the VIP section, and then went backstage to open the play.

         
         Cash found himself seated beside two big-haired, middle-aged women in cowgirl boots and denim jackets. They kept sending him
            sidelong glances and grinning at each other. Both wore wedding bands and were holding stemless glasses filled with red wine.
         

         
         “I like him better without all the hair,” one of them whispered to the other.

         
         “Not me. The hairier, the better.”

         
         Cash ran a hand over his clean-shaven chin. Hairier was easier, but smooth skin was a nice change of pace.

         
         A woman in a sexy Santa Baby outfit escorted a couple to their seats on the other side of the aisle. His pulse jumped. It
            wasn’t Paige. He swiveled his head, looking for her in the aisles behind him, but the lights dimmed and that was that.
         

         
         What the hell? He couldn’t ever remember being so immediately smitten. Why her? Why now?

         
         He sat through the play, which was really pretty darn good for a small-town production, but he wouldn’t have expected any
            less from Emma. And yet, he couldn’t keep his mind on the performances.
         

         
         His thoughts kept drifting back to Paige and then music would rise in his head again, drowning out the actors on the stage.

         
         Maybe he’d get a chance to see her again once the play was over.

         
         He pinned his hopes on it, but Emma, that force of nature, didn’t give him a chance to breathe. She sent her husband, Sam,
            to collect him while she was changing out of her costume.
         

         
         Sam Cheek was a tall, dark-haired man with Native American features. He would have been leading-man handsome except for the
            long scars across one side of his face. Emma had told him Sam had been attacked by a mountain lion when he was an Eagle Scout
            on a camping trip. Cash had first met Sam when he’d walked Emma down the aisle as a father substitute to give her away at
            her wedding. Emma’s husband held the hand of an adorable red-haired girl.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me this is Lauren.” Cash squatted beside her.

         
         “Yep.” Lauren offered him a gap-toothed grin and twirled like a ballerina. “I’m me.”

         
         “Last time I saw you, you were knee-high to a grasshopper.” Cash held his hand a couple of inches off the floor to show how
            short she’d been. They’d come to visit him backstage when The Truthful Desperadoes performed at a concert in Dallas not long
            after Lauren was born.
         

         
         “Silly.” Lauren giggled. “I was never tinier than a grasshopper.” She paused, looked up at Sam. “Was I, Daddy?”

         
         “No, sweetheart. Your uncle Cash is given to hyperbole.”

         
         Uncle Cash. He liked how Emma encouraged her kids to call him uncle. As if he was part of the family. As if he fit.

         
         It felt nice. Seeing as how he’d never really fit anywhere. Emma understood. She’d had a rough childhood too. Unstable mother.
            No brothers or sisters either.
         

         
         “Hyper . . . hyper what?” Lauren crinkled up her nose that was the exact same shape as her mother’s.

         
         “He’s exaggerating,” Sam explained.

         
         “Oh!” Lauren’s eyes popped wide. “You mean he tells tall tales like Grampa Cheek?”

         
         “Exactly like that, my bright girl.” Sam puffed up his chest with pride.

         
         “Where’s Charlie?” Cash straightened.

         
         “He’s thirteen, and doesn’t like hanging out with the old folks anymore. He’s spending the night with his cousins, but he’ll
            be at your concert tomorrow night.”
         

         
         Cash glanced over his shoulder; the audience was thinning out, but a few people were hovering, hoping to speak to him or get
            an autograph.
         

         
         “Looking for someone?” Sam asked.

         
         “Huh?” Cash tried to appear cool, but he was embarrassed at having been caught searching for his muse.

         
         “Oh, I get it. You’re worried about fans breathing down your neck. Leave it to me.” Sam waved at the looky-loos. “Folks, Mr.
            Colton will be available for autographs after tomorrow night’s fundraiser, but right now, he’s our guest and we’re about to
            take him out for dinner.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” a man apologized.

         
         “Didn’t mean to intrude,” said someone else.

         
         “Thanks for coming to Twilight,” added another.

         
         Cash raised a hand, rewarding his fans with a smile. “See you tomorrow night.”

         
         Emma appeared in street clothes and toned-down makeup. “Are we ready to go? I know it’s a little early for dinner,” she apologized
            to Cash as they headed toward the front exit. “But I have to be back at six-fifteen to get ready for the seven o’clock performance.”
         

         
         “No worries.” Cash patted his stomach. “I’m hungry enough to eat a bear.”

         
         Lauren giggled. “There he goes again, hyper . . . hyper . . . telling tall tales.”

         
         Emma laughed and pinched her daughter’s cheeks. “Daddy’s been trying to teach you big words again, hasn’t he?” She winked
            at Sam and slipped her arm around her husband’s waist.
         

         
         Sam leaned down to kiss her.

         
         Not wanting to intrude on their private moment, Cash went ahead of them, stepping into the lobby, just in time to see Paige
            exiting.
         

         
         A full musical score galloped through his head—riffs, licks, chords, rhythm, the whole enchilada.

         
         The doors to the theater were solid oak
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