
  
  
      
        
          Wrap Your Troubles in Dreams

          Corrigan Sisters - Book Three

		      
          Jennifer Lamont Leo

        

        
          [image: ]

          Mountain Majesty Media

        

      

    


  
  
WRAP YOUR TROUBLES IN DREAMS 

Published by Mountain Majesty Media, Inc.

PO Box 638, Cocolalla, Idaho 83813



ISBN: 978-1-7378741-5-7 (e-book)

ISBN: 978-7378741-6-4 (print)

Copyright © 2022 by Jennifer Lamont Leo

Cover design by Dee Dee Designs  

For information on this book or author visit: www.jenniferlamontleo.com



All rights reserved. Non-commercial interests may reproduce portions of this book without the express written permission of Mountain Majesty Media, provided the text does not exceed 500 words. When reproducing text from this book, include the following credit line: “Wrap Your Troubles in Dreams by Jennifer Lamont Leo, published by Mountain Majesty Media. Used by permission.”



Commercial interests: No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents are all products of the author’s imagination or are used for fictional purposes. Any mentioned brand names, places, and trademarks remain the property of their respective owners, bear no association with the author or the publisher, and are used for fictional purposes only. 



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Leo, Jennifer Lamont

Wrap Your Troubles in Dreams / Jennifer Lamont Leo 1st ed.



Printed in the United States of America









  
  



Books by Jennifer Lamont Leo                                 



Corrigan Sisters

You’re the Cream in My Coffee

Ain’t Misbehavin’

Wrap Your Troubles in Dreams



Windy City Hearts

Moondrop Miracle

The Rose Keeper

Love’s Grand Sweet Song



Novella Collections

Lumberjacks & Ladies

The Highlanders



Join Jennifer’s Reader Community

at JenniferLamont Leo.com








  
  



For all who work to uphold truth, beauty, and goodness in the media, and to shine a light in a dark world. The world needs more people like you. 





“Having friends around for a pleasant evening is one of life’s most cherished joys, as far as I am concerned. But when those with me are fellow believers, how much greater that joy is, for we know that it’s rekindled, one day in eternity.”

—Jimmy Stewart, 20th century movie actor
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Chapter One


Kerryville, Illinois. July 1933





Helen Corrigan’s lower lip trembled. With great drama she thrust forth her arm and gripped Nanette Johnson’s hand. Hard. 

“But you must help me. You’re my only hope.” Her voice quivered in anguish.

Nanette’s elfin face contorted. “Your only hope?”

“Yes. There’s no one else I can turn to.”

Nanette blinked rapidly. “I’d do anything to help you.”

Helen drew her friend’s hand to her heart, jerking her closer. “You must tell no one. I’m going to marry Will!”

Nanette gasped and recoiled. “Marry! That rascal?”

“Shh.“ Helen cast an anxious glance toward the door. 

Nanette lowered her voice. “Don’t your parents know?”

“No, Alice, and they mustn’t find out. Not now. Not until Will and I are well on our way to Willa—I mean, Walla Walla—oh, shoot.”

“Cut!”

At the director’s sharp command, Helen bit back the rest of her impassioned plea and released Nanette’s hand. 

“Sorry.” Her midsection contracted. Not only had she blown the line, but she’d displeased Chet Scarborough, the play’s author and director and the one man whose opinion she most cared about. On multiple levels.

She lifted her arm—no easy task in her heavily corseted costume. Shading her eyes against the glare of the footlights, she squinted in the direction of his disembodied voice.

From the hollow darkness of the vacant auditorium, Chet barked, “Nanette, you’re supposed to be excited and happy for your friend, not wincing as if you’re in pain.”

Nanette rubbed the offended appendage. “But I am in pain. She practically crushed my fingers. I’ve got a ring on, you know.”

We all know. Helen bit back the snappish remark. Nanette’s engagement to Ted Barber was recent enough that she talked virtually of nothing else whenever cast and crew took a break in rehearsal. Even so, Helen was happy for her friend, and if she were honest, more than a little envious. Nanette had landed her Prince Charming, while Helen didn’t have the foggiest notion where she stood with hers. Chet’s mercurial moods shifted between being warm and loving one minute, cool and detached the next, keeping Helen perpetually off balance. 

At present her prince was experiencing a cool-and-detached moment, his creative-genius mind focused entirely on the production. As hers should be, she reminded herself, during the second-to-the-last dress rehearsal before opening night.

“Sorry about your hand,” she murmured to Nanette. “I guess I got a little carried away.”

“I’ll say.” Nanette caressed her beloved ring. 

“All right, ladies.” A note of weariness laced the director’s deep baritone voice. “Let’s go back a few lines. Perhaps we can do without all the stuttering this time, Helen.”

Her face heated at his sarcastic remark. It wasn’t her fault she’d stuttered. She hesitated a moment, then spoke into the darkness. 

“I’m sorry, Chet. It’s the line.”

Beside her, Nanette inhaled sharply. Actors rarely contradicted the director, who in this case happened to be the playwright as well.

“The line?” Though she couldn’t make out Chet’s face in the dimness, Helen imagined his steely gray eyes fixed in her direction. She pressed on.

“Don’t misunderstand. It’s a good line, a necessary line, but it’s difficult to say.” Helen picked up a dog-eared script from a nearby table and flipped to a page. “‘Will and I are well on our way to Walla Walla.’ It’s… it’s awkward.” 

“Awkward.” The ensuing silence was unnerving. 

She took a step toward the footlights. “With all due respect, Chet, it sounds like a joke. Like the opening of a limerick or something. I don’t believe it’s something Susannah would say. Not in the middle of a serious scene like this one. Can’t we rephrase it?”

His reply was firm. “We will not be rewriting the script at this point, Helen.” 

“I didn’t say to rewrite the script,” Helen protested. “Just this one line. That’s all.”

“That one line makes deliberate and effective use of alliteration.” Chet’s tone was crisp and professional. “It will remain as is.”

Helen sealed her lips, reminding herself he was a renowned theatrical wizard. A genius, many said. Critically acclaimed. She was just an untrained actress from the sticks. And even if she were better qualified to argue her point, contradicting him was futile. His way or the highway, as Helen’s brother, Charlie, would say. 

It didn’t make it any easier that she was in love with the man. Absolutely head-over-heels loony-tunes about him. She couldn’t help herself. What girl could? In the eight weeks or so they’d been working on the play, she’d fallen under his spell. 

And he was falling for her, too. She was sure of it. Oh, he hadn’t said as much. Not in so many words. But his lingering glances, the way he brushed his fingers against her hair or her cheek and remarked on her beauty—those gestures told Helen everything she needed to know. 

Even so, his remark stung. He needn’t have snapped at her in front of everyone. She was only trying to help.

After a seemingly interminable pause, he spoke again. “You two wait there.”

Helen and Nanette exchanged a glance.

“Where does he think we’re going to go?” Nanette muttered under her breath. 

Helen smiled in grim camaraderie. She rubbed her forehead as a headache formed at the edges of her skull. The Kerryville Players’ production of Under the Flaming Oak was opening in less than forty-eight hours. Chet only wanted the play to be a smash hit, as they all did. They were all feeling wrung out, from the fastidious director on down to the high-school boys pasting flowery Victorian wallpaper onto the scenery flats. 

She smoothed her hair as Chet’s lean frame emerged from beyond the footlights, his long legs taking the stairs two at a time. In spite of her headache, she couldn’t help but feel a thrill, thinking how much he reminded her of Gary Cooper. Tall and good-looking in a rugged sort of way. Even the faint lines visible around his eyes and mouth, the touch of silver in his dark hair, gave him a wise, authoritative look.

He strode across the stage and stood before her and Nanette. “The show opens this weekend,” he said with strained patience. As if they needed reminding. 

He reached out, grasped Helen’s shoulders, and shifted her position. A thrill coursed through her at his gentle touch and Brylcreem-scented nearness. Drawing a deep breath, she forced herself to focus on his words. 

“Now, honey, when you deliver that line, turn your shoulders like this, so the light captures your elegant profile.” He touched her chin and lifted it. As he did so, she couldn’t help glancing at his mouth. At his strong, well-shaped lips. She wondered what it would be like to kiss those lips. 

Darn it all. She forced herself to look away. He could be such a demanding director—to the point of rudeness at times—and yet something about his commanding presence never failed to reduce her to a star-struck schoolgirl. Maybe that quality was what her favorite dime novels meant by “charisma.” That ability to charm your way back into people’s good graces, no matter how shabbily you’d treated them just moments before.

“Hold it. That’s it. Nanette, you stay right where you are. Perfect.” Chet took a step back and surveyed the scene with a critical eye.

Helen felt a fleeting disappointment when he let go of her shoulders. She gave herself a sharp internal pinch. Get a grip on yourself, girl. 

Of course he knew best. He was the professional. Who was she to question the way he’d written the line?

“Take the scene from the top, please.” Chet returned to his seat in the darkened auditorium. They repeated the scene three more times in all, during which Helen managed to utter the tongue-twisting line without a single stutter. Then they moved on through the rest of Act Three to the finale.

Just when Helen thought she could not endure one more minute of rehearsal, “That’s it for tonight,” Chet called. Murmurs of relief sounded all across the stage as actors and crew milled around, shutting down equipment and gathering their belongings. “See you all back here tomorrow, seven sharp, in full costume, ready to go.” He stood. “Helen, can you hold up a moment? I’d like to speak with you.” 

Helen’s tummy fluttered. She was unable to read his tone. Was he going to pay her the sorts of compliments he’d been doling out all summer—about her skilled acting, her flaxen hair, or her cornflower-blue eyes? Or, in the extreme other direction, would he read her the riot act for questioning his playwriting ability in front of the others? She never knew with Chet. That was part of what made him so exciting. 

She was never bored when he was around.

Nanette gave her shoulder a playful nudge. “Good luck,” she whispered. She knew all about Helen’s not-so-secret crush on the dashing director, had listened to her praise him to the skies over the long, hot weeks of rehearsal. 

“He’s as hard on himself as he is on us,” Helen had insisted on more than one occasion. “He’s a perfectionist, that’s all. He insists on the best. All the great directors do.”

“How do you know what the great directors do?” Nanette had teased. 

Helen’s face had heated. “I just know.” 

True, Helen hadn’t come across many directors in her sheltered life. As theatrical venues went, the Orpheum was only one modest step up from the Kerryville High School auditorium. Nevertheless, she faithfully pored over every issue of Photoplay and Theatre, so she knew the score. Genius directors were perfectionists, and Chet Scarborough was a genius. She needed to take his critical comments to heart—no matter how difficult they might be to hear— if she was going to make professional acting her career. Even though Chet directed plays, not movies, she knew his advice was invaluable.   

Acting had been her deepest hope since she was ten years old, watching her first motion picture on the Orpheum screen. She’d planned to head for Hollywood as soon as she finished high school. Then the stock-market crash had forced her to put her dream on hold to help keep her family’s store in business. But the dream hadn’t died. Not ever. 

Now here she was, twenty-one years old and not getting any younger, still acting in scruffy little small-town productions instead of on the silver screen. Her dissatisfaction with the direction her life was going had been building for some time.

Feeling conspicuous even though no one was paying attention, she walked with forced casualness from the stage to where Chet stood stuffing papers into a brown leather briefcase. 

“You did well tonight, Helen,” he said with hearty cheer, loud enough for the others to overhear. “I just had a few thoughts about your entrance in the third act.” 

“Oh?” Her stomach clenched as it always did in the face of criticism. “Am I doing something wrong?”

“You’re doing fine.” He busied himself with his papers until most of the others had cleared out. Then he turned to her with that intense look in his gray eyes—the look he gave her whenever she did something that pleased him. She’d come to love that look, to yearn for it and do whatever it took to get it. She practically melted in relief that he wasn’t annoyed with her.

He lowered his voice. “I’d just like to talk some things over with you. Matters of some importance. Come back with me to my hotel.”

An electric shock jolted her to her core. She took an involuntary step back. “I—I can’t do that.” Maybe the city girls he was used to could freely visit men at their hotels, but she wasn’t a city girl, and Kerryville sure as heck wasn’t the city.

His handsome face broke into a lopsided grin. “You should see the look on your face. Don’t worry, I’m not trying to seduce you. What kind of a cad do you think I am?”

She didn’t know which was more embarrassing. To be propositioned, or to assume you were being propositioned when you weren’t.

“It’s just that I’d like to talk to you in private,” he continued, “and the hotel lobby is the only place where we can scare up a cold drink at this hour.” 

Her shoulders relaxed. He was right. Downtown Kerryville, such as it was, did shut down early, especially on a weeknight. Even the Tick Tock Café was closed. The Excelsior Hotel—opened with great optimism in 1929 just one month before the stock-market crash—offered the only nightspot to speak of. But tempting as the offer was, she couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it. Even though perfectly innocent, all they’d need is for some biddy hen like Eugenia Wardlow to spot them entering the hotel together and soon the whole town would have the wrong idea about their… their… well, whatever this was. 

She lifted her chin. “I have to work early in the morning. I need my beauty sleep.” Even to her own ears, the excuse sounded straitlaced and stuffy. 

He chuckled, his face etched with the smile lines she found so appealing. “Whatever you say, honey. At least let me walk you home.”

“All right.” The likes of Eugenia Wardlow could find nothing objectionable about a girl accepting a walk home this late at night. Safety first, and all that. Even Helen’s brother-in-law, Peter, a police officer, would approve. 

“Meet you out front as soon as I’m done here,” Chet murmured. Then he raised his voice, once again all business. “John, may I speak to you for a moment before you go? I have a few notes.”

The warm, sultry air enveloped Helen as she stepped onto the sidewalk. In the bright electric light from the marquee, she reviewed the promotional poster mounted on the brick wall. Under the Flaming Oak, it proclaimed in flowing script. July 23, 24, and 25, 1933. Her own image smiled back at her from beneath the costume bonnet she wore in the role of nineteenth-century belle Susannah McCabe. Beside her in the photo stood John Morton, Kerryville’s balding postmaster-turned-romantic lead, along with Nanette Johnson in the role of Alice and Bob Green as Susannah’s father. 

Her gaze trailed down the poster to the words, “Written and directed by Chester Scarborough, distinguished Chicago impresario.” Distinguished impresario. She shivered deliciously. The Kerryville Players were unbelievably lucky to have him, even if the arrangement was only temporary, part of some government project to bring culture to the hinterlands. He’d be leaving soon—gut-wrenchingly soon—to return to Chicago’s glittering theater scene. And equally glittering actresses, no doubt. 

An unexpected arrow of jealousy pierced her midsection. 

All through the long weeks of rehearsal for the summer-stock production, she’d done her best to make a good impression on the eminent director, to prove that a Kerryville actress could be just as polished and professional as those in Chicago. And along the way, she’d fallen in love. Chet Scarborough was older, sophisticated, intelligent, and experienced—just the sort of man who could have a life-changing impact on Helen’s longed-for acting career, as well as her heart, if that intense look in his eyes meant what she dreamed it did. That she was special. That she had a shot at being his leading lady not only on the stage, but in real life. 

The theater-industry rags occasionally linked Chet to this or that actress but made no mention of a serious girlfriend. That role, it seemed, remained open. Now he wanted to meet with her in private! This walk home might be her tryout, her audition for the coveted role of Mrs. Chester Scarborough.

The heavy glass door opened, and she glanced up in eager expectation. But instead of Chet, Nanette’s sprite-like form appeared.

“You still here?” She looped her arm through Helen’s and drew her toward a dilapidated Ford idling at the curb. “Come on. Ted will give us both a lift home, and you can tell me what Chet said to you just now.”

Helen stood her ground. “No, thanks. I—I’m waiting for him.”

Nanette lifted one penciled eyebrow. “For Chet?”

Helen forced a little shrug, as if to say no big deal. “He’s offered to walk me home, that’s all. Says he wants to talk to me about something.” 

She should have known better than to try to get anything past Nanette, whose dark eyes sparkled at the prospect of romance. “That’s good, isn’t it? Isn’t that what you’ve been waiting for?”

“I suppose so.” For a quick moment Helen regretted confiding in Nanette about her crush. The two had been lounging around on the Corrigans’ wide porch one hot evening after rehearsal, marveling over their good fortune to have landed such a swoon-worthy director. Helen had been candid about her hope that he’d ask her out. But now that her idle daydream was perhaps becoming real, Helen felt awkward about sharing her feelings with her friend. However, they might as well have been written across her face, because Nanette’s next words were, “Has he asked you on an actual date?”

“No. Not in so many words,” Helen admitted. Not unless being walked home counted as a date. 

“Maybe tonight’s the night!” Nanette winked. “Well, behave yourself. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She lifted her hand and slid into the Ford’s passenger seat. As the sedan pulled away from the curb, she called back through the open window, “You should introduce him to your sister as soon as possible. If he’s going to be walking you home, she’s going to insist on meeting him.”

She’ll flip her lid, more likely, came the unnerving thought. 

Why, oh why, hadn’t Helen made sure her family met Chet before things had progressed this far—particularly her overprotective big sister, Marjorie? After all, she’d had all summer to orchestrate a meeting, to warm them up to the idea that Chet was somebody special in Helen’s life. That Helen would likely be leaving Kerryville soon. 

It was a rhetorical question. She knew why. She’d intuited Marjorie’s disapproval in advance. He’s too old for you, she’d say. Does he go to church? What’s his family like? What do you really know about him?   

In spite of her misgivings, Helen had no time to ponder her sister’s probable interference in her love life, because Chet appeared in the doorway. As he turned the key in the lock and gave Helen a winning smile, any further thoughts of Marjorie flew straight out of her head.








  
  

Chapter Two


Hollywood, California. July 1933





Rusty Noble tugged at the snug collar of his white cotton shirt. Only two scenes into the first read-through of his latest screenplay, and already the perspiration was seeping through under his arms. The screenplay was a rollicking Western. One of his best, he thought. One he’d toiled over and had been feeling particularly proud of. 

Until now.

As the actors droned on, Rusty watched their faces, desperate for some sign that at least a few of them liked his script. Thought it had potential. Appreciated the occasional elegant turn of phrase or subtle bit of humor. Most faces were passive. A few were frowning, or worse yet, yawning.

At the far end of the conference table, studio president Stanley Cooperman clutched in his massive paws the precious pages covered in Rusty’s blood, sweat, and tears. As he turned a page, a dagger of sunlight from a high window glinted off his signet ring. His jowled face was expressionless, impossible to read from Rusty’s vantage point.  

Lined up between Cooperman and Rusty—like vultures on a tree limb—sat members of the film’s cast and crew, faces registering varying states of ennui. Only Debbie Fagan, the fresh-faced seventeen-year-old reading the part of the gunslinger’s daughter, showed the least hint of enthusiasm for the lines Rusty had so painstakingly crafted.

“Howdy, ma’am,” drawled Mark St. Ives, the romantic lead, peering at the script through thick reading glasses with all the sex appeal of an inquisitive owl. Like Clark Gable’s dentures, Mark St. Ives’s spectacles would have startled the adoring fans who only knew his eyes to be dark and mysterious, not severely farsighted. “You’re lookin’ right fetchin’ today.” 

Silence followed this declaration.

“Cynthia. It’s your line,” Rusty prompted.

“ I know it’s my line.”  The platinum blonde slapped the script to the table. Her kohl-fringed eyes looked Rusty square in the face. “Honestly. How can I be expected to play such a simpering idiot?”

“Annabel Brewster is not a simpering idiot,” Rusty protested. “She’s a sweet, innocent schoolmarm from back East who has just arrived in Dust Valley on the stagecoach and—”  

“I don’t want to play a sweet schoolmarm. That doesn’t sound fun at all.” Cynthia rubbed her temples. Probably another headache. She always had headaches, and always at the most inopportune times, particularly when asked to do something she didn’t want to do.

Cynthia’s look of disdain melted into a beguiling smile. “Can’t we spice her up just a little?” She knew how to turn on the charm to get what she wanted. Fortunately, over the space of six years and twice as many pictures at Cooperman Studios, Rusty had grown impervious to the actress’s manipulative allure.

“Believe me, Annabel Brewster is no ordinary schoolmarm,” Rusty assured her. “No, siree. Under that calico sunbonnet, she’s got a brilliant mind. She’s one smart cookie. You’ll see.”

Cynthia stuck out her lower lip. “She doesn’t seem very smart to me.”

Rusty did his best to keep his tone patient and upbeat. “She’s only just arrived in Dust Valley. Give her character some time to develop. Let’s read on, shall we?”

“And she doesn’t exactly ooze sex appeal,” Cynthia continued as though she hadn’t heard him.

What could he say to that? “Um, she’s a schoolteacher. She’s not supposed to ooze sex appeal.”

“Of course she needs sex appeal,” Cooperman thundered from the end of the table, releasing a choice expletive. “Audiences always want sex appeal. We need a strong box-office draw. That’s why we cast Cynthia in the lead. The Cynthia Starling brand means sex appeal. That’s why she’s America’s darling.” 

“Cynthia Starling, America’s darling. Hey, boss, that’s a pretty clever slogan,” Mark St. Ives said.

Toady. Rusty rolled his eyes with no small degree of resentment. Cooperman, you were the one who cast Cynthia in the lead. I knew she was all wrong for the part.

Out loud he said, “I didn’t mean she’d have zero sex appeal, Mr. Cooperman.”  He backtracked fast. “I just meant that, as a schoolteacher, she’d be a little more buttoned up than, say, the proprietress of the Lazy R Saloon.” 

“You mean Trixie Belmont?” At the mention of her soiled-dove character, Gilda Miller sat up a little straighter, clearly energized at the prospect of exhibiting greater sex appeal than Cynthia Starling.

As the story threatened to slip out of his grasp, Rusty said, “We have to keep a lid on some of that stuff if we don’t want to have a tough time with the Hays office.”

“Zee time, she flies,” interjected Jean-Luc Renard, the film’s mercurial French director, tapping his wristwatch. “Zee show, she must go on.”

Cynthia stared daggers at Rusty. “I can’t continue. I simply can’t. We have to fix this now.”  As she turned her lovely head toward Mr. Cooperman, her expression melted from ice to liquid. “Coopie, tell him.”

Coopie?

Disgust rose in Rusty’s throat. He shot an exasperated glance heavenward, breathed a silent prayer for patience, and reached across the table for the water pitcher. 

“Now, Cynthia,” Cooperman said in a soothing, conciliatory tone rarely heard on the backlots of Cooperman Studios. “Let’s try to keep an open mind. Noble here has worked hard on this script. Let’s give it a chance. Perhaps it gets better later on.”

But Cynthia could not be appeased. 

The rest of the read-through lumbered on in fits and starts as Cynthia and Cooperman kept changing her lines, taking her character in a languid, seductive direction Rusty had never intended it to go. 

“What this thing needs is a good old-fashioned scandal,” Cooperman declared in his trademark foghorn blast, midway through Act Three. “That’s what audiences are looking for these days. Scandal. Without a scandal, it’s just another lousy love story.”

Rusty gave an inward groan. As one of Cooperman Studios’ leading scriptwriters, he was accustomed to receiving criticism of his work and taking it well. No screenwriter worth his typewriter ribbon could afford to be fragile about his words. Even when someone called them lousy. He knew it was nothing personal. After all, it was in everyone’s best interest to make the best film possible, no matter what it took. 

But The Courage of Annabel Brewster was different. This was the story closest to Rusty’s heart, the one he’d been longing to write for years. Six weeks earlier, when Cooperman had assigned him to write a pioneer love story, he’d jumped at the chance. At the core of it was the real-life story of Rusty’s own great-grandmother and her adventures on the Nebraska prairie—embellished, of course, with romance and intrigue and a Hollywood-style happily-ever-after ending. But Annabel Brewster, the heroine, was supposed to be courageous, determined, and undaunted by the grueling hardships of the frontier. Not… sexy. Certainly not scandalous.

At long last, the painful read-through stuttered to a close and the members of the company stood, stretched, and began decamping to their next appointments. No one said anything to Rusty, who sat dejected, surrounded by the pages that represented weeks of his toil, now littering the table for the custodian to throw in the trash.

“Rewrite the script, Noble,” Cooperman boomed as he left the room. Then he stopped, turned back, and eyed Rusty for a long moment as if evaluating him. Then he gruffed, “My office, Noble. Four thirty this afternoon.”

Rusty gulped. “You want it done today, sir?”

“Isn’t that what I just said?”

“Well, look, chief,” he began.

“I know I’m rushing you, but I get rushed all the time and still get my work done,” Cooperman roared. “Why can’t you?”

Rusty resigned himself to his fate. “Yes, sir.”

He sighed. Writers often found themselves as scapegoats for power struggles. He would have expected to have gotten used to it by now, but he hadn’t.

When as a novice screenwriter he’d dreamed of making his mark on Hollywood, this wasn’t the sort of situation he had in mind at all. 








  
  
Chapter Three




As Chet and Helen strolled down the empty Kerryville sidewalk side by side, leaving the lights of the Orpheum behind, she stole a glance at his profile, marveling at the firm set of his jaw. He caught her looking and grinned. Holding his leather briefcase in one hand, he grasped her hand with the other and swung it lightly between them. 

“Ah, little Helen Corrigan.” His voice sounded husky and intimate as they meandered under the moonlight. “You’ve got too much talent, too much natural stage presence, to stay hidden away in Kerryville all your life. You know that, don’t you? What are your plans?”

“My plans?” The giddy sensation of her hand tucked securely in his nearly prevented coherent thought.

“For your future. How old are you now? Eighteen? Nineteen?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Ah. Just the right age.”

“Do you really think so?” Relief poured through her veins. She’d been worried he’d think her too young, would find the nearly two-decade age gap between them an insurmountable obstacle to a romantic relationship. Apparently not. 

“Sure thing,” he said. “And with legs like yours…” He gave a low whistle that made her blush. Then his expression turned serious. “But believe me, honey, auditions are filled with plenty of girls even younger than you. You don’t want to waste any more time.” 

With a whisper of disappointment, she realized he was talking about her future in the theater—not with him. Of course. Why wouldn’t he talk about the theater? Focus, Helen.

Quickly she regrouped. “The—the competition for good roles must be fierce.”

“It is. But you’d have an edge. Blondes are in hot demand on the stage these days. With your looks and talent, and a lot of hard work, you could write your own ticket. Make it big in Chicago, maybe even New York, eventually.”

Her heart fluttered. “Do you really think so?”

He nodded. “I do. You have the sort of sweet, unspoiled, girl-next-door quality that’s always in demand.”

“You flatter me.” As wildly inappropriate as it was, Helen wished he would return to his earlier assessment of her legs. No boy in Kerryville had ever said anything complimentary about her legs, other than perhaps noting how fast they carried her around a baseball diamond. 

“You might think it’s silly,” she continued, “but my daydream has always been to try my luck in Hollywood. In motion pictures.”

“Motion pictures!” He spat the words with all the passion of Pastor Rooney railing from the pulpit against blasphemy and the lake of fire. “You’re kidding, right? No actress worth her salt would choose motion pictures over the legitimate stage.” 

A wave of shame washed through Helen. “But I love going to the movies,“ she confessed, deflated by his scornful attitude. “Why, my sister Marjorie and I are practically the first in line whenever a new picture arrives in town.”

“That’s because there are no alternatives in this hick town. No exposure to higher culture.”

Helen flinched inside. Kerryville might have been a hick town, but it was her hick town. Even so, she couldn’t argue about the lack of artistic venues. The Kerryville Players represented virtually the only attempt at raising the town’s cultural profile a notch or two, unless you counted the hospital auxiliary’s annual fund-raising talent show, which Helen decidedly didn’t. Eugenia Wardlow swathed in a toga and reciting Sappho hardly constituted high art.  

“In any case, you won’t achieve anything staying in Kerryville. Believe me, honey, I know what I’m talking about.”

“I know you do.” She loved when he called her honey. At first she’d assumed he tossed the endearment around freely whenever he couldn’t remember an actress’s name. But now she knew by the way he said it that, in her case, he really meant it. She was his honey. “Sometimes I feel like if I stay in Kerryville, I’ll simply shrivel up and perish. But I don’t have much choice at the moment. If my sister has her way, I’m afraid I won’t be going much further than Normal for the foreseeable future.”

His brow creased. “Normal?”

“Normal, Illinois. That’s where the state teachers’ college is.”

“I see.” He cocked an eyebrow. “There’s a real place called Normal?”

She laughed. 

“Don’t tell me that, with all your talent, you’re planning to become a teacher,” he continued in a serious tone.

“Well, I’m not planning it, but my sister is. She wants me to train for a practical career. You know, like secretary, nurse, teacher. The trouble is, business bores me, and I get squeamish at the sight of blood. So that leaves teaching. Not that there’s anything wrong with teaching. I just have my own ideas about things.” Since teaching was a favored career for so many people, it was hard to explain why she’d find it suffocating. She simply knew it in her bones.

“Not acting?”

“No. Never acting. Even though it’s what I’ve wanted to do my entire life, whenever I bring it up, Marjorie thinks I’m being... flighty. Overly romantic. Not serious enough about life. She doesn’t realize I’m dead serious about making it as an actress.”

“Why do you care so much what your sister thinks?”

Helen groped for an explanation that would make sense to Chet. “She’s always been an authority figure to me. I’ve always wanted to please her. She practically raised me after our mother died, you see.”

“Hmm.” They walked in silence for a few moments, then Chet said, “So, let me guess. You landed the female lead in all your high-school plays. And I’ll bet you pretended to be Juliet in front of your bedroom mirror.”

She stared at him in amazement. “How did you know?”

He laughed. “I have a sixth sense about these things.” He squeezed her hand. “And that, honey, is what I want to talk to you about. You’ve heard of the Goodman Theater in Chicago?”

“Of course.” Helen had heard of the prestigious theater, but only because she’d spotted the name in Theatre magazine. She’d never actually been there.

“I’ve just received word that the Goodman wants to produce Under the Flaming Oak this fall, and they want me to direct it.”

“They do? Chet, that’s wonderful news!”

“It sure is. It represents a golden opportunity for me. A real honor. And that’s why I have a very special proposal for you.”

“You do?” Helen fought to keep her voice steady, but her legs nearly gave out beneath her.

“I want you to share this experience with me. I want you to come with me to Chicago,” Chet pronounced with an air of finality.

“What?” A strange tingling feeling warmed her stomach. She searched his face for signs he was joking, but he wasn’t smiling.

He stopped and turned her to face him. “Come with me. The sooner the better. I want you to be my Susannah.”

She gasped. Did he mean what she thought he meant?

He searched her face. “What’s wrong? You have thought about it, haven’t you?” He continued walking, and she followed. “I mean, I can’t be the first person to have suggested you leave Kerryville to pursue your career.”

“Actually, you are,” she admitted when she finally found her tongue. “My sister acts mortally wounded if I ever broach the subject of leaving home. As for my brother, Charlie, he thinks I’m too silly and irresponsible to be out on my own.”

Chet’s mouth quirked. “He said that?”

“Not in so many words. But I can tell what he’s thinking.” 

“You need to come to the Windy City with me,” he repeated. “You play the role of Susannah as if it were written for you. You’ve made it yours.”

Helen was speechless. To be invited to reprise her starring role at a major big-city theater would indeed be a career-launching move. But if she were honest, she wasn’t thinking about the career part at the moment. She was thinking about the come with me part.

“I can’t believe you were thinking about Hollywood,” Chet scoffed into the silence. “Why would you want to degrade your art on motion pictures? Such a cheap, worthless form of entertainment.”

It’s not worthless, she wanted to protest, feeling stung. But her indignation soon washed away in the warmth of his smile. When she thought about making a choice between chasing her dream in Hollywood all on her own, or in Chicago with Chet, the decision became very clear.

“A talent like yours belongs in the legitimate theater, not in the movies,” he continued in a gentler tone. “Chicago’s the place for you.” He gave her hand another squeeze.  “Just tell me you’ll think about it.”

“I will.” 

When they reached her house, she stopped. “This is it.”

He surveyed the large white Victorian with its wrap-around porch. “Kind of big for you, isn’t it?”

She laughed. “It isn’t only me. Marjorie lives here too, and her husband, Peter, and Charlie and Dot, and their twins, Bobby and Barbara. My father and stepmother lived here too, before they moved to Arizona.” 

His brows lifted. “That’s quite a houseful.”

“Yes, it is.” A sudden pang of nostalgia sliced through her. “It will be hard to leave my family.”

“It’s not like you’d never come back and visit. Besides, you can’t let your family hold you back.”

“But they wouldn’t want to hold me back. Not on purpose, anyway.”

“What about your sister?”

He had a point there.

“She… she just wants what’s best for me.”

“So do I.”

Standing on the sidewalk, he turned her to face him. Beneath the porch light, his luminous gray eyes sought hers. 

“I can tell you this much, Helen Corrigan. You’re not cut out to be a teacher.”

“How do you know?”

“You have star quality. Your talent is wasted in a backwater place like Kerryville.”

Her heart pounded as she rolled his words over in her mind. Star quality.

“You can make it as an actress. A real actress. None of this flaky silver-screen stuff. Your place is among true professionals. If you want to make it in this business, you have to be serious.” 

I’ll be serious, she thought. In that moment, she’d be anything he wanted her to be.

He took a step closer. Her breath caught in her lungs. 

“I’ll be heading back home after the final performance.” His voice was low and husky.

A sinking feeling squeezed her chest. “I know.”

He bent and set his briefcase on the sidewalk, then grasped both her hands in his. 

“Come with me. I’ll set you up with auditions, ensure you make connections, meet all the right people. You’ll be my little protegée.”

Protegée. What does that mean, exactly? she longed to ask. Does it include love? Marriage? A home? But her mouth remained glued shut. The desire for him to like her—to love her—was so strong, she could scarcely form a coherent thought.

He lowered his head as if he were going to kiss her. She lifted her face in eager expectation, at the same time with the desperate hope that no one was peeking through the curtains. But he only gave her a light, brotherly peck on the forehead. Disappointment blended with relief that he’d been enough of a gentleman not to give her a real kiss out in public.

Clearly, he was the most thoughtful, generous, brilliant man on the planet. And now he wanted her to go to Chicago. With him. She felt dizzy with the sense of being special. Of being chosen. Of being his.

He chucked her under the chin. “See you at rehearsal tomorrow. Think about what I’ve said.” 

He seemed reluctant to leave, but nonetheless turned and strode down the sidewalk, tall and confident.

“I will,” she whispered to his departing back. 

As if thinking of anything else were even possible.

Thoughts swirling, she entered the front door, latched it behind her, and leaned against it.

Chicago. Chet Scarborough. Her name in lights on a theater marquee. “Starring Helen Corrigan.”

Or maybe… starring Helen Scarborough?

Marjorie’s silver tabby cat, Mr. Whisker, rubbed himself against her shin. She picked him up and kissed the top of his furry head. 

“What do you think, Mr. Whisker?” she whispered, then held him close. A delicious shiver tickled her spine as she carried him up the stairs.

Her brilliant future lay tantalizingly within reach. 

If Marjorie didn’t kill her first.








  
  
Chapter Four




In the stark, white-walled writers’ bungalow located off a remote backlot at Cooperman Studios, Rusty sweated over his typewriter, trying to salvage The Courage of Annabel Brewster—the script that was growing dumber by the minute under the inane suggestions of Cynthia Starling and Stanley Cooperman. 

“Cynthia’s got to be a sympathetic character,” Cooperman had insisted. “The dame in the script is not sympathetic enough. We’ve got to make the American public warm up to her after that embarrassing Errol Flynn business.”

“I get what you mean, chief. I get it,” Rusty had promised. But who in the heck could turn out an Academy winner in a day?

“They’re going to ruin it,” he said out loud to no one in particular. “What were they thinking, casting that hellcat as Annabel?”

Across the room, Rusty’s friend and fellow writer Maxwell Smith, known to all as Smitty, cast a sympathetic smile in Rusty’s direction.

“Cynthia can’t act her way out of a paper bag,” he said. “But she’s photogenic. She’s been blessed with good bones, the kind of face and figure that the camera loves.”

“And so does Cooperman, apparently,” added Jim Ingersoll from his desk next to Smitty’s. “He’s vulnerable to long-legged blondes.”

“Yep. She crooks her little finger and he comes running. Whatever she wants, she gets.” Rusty sighed. He leaned back in his chair, drew a pencil from behind his ear, and threw it at the keyboard. “I can’t wait until I get my own studio going. Then I won’t have to put up with this nonsense anymore.”

“Still chasing after that pipe dream, are ya?” Smitty quipped. “Better not let Cooperman get wind of your plans.”

Rusty knew very well that his contract with Cooperman prohibited moonlighting. “That’s why I’ve only told you two,” he said. “I can trust it will go no further.”

“My lips are sealed.” Smitty pantomimed closing a button over his lips. But the button didn’t hold, because immediately he added, “Running your own studio takes a whole lot of things you don’t have, buddy. Like money. And time. And star power.” He shook his prematurely balding head with a world-weary air. 
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