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      I couldn’t think of a response, or perhaps the shock of my boyfriend’s confession had short-circuited my brain.

      “Are you even listening to me?” Brett bit his lower lip. “Well, come on, say something. Anything. Jesus, this is why our relationship was doomed. You never pay attention to anything but your fucking screenplays.”

      I opened my mouth, then shut it again. A long time ago, I learned it was best to say nothing when confronted by cheating boyfriends, and trust me, I’ve had plenty of them. That way, they couldn’t twist my words around to make me the bad guy.

      “Look, we don’t want this to be uncomfortable for you.” Brett pushed himself off the wall and stood in front of my desk. Beads of sweat dotted his upper lip, and I suppressed a smile. Bastard deserved to be uncomfortable. “Marco doesn’t want to lose his job. He really loves being your personal assistant. Is there any chance you can forgive him? This wasn’t his fault. I’m the one who seduced him, and c’mon, he’s young and sweet. Blame me for the affair, not him.”

      I steepled my hands under my chin, trying to look like I was contemplating his request. What I was really doing was observing his body language. A character I was writing cheats on his wife, and I wanted to really nail down his behaviors.

      “Why won’t you say something?” Brett smacked my desk and scowled. When I glanced up at him, he wouldn’t meet my gaze. His pink button-down shirt has sweat stains under his armpits, and his arms were crossed over his chest.

      “Look, Leo, you have every reason in the world to be pissed off. If I were you, I’d throw me out of the house and fire Marco.” Brett said, his eyes finally meeting mine. They were wet, as if he had a reason to cry. He lowered his head and sighed dramatically. “This isn’t fair. Please, say something Leo.”

      A dose of the truth, perhaps? Nah.

      “And this,” Brett threw his hands in the air, “is why I had an affair. Work is the only thing you love. Or at least that’s how it feels.”

      I wasn’t in love with Brett. Never had been. He was great fun under the sheets, and easy enough on the eyes that I could take him to industry events without feeling embarrassed. But sleeping with my PA was a really shitty thing to do. Marco was excellent at his job, but if he felt comfortable enough to sleep with my boyfriend, he’d probably screw me over in other ways, too.

      “For God’s sake, Leo.” Brett’s pale skin was beginning to look like a ripe tomato. “Say something!”

      I shrugged, then a smile split my face. “Pack your things and leave. And when you see Marco, tell him his last paycheck will be deposited in his account on Friday.”

      “But, but...”

      “Now, Brett.” I stood up, pointed at the door, and resisted the urge to giggle. “Get out of my house.”
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        * * *

      

      After sending Brett packing, I sent my housekeeper Maria home early.

      Despite realizing how little I felt for Brett, that didn’t mean I didn’t care. On the contrary, I cared enough to end this farce of a relationship now instead of what I used to do.

      Over the years, I’d had a string of boyfriends, and whenever the cheaters confessed, I’d hang on to them until the bitter end. Unconsciously, I think I was determined to punish them. Not breaking up with them and prolonging the agony was a far worse punishment than just admitting they fucked me over and sending them on their way.

      Now I was determined to numb myself with as much booze as I could stomach, and I didn’t need any witnesses.

      “I love you, Jose,” I giggled as I poured a shot of Jose Cuervo tequila in a shot glass. “You’re always there when I need you, and you never speak badly about me. Jesus, if only you were a man.” I tossed back the shot, then bit into a wedge of lime. I loved tequila, but damn, it tasted awful.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Shit. If it was Brett or Marco, I’d let it go to voice mail. I fished the phone out and was pleasantly surprised. It was my bestie from back home in Richmond.

      “Hey Lorrie!” I grinned. She was my oldest friend, and she had a sixth sense that always told her when I needed her ear. “I’m so glad it’s you. Today has been a doozy.”

      “Hey hon. I have a big favor to ask, but first tell me what’s going on. Your words are slurring.” I heard her cat meowing in the background. “How much have you had to drink?”

      “I’m on my third shot, and second beer. Oh, and Brett had an affair with my personal assistant, Marco.” I barked out a laugh and collapsed on the couch. “It was quite a scene.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” Lorrie clucked her tongue. “You’re the strangest guy I know, always laughing when anyone else would be crying.”

      She was right, of course. “Crying hurts, and laughing doesn’t. Anyhow, by the end of this bottle of tequila, there’s a good chance I might shed a tear or three.”

      “Honey, I’m in the same boat. Catherine left me for this young babe in Washington, DC. I feel so old now.” Lorrie’s cat was practically howling. “Hush, Mittens. I already fed you.”

      “We’re both thirty-nine. In Hollywood, it’s ancient. Everywhere else, it’s the end of one chapter and the beginning of the next one.” I sighed. Thank God I was a screenwriter, and not an actor. The lifespan of an acting career was counted in dog years, and forty was considered over the hill. “So tell me, what kind of favor do you want?”

      “My last novel is being optioned by Lionsgate, and instead of staying in Richmond, I want to be where the action is. Would you mind terribly if I crash at your house for a few weeks?” I heard ice tinkle in a glass and wondered if she was celebrating. “Only until I find my own place, of course.”

      Lorrie wrote lesbian romance novels, and her career had taken off in the last couple of years. If she’d had a book optioned, that could open countless doors for her in LA.

      “You don’t even need to ask.” I pushed myself off the couch and went to the bar. “Stay as long as you like. So, what are you doing with your apartment?”

      “I’m trying to sublet it. There’s only four more months on the lease, and there are plenty of students at VCU who’d love to live in this building.” She said, and I could hear the excitement in her voice. Damn it, I wish I felt excited about something. “I have too many terrible memories here. Catherine really fucked me over, so I want a fresh start. And if I can start a career like yours, that would be the perfect distraction.”

      I poured another shot of tequila, then eyed the two golden statues I’d won on the bookshelf across from me. An Emmy and a Golden Globe. “I’ve had a lot of success, but it comes at a cost, Lorrie. Sometimes I wish I had your career. A novelist doesn’t have to answer to the studios. You can tell the story you want to tell without some cigar smoking asshat ordering you to change stuff.”

      “Yeah, but the pay is worth the sacrifice. Mittens, get off the refrigerator!” Lorrie barked, and I giggled.

      “Hey, are you bringing Mittens here?”

      “Of course, I can’t leave my precious baby behind.” Lorrie sighed. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Oh, God, no.” I downed the shot of tequila and coughed. “I hope kitty loves it here. Hm, maybe I should try writing a novel for a change. I’m sick of Hollywood. Everyone’s so pretentious, and I’m tired of always pretending to be perfect. You’ve gotta have the right haircut, clothes, and muscles to get a decent guy to even give you the time of day. Wow, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I kind of miss Richmond.”

      “I used to love it, but I have too many horrible memories.” Lorrie’s voice trembled. “I need to forget Catherine, and the only way to do it is to get the hell out of Dodge.”

      Suddenly, it struck me. Perhaps both me and Lorrie could use a change of scenery?

      “Hey, I’ve got an idea.” I walked over to the bookshelf and picked up a copy of Lorrie’s novel, Properties of Love. It was about a high-powered lesbian real estate mogul here in LA. “Which of your novels was optioned? Properties of Love?”

      “Yep. The one about the ice queen who sells mansions to drug dealers and movie stars.”

      “I thought so. It’s very commercial, which is exactly what the studios want. Anyway, I’m getting off track. Why don’t you come to LA and stay in my house, and I’ll go to Richmond and stay in your apartment? I need to recharge my batteries, and maybe I’ll write a novel while I’m there.” The thought of getting out of Hollywood, even if only for a few months, sounded perfect.

      “Actually, that would work perfectly.” Lorrie’s voice squeaked. “Oh, wait. Christmas is just around the corner. Should we wait until after the holidays? I mean, I don’t have any major plans, but...”

      “Let’s do it now. I was going to take Brett to Palm Springs for the holiday, but fuck it. It’s still early enough to cancel the rental.” My heart raced. Finally, I had something to look forward to. And since I didn’t have any major projects in the works, this was perfect timing.

      “Have we got a deal?”
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      “Dr. Montgomery, VCU Hospitals called.” My secretary’s voice cracked, and I knew whatever she was about to tell me was bad news. “It’s Dorothea Morgan. She made an attempt.”

      I felt a wave of dread wash over me as I heard Erika’s words. Dorothea Morgan, my patient of the past nine months, had made an attempt on her own life. I was relieved to know she was alive, but my heart sank at the thought of what she must have been going through.

      Erika’s voice softened, aware of the gravity of the situation. I could tell she was hesitant to tell me, so I let her say it without interruption. “She overdosed on Lithium.”

      The weight of her words hit me like a freight train. I’d been working with Dorothea for months, and thought we’d made some genuine progress together. But I knew she was still struggling, and I feared this might be the outcome. I pulled up her chart on my desktop computer and scanned the file.

      “This is her second attempt in the last year,” I muttered. “She needs more than I can give her. Perhaps we can get her into a long-term care facility.”

      “I’ll find out who they assigned as her social worker, and then you can talk to them about it.” Erika’s eyes were wet. Neither of us liked this part of our job.

      “Thanks, Erika.” I grimaced. “I’ll take care of things from here.”

      She quietly retreated from my office, while I remained motionless, feeling a mix of emotions. I was heartbroken for Dorothea, who was in an unfortunate marriage to an alcoholic.

      Normally, I could be objective and not get too emotionally involved with my patients. But Dorothea was different. She was an extremely talented musician, but unfortunately, she had the artist’s curse. Bipolar disorder, and she struggled to stay healthy.

      My friend Serge, who was Dorothea’s conductor at the Richmond Symphony, referred her to me. Dorothea used to be the first violinist, but she’d married an abusive alcoholic who persuaded her to stop taking her meds. That’s when her life unraveled, and she became my patient. Since then, we’d struggled to find a combo of meds that worked.

      “Dr. Montgomery,” Erika’s voice came through the intercom. “Dorothea’s social worker is Jane Hodges. Would you like me to call her and set up a time for you two to speak?”

      I pressed the green button and replied, “Yes. I don’t have anymore patients this afternoon. I’m going to visit with Dorothea. See if I can speak to Ms. Hodges while I’m at the hospital.”
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        * * *

      

      Jane and I had known each other for years. We first met when I was a resident, and she was just starting her career as a social worker. I’d just broken up with Leo, who’d left me for a successful career in California. At the time, I was completely lost. But thanks to her, I was able to move past the failed relationship.

      Despite limited funding and staff, the Psychiatry Department at VCU Medical Center was brilliant in serving the community. The glass doors slid open as I approached, and of all people, Jane was walking out as I walked in.

      “Jane, I need to talk to you about a patient.” I spun around and walked outside with her. “Did Erika call and tell you I was coming to your office?”

      “Yes, but I had to get some fresh air. Today’s been a bitch.” Jane rarely cursed, so I knew she needed to escape for a few moments. “Let’s grab a cup of coffee at the cafeteria.” Jane looped her arm through mine and steered me up 19th Street. We walked in silence until we got to the entrance of the cafeteria. When we strolled in, we headed straight for the coffee bar and placed our orders.

      “It’s about Dorothea Morgan,” I began.

      “You’ve been working with Dorothea for almost a year now,” Jane said to me, as we grabbed our coffee.

      “Yes, I have.” I murmured. “It’s been a difficult journey.”

      “Let’s sit outside and talk,” Jane smiled. “I can’t believe it’s almost Christmas, and it’s this warm.”

      We strolled outside and sat on a bench in front of the Oncology Department.

      “I believe Dorothea needs more help than I can give,” I sighed. “She needs a long-term facility, and if I had my way, a divorce.”

      Jane shrugged. “Persuading Dorothea to check into a facility will be a struggle. Her husband will put up a fight, and she’s so afraid of losing him she’ll agree to whatever he wants. But,” Jane frowned. “This is her second attempt in a year. The courts might be convinced to, well, you know.”

      Neither of us liked involving the judicial system, since it overrode the desires of the patient. But sometimes, in cases like Dorothea’s, getting them involved was for the best.

      “I’m visiting her tomorrow morning.” Jane put her coffee down on the bench in between us and fingered her pearl necklace. Despite being a very progressive woman, she dressed like a woman from the 1950s. Very prim and proper. “I’ll see what I can do to convince her to check herself in voluntarily. The only long-term care options with open beds are Central State and Poplar Springs.”

      “Central State would terrify her.” I drained my coffee and crumpled the paper cup in my fist. “Do what you can to get her in Poplar Springs.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that your mother’s experience at Central State was an aberration?” Jane placed her arm over my shoulder. “It’s an excellent hospital that’s helped thousands of people.”

      My stomach churned at the mention of Central State Hospital. I had vivid memories of my mother’s experience there — the endless days of medication, the forced seclusion, and her eventual catatonic state that she never recovered from.

      I’d dedicated my life to making sure no one else would suffer like my mother did, and every time I thought about Central State, it was a stark reminder of why I do what I do. It wasn’t easy work — in fact; it was often heartbreaking — but it gave me a deeper understanding of how to help patients like Dorothea who were struggling with mental illness.

      “Dorothea will be fine, eventually.” Jane smiled. “What about you? Are you still seeing Jimmy?”

      I let out a chuckle and replied, "No. Our three months ended a few weeks ago.”

      “I swear that’s a self-induced curse.” Jane shook her head. “You’ve convinced yourself that no man wants you past the three-month mark.”

      I shrugged. “It’s just the way it is. No one wants to work on a relationship. Actually, as soon as the relationship feels like work, that’s when the guy decides I’m more trouble than I’m worth. I’ve accepted it. And a lifetime of short flings isn’t the worse thing that could happen to me.” I said, and inwardly cringed at the lie. I was close to forty years old, and I was wondering if I would spend the rest of my life alone. The only man I’d ever loved was also the only one that lasted longer than three months. But Leo ended up leaving me too. Now he was a hotshot screenwriter in Hollywood, while I was stuck in Richmond, feeling like I would always be treading water.

      “I don’t get it.” Jane glanced at her watch and stood. “You’re the best looking man I know, and quite a catch. When I was a little girl, my mother always told me to marry a doctor.” She sighed. “I have a department meeting in ten minutes, and I need to grab my notes out of my office.”

      I stood up and forced a smile. “Let me walk with you. I want to check in on Dorothea.”

      Jane looped her arm through mine, and we headed back to her office.
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        * * *

      

      The hospital corridor felt unusually oppressive as I made my way to Dorothea’s room. Her name reverberated through my mind, mingled with a sense of dread at what I was about to encounter. Pushing open the door, I found her lying in the sterile hospital room, a fragile figure amidst the clinical surroundings. My breath caught in my throat when I saw her. Her hospital gown was loose around her shoulders, exposing frail, wrinkled skin.

      I stepped into the dimly lit room, the steady beep of Dorothea’s heart monitor the only sound. Her body lay motionless on the bed, her skin pale despite its olive hue. I stood frozen in place for a moment and then took a hesitant step forward to address her.

      “Dorothea?” My voice softened as I neared her bedside. Her eyes fluttered open, and a fleeting smile appeared as soon as she recognized me.

      “Dr. Montgomery,” she greeted me weakly.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, pulling a chair closer to her bedside. My words were tinged with concern, knowing full well the fragility of her emotional state.

      “Exhausted,” she replied softly, her voice barely audible. “But mostly ashamed for letting everyone down.”

      I offered an understanding nod before replying. “You’re not alone in this,” I reassured her gently. “We’re here to support you through this difficult time.”

      Tears welled up in Dorothea’s eyes. “I’m tired of feeling like I’m drowning, Dr. Montgomery. Like I’m suffocating in my own mind.”

      As empathy flooded through me, I reached out and touched her arm reassuringly. “I understand your struggle,” I breathed. “But you’re stronger than you think—you’ve overcome challenges before, and you can do it again.”

      She shook her head slowly; her gaze was distant and pained. “I don’t know,” she eventually admitted with a sigh. “I feel like my life is spiraling out of control—my marriage, my music, everything.”

      I paused, choosing my words carefully as I considered how best to give her advice without being too intrusive. “Sometimes holding onto things can weigh us down,” I began thoughtfully. “Have you considered what staying in this situation is truly costing you?”

      She looked away as if contemplating my words, a mixture of pain and contemplation in her eyes. “I don’t want to lose my husband,” she finally said sadly after a long moment of silence. “He’s the love of my life, even with all the rough patches.”

      “That may be true,” I replied quietly, placing a hand on hers for reassurance. “But you deserve safety and happiness—a life filled with music, joy, and peace rather than fear and suffering from a toxic situation.”

      Her lips pressed together into a thin line at my words before she replied. “I wish it were that simple,” she sighed despondently.

      I reached out, placing a hand on hers. “Dorothea, I see your light. Your talent, your strength. But sometimes, to truly shine, we need to let go of what’s holding us back.”

      As I looked at Dorothea, I could feel the emotional weight of her despair and loneliness. I reached out and squeezed her hand gently. “It’s okay,” I said reassuringly, as she looked up at me with tear-filled eyes. “You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to.”

      She nodded, and for a few moments, we just sat in silence together.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity of quiet contemplation, Dorothea spoke up again.

      “I just want to move forward with my life,” she frowned. “I feel like I’m stuck in this never-ending loop of sadness that I can’t get out of.”

      Her words hit me hard.

      “Ms. Hodges is working very hard to find an inpatient facility nearby.” I smiled. “Once you’re there, you’ll be taken care of—you won’t have to worry about anything.”

      Dorothea nodded slowly before turning away and shutting her eyes. With one last deep breath, she finally opened them again and managed a faint smile, which made my heart sag with sympathy.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, then shut her eyes again. A moment later, she softly snored, so I stood up and left her room.

      My footsteps echoed off the tile floor, and the gray walls felt oppressive. By the time I got to the exit, my pace had quickened, almost to a light jog. An orderly unlocked the door, and I raced to the elevator. I glanced at the elevator panel and saw it was on the nineteenth floor.

      “I have to get out of here,” I breathed, and instead of waiting, I went to the stairs. Taking them two at a time, a few moments later, I pushed open the heavy metal doors that led outside. Darkness greeted me, and the day’s warm temperatures were gone, replaced by a chill that seeped into my bones. I hugged myself for a moment and glanced up at the cloudy sky.

      “Something’s got to change,” I whispered. “But I don’t know what.”
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          Leo

        

      

    

    
      “Home sweet home,” I sighed. Outside the airplane window, I saw Richmond’s skyline. Surrounding the airport were forests and fields, with the highway winding through them like a very long snake.

      “Are you from Richmond?” The flight attendant asked. I was the only person in first class, and this guy was extra flirty. He’d sat in the seat across from me and attempted to make conversation several times. “I’ll be your tour guide if you’d like, and I‘d love to take you to my favorite restaurant.” The guy winked. “I’m staying overnight at the Marriott downtown.”

      My instinct was to shut him down immediately, but I reminded myself of my manners.

      “I’m sorry,” I said in a gentle voice. “I already have plans with friends in Richmond.”

      “Well, can’t blame a guy for trying.” The attendant stood up and left first class. A moment later, his voice came through the intercom.

      “Hello everyone. We hope you’ve enjoyed your journey with us so far. As we prepare for landing, we kindly ask that you return to your seats and ensure your seat belts are secured. Please stow away any larger electronic devices and ensure your tray tables and seatbacks are in their upright position. We’ll be touching down shortly, so thank you for choosing to fly with us today, and we hope to welcome you aboard again in the future.”

      I buckled my seat belt and shut my eyes. Flying felt so unnatural, and the takeoff and landings were the worst. I’d thought ahead and drank a couple of cocktails, which typically soothed my nerves enough to get through the ordeal. A few minutes later, the plane landed. As I walked past the flight attendant on my way out, he pressed something into my hand and whispered, “Text me if you want to hang out later.”

      I smiled at him but said nothing—I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I just kept walking down the jetway. A few moments later, one of my oldest friends greeted me with a hug.

      “Leo, God I’ve missed you.” Sneaky grinned. Then she pulled away and stared at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, nothing.” I grinned. “Wasn’t Michael supposed to meet me?”

      “My big brother and his husband are dealing with a work emergency. One of his buildings had a pipe burst, and Spencer went with him to keep Michael from exploding at the tenant.” Sneaky looped her arm through mine and we walked toward the baggage carousel. “You know the Benedictine High School reunion is next week. Are you going? Michael is.”

      Sneaky referred to the private military school Michael and I graduated from. “I’ll pass. Nostalgia has never been one of my flaws.”

      Sneaky laughed. “I feel the same way. The thought of going to my all-girls high school reunion makes me want to gag. “

      After grabbing my luggage, we went outside to the parking deck and got inside her silver BMW. A beautiful car, if you could ignore all the punk rock bumper stickers.

      I watched as Sneaky navigated around the airport parking deck, cringing as she drove over the bumps and potholes. My luggage was in the back seat, but I had my laptop bag containing my passport, wallet, and other stuff on my lap.

      “So tell me,” Sneaky said once we were out on the highway headed toward Richmond. “What made you decide to come back to Virginia for a visit?”

      I sighed and ran one hand through my hair. “It just felt like it was time. I wanted to catch up with some old friends and see how things have changed here since I left. Plus, Hollywood has become Hollyweird. I need a change of scenery.”

      Sneaky nodded in understanding, then asked, “Do you miss it here? Will you be staying for a while?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” I replied honestly. If it sucked, I'd fly back to LA. “Do you know Lorrie Beckwith?”

      “Yeah, she’s my neighbor on the sixth floor.” Sneaky replied. “She said she’s going on vacation for a few weeks.”

      “Well, I’m staying in her apartment for six weeks, and she’s staying at my house in LA.” I sighed, then spotted the tall buildings downtown. “A little bird told me you’re married now.”

      Sneaky smiled. “Yes. I never thought I’d find a guy for me, but Gabe’s a keeper. You’ll meet him tonight if you come by the bar for a drink.”

      She was referring to the bar she owned in Oregon Hill. “A cocktail after a long flight sounds perfect. Just let me settle into Lorrie’s place for a couple of hours, then I’ll drop by.”

      “Do you remember Rhys?” Sneaky glanced over to me, then flipped the turn signal and exited the interstate. “Rhys Montgomery? The shrink?”

      My stomach clenched. “He’s my ex.”

      “Oh,” Sneaky’s voice lowered. “Sorry, is he a sore subject or something?”

      How do I answer this one? “No, but I have a feeling he doesn’t want to see me.”

      “Really?” Sneaky pulled onto Broad Street. “He’s the nicest guy. I only brought him up because I remember him saying he knew you from a long time ago.”

      “Yes, Rhys and I used to date.” I shut my eyes for a moment, remembering his face in vivid detail. His forest green eyes were unmatched. “I left him to move to Hollywood. My dream was to be a successful screenwriter, and that’s hard to do in Richmond. I don’t think Rhys has ever gotten over it. The few times I’ve reached out to him, he’s been chilly, to say the least.”

      What I didn’t say was he always hung up as soon as he heard my voice.

      “Oh.” Sneaky glanced over at me, and I could see the mental processes she was going through. The worst thing about being a writer is also one of the best things. You develop a talent for understanding people's thoughts based on their physical reactions. An excellent skill when negotiating a contract, but a lousy one for friends, family, and boyfriends. A smile spread across her cheeks, and I knew she was going to change the subject.

      “A close friend of mine moved to Hollywood last year. He’s a singer who used to live on Laurel Street.” Sneaky turned onto Laurel at the exact time. “Does Jett Sumner ring a bell?”

      “Of course,” I grinned. “He has an excellent voice, and he’s yet another wonderful artist from RVA that had to leave Richmond in order to be a success.” We passed the ancient row house I lived in while going to VCU. “We met briefly at a party in WeHo.”

      “WeHo?” Sneaky asked.

      “West Hollywood. It’s the gayberhood in LA.” I explained. “He performed a gig at a club, and my boyfriend at the time dragged me along. Jett’s a great guy.”

      “Yeah, I miss him.” Sneaky drawled. She pulled into the lot of the apartment building and parked. “Home sweet home.”

      “For the next six weeks, anyway.” I smiled, then Sneaky took my hand in hers.

      “I hope there isn’t any bad blood between you and Rhys,” she said. “Because he lives on the third floor.”

      I blinked.

      “You’re in Lorrie’s place on the sixth floor.” Sneaky popped the locks and let go of my hand. “Most likely you won’t even see him.”
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        * * *

      

      I took a deep breath before pushing the door to Lorrie’s apartment open. The first thing that struck me was the sheer size of the place—it was much bigger than I expected. Bookshelves lined the walls, stuffed with books of all shapes and sizes. Everywhere I looked, there were pieces of artwork; abstract paintings, sculptures made out of everyday objects, even a few hand-crafted dolls sitting on shelves. The place had an air of eccentricity about it, like the abode of an artist or writer from another time.

      “I love it.”

      I could feel Lorrie’s presence in every corner of the room. It almost felt like she hadn’t left yet; her spirit lingered in this homely atmosphere she had created for herself. As I explored further, I saw that most of her books were lesbian romance novels, which made sense since that’s what she wrote.

      I placed my bags on the sofa, then sat next to them. Exhaustion from the flight made my eyes droopy. Perhaps after I took a shower, I’d find a coffee shop nearby.

      Lorrie’s apartment was directly across from the elevators, and I heard the bell indicating it had stopped on this floor.

      What if I ran into Rhys? It would be awkward if we bumped into each other again after all this time. But then again, maybe it would be for the best. Maybe seeing him would help me reconcile everything that we went through together so many years ago. He was my first, and so far only, love. I’d had plenty of boyfriends, but it was difficult to fall for guys in LA. Especially the ones in the entertainment industry.

      “They’re all drama queens.” I laughed, and trust me, it was the truth. Fill a city with actors, models, writers, and singers, and what do you get? A recipe for disaster. What’s odd is that me and all the other drama queens had a lot in common, working in the crazy industry. But I preferred normal guys, like lawyers and doctors. Hell, even fast food workers were more appealing.

      “What’s an actor’s favorite color?” I giggled, recalling the old joke. “Mirror!”

      I stretched and yawned, then forced myself to get off the couch and dragged my suitcase into the bedroom.

      The walls were covered in paintings of all different styles; abstract, realism, even surrealism. Each piece seemed to have its own story and energy behind it—some brighter than others, but all equally captivating.

      In the center sat a four-poster bed with silky white sheets that beckoned me to rest. A small balcony overlooked the James River below, giving an incredible view of the cityscape beyond.

      The room had a certain charm; it was almost like Lorrie had woven her creative energy throughout this space as well as the rest of her apartment. I could sense her presence here too—a comforting feeling that made me feel right at home.

      I slowly unpacked my suitcase, placing my clothes carefully in the dresser drawers and hanging up my suits in the closet. Then I fell onto the soft mattress and let out a sigh.

      I had the next six weeks to figure out what I wanted to do next, plus I really wanted to attempt a novel. It would push me creatively, and perhaps it would get me out of my own head for a while.

      My phone buzzed. I pulled it out of my pocket and saw a message from Lorrie.

      
        
          
            
              
        My connecting flight is postponed until tomorrow. Fucking snow in Chicago.
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