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This book is lovingly dedicated to the memory of DeLyle Underwood. In 1999, she accepted and welcomed me into her life simply because I showed up on the arm of her beloved grandson for Thanksgiving. I have felt like family ever since. In 2016, she went into hospice care and we all gathered to say goodbye. They were some of the most bittersweet but beautiful moments of my life. 

At the time I was working for a hospice, so I understood what noble work and valuable service they provide. It allowed me to open myself up to things in a way that I had been previously unable to do when my own mother went into hospice in 2015.

I never got to say goodbye to her, not in the same way. She was in Texas. I was in California. I had no money to make the trip. Instead, because I was half the country away, I had to say goodbye over a phone call. Given her dementia, I have no idea if she even remembered once the call had ended, but I like to believe that she knew, even if details about my life (like my husband’s name, my career as an author) had slipped away. I’d like to think it brought her the same peace that it brought me to have that last connection before it was too late. 

If not, I hope this book finally gives her the happily ever after she deserves.

Getting that job at a hospice shortly after helped me sort through some of the many bittersweet feelings I had about it.

That is why I must thank all the beautiful people that I met while working there. Thank you to Diana Hebert and Jamie Salvetti, my girls and soul sisters. You have both had my back when very few did, and your fierce, loyal friendship is a bright light in my world to this day. Thank you to Kathie Sullivan, for kicking my butt into gear so I could finally write this book after years of sitting on the concept. (Thanks also for naming Fletcher. It fits!) Thank you to Anita Gayton and Barbara Shelby, who instantly adopted me and took me under their wings. Their support and friendship was vital to me during my own cancer journey early 2018. 

Thank you to all the nurses, the chaplains and social workers, all of whom work tirelessly as they juggle caseloads of all sorts of patients and families. They do not do their job to get rich, but to provide a vital and holy service in one of humanity’s bleakest time of need. I knew before I worked with you that not everyone can do what you do. Now that I know so many of you personally, I can attest that you are very special indeed.

To the usual suspects: particularly Steven, Jeff and Brittany, all of whom helped me pound this story out into the book it has become. Seriously their fingerprints are everywhere. (You can thank/blame Steven directly for Chapter 34.)  Thank you so much for standing by me through thick and thin... literally.

To you, dear reader, thank you for being so patient until I could produce another book for you. There are no words for how much your support means to me. Thank you for trusting me to take you on all types of journeys, particularly this one where I attempt to weave you a new kind of fairy tale.

And to Melissa McCarthy, Ryan Reynolds, Michael Keaton and Meryl Streep: have your people call my people. Let’s bring this one to the screen.
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A tantalizing taste:
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“This isn’t about her at all, is it?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“It’s about me. And you. And showing me there’s a price for crossing you, which–thanks to the power you seem to wield–is everything.” She said nothing, so he needled more. “Seems like a pretty drastic reaction to me catching you in your robe.”

She flew out of the chair and rounded the desk. “I don’t know what you think you saw last night, but it changes nothing.”

He studied her for a moment before he stepped closer, closing the gap between them. “No?” he murmured.

It was everything she could do not to step away from him. “No,” she confirmed.

He leaned down. Their faces were inches apart. His dark gaze drilled into hers. “You sure?”

She tipped her chin, which ultimately brought their faces even closer. His gaze dropped to her mouth, which made her stomach clank to her feet. She fought every impulse to clear her throat, lick her lips, stammer or gasp. She would not give one inch. “Positive,” she gritted between clenched teeth.

His eyes met hers. “You really turned out to be a cold-hearted bitch, didn’t you, Pudgie?”

Her hand flew up to slap his face, but he easily caught her wrist. The strength in his hand as he held her took her breath away. She wasn’t used to anyone standing up to her. No one ever dared. But Fletcher Sullivan wasn’t just anybody. He had the ability to tear down everything she had built, and he knew it. Damn him, he knew it. 

Worse, those dark, hooded eyes kept searching for more. 

“Sometimes I still see her in there,” he murmured. “That indefatigable little girl, fighting to find her happy.” His thumb absently stroked her skin as he lowered her hand to her side, ultimately bringing them closer. “Why are you so scared to let her free?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not afraid of anything.”

He chuckled as he bent closer, his lips so close to hers that she couldn’t help but suck in a breath. It was such a small white flag, but those eyes missed nothing. He suppressed a smirk when he leaned closer still, planting a peck onto her nose so fast that her other hand swished empty air when she attempted another strike. He strode confidently towards the door. “You keep telling yourself that, Pudgie,” he said. “But I know all your secrets. You might want to think about that before you make that call to PING.”

She sputtered as she stared at him. “Are you threatening me?”

“I’m just saying you have a choice. Certain choices come with certain consequences, right?”

His eyes were hard as he stared at her, every bit as unmovable as she was. Without another word, he slammed out of her office.
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Chapter One


[image: ]




Afternoon settled easily over Long Beach, pulling the curtain on yet another perfect California day. Sea gulls squawked overhead as they flew inland to find food, riding the cool ocean breezes that drifted lazily across the Aquatic Capital of America. The Pacific was indeed a friendly neighbor, one that always had a way of making sure you knew it was close by. It lent to a serene, laid-back vibe enjoyed by most beach cities along the California coast. 

It was no surprise that indigenous folks had made this parcel of earth their home dating back ten thousand years. Cloudless, cornflower-blue skies stretched as far as the eye could see. With parts of the city established in the early 20th century, it was like stepping back in time no matter what decade you happened to be in. 

On this particular day, modern suburbia was alive and well when a second-hand car turned from the busy avenue nearby into a quiet neighborhood that had been settled in the 1930s. It was quaint and picturesque, like a postcard. Kids rode on bicycles. Homeowners watered their lawns or trimmed their hedges. The sound of traffic gave way to the sound of children playing, dogs barking and the occasional lawnmower. 

They were all the sounds of life. Fletcher Sullivan found it a little poetic as he pulled into the driveway of the 1930s Normandy-style estate tucked along this unassuming street. Maison de Lumiere was not where someone came to live. It was instead where many people had come to die. 

Thought it was outwardly lovely, its façade betrayed the sad stories contained inside. This Board & Care facility housed roughly four to six hospice patients at a time. “Hospice” was the nicer term for “terminal,” because these were folks who no longer sought curative care for their individual afflictions. They opted instead for a more peaceful, compassionate end. 

Some stayed for years, other for weeks or months. Several only made it a few days. Regardless, for the patients under nurse Marisol Mislang’s care, it was a door that only swung one way. Only the truly brave, fueled by undaunted compassion, would choose to enter if they didn’t truly have to.

Hence why nurse Fletcher Sullivan was there that lovely afternoon.

He turned to his twelve-year-old daughter, Ava, who sat in the passenger seat. They wordlessly let their used heap of a car clatter to a stop, sharing a look between them. Neither had to mention how the clatter had only gotten louder. With more than a hundred and fifty thousand miles on the odometer, the heap Fletcher lovingly referred to as Suzanne probably needed a hospice of her very own.

Yet, like any father worth his salt, Fletcher swallowed all his concerns and adopted a sunny smile for Ava. “You ready?”

She mirrored his smile as she bobbed her head. Her brown hair matched his, and was cut short around her shoulders, with sweet curls that bounced freely. It melted his heart a little. She held up her book bag, which was filled with the bounty of books they had collected for their visit, which melted him even more.

Her enthusiasm to do something good in this world, no matter how minor, made his soul swell with pride. 

“Let’s do this,” he said, exiting the car.

They used a brick walkway to round the house, taking all three steps towards the front door in unison. He used his key to let them inside, opening the door for her to enter first. 

Ava crossed the tiny foyer into the living room, accentuated by a stone fireplace on one wall, and deep navy furniture on the other. Bright yellow accent chairs provided a cheerful splash of color, and abstract paintings covered the walls.

The bone carpet was immaculate, carefully maintained and cleaned with nary a speck or spot in sight. All the solid oak furniture was polished to a shine, with fresh flowers in different vases of all sizes and shapes, which brought vibrant oranges, reds and greens into the room. It also helped mask the antiseptic smell of the other rooms, where full-time medical professionals tended to terminal patients. 

The front room, however, felt just like someone’s home. That was the point of this Board & Care.

Marisol Mislang wiped her hands on a hand towel as she approached father and daughter. “Fletcher,” she greeted, straining from her petite 5’1 frame to kiss the 6’4 man on the cheek. She hugged Ava as well, though that wasn’t much of a reach. Ava was already eye-to-eye with Marisol, standing at 5’2 and weighing 125 pounds.

“She’s getting fat,” his ex-wife Steffani had warned Fletcher once upon a time. 

“You just take after me,” he had told Ava, when he suspected that it might have bothered her to hear her mother’s criticism.

One of his biggest goals in life was to give her bullet-proof self-esteem. He believed she could do anything at all she wanted to do, and he wanted her to believe the same.

Then he would feel like he had done his job as her father. 

“I’ve already wheeled Aileen into the family room for you,” Marisol said. 

“Any change?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

Marisol shook her head. He already knew that no one had been expecting any changes. She had been in a vegetative state since she suffered a traumatic brain injury years ago. She responded best to classical music, and sometimes her son would visit her and play as many tunes as she wanted on the grand piano tucked in the music room adjoining the living room. For story time, however, she tended to sink inside herself. 

Yet again, Fletcher wished that he had musical talent, but sadly he couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. He used books to reach his patients instead. He’d read them the stories he used to read to Ava, children’s books mostly, filled with lyrical words and happily ever afters. 

Since the divorce, Ava had been coming with him to read along. He had been working with the elderly almost since he got his nursing license, with a true calling for providing compassionate care when his ailing patients needed it the most. 

For so many of the people he had met, this meant meeting the emotional need of companionship as well. So many of his patients had nobody to visit them, nothing to look forward to. They merely occupied a bed, perfectly tended with every physical need, and simply waited to die.

Fletcher long ago decided that would not happen on his watch. Life was hard enough. The end of one’s life should be as peaceful and loving as possible. 

After his marriage fell apart a couple of years before, he figured the best way to heal was to throw himself into volunteer work. It was hard to pity oneself when confronted constantly with the needs of people who were worse off. Being a bridge of kindness for humans preparing to shuffle off their mortal coil simply felt right.

It had definitely eased the sting of his own goodbye after Steff had dropped him like a bad habit.

Aileen had been at Maison de Lumiere as long as Fletcher had been coming there to volunteer. She’d lingered for years but had been unable to communicate whether or not she even recognized him week to week. He thought maybe he could see a little twinkle in her eye, particularly when Ava would tag along, but he figured it was probably wishful thinking. He wanted to reach her. He wanted to make a difference. The longer she lasted, the more important the challenge.

Others had not lingered as long. But whether they stayed two days or two years, Fletcher treated them just like family. He’d lost his own father as a child. When his sister moved back east after she got married, his mother moved with her. He might have followed, but he had Steffani. And then he had Ava. 

Now he was moored to the Aquatic Capital of America for at least another six years.

Ava was all he had these days. Ava, and his patients.

Marisol patted him on the shoulder. “By the way, I have a new resident. I set her up in the family room too, if that’s all right.”

“Of course. The more the merrier. Who’s the resident?”

“Her name is Rose Thibodeau. Late-stage Alzheimer’s. She’s pretty confused. Peaceful, so far. She thinks she’s in another decade. The 80s or 90s, maybe. Needless to say, we haven’t been able to really get her history out of her, and she’s been here five days with no family visits.”

“She’s declining,” Fletcher supplied. Marisol nodded. “It would be our pleasure to include her,” he assured with a show-stopping smile that made the older woman blush a tad.

Marisol led the way towards the den of the old, pristine house. Indeed, the gathering room looked straight out of a 1970s magazine. The walls were paneled floor to ceiling, a deep, polished cherry color that made the room warm and inviting. It might have proven too dark for a smaller room, but the den was large and basically had a wall of glass towards the courtyard out back. French doors wedged between two large paned windows. Bold letters scrawled across the shelf just above both. “Believe,” it read. In what, well. That was open to interpretation.

His two patients were in a couple of the reclining chairs that sat opposite the other two sofas. They were cozy in their robes and in blankets, with their oxygen tanks nearby. Both women were older, but Aileen looked far more aged than Rose. It was clear by looking at them which of the two women had led a life of relative ease, and which had not. Aileen was hunched into herself, her red hair barely covering her scalp anymore, even though it was kept long. Her nails were painted, her clothes were new. He knew from looking at her that her kids likely had come into money after her injury. They were now doing everything they could to make her dreams come true, long after she’d lost the ability to care.

Rose’s chestnut hair was short, likely cut by a nurse who had to care for her. Her nails weren’t done, merely trimmed. Her pajamas and robe were old and well-worn, but the quality of both was obvious even to a nonexpert like Fletcher. This suggested that Rose had money at one time, which explained her porcelain skin, clear blue eyes, and the smile she wore even if she didn’t know it. 

Where were her loved ones? Did she have any? It was clear she was once a beautiful woman of means. She wore the look of someone who was once greatly loved. So, where did everybody go?

No wonder her mind had retreated to another decade just to cope with her confusing new reality.

He gave her a smile, which she returned subconsciously. Clearly this was a woman who once knew the power her beauty had over men. Her wiles were natural, instinctual. 

“Good afternoon, ladies,” he began, turning on a little charm himself. “My name is Fletcher Sullivan, and this is my little superstar, Ava.” He gestured to his daughter, who beamed under his praise. “Ava, you remember Aileen. I’d like you to meet Ms. Rose Thibodeau.” 

Ava approached Rose for a proper greeting. Rose’s eyes lit up with joy as the young girl reached immediately for a hug. “Pudgie,” she said with a sweet smile.

Fletcher and Ava shared a look, unsure of what exactly she meant by that. It wasn’t the first time someone had said something insensitive to his daughter. Brain disorders had the potential to turn off that internal editor that made polite conversation possible. Not all his patients turned into Sophia from the Golden Girls, but he had had a few. 

It was yet another reason that he made sure his daughter’s self-esteem was rock solid. Nobody was ever going to get the chance to make her feel bad, especially over something as arbitrary as her appearance.

“Rose, you’re new so let me catch you up with our current story.” He nodded at Ava, who sat in between the two women with her copy of the book they had brought to read. “The book is called Comic Squad. A couple of kids ended up opening a portal between their world and the world of their favorite comic book hero. Now they realize that the bad guy got through, too. For this next scene I’ll play Josh and Dwight. Ava will be Alice.” He glanced to Ava. “Ready?” She nodded.

Ava remained seated, while Fletcher took his place in the middle of the room. He adopted the character of twelve-year-old Joshua from their story.

“So, you're telling me you brought this guy Twitch out of the comic book?” Fletcher, now Josh, asked.

Immediately Ava was in character as twelve-year-old Alice. “Not just Twitch. Twitch wouldn't know how to manufacture potions.”

“Explain to me again how they got here.”

Ava/Alice sighed for emphasis, which tickled Fletcher. He loved how she got invested in their stories. “I told you. I went into the comic book and stole the potion that Dr. Horror was going to use to kill Joe Dakota. On my way out, I must have... I don't know... left the magic book open, or something. He and Twitch obviously found the 3-D glasses and ended up in our world in the search for the potion.”

Fletcher/Josh paused for effect. Finally, Ava/Alice said, “What?”

“Are you, like, listening to yourself?”

Though they knew neither of the women in their audience would laugh, they paused anyway. When Fletcher and Ava decided to tell a story, they committed.

They read through the rest of the chapter, acting in character. Ava eventually stood to join him in their more physical storytelling. Aileen watched but didn’t—couldn’t—respond. Rose smiled as she watched Ava, but it was like she was watching another type of play altogether. 

Afterwards, Fletcher caught up with Marisol in her office upstairs. “How’d it go?” she asked.

“Like usual,” he said as he sat. “Maybe it’s time I leave the walking on water stuff to Jesus,” he cracked as he nodded to the large crucifix on her wall.

She chuckled. “People usually find what they’re looking for. You keep looking for a miracle, Fletcher. I’m sure you’ll find it.”

“Maybe it’s naïve, but I keep hoping that one day these stories will ring true, hit on something that just connects with them. Maybe I should try some classics, something from their own childhoods.”

She offered a shrug. “Maybe you should try their own books.”

“What do you mean?”

She leaned back in her chair. “I’m honestly surprised you don’t know.” Off his puzzled look, she explained, “Have you ever heard of Pudgie?”

His brow furrowed. “Rose said that to Ava. I thought maybe she was calling her a name.”

“In a manner of speaking, I guess. Rose Thibodeau is the author of Pudgie, a series of popular children’s books from the 1980s. I believe they were inspired by her daughter.”

“So, she does have kids.”

“One. But they have no relationship.”

He nodded. “Apparently.”

“They lived in Louisiana. Real southern charm. Pudgie was a teenager by the time Rose retired.”

“She just quit writing books?”

Again, Marisol nodded. “Nothing new since 1996. Like I said, it was a popular series.”

“I guess so,” he conceded. 

“I grew up on them. As an awkward, overweight pre-teen, it empowered me to find a hero who was just like me. All this embarrassing stuff happened to her, but she just brushed it off and kept going. Her self-esteem was bullet-proof.”

That struck Fletcher. “Pudgie, huh?”

Marisol shrugged again. “Couldn’t hurt.”

He made the mental note before heading back upstairs to his daughter.
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Chapter Two
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Sofie Vincent tapped her fingers on the steering wheel of her new model luxury car as she glared at the long line of cars ahead of her, waiting for studio clearance. Twice every year she had to deal with this when Fierce went back into production. 

Fierce was the popular talent show where average folks vied for their shot being discovered by a nationwide audience, which was great if you were some rag-tag waitress from Des Moines who wanted to become the next Beyonce.

For Sofie Vincent, the executive writer and show runner for the network’s hottest TV drama, Vindication, it was a gigantic pain in her ass.

She scoffed at the license plate on the car in front of her. New Mexico. Her nose crinkled with disgust as she surveyed the decades-old vehicle, still covered in red dirt from the boondocks. These yahoos couldn’t even wash their car before they brought it to a studio lot? What rubes. 

Finally, she reached the booth. Armed only with the scowl on her face, she gave the attendant a glare so pointed and so direct, he simply waived her through without checking her badge. She hadn’t even pulled it from her purse. 

Newsflash for Mr. (or Ms.) New Mexico and every other wannabe on that lot: they were all on Sofie’s turf now. And she suffered no fools. She didn’t get to the top of the pecking order in Hollywood by playing it nice. She knew how to get things done, which often afforded few opportunities to be polite. This was particularly true because she was a woman, and even truer because she wore an unapologetic size-16. 

She had given many a speech in Tinsel Town where she had quoted the stat of exactly how many women were represented in the media, and all the many, many women who were not. In nearly 90 years, only four women had won best director. Sofie knew they didn’t get there as self-degrading people-pleasers. She wasted no time doing either of those things.

She rarely compromised when she had an idea for a story. Usually her instincts were dead-on accurate, proving all the (male) Suits wrong on more than one occasion. She understood her demographic better than anyone. She gave the men beautiful women. She gave the women handsome men. She gave everyone 18 to 34 as much sex as they could stand in her highly rated, award-winning drama. 

Vindication was born from all those primetime soaps Sofie herself had grown up on, like Dallas and Dynasty. People loved to watch the rich and beautiful live the kind of lives most could only dream about, sure. But what they really loved most was when the fat cats brought calamity upon themselves through arrogance and excess.

Everyone liked to see someone fall on a big stage. No one knew that better than Sofie.

Her audience ate it up with chocolate sauce. Sex, money and power were the American way. Within these perimeters, anything went. Sofie herself had overseen a story with two LGBT teenagers losing their virginity to each other. Two very privileged boys who could have anything they wanted, except each other.

She had to smile, thinking about that critically acclaimed storyline. It was one of her finest moments. She broke ground, she knew. She had made a few enemies; she knew that too. She expected it. She was used to it.

The most notable critic of her storyline was the costar of Vindication, Gregory Todd. Gregory had Hollywood coursing through his veins. Having been born into Hollywood royalty, he had literally been acting since he was a baby. He grew up on the banal three-camera sitcoms in the 1980s, which meant Sofie had watched him since she was a kid herself. They grew up together from across the country, joined by one television screen. She even had a crush once upon a time before she had the displeasure of meeting one of her idols for real. 

If she hadn’t been his boss, she was sure he would have dismissed her entirely. He was simply one of those guys. She knew by how he treated all of the women around him. Women were his playthings and therefore earned his favor based on their sexual viability. He couldn’t help coming on to every pretty girl who crossed his path but treated all the other women like they were gum on his shoe, including a plus-sized diva who costarred with him on the show. 

Sofie knew that thanks to the extra forty pounds she carried, he considered her a big, fat wad, so she gleefully and sadistically cast his wife as a larger woman just so he’d have to be confronted on a daily basis with his own shitty bias. She’d see how well he acted if he could pull that off. 

After hearing that he had slurred someone on the crew for being gay, she wrote him into that storyline as the bigoted father who had to come to terms with the fact his son could be quarterback of the football team and gay. Since Gregory was every bit as proud of being a homophobe as he was being a sexist pig, she figured she’d let him stew in his own bigot juices while they shot the story, which took a whole season to resolve. 

It was never good to piss off the queen.

In fact, Sofie had made a name for herself around Hollywood as a creator one shouldn’t cross. She had already fired actors for drug use, for impropriety at the workplace, for criminal run-ins like the dipshit last year who happened to run over a pedestrian while sexting. 

At 38, she only had one baby: Vindication. And she wasn’t going to risk that baby for anyone or anything. Anyone crossed the line; they were out of there. She would indulge no scandals.

She already saw how that had worked out for Graham Baxter, the producer of Fierce, the reality show that was filmed in the lot next to her own. 

If she could, she would have fired him, too. Like Gregory, however, some folks were beyond her reach. Instead, she reported regularly to PING if any of those Fierce folks got out of line.

Creating scandal was Sofie Vincent’s specialty.

She was still grumbling from the delay that the Fierce crowd had caused when she pulled into her private spot next to her office. 

She barely put the car in park before her cell phone alerted her to a text message. It was from her director, Freema Isaacs. 

Sofie had swooped Freema up the second her attention turned towards TV, which happened coincidentally after the Academy had overlooked her masterful directorial debut to hand her award over to some nondescript white guy. 

Freema was apparently ready for a little vindication of her own. She played her cards right, walking away with two trophies in the time Vindication had been on the air. 

There was hardly a human on the planet Sofie trusted more. After working together so closely for the past couple of years, she even knew what Freema was going to say when she answered the phone. “Ashley?” she asked, without bothering to say hello.

“Just like you said,” Freema sighed. 

Sofie sighed, too. She wasn’t really in the mood to fire anyone, but she supposed that it couldn’t be avoided. If her cast continued to act like children, she would be forced to treat them as such.

“I’ll be there in five minutes,” she said.

In actuality, she was in there in two. 

She sidled up quietly, like always. No one could do stealth quite like Sofie, which was unexpected, given her size. As someone who had carried a little extra baggage her whole life, she was used to being underestimated. They all thought she was loud and clumsy, like a bull in a china shop. She used their biases and misconceptions in her favor wherever possible. This included sneaking up on unsuspecting members of her crew. 

That was how she found a couple of seventeen-year-olds trying to get a good look at the lead actress in a shower scene a season or so back. Sofie was so incensed she practically fired them on the spot. Then she had to remember that they were children.

She waited until the scene was over to lay down the hatchet.

This particular morning, she sidled up to Freema, who wore a headset as she communicated with the crew. 

They directed their attention to the set, where Gregory Todd stood facing young Ashley Thomas, who, with almost his same blue eyes and darker hair, looked like she could play his daughter. She was easily twenty years his junior. Legal, but barely. 

His favorite.

It always made Sofie uneasy the way Gregory would stand close to the older teens on their show. Even if they were legal adults, she always felt the need to protect them. Gregory was the producer’s favorite, not hers. If she had her way, he would have never even been cast.

But he was a “name,” and good friends with the Suits. He was “one of the boys.”

That might have been what Sofie hated most about him. 

Actually, what she had hated most was that the more challenges she threw at him to get him to land on the sword, the easier he dodged it all. Nothing stuck. It drove her crazy, even to this day.

She turned her attention to Ashley. The girl could barely stand straight. Her words slurred, her eyes were bloodshot. She was clearly sloshed, right there in front of the camera, without a single decent take to save among all the ones Freema had shot. 

When Ashley stumbled, Gregory reached for her arm. She wrenched away and spun into the sofa. “I said don’t touch me,” she slurred. 

Gregory sent a helpless glance towards the control booth. Ashley stayed planted for precisely two seconds before projectile-vomiting whatever booze-laced contents were still in her stomach all over the furniture, which practically gave the set designer a stroke.

Sofie’s lips pursed into a straight line, so tightly they nearly turned white. She leaned forward to speak into the mic. “Ashley, meet me in my office in ten minutes.”

It was as though the entire crew turned to give Ashley the same empathetic glance at once. She responded by vomiting again.

Sofie didn’t bother to watch. She turned to her trusted assistant and true go-to person, Austin Boucher. He was in his forties and also came from the south, so they understood each other on a basic level. They came from the same place at the same time, which bonded them through shared experiences that shaped the filters of how they viewed life. There was something almost familial about it, which was comforting to both. As only children, they had to opt for siblings of choice.

He also didn’t scare easily, which was a big plus. An even bigger plus was that even though he was a good-looking charmer, as a non-committal bachelor who regularly courted women who looked nothing like Sofie, he wasn’t at all interested in her private life. 

Such ambivalence was necessary for anyone who dared to get close to Sofie, who had shielded herself behind some pretty powerful personal walls. Nothing was off limits for Sofie except Sofie herself.

Austin rolled with that, there to smooth her sharper edges, regularly deflecting her sharp tongue with witty banter regularly reserved for gay men.

“Are you sure you’re not gay?” she asked once, after they had worked late and had a few cocktails themselves.

He answered her question by unfurling an unnaturally long tongue, touching the tip to his nose. He grinned as her eyes widened. “Some things are just made for women,” he quipped. 

She never went down that road with him again.

Pretty clear boundaries were drawn between Sofie and Austin. No one outside her family knew her better than he did. Correction: no one outside her family knew her better than he did and stuck around. That loyalty was priceless to someone like Sofie, particularly because many of her actor children couldn’t seem to behave.

Ashley Thomas was a beautiful girl with crystal-blue eyes and raven hair that fell in a straight curtain down her back. Her tan was likewise natural. Ashley had been a surfer in her younger years. She found modeling when she was sixteen, and that was where Sofie had discovered her a year later. 

She joined Vindication a month after her seventeenth birthday, as a vixen hell-bent on seducing Gregory’s character. She got close by dating his closeted son, and since Gregory’s character really wanted to believe his son was “normal,” he did everything he could to encourage this relationship with a teen bombshell, even though it put Ashley’s character in close proximity to him way more than should have been allowed. She teased him. She taunted him. But Gregory’s character was a judge, whose moral barometer was above reproach. Though tempted mightily, he held her off. Until she reached the age of consent, anyway.

They ended up consummating their crazy affair the night they found Gregory’s son with another boy on prom night. Now the son and his boyfriend had moved away to college, and Ashley was his shameful secret that his equally powerful wife could never know about.

Unfortunately, Ashley’s character had her sights set on replacing Gregory’s wife, who was played by the powerhouse Davina Scott, who had sunk her teeth into the scarce starring role for an actress of color with such ferocity it had convinced Sofie it was her world, they were all just living in it.

Ashley’s Lolita character wasn’t about to let him go, and she didn’t mind blowing his perfect world apart to make it happen.

Such was the basis of their scene today, when Ashley got so crocked on whatever intoxicant she was currently indulging that she blew a whole day’s worth of shooting. 

Sofie was enraged whenever she thought about it. She had practically gift-wrapped this girl’s career, and she had gone off the deep end the second Hollywood life made itself available to her. She went from being an athletic vegan surfer to just another privileged, entitled junkie. 

Girls like Ashley had that kind of currency to blow. When you’re born winning the genetic lottery, you have plenty of bridges to burn. People always forgive you if you’re pretty. Even when she failed, a chorus of people around her were sympathetic and encouraging.

Everyone wanted to ride in on their white horse and save her.

Everyone... but Sofie, who never had one damned white knight show up to save her ass. 

Instead, Sofie was pissed. She didn’t care if she was pretty or vulnerable. Sofie had plucked this girl out of relative obscurity and made her a star. She had been nominated best supporting actress her first year on the show. The only reason she had resources and opportunities to fuck up her life was because Sofie had hand-delivered such a meaty part. 

Instead of being grateful, she fucking imploded.

And Sofie was over it.

She glared at the girl who slumped in the chair opposite her desk. In a way, she hated her for pushing her this far. It didn’t have to end like this. She sighed as she entered the office, rounding her way to her ornate desk. “So. What is it this time, Ashley? Booze? Pills? Heroin?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the miserable girl mumbled as she rubbed her head with her hand.

“We can take a drug test,” Sofie shrugged. “Either way, this game stops today.”

Ashley’s crystal blue eyes met hers. They were bloodshot as hell. “So, that’s it?”

Sofie leaned back in her chair. “You sound almost relieved. Was getting fired the point?”

A lone tear slipped from Ashley’s right eye. “Maybe,” she admitted at last.

It only made Sofie madder. “Do you know how many girls would kill for the chances you’ve had? You’re almost nineteen years old, for fuck’s sake. You’re not a child anymore.”

Ashley shook her head. “No. I’m not a child. You made sure of that.”

Sofie’s gaze narrowed. Surely, she wasn’t trying to blame her for this. “You made your own choices, Ashley. For your own reasons. Now you’ve thrown your whole future in the gutter. And for what?”

Ashley managed to sit a little straighter. “If you’re going to fire me, fire me. I don’t need a lecture. Certainly not from the likes of you.”

Austin, who had been standing in the shadows like a good assistant, stepped a little closer as Sofie’s eyes narrowed to a pinpoint on the young woman in front of her, like they could emit a laser beam so powerful it would reduce the room to rubble. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Now that she’d puked all the poison out of her system, Ashley fueled herself on rage. “You sit up here in your office, pretending that you know anything about life or people or relationships. Who’s there when you go home at night, huh? Who gives a shit what happens to you? Nobody, that’s who. You don’t have friends, you have employees,” she said, gesturing to Austin. “You’re alone. You’re miserable. You want us all to be miserable, too. Well, congratulations, Ms. Vincent. Mission fucking accomplished. Now you want to micromanage my misery, too? Fuck you.”

“Fuck me?” Sofie repeated. “Fuck you, Ashley. You were a nobody when I found you. Some little surfer girl who was still wet behind the ears. Literally. I gave you a future. You squandered it. Case closed.”

“Right. Nothing is ever your fault.”

“The only thing I got wrong was not firing you sooner. You were stone-cold drunk the day we had to shoot the prom night scene. Remember?”

Ashley looked away. “How could I forget?” she muttered.

“I gave you plenty of chances. Your failure has nothing to do with me.”

“Stop playing the martyr, Sofie. It doesn’t suit you. I was your sacrificial lamb, offered on the altar of sweeps week. Admit it.”

“How is that award, by the way? Keeping it nicely polished, I trust.”

Ashley scoffed. “There’s more to life than awards. If you had a life, you’d know that.”

Finally, Sofie turned to Austin with a slight nod. He mirrored it before he got on his phone and stepped out of the office.

“So. How’s it going to happen? You gonna have me drive off a cliff, too?” She referred to an actor Sofie canned earlier in the year. 

Sofie pulled another script from her desk. “You showed up drunk as a skunk to the judge’s house. He rebuffed your advances. You got even drunker when you left. Wrapped your car around a tree. So sad.”

Ashley crossed her arms across her chest. “I’m not shooting any additional scenes.”

“Don’t have to,” Sofie quipped. “We got everything we need earlier. The vomiting was a particularly nice touch.”

“You can’t use that.”

“Check your contract. If the cameras were rolling, I can use it.” Ashley went pale at the thought. “Buck up, buttercup. You might actually win another award. Although memes of you dry-heaving like a cat coughing up a hairball will likely outlast anything you’ve done on this show.”

“You’re such a bitch,” Ashley breathed.

“That’s what puts your name on the door, sweetheart. Now get the hell out of my office.”

Ashley stared at her for a long moment before she finally pulled herself from the chair and stumbled from the office, like a dead woman walking all the way off of the lot.
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Chapter Three
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Fletcher drove his car up the familiar driveway in Torrance. It used to be his, a long time ago when he was married. Now he just helped pay the mortgage on the only house he had ever been able to buy but could no longer call home. It was still an important place. It was his daughter’s home, as well as his ex-wife’s.

He took a deep breath as he switched off the engine, gearing himself up for facing his ex. Ava touched his arm. He gave her a grateful smile. They both hated the way the old clunker noisily shut off. Neither wanted Steffani to hear it... or to know the extent of Fletcher’s financial dire straits. 

He would have fixed the car had he had the extra funds. But between the mortgage on this house, his apartment, and child support, he found himself living paycheck to paycheck. He simply had no extra funds lying around for things like auto repair. He was living on God’s good graces, hoping to outlast calamity.

He had considered getting a second job. As a nurse he could have gotten extra shifts here and there, and sometimes did. But he couldn’t do it as much as he needed to, that would have cut into his time with Ava. Nothing was worth that. If and when Suzanne finally gave up the ghost, he’d simply bus it. That was the benefit of living in Los Angeles.

Or so he told himself, anyway. He knew if he didn’t show up with a car, Steffani would ‘express her concerns.’ She didn’t trust public transportation, or so she said. She wouldn’t even let Ava take the bus to see him. “That’s how sex traffickers get your kids,” Steff had told him once, when he had suggested it.

That was around the time her car needed new tires and he didn’t have the extra money to loan it to her to resolve the problem. Like always, she held his visitations with Ava out on a stick until he pulled a miracle out of his ass and produced four brand-new tires. He worked double shifts for nearly a month straight to come up with the $700 Steff said she needed.

Not seeing Ava for three weeks had hurt a helluva lot worse.

He mentally braced himself as they approached the front door, which swung open easily the minute they reached the porch. Steff was tall, like he was, but she was rail thin. She had always been athletic. They met initially on the high school track team. He had fallen head over heels for her the minute she smoked him in a footrace. She was competitive and driven, which sparked his interest immediately. Nothing was sexier than a girl who made him earn her affection. Strong women made for strong men. It was the ultimate challenge, and Fletcher was man enough to accept it.

Steff proved that challenge again and again. She made him wait until they were out of college to marry, and even longer still to have Ava. She had a life plan, and by God she was going to follow it to the letter. 

In an odd turn of events, she was the pragmatist, and he was the hopeless romantic.

She was a registered nurse like he was, but she had given up time in the field for a cushy administrative job where her degree ensured a better salary and a more manageable schedule. This became a priority after she gave birth. She no longer had to spend twelve-hour days racing from patient to patient. Instead, she managed other nurses now. 

Fletcher never wanted to head down that path. He loved to interact with people. Patient care was his primary career focus. He didn’t care to get bogged down with red tape and bureaucratic bullshit. He simply wanted to walk into a hurting person’s life and make it better somehow.

Unfortunately, compassion didn’t pay all that well. And Steff never let him forget it. It was the main reason given why she needed to keep sole custody of Ava. It was also the reason the judge had agreed.

Still, Fletcher mustered a smile for his ex when she opened the door. She cordially returned it before glancing down at her daughter, who still wore the evidence of their stop for ice cream on her face.

“Ice cream before dinner. Great. Go in and wash up,” she directed, waiting until Ava slumped out of earshot to turn on him. “Really, Fletcher? I told you that Dr. Mahoney advised we needed to cut down on sweets. She’s already overweight. Do you really want her to end up obese?”

“It’s ice cream, Steff,” he reasoned. “And we split the sundae. Life is about compromise, remember?”

It was a phrase she usually threw at him to get what she wanted. She scoffed when it was thrown back in her face. “Our daughter’s health is no place to compromise, Fletcher.”

He sighed. There was no winning with Steff. She always assumed she was right, and usually wouldn’t take her teeth from his jugular until he agreed. “Fine. No more ice cream,” he promised, though he could think of no worse punishment for a kid. Childhood without ice cream was like a sunny day you had to watch from a glass cage.

Steff clearly didn’t agree. “Thank you.” Victorious, she switched topics. “Did you bring your check? I need to pay Ava’s tuition for the coming school year.”

Another sigh as he dug it from his shirt pocket. Now that Ava was entering seventh grade, her tuition for private school had gone up thousands of dollars. He knew his paltry check would barely cover the difference. He sensed more double shifts were in his future. As Steff pursed her lips when she verified the total on his check, he knew she knew it, too.

“Let me talk to my executive director,” she said again. “Maybe we can find something for you that pays a little better.”

“You know that’s never been what I wanted, Steff.”

“This isn’t about what you want. This is about what’s best for your daughter. O’Hare Academy is the finest school in Los Angeles that two people like us can afford.”

“Newsflash, Steff. We can’t afford it. Especially now. What’s wrong with public schools, anyway? That’s where we went. That’s where we met. That’s who we are.”

“Stop romanticizing it, Fletcher,” she snapped. “Public school isn’t the same as when we went. There are gangs. Drugs. Homosexuals,” she added, which made him cringe. He just knew the next things out of her mouth would be about Jews and brown people. Had she always been such a bigot and he just didn’t care? Or was this a product of her new, privileged mindset?  Either way, he didn’t like it. But she didn’t really give him the opportunity to challenge it. “And do I really have to cite all the school shootings that have happened in the last twenty years?”

He fought his best to hold his tongue. That was the favored arrow in her quiver, putting Ava’s security on the line. Two things were factual: public school shootings were an epidemic, and he cared about what happened to his daughter. But he cared about what happened to the other kids, too. He preferred solutions that kept all schools safer, rather than certain children safer just because they had enough money to pay for the privilege.

This was too complex a problem to solve this waning afternoon on his ex’s front porch. Instead, he raised the white flag. “I’ll get some extra hours.”

She nodded, as if she expected nothing less. Fletcher Sullivan came through in a clutch. That was simply who he was.

He was still bummed about it as he climbed back into Suzanne and pointed her towards home. He blared some music, so he wouldn’t have to hear the knocking of the engine, which warned him that his financial troubles were far from over. Like always, it was one step forward and two steps back.

Fletcher knew how to handle such feelings of hopelessness. He focused instead on how he could help others. On his way home, he stopped by the library to pick up more books to read to his patients at Maison de Lumiere. Only this time, he wasn’t browsing. He headed straight to the main computer directory. Out of peevish curiosity he typed in, “Pudgie.” 

Within a second, a dozen available titles returned, all written by Rose Thibodeau. He felt like a kid on Christmas morning when he discovered the shelf devoted to this forgotten heroine of the 80s. Each cover depicted a chubby, cheerful protagonist with an endless smile as she fumbled and bumbled her way through all her childhood adventures, like the first day of school, her first summer at camp, her thirteenth birthday party. 

Immediately he was enamored with the character. She had curly brown hair and blue eyes and endless optimism, just like Ava. No wonder Rose had been so confused.

By the time he left that library, he carried at least five Pudgie tales in his armful of books. Oddly, he felt better than he had all day. It was as if somehow, he just knew this one decision was about to change everything.
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Chapter Four
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Sofie listened to news radio on her way towards the setting sun. The paparazzi syndicate known as PING had already pounced all over the news that Ashley Thomas had been fired, and per celebrity blogger Miles O’Rourke, Ashley had quietly checked herself into rehab after a breakdown on set.

“Sources close to your buddy Miles say that ‘Queen Iron Britches’ Sofie Vincent plans on using footage from the breakdown to explain the character’s early demise. I guess we’ll have to tune in and see!”

Sofie wore a self-satisfied smirk as she turned the channel. “You bet your ass they’ll tune in and see.” She had guaranteed a ratings blitz by releasing that little tidbit to Miles her own damned self. These were the shark infested waters in which they all swam, where the shrewd could escape the jaws of death by knowing which part to play. She had zero compassion for Ashley, who would likely turn the whole thing to her favor by playing victim somehow, of Sofie, of the entertainment industry in general, or of the drugs themselves. 

Good news for her, she could. 

One day she would return triumphant, and the Suits would eat it up, breathing new life into her flat-lining career.

No one liked a reboot better than Hollywood, particularly when it came to their favorite cash cows. And Ashley was young enough, she had plenty of time to get right what she had gotten horribly wrong. She’d either pull up her big-girl panties and get a spine, or she’d realize she was never strong enough for this business in the first place and fade quietly to obscurity. 

Sofie felt little guilt over it. Survival of the fittest and all that. These were adults. They knew what they were doing. If Ashley couldn’t figure it out, she’d be eaten like chum to make way for someone new.

In this business, it was everyone for themselves.

She eased her car into a parking spot near the dock in Marina del Rey, near a line of anchored boats. The roar of the Pacific greeted her as she climbed out of her car, breathing deep the sea air. 

She spotted Vincent Ducet immediately. He stood on the deck of his 1980 Long Range Cruiser, busying himself with the endless upkeep required on the vessel that was as old as Sofie herself. The Wilting Rose was as much his baby as Sofie.

“Hey, Pop,” she greeted as she approached.

“Hey, Sugar,” he smirked in return. Thanks to her surly reputation, his nickname had long become ironic. Neither seemed to care. It reminded them both of a much more innocent time when she was small enough to fit on his knee. It simply worked. “Joining me for dinner?”

She held up a bag with a large, familiar yellow box. “I brought Cuban food. Your favorite.”

He patted his stomach. “Did you bring anti-acids, too?”

She held up another, smaller bag.

“That’s my girl.”

They watched the sun set as they ate dinner on deck. He wanted to take them out on the water, but she needed to stay close to shore, since Freema was still hard at work onset making sense of all Ashley’s missed takes from earlier. She expected a call around eight-thirty from her panicked director, and she knew she’d have to go the minute she got that call.

This was their compromise.

“You work too hard, Sugar,” Vincent chided as he reached for another papa rellena, his fave.

“Isn’t that what you taught me growing up?” she countered. “Work hard?”

His easy smile faltered. “That wasn’t me,” he corrected softly. 

“Dad,” she cautioned, using only the word.

“Fine, fine,” he conceded immediately. “Still. I worry about ya, kid. All work and no play makes Sofie...”

“Rich,” she interjected defiantly. 

“There is more to life than money,” he said. 

She wanted to argue that was easy for him to say, he lived on a yacht. But this wasn’t some rich man’s toy. The Wilting Rose had been his home, his project, his life, for more than thirty years. What had been modern technology in 1980 didn’t translate well to 21st century luxury. He was a salty ol’ man of the sea now. “You live your life on your terms, Pop. That’s all I want to do.”

He nodded. He understood. “Still. Would it kill you to give me a grandkid?”

She chuckled. He had been saying that since she turned thirty. “I did. Her name is Vindication. She’s won multiple awards and is a ratings powerhouse every Tuesday. You’d know that if you ever, you know, watched the show.”

He shrugged. “Shitty reception out here on the water.”

“Bullshit,” she teased. 

“Well, Vindication can’t help me sail around the world, can she?”

“She paid for the new fiberglass hull,” Sofie countered. “And the new wiring.”

His bright green eyes surveyed her for a long moment. Finally, he murmured, “Money isn’t the answer to everything, Sofie. You forget. I’ve had a mountain of cash before. No matter how much I talked to it, it never talked back.”

“That’s why I like it,” she replied. 

“Sofie,” he started, but she was quick to change the subject.

“You gonna eat that?” she asked, before stabbing one of the potato balls with her fork.

“I wanted more kids, you know,” he said, which forced her to look at him. “I wanted at least five. Unbalanced and messy, where the kids could easily gang up on the parents and get their way. I thought it would make life more fun.”

She chewed slowly before she swallowed. “Sorry I wasn’t enough for you, Pop.”

He chuckled, which only made her madder. “You were plenty, Sugar. Still are. That’s why I love you.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BEAUTY AND
THE BLBCH

GINGER VOIGHT






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





