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      ★★★★★ “Dust off your old Nokia phones and brush up on your snake game because we’re going back to the 90s!” - Jojo Reads Romance
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      The content notes below are meant to give readers a generalized view of potentially triggering subjects within this novel.

      
        
          	
        Use of expletives: frequent but not mean-spirited
      

      	
        Sex/Nudity: several sex scenes on page
      

      	
        Violence: boating accident including injuries
      

      	
        Alcohol use: multiple characters on page
      

      	
        Description of past trauma: involving familial and sexual relationships of main character
      

      	
        Abortion: main character (described from past)
      

      	
        Cheating: main character (described from past)
      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like a more detailed list of content warnings (which may include spoilers) they are available at:

      

      

      https://www.karengrey.com/contentguidance

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “You must love in such a way that the person you love feels free.”

      

      

      
        
        ―Thich Nhat Hanh

      

      

       

      
        
        “If you find somebody you can love, you can't let that get away.”

      

      

      
        
        —The Wedding Singer
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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Life is available only in the present moment.”

        ―Thich Nhat Hanh, Taming the Tiger Within

      

      

      Sunday, August 16, 1998

      Rappahannock River, Virginia

      SULLY

      “Mr. Jones, please come out of the cabinet.”

      My co-captain and I have been living on Endless Summer for almost nine months now. I missed my boat almost as much as I missed my friends and family the seven long years I spent in Los Angeles, so when I returned to work on a movie shooting in my hometown this past spring, I pocketed the per diem the show gave me for housing and lived on the sailboat I’d brought back from the dead as a teenager.

      “You didn’t seem to mind trading an apartment for the salt life when we were in Wallington,” I remind him.

      Granted, things have been different for the past few weeks. We left the marina behind, traveling up the intracoastal waterway to the Chesapeake Bay. Spending my days sailing and nights anchored in quiet coves has been a dream of mine for years, and despite the drama around my exit from town, the reality has exceeded my expectations. The scenery couldn’t be prettier, the weather has been mild for August, and the fishing has been awesome. The past twenty-four hours alone were practically ideal.

      Yesterday, after a sweet sail down one river and up the next, we anchored in this little inlet, and I dropped a crab pot in the water before going to bed. By midday today, I’d trapped so many I was able to trade with a family onshore for zucchini and tomatoes.

      Meaning, I ate like a king for practically nothing.

      Unfortunately, Mr. Jones is less enthusiastic about our current circumstances. I’d venture to say he is not on board with spending a couple months away from civilization.

      “Maybe we can rent a slip for a night or two so you could feel solid ground under your feet.”

      He just growls in response.

      “Goddammit, Jonesy!”

      I seriously can’t believe he’s so pissed off that he’s hiding in the woodwork. But then I remind myself that I struggle with anger issues too. People think of me as easygoing, but ever since I was little and my brother would tease me to the point that I threw a tantrum, controlling my temper is something I’ve had to work for.

      It helps if I ground myself in sensory experience, so as I lean over the stern to give the dinner dishes an initial rinse, I take the creek’s briny scent deep into my nostrils. After swishing the plate, I note the change in the temperature of the air on my hand as I draw it out of the brackish water. When I hear a flutter of wings, I look up to find a pair of herons flying to roost in a tree onshore. Before I know it, my frustration with Mr. Jones has floated away like the remains of my dinner.

      After I finish cleaning the tiny kitchen, I set up my bed, planning to take a few moments out on deck before retiring for the night.

      When I first tried to meditate with one of the tapes my friend Dani gave me this summer, it was freaking impossible. Tougher than moving across the country without a plan other than following my best friend’s lead. More difficult than telling my parents I’d flunked out of college with just a semester left to go.

      But on this trip, sitting and counting my breaths just gets easier and easier. Not only have I got an entire sky full of stars to remind me that my troubles don’t really mean much in the larger scope of things, but the issues that set me on edge feel far away and unimportant.

      Who cares that my parents think I’m a total failure when I’m out here living my dream?

      My friends may think I’m an idiot, but my best buddy is still with me, and he’ll stop pouting soon.

      “Jones?” I still, listening for movement, but get no answer. “All right then. I’ll check out the Milky Way by myself, I guess.”

      After some trial and error, I’ve gotten pretty good at finding a quiet spot to overnight, where all I hear is the lap of water against the hull, the clink of hardware against the mast, and the chirps of frogs from the shore. But tonight, as I mount the stairs from the cabin to the cockpit, I’m assaulted by sound. Pounding music and the roar of an engine. Thinking it’s coming from the land on our starboard side, that’s where I look first.

      It’s only when I look to port that I see the motorboat speeding across the water. I check, and my masthead light is on. Surely the person at the helm will see it. But the boat just keeps getting closer.

      Instinctively, I wave my arms and shout, but my voice is drowned by the sounds of the boat, now headed directly at us. Grabbing my safety horn, I blast it a few times before scrambling down the stairs. Shrugging on a life jacket, I look around for something that might keep my little friend afloat.

      “Mr. Jones! Seriously, time to come out. I don’t have a floatation device to fit a cat, so⁠—”

      Before I can finish my sentence, the hull explodes behind me.
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        “You look so good with blond hair and black roots it’s like not even funny.”

        –Romy and Michele’s High School Reunion

      

      

      Beverly Hills, CA

      HELEN

      I thought I was ready to face the consequences of my transgression. But when I settle into the chair, Raine’s deep groan is laced with anguish.

      “I can’t believe you’d do this to me. Cheat on me. Again.”

      “I know. What can I say? I have no self-control.”

      A palm rises in the space between us. “Talk to the hand, darlin’. Talk to the hand.”

      I take that hand and give it a tentative squeeze. “Do you forgive me?”

      A return squeeze gives me hope, but the disgusted grunt that follows has me on tenterhooks again. I can’t live without Raine, but when you’re on the road, you have to do what you have to do. “It’s just that⁠—”

      Raine whips the chair around, and her hands grip its arms, flanking me. Dark brown irises ringing huge pupils sweep over my face. “Next time you have the urge, call me first. You can’t know how much it hurts me when you stray, honey.”

      I nod, hopeful that we can move on from this. “Believe me, it’s worse for me. It just gets to the point when I can’t hold back. I’m away from home and you and⁠—”

      “And you just go and let any old woman⁠—”

      “Well, it was a man this time.”

      There’s a long pause, and I hold my breath as Raine turns away. After what seems like an eon, sure hands snap the shiny black cape into the air. As it settles over me, I can finally breathe again.

      “I’ll do my best. We’re doing color today, too, I assume?”

      “If you think.”

      “Oh, I think.”

      “Right.” I nod, grateful that she seems to have forgiven me. “I’ve cleared my afternoon for you.”

      “We’re gonna need it, sweet cheeks.”

      After confirming that my hair is free of product, Raine preps to bleach my roots. Just as she dips a brush into the foul-smelling brew, my cellular phone rings from my bag.

      She sighs. “You know I don’t like those things in here.”

      “I do, but I’m crewing up for a new movie job, so I have a lot of calls out.”

      She points at my briefcase. “You better take it now. Once I start with the bleach, I don’t want you putting that thing anywhere near your ear.”

      “I’ll make it quick.”

      “They say having it by your head all day will give you cancer,” she mutters.

      I press the button to answer without taking her bait. “Helen O’Neill.”

      “Hey, Helen. It’s Danielle Goodwin returning your call.”

      The young woman’s mellow accent is always a pleasure to hear, but I cut to the chase. “So, what do you think? Want to come back and work for me?”

      “I can’t.”

      “I’ll pay you whatever you need.”

      “I’m sorry, Helen. I’ll be forever grateful to you for giving me a start, but I’m juggling four jobs as it is.”

      “I guess it was too much to expect that you’d be free.” Raine’s giving me the wrap-it-up finger circle, but I press on. “But if you let those four jobs go and come work for me, you could start moving up the ladder. The minute I get a line producer job, I’d hire you to be my UPM.”

      “Helen—”

      Her tone makes it clear that I’m pushing my luck. “You’ve said you’re not interested, but you’re so smart and capable. We need more women like you in the producer pipeline. You could run circles around half the men I’ve worked for.”

      “Helen,” she repeats, a hint of exasperation coloring her tone.

      “All right, all right.” I know how to choose my battles as well as change tactics. “So… Any recommendations? What about that friend of yours?”

      “Which one?”

      “The redhead. The high school teacher. I forget her name.”

      “Violet?”

      “That’s it. What about her? I know I pay more than public school.”

      “She’s got her own casting company now.”

      “Dammit. All the smart women end up being their own bosses.”

      “If I remember correctly, you’re the one who told us to do just that. About fifteen times,” she adds, the tease in her voice making me smile despite my disappointment.

      “Silly me.”

      Raine clears her throat dramatically.

      “Listen, I’ve got to go, but if you think of anyone, let me know. And let’s get a drink while I’m in town.”

      After I press the button to hang up, Raine holds out her hand. “Give that thing to me so you’re not tempted to answer.” She examines the phone before dropping it into a drawer. “I’ll admit it’s cute. I didn’t know they came in colors now.”

      “That Nokia’s the latest fashion accessory, didn’t you know?”

      She tuts as she begins to apply the bleach. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “I like the bright color because it’s easier to find in my purse. And it’s so cheap. I can’t believe how much I spent on my Motorola—and how often that damn antenna broke off.”

      “They’re all a waste of money, if you ask me.”

      “It’s different for you. You work out of one place. But me, I’ve got a new office phone with every production. No one would ever be able to find me if I didn’t have a cell phone.”

      “I suppose,” she says under her breath as she continues the painstaking process. “So, what’s this new movie?”

      “It’s called Hacked.” Pretending I’m doing a trailer voiceover, I spit out the logline I’ve heard so many times I’ve got it memorized. “‘The question isn’t why he does it, but how? Based on an unbelievable true story, a prodigy of a programmer run amok bites off more than he can chew when he breaks into the computer of a top security technology expert.’”

      “Hm. Sounds… exciting?”

      “It’s had seven writers. Half the scenes are dudes on computers in basements, and the other half is gobbledygook on computer screens, with a few car chases thrown in for good measure. It’ll probably suck.”

      “But you took the job anyway?”

      “If I only worked on good movies, or even decent movies, I’d be sitting at home twiddling my thumbs.”

      “As long as I’ve lived in this town, I still don’t get how all these bad movies get made,” she says as she adjusts the location of a hair clip.

      “Somebody somewhere along the line thought every movie had the potential to warrant the investment of millions of dollars. But whether it’s too many cooks or trying to recreate last year’s hit or an egotistical star’s demands, it gets watered down or overloaded to the point that it’s ruined.”

      “And you don’t care about that?”

      I start to shake my head but firm hands hold it in place. “Those are choices made by the above-the-line folks—the people who make the creative calls and who get a cut of the profits. The director, the big actors, the producers.”

      “Aren’t you a producer?”

      “I’ve been a line producer on a few smaller projects, but I’m a unit production manager on this. I report to the LP who reports to the executive producer.”

      “Talk about too many cooks.”

      “Exactly. The only creative decisions I make involve how to get the most out of a budget. Like the rest of the crew, I do the best I can with what they give me. Besides, we below-the-line folks get paid even if the film flops.”

      She snorts as she pores over my scalp, checking her work. “Where is this particular potential flop filming? And for how long? Am I going to have to fly in and rescue this head of hair from your baser impulses?”

      “North Carolina. Just for six weeks or so.”

      “If I remember correctly, Carolina was the place where you got a cut that wasn’t half bad.”

      “High praise.”

      “That’s as good as it gets. Who was that?”

      “Let’s see. That was a few years ago. It was a girl who was kind of a floater, did hair and makeup. Lily, maybe? No, that’s not it. Winnie?”

      “I hope you’re not like this when you’re talking about me.”

      “Raine, I’ve known you for more than a decade. I met this girl once. Oh—Whitney, that’s right. She was a tiny little thing. Had the sweetest accent and big blue eyes.”

      This takes us to the subject of the latest Hollywood gossip. Raine’s got tons of PR people and agents and managers coming through her salon, so she’s got the best dirt. “Speaking of blondes, did you hear Ellen DeGeneres is dating that Anne Heche?”

      “The one that’s got a haircut like mine?”

      “Not as good as yours, but yes.”

      By the time she’s given me the rundown on the other celebrity and industry couples, my hair is slathered.

      “All right, you’ve got about half an hour while this processes. You want a magazine or something?”

      “I’d take a coffee, but I’ve got calls to make.”

      “You need to learn how to relax.”

      I stick out my tongue at her. “Phone, please.”

      “Work, work, work,” Raine says disapprovingly, but she digs my phone out of the drawer and hands it over.

      I manage to lock in two crew chiefs and I’m about to call the travel coordinator to pass on their contact information when Raine snaps her fingers to get my attention. “Time to wash that out, honey.”

      After she’s done whatever magic she does to tone the color so that I look more like Ellen Barkin and less like Pamela Anderson, she pulls a comb through my hair. “What about the cut? Are we going for Fuck Me or Don’t Fuck With Me this time?”

      “Can I get a little of both? You know how it is at work. If I don’t look and act tough, the men on set will run all over me.”

      “Mm-hm. I hear you,” she croons.

      “Buuut I am in a bit of a dry spell on the other front.”

      “I thought you had a whole lineup of friends you could booty call.”

      “I did, but they keep pairing off. Every time I get back into town, it’s another man down.”

      “Maybe you need to find one to settle down with.”

      I wave that suggestion away. “In my experience, the male half of the species is incompatible with monogamy.”

      She just raises a brow.

      I raise a hand in supplication. “Which is fine. As long as everyone is honest about their expectations.”

      “There is a difference between what you want and what you expect, you know.”

      I lower my chin and fix her with my most challenging stare. The one I use when a director’s claiming I could find money for whatever bright new idea he’s had, even though he knows the budget’s already set. “I’ll settle down when you settle down.”

      “Girl, you know I like to play the field.” She catches my eye in the mirror. “But for different reasons than you.”

      Raine knows most of my deepest darkest secrets. Hell, she probably knows the secrets of half of the people in this town. She’s that good of a hairdresser. And she’s right. Whereas she loves the variety—across genders as well as individuals—I’m solidly in the heterosexual monogamy camp.

      I let out an uncharacteristic sigh of defeat. “Maybe it’s me.”

      “You can be intimidating.”

      It’s my turn to send a brow raise to the mirror.

      “Not to me, silly. Anyhoo, I think I can give you a look that’ll do the trick. Sexy when you want, serious when you want. It’ll be all about the styling.”

      When I make a face, she adds, “Don’t worry. I know you hate to take time to do your hair.” She begins to snip away. “For work, you’ll slick it back with gel. That’ll tell ’em you mean business.”

      “Like Gordon Gekko?”

      “More like Halle Berry or Neve Campbell. When you want to attract the boys rather than scare ’em off, you go for more texture and volume. Like Winona Ryder.”

      “I am older than all of these women, you know.”

      She whaps me lightly on the arm. “Shush. You’re as hot as you’ve ever been. Some of us get better with age.”

      I have no idea how old Raine is, but her tawny skin is unlined and she’s as sassy as she was when we met.

      “Raine, is it wrong that my most stable and long-lasting relationship is with my hairdresser?”

      “If it is, then there’s a lot of wrong in this town. Hell, it could be worse. You could be with someone far less fabulous.”
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        “People have a hard time letting go of their suffering. Out of a fear of the unknown, they prefer suffering that is familiar.”

        ―Thich Nhat Hanh

      

      

      SIX WEEKS LATER

      Wallington, NC

      SULLY

      I’m lying on the couch, staring at whatever movie’s on HBO, when my roommate, Dani, walks right in front of the TV and turns it off.

      “I was watching that,” I protest.

      She just crosses her arms over her chest. “What was it?”

      I mirror her. “A movie.”

      Her chin lifts. “What was the name of the movie?”

      I mirror her again. “The... The Broken something.”

      It’s only then I notice that Dani’s got backup: not just my longtime friend Violet and her new boyfriend, Nate, but my used-to-be-best friend, Ford. As in, the guy I haven’t really talked to since our fight almost two months ago over a girl that ended up marrying the neighborhood bully from when we were kids.

      Go figure.

      Violet—never one to mince words or actions—punches me in the arm. “Never bullshit a bullshitter, Sull.”

      “Ow. You can’t punch me. I’m injured,” I say, my voice sounding whiny even to me.

      “Not in the arm.” She notices the dog cuddled next to me on the couch. “Skye. Off.”

      As Skye slinks off the cushion, Dani says, “You know she’s not allowed up there.”

      “She was comforting me.”

      Violet sits at the other end of the couch from me, and her ex-enemy/now-boyfriend plops onto the floor at her feet.

      “Hey, Sully,” Nate says. “Miss you out on the water.”

      “I miss it too, man.” Nate and I met when he first moved to Wallington, and I lent him surfboards because he hadn’t brought his own from California.

      Both Dani and Ford take a seat, and everyone stares at me.

      “What’s going on? Is this some kind of intervention or something?”

      Violet nods, her face grim. “That’s exactly what this is.”

      “I’ve been off the drugs since I left the hospital, you know.”

      “You also haven’t left the house,” Dani says, ticking a list on her fingers. “You barely get off the couch. You stink. Your muscles are wasting away. You’re obviously depressed, and you’re not doing anything about any of it.”

      “Jeez, Dani. Don’t hold back or anything.”

      Nate gives her a look. “That was a little harsh.”

      “I’m with her.” Violet sends dagger eyes at Ford and Nate, both of whom shift uncomfortably. “You guys may be weenies, but I care about Sully. Nate, tell him what Veronica said.”

      Nate clears his throat but when he doesn’t speak, Violet pokes him. “Ow. Okay, okay.” Turning to me, he asks, “Uh, you know Ronnie?”

      “Yeah. Tall blonde that does tricks on a short board?”

      He nods. “She was asking about you, and I told her about the accident and your broken tibia. She’s a physical therapist and says that you really should be doing exercises every day.”

      “I’m not cleared for weight-bearing yet,” I protest.

      He shakes his head. “Apparently, there’s a lot you could be doing to strengthen and rebuild all your other muscles. Differing opinions among doctors, I guess, but she said that there’s proven benefits, uh, psychologically as well. Especially if you’re an athlete and used to using your body a lot.”

      There’s a long pause while I take in the expressions on the faces of my best friends in the world. Well, almost all of my best friends. One is missing. The one that married that jerk Hardy isn’t returning anyone’s calls.

      “Well, excuse me if I am a little depressed.” Their faces are full of concern, but that somehow makes me angrier, so I begin to tick off a list of my own. “I was the victim of a hit-and-run accident. I barely sleep because I can’t get comfortable trying to keep this damn broken leg elevated. The marine police still haven’t found the culprits, so I don’t know what the hell’s up with Endless Summer. Even if I did, I can’t walk, so I can’t work. Meaning, I have no money to even try and fix the boat that I spent hundreds of hours restoring. And if that’s not enough, the stack of medical bills on my desk is so high, I can’t see around it.”

      I can’t even bring up the thing that I feel the worst about—the loss of Mr. Jones—because I’m afraid I’ll lose it, so I leave it at that.

      “Sully,” Violet says quietly. “You do have every reason to be angry, or sad, or whatever you need to feel. What’s scaring us is that you seem numb.”

      “Yeah, man.” Dani rests her elbows on the coffee table and leans closer. “You’ve always been a pretty chill guy, but this is different. You’re like a loggerhead that’s pulled into his shell.”

      “You have health insurance from the union, right?” Nate asks. “Aren’t they covering your bills?”

      “I do, and I’d really be screwed without it, but still.” I shake my head. “Even the co-pay adds up when you’re talking a percentage of thousands of dollars. And it can take up to a year to regain full use of my leg, so I don’t know if I’ll be able to work enough hours to keep the damn insurance.”

      As they all digest the fact that I do have very good reasons to be both angry and deeply depressed, I wonder if and when Ford will speak. He and Nate both packed up their LA apartments to move to Wallington right around the time my boat got hit, but while Ford’s come by, we haven’t talked about anything of substance.

      When his gaze skitters over me, I catch it with a challenging look. “You have anything to add, Ford?”

      He blows out a breath before speaking. “You really want to hear it?”

      “Sure. May as well pile on with everybody else.”

      “We are not piling on, Sully,” Violet says. “We’re⁠—”

      Ford holds up a hand. “Let me say my bit.” He shifts in his chair to face me but doesn’t continue.

      “Spit it out,” I say. Possibly growl.

      He looks down at his clasped hands. “Maybe because you didn’t go to the wedding, it’s harder for you to let go.”

      “Let go?”

      “Of Whitney,” he says, like I’m the idiot here.

      While the faces in this little ad hoc therapy circle are full of what is likely real concern, I’m not ready to admit—even to my closest friends—that it’s a hell of a lot harder to be the go-with-the-flow guy when you’re drowning.

      “But Sully,” Violet says, “you are grieving.”

      “Of course, I am! I mean”—I fling a hand at my useless leg—“look at that thing. It’s disgusting.”

      “Well, that’s why we’re all here,” Dani says.

      Ford drops a bulging plastic grocery bag onto the coffee table. “We bring gifts.”
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        “Hi, Curly, killed anyone today?”

        “Day ain’t over yet.”

        ―City Slickers

      

      

      HELEN

      “This is an even bigger fucking train wreck than the one you caused yesterday, Michelle!”

      When I slam a palm onto the pile of papers on my desk, my assistant flinches. Which pisses me off even more than the giant mess she created.

      “Did you even look at that expense report before you faxed it?”

      She looks everywhere but at me.

      “Did you?”

      “I—I, I thought I did. But you made me⁠—”

      “I can’t make you do anything, Michelle. You are an independent autonomous human person. It is your job to proof these reports before they get sent back to LA. But you apparently didn’t, and I’ve got to call a whole bunch of people and explain to them that we aren’t five thousand dollars under budget, we are five hundred dollars over. So they can’t spend this supposed windfall on”—I sift through the printouts of emails I received in the past hour—“a trailer upgrade for the co-star that’s sleeping with the cinematographer, or the crane rental the director now thinks is essential for the opening shot, or whatever the hell else these idiots want!”

      When I shake the printouts in the air between us, she bursts into tears.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Not the tears.”

      “I’m sorry,” she wails. “You were telling me three things at once, and I got nervous, and I sent the email by accident.”

      “Why didn’t you follow up with another email saying to ignore the first one? Or say something to me about it sometime in the past three hours so I could’ve gotten in front of the mistake?”

      “I was afraid you’d yell at me.”

      “Well, I’m yelling at you now.”

      “I know!”

      “Michelle”—I begin to pace back and forth in the space between our desks, trying my damnedest to calm down—“if you are too afraid to tell me when you’ve made a mistake, this isn’t going to work. We haven’t even started shooting. Things will get even more intense then.”

      She nods, tears running down her face, her chin wobbling as she tries to hold in future sobs. I’m not going to apologize for yelling at her. She’s saddled me with an unplanned set of unpleasant conversations when I should be dealing with a long list of other pre-production tasks. The shooting schedule, the tax credit filing, the union contracts… the list is endless.

      I tune out Michelle’s sniffles so I can concentrate on fixing her mess. Thankfully, it doesn’t take long to find the place where the accountant accidentally added the extra zero. By the time I type up an email with an explanation and a corrected budget report, the crying noise has stopped.

      When I look over at my assistant’s desk, I discover the reason why. She’s not there. I take the time to read over everything one more time before hitting send on the electronic mail and faxing the report.

      Everything else seems to be in order, so I uncap a dry-erase marker and face the large whiteboards lining the walls of our office, where I’ve been gradually filling in schedule details. The unit production manager—the person on location who oversees every penny spent during a movie shoot—would typically keep a separate office from her PA and the set accountants. Partly for confidentiality reasons, partly for intimidation reasons. You don’t want to make it too easy for people to come asking for changes to the budget. But I like to keep my assistants close so I can keep tabs on them. Not that the strategy worked with anyone on the list of locals I’ve hired and fired since arriving in Wallington.

      Looking over the calendar, I realize I need the status on the city permits for three location shoots. My assistant was supposed to be running those down, but she hasn’t returned from blowing her nose and fixing her makeup. “Michelle! Did we hear back from the city on filming at the waterfront?”

      No answer.

      “Michelle!”

      A chair squeaks in the outer office. A moment later, John Sykes, the second shift accountant, sticks his head in the door.

      “She left.”

      “What do you mean she left? To get coffee?”

      “Naw, she quit.” His skinny shoulders lift practically to his ears before he drops them again. “Third one this show, O’Neill.”
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        * * *

      

      After spending half of yesterday cleaning up after Michelle and the other half looking for her replacement, I’m so far behind today that I don’t know which way is up. Principal production starts in less than two weeks, but we don’t have a finalized schedule or daily budget, both of which are my primary responsibility. So when my cell phone rings—surprising me because a call getting through is rare in this backwater town—I can’t help but bark a “What?” into it instead of a normal human greeting.

      “Hey, Helen, it’s Dani.”

      The young woman’s self-possessed nature and liquid drawl usually smooth my sharp edges, but right now neither makes a dent in my mad. “Unless you’re calling to tell me you’re ready to work for me, I don’t have time.”

      “I heard you lost three already.”

      “How the hell did you hear that? The last one quit less than twenty-four hours ago.”

      “Bad news travels fast.”

      “Seriously, Dan, I’m up to my eyeballs in shit here.”

      “That is why I’m calling. I’ve got a potential assistant for you.”

      This news has me collapsing into my chair in relief. “You’d better be serious, girl.”

      “I am, but he’s not your typical candidate.”

      “Since whatever my typical candidate is hasn’t worked out so far, I’m open to suggestions. What’s wrong with him? Besides the fact that he’s a man.”

      It’s no secret that I hold the fifty percent of the species born with both an X- and a Y-chromosome guilty of being assholes until proven innocent.

      “Well, he can’t type or take dictation,” Dani says. “Basically, he has no office experience.”

      “What the hell, Dani? I don’t have time to fuck around wi⁠—”

      “But,” she continues, talking over me, “he has seven years on-set experience, working in production sound.”

      “Why isn’t he doing that, then? An office PA gets half the pay of even the third man in that department.” My finger trails line items in the half-finished budget on my desk until I find the hourly rate we negotiated for the cable guy on this show. “In fact, it’s a little bit less than half. Damn. No benefits, either.”

      “This guy was in a pretty bad boat accident six weeks ago, and he’s still recovering. He’s on crutches while his broken leg heals, so there’s no way he can haul cables or hold a boom.”

      “He can’t type, he can’t walk, and he’s a he. Why in the world do you think I should hire him?”

      “We used to call him Mr. Serious in college.”

      “Sounds like a barrel of laughs.”

      “It’s not that he doesn’t have a sense of humor. It’s that nothing gets to him.” She clears her throat pointedly. “You won’t get to him.”

      Got to appreciate the balls on this girl. And the perception. “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

      “He needs this, Helen.” She groans. “And if I’m being honest here, I need him out of my house.”

      “Is he your boyfriend?”

      “Ew. No way. He’s like a brother to me. He was living on his boat, but that got destroyed, so he landed at my place. But he’s depressed, and he needs the work.”

      “You’re doing a shit job of selling this dude.”

      “I have a feeling about this, Helen. I think you’ll be good for each other.”

      “I guess he can’t be any worse than the ninnies the local temp agency keeps sending me.” I look around the office, at the unpacked boxes, the piles of paperwork to be filed and invoices to be dealt with. “Can he get here today? Wait, can he even drive?”

      “It’s his left leg that’s broken, so yeah. Hang on, I’ll just make sure he doesn’t have a doctor’s appointment or anything.”

      Her phone clunks onto some hard surface, and I get up to pace. Whenever possible, I hire women. Or minorities, like John Sykes, who is both gay and black. This business is a men’s club where white guys always hire other white guys, which leads to all kinds of shenanigans. Like the producer who hit on the costume designer and then trashed her reputation when she said no. Or the director who had the script supervisor convinced he was in love with her until the show was over and he went back to his wife and kids. Or the actor I respected, until he slept with an underage actress and tried to convince me it wasn’t rape.

      Not to mention my own ugly experiences.

      So, yeah, my trust level with the testosterone-loaded is nil.

      I’m about to give up and hang up when Dani returns. “Sorry. He’s actually at a doctor’s appointment right now, but he left a note saying he’ll be back at eleven, so he can be there by midday. Which building are you in?”

      I give her the number for our production offices on the Wallington studio lot, thank her, and press the button to end the call. Hands on hips, I forcibly turn my thoughts away from the bad memories, which do not serve in this moment.

      If I have to work with a man, maybe I’ll be able to shape him into a decent one.

      If not, I’ll just fire his ass.
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CHAPTER 5


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile can be the source of your joy.”

        ―Thich Nhat Hanh

      

      

      SULLY

      It’s a good thing I’m not one of those guys who hates to be proven wrong, because every single thing my friends said was right, and every single one of their gifts was something I didn’t know I needed.

      First off, they very generously paid for a first session with Veronica, and I’m pretty sure she worked with me far longer than she normally would so that I’d have a set of exercises to tide me over while I wait for all the insurance crap to clear.

      “Okay,” Ronnie says, breaking into my mental wandering. “Last set.”

      Two months ago, if you’d told me that the hardest workout I’d ever attempt would involve lying on a mat and pointing and flexing my toes, I’d have said you were one fry short of a Happy Meal. I mean, I not only surfed or swam practically every day of my life, I played every sport there was from age five on.

      But a long hospital stay plus weeks of lying around on the couch means muscles have atrophied in both legs—the broken and the whole. To make things even more difficult, Ronnie doesn’t let me cheat.

      “If you use the wrong muscles, you can actually slow your recovery,” she explains as the heels of her hands press into my lower back, rolling me more fully onto my right side. “See how your hips are now perpendicular to the ground?”

      “Uh-huh,” I grunt.

      “If you fall out of this position, you won’t get the full benefit.”

      After reminding me to breathe, she counts as I raise my left leg until it’s shaking from the effort.

      “Okay, good job.” She helps me ease onto my back again. “One last set of straight leg raises, and then we’ll do some stretches.”

      She repeats the reminder to breathe as I lift the leg over and over. It takes an enormous amount of mental and physical effort to even get the bum leg off the ground.

      After she says I’ve done enough, she hands me a towel so I can wipe the sweat off my face.

      “Tell it to me straight, Ron. Am I going to be able to surf again?” I sit up on my elbows to study the recalcitrant limb. “It’s like my damn leg forgot how to do things I don’t remember teaching it.”

      “It ain’t gonna be a walk in the park—no pun intended—but yeah, Sull. You’re under thirty, you were in fantastic shape before you got hurt, and it seems like your surgeon did a great job.”

      “I don’t know. I hate that my own body feels so foreign.”

      “The hardest part can be the mental work. You have to figure out how to balance everything you’re feeling.” She pats me on the shoulder. “Lie down so I can stretch your leg while it’s warm. Tell me right away if there’s any sharp pain.”

      As she carefully bends and straightens my left knee, she continues, “It’s like you have to go through all the stages of grief. You’ve suffered a loss—” When I wince, she stills. “That hurt?”

      “Not really. There was a weird little click in my knee.” What I don’t say is that the pain is in my heart. It’s embarrassing how much I’m still grieving the loss of my cat and my boat.

      “If it just feels weird, that’s likely the fascia moving around,” she says as she resumes the movement. “That’s a good thing. Everything needs to loosen up as well as adapt to the hardware you’ve got in there.”

      She shifts position to take my ankle through range of motion exercises, telling me to mirror the movements with my good leg. “Doing that keeps those muscles loose, and helps you remember the stretches so you can do them on your own. I’ll send you home with a couple of resistance bands and worksheets.”

      Once we’ve completed the exercises, she extends her hand. I take it, and she helps me sit up. “Roll your shoulders and neck to get rid of any residual tension.”

      I do as instructed while she gathers printouts from a rolling file cart. “Motivation is key. That, and consistency. Results will be slow, which can be frustrating. Patients do best when they process their emotional recovery alongside the physical. You’ll have days you don’t want to get out of bed. Be compassionate, allow that it’s normal to feel defeated, but then you’ve got to find a reason to take one step. If you can get through this whole regimen every day”—she hands me the stack of paper—“you’ll heal faster. But don’t give up if that’s not possible. Commit to just one thing a day.”

      We wrap things up, and I thank her again as she escorts me out of the office.

      She holds the door open so I can hobble out. “I just want to see you out on your board again, man.”

      I want that too, but what I need is income. Unfortunately, there’s nothing I know how to do that doesn’t involve being on my feet all day. On a sound crew, I’d have to be able to drag and roll up heavy cables, stand with a boom in my arms, as well as load and unload equipment. If I were the mixer—who mostly sits on his ass all day—I could maybe get away with a bum leg, but I’m nowhere near that level of skill. Ford could probably take it on, but I have no idea what to do with that equipment.

      If you’d only apply yourself, you’d live up to your potential. Words aimed at me by all my teachers, guidance counselors, and both of my parents.

      My answer? I apply myself when I care. I just never cared about anything other than being on the water. Whether it was a Boogie board or surfboard or kayak or sailboat, that was all I ever cared about.

      My priorities haven’t changed, but I have no idea how I can use what I know to support myself, let alone afford the activities I love, even if I were healthy enough to do them.

      As my frustration builds, I remember something Ronnie said about dealing with the difficulties of recovery: commit to just one thing a day. On the boat, I started listening to these cassette tapes that had a similar message. Ironically, they were about walking meditation, which I couldn’t do on the boat, and I sure can’t do now. But the dude who recorded them, Thich Nhat Hanh, had a lot of wise things to say. Like, when trying to calm negative energy, you can’t fight it. Instead, you smile at it and then invite something in to replace it.

      Like doing a workout. Or listening to music. So, after doing my best to mindfully crutch my way across the parking lot, I grab the CD mix Ford made for me—just one of the gifts dumped out of that plastic bag the other day—planning to trade negative thoughts for some Smashing Pumpkins and Pearl Jam.

      My head’s still bobbing along with the echoes of Dinosaur Jr.’s “Feel the Pain” as I limp through the front door of Dani’s house, but the music fades when I see the look on her face. “You look like the cat that ate the canary.”

      “You look like Ronnie worked your ass off.”

      “You got that right.” Setting one crutch against the kitchen counter, I grab a glass from the counter, fill it with water, and chug it down. “But it was good. I appreciate you guys paying for that. I think the exercises are just what I need to get me through until my appointment with the local orthopedist.”

      “I’m glad.” She’s still got the funny look on her face.

      “Spit it out, whatever it is.”

      She leans against the counter and folds her arms across her chest. “Well, I have another surprise for you.”

      “A good surprise or a bad surprise?”

      She tips her head to the side. “I think it’s an excellent surprise. But I’m not sure you’re going to agree.”

      I maneuver over to a barstool. “Just tell me already.”

      After she explains, all I can think to say is, “Isn’t she the lady you were terrified of?”

      “Only at first. She is a caution. But she was also the best boss I ever had. Just don’t let her rattle you.” Dani shakes her head with a laugh. “What am I saying? Nothing rattles you.”

      I clamp my mouth shut before the truth escapes. That everything rattles me these days. I never used to worry about anything. Now I have nightmares and so many worries I can’t keep track of them.
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