

  

    

      

    

  




		

			What Happens On Location


			Helen Cho, film producer and CEO of a new production company, knows that achieving her career dreams means making hard decisions. With her latest feature film in crisis, she needs a new director immediately. At the top of the very short list of replacements? The woman responsible for breaking up Helen’s marriage.


			Nora Darmody’s dreams of a directing career have not panned out as she hoped. When the offer from up-and-coming Propolis Pictures falls into her lap, there’s no way she can say no, even if that means working with Helen Cho. Because the last time Nora checked, their friendship died the moment Nora moved out of her pool house.


			Both their careers hang in the balance. If they’re going to work together, Helen has to ignore her angry feelings of betrayal, and Nora must dim the spotlight of attraction that glows whenever Helen reenters the frame. Can they let go of the past and trust each other again, or will old wounds and unspoken feelings derail them before the final cut?
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            Chapter One








			Helen Cho loved travel, but at this specific moment in time, she loathed airports. There was nothing more aggravating than waiting at the baggage carousel for luggage that never appeared. Her checked bag was in Dallas—and she had just arrived at LAX.


			She gave a tight smile to the sympathetic airline agent and headed out to rideshare pickup. At least she was at the end of her trip, and the inconvenience would be easier to bear once she got home. After two long weeks, her own comfortable, non-hotel bed was calling to her, even if it was only midday. No one was expecting her at the office, so she could go home to do laundry and catch up on sleep. Despite chipping away at it when she had a free minute between screenings and meetings, the pile of work that waited for her was no doubt Everest-sized. It would keep. She needed a day.


			The license plate on the Corolla matched the one on her app, so she opened the rear door and made eye contact. “Hi. Are you Jimmy?”


			An older white man with graying whiskers gave her the once over from the driver’s seat. “Yes, ma’am.”


			Terrific. She’d entered ma’am territory. She settled back and tried to ignore the snarl of traffic as Jimmy merged onto the 105.


			“Nice day, isn’t it?”


			The last thing she wanted to do was make polite small talk with her Uber driver, but she put her phone down and made an effort to be pleasant. “Yes. Mid-December sunshine in LA. Who’d have thought?”


			“Are you visiting?”


			“No, I live here.”


			“Where are you from?”


			Helen flicked her eyes toward the back of his head. Hadn’t she just answered that question? “Here. Highland Park.”


			“No, I mean, before that.”


			The hell? “Um, Glendale, I guess? I was born in Glendale Memorial.”


			“Oh, you were born here? I thought—” He abruptly stopped talking.


			The silence lingered. She knew what he thought. Despite Los Angeles being one of the most diverse cities in the country, she still had to endure this microaggressive racist nonsense more often than was reasonable. She pasted on a super friendly smile and asked, “Where are you from, Jimmy?”


			“Pasadena.”


			“What about before that?”


			He looked at her in the rearview mirror, and when he spoke, his tone sounded chastened. “My family is of Irish descent. I guess that’s what I was asking. I’m sorry if I offended you.”


			Helen relaxed now that she knew she wasn’t going to have a confrontation with a boomer. “My family is Korean. My parents moved to Los Angeles before I was born.”


			“We’re mostly a nation of immigrants, aren’t we. Some people just have to go a little further back in the family tree to find the one who came here first.” His eyes were smiling in the mirror.


			Helen wished he’d focus on the road. “That’s very true.” Her phone buzzed in her hand. Thank God. “Sorry, I have to take this.” She put her phone to her ear. “Hello?”


			“Hey Hels. Where are you? Flight Aware says you landed over an hour ago.” The voice on the line was instantly recognizable to Helen as her friend and colleague, and even Jimmy might recognize it as Chelsea Cartwright, the Oscar-winning voice of movies, television, and the stage.


			Helen grinned. “Keeping tabs on me, Chels? That’s not creepy at all. I just left the airport.”


			“I know you’re probably headed home, but do you think you could come in? Something’s come up.”


			“I’ll be there soon,” Helen said. Over the past few days, Chelsea and Joyce had been too quiet, their texts suspiciously vague. She’d never get any rest if she didn’t know what was going on, so she swiped over to her Uber app. “Jimmy, I’m changing my destination. You’re going to want to stay on the 405.”
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        * * *


      


			Propolis Pictures’ brand-new office space was still a work in progress. The wording on the glass door still advertised the accounting firm that had recently vacated, and they had yet to fix that hinge that let out a dramatic shriek when it swung open.


			Helen breezed by the still-unoccupied reception desk and dumped her carry-on in her office before searching for her people. They were across the hall in Chelsea’s office chowing down. Joyce was squeezed onto the tiny couch next to about fifty scripts in haphazard piles, and Chelsea sat at the desk.


			“You got Apple Pan without me?” Helen couldn’t hide the accusation in her voice.


			Joyce laughed. “I told you she’d say that.”


			“There she is. Our CEO and fearless leader.” Chelsea got up to give her a hug and handed her a white bag. “Hickory burger, right? We wouldn’t forget you, Hels.”


			Chelsea’s reminder that Helen had been elevated to CEO about a month before gave her a jolt. In the beginning, they had been three women hustling to produce a picture. Chelsea, an actor who wanted a firmer hand in steering the direction of her career. Joyce, Chelsea’s manager who had a law degree and a facility with numbers. And Helen, veteran of the movie business and happily now free from her exec role at a major studio.


			The run-and-gun feel of it had thrilled Helen, and their first picture had succeeded in living up to the values that were the entire point of creating their production company in the first place. Now they had several projects in varying stages of development—all hand-picked to represent the ethos they wanted Propolis to be known for.


			But if they wanted to sustain that little bit of success, build it into something lasting that could reflect what they believed was important for the public to have access to, then certain aspects needed to be formalized. Defined roles for the three of them was a part of that. Helen was still getting used to her title and the responsibilities associated with being the head of their fledgling company. Chelsea and Joyce had her back, and assured her that she was the most logical person to assume the role.


			Even though Propolis Pictures had been a legitimate going concern for a couple of years—since their first meetings for what eventually turned into the sapphic sports comedy feature film Woman of the Match—the recent press release announcing their roles had made it all seem tremendously official. Helen had been named CEO, with Joyce as CFO and Chelsea assigned the more nebulous, catchall title of Founder.


			“CEO.” Helen shrugged off her blazer and draped it over the arm of the couch. “It somehow still doesn’t seem real.”


			Chelsea handed her a fountain soda. “It’s absolutely real. You’re the perfect person for the job, with the smarts, the experience, and the moxie.”


			“Moxie, huh?” Helen was dubious. Why was Chelsea blowing sunshine up her posterior right now?


			“Look it up in the dictionary, and there’s your pic,” Chelsea said. “We’re counting on you. It can’t be me. I need flexibility while I’m riding this wave of relevancy so I can still take on acting jobs.”


			Joyce scoffed. “Yeah, I’d say a second Oscar win demonstrates your relevancy. You’re hotter than ever right now.”


			“Thank you, Joyce, but we all know it’s not going to last forever. And in the meantime, we need someone devoted to Propolis full time, and Helen is the best person for that.”


			Helen stood there with her lunch in her hands. She knew all this, and something felt off. She couldn’t help but feel the other shoe—maybe Chelsea’s black Gucci loafer—was about to drop.


			Chelsea dragged a chair closer to her desk. “Sit. Eat. Your burger should still be warm.”


			Helen would allow them to shine her on at least until lunch was over. Then she’d get to the bottom of it. As for the whole CEO thing…it wasn’t her colleagues’ fault that her imposter syndrome reared its ugly head when she thought too hard about it. Who could’ve predicted that getting exactly what she wanted would lead to seriously unnerving feelings of inadequacy. But she didn’t want to think about that right now. “Thanks. You know the way to my heart is paved with delicious burgers.” She ripped the bag open and took a huge bite. The best. “Good pick, whoever decided on Apple Pan.”


			“We’ve missed you and your inspired lunch choices. How was New York?” Chelsea wrapped the untouched half of her tuna melt and sat back in her chair.


			“Good.” Helen took a sip from her drink. “We have to talk about this animated feature from that competition I judged in New York. I think it’s an opportunity.” She was about to say more when she noticed the quiet that had settled over the room and looked up from her lunch.


			Chelsea and Joyce seemed to be having a wordless conversation. So, it wasn’t going to take until the end of lunch to hear whatever the issue was. Time to take the bull by the horns.


			“Is anyone going to explain the radio silence of the past four days? Those one-word responses to my texts don’t exactly inspire a ton of confidence, chums.” She assumed it had to be with the project they’d been prepping for the past six months, which was going into production in two weeks.


			“There’s been a development with The Gutenberg Job,” Chelsea said. “Do you want the bad news or—”


			Helen held up a hand. “The good news first, please.”


			“I was going to say the bad news or the worse news.” Chelsea’s tone was flat.


			“Tell me.”


			“Our producer quit.”


			Well, that was annoying, but not catastrophic. But why had Charlotte quit? Helen and Charlotte and Grace—their director—had been busting their asses for the past six months trying to get Gutenberg ready for production. And Charlotte hadn’t given the slightest indication that she was unhappy or looking for other opportunities. “I’ve known Charlotte for years. She’s solid. Dependable. That isn’t like her. What was her reason?”


			“She didn’t give one,” Joyce said. She seemed far too interested in the ice cubes in her iced coffee and wouldn’t meet Helen’s gaze.


			A quick glance at Chelsea showed the usually composed superstar biting her lip in what might have been an effort to stifle a qualm.


			Helen crossed her arms over her chest. “What? Chelsea, tell me.”


			“I know you already have about thirty things going right now. You’re working incredibly hard to get Propolis off the ground—”


			She held a hand up. “Okay, stop. I’m sufficiently buttered up. What is it?”


			Chelsea’s voice got softer. “We know it’s not your job, and we wouldn’t suggest it if—”


			Joyce interrupted, “We need you to be the producer-on-set for The Gutenberg Job.”


			Helen gazed at the pickle that had escaped her burger and thought about that. It definitely wasn’t a part of her new job description. Controlling the big picture was what she was supposed to be doing—moving pieces into place from fifty thousand feet, not boots on the ground and in the trenches. They wanted her to assume the day-to-day maintenance of this particular machine? Yes, she had experience doing the job, but she’d been an executive for years now. She hadn’t been on set in that capacity in a long time.


			“Can you do it?” Joyce asked.


			“Of course I can do it. But why should I have to? There are lots of qualified people we can hire as chief problem solver on set—even last minute like this. And Grace runs a fantastic set. She’s not going to want me breathing down her neck.”


			“Grace is out,” Chelsea said.


			Oh.


			There it was. Chelsea had finally dropped the bomb.


			The super-in-demand director who Propolis had developed a relationship with, who had made Propolis’s first production into a modest hit, was pulling out?


			Catastrophe.


			“Why?” Helen couldn’t believe it. “Gutenberg is her baby. She asked us to back it and we moved heaven and earth to oblige.”


			“Stage two breast cancer,” Joyce said. “She’s scheduled for surgery right after Christmas and chemo as soon as she recovers. They found a lump during her insurance medical.”


			“Oh, shit.” Helen let that sink in. Imagine finding that out during a routine, box-checking appointment to clear her for this gig.


			“Her prognosis is good,” Chelsea said forcefully. “But obviously, she has to make dealing with this her priority.”


			Of course. There was no question about it. What could Helen say to that?


			“But as for Gutenberg,” Chelsea said into the silence, “we figured we’re in too far to abort.”


			“And we’ve sunk too much money into it,” Joyce added. “All that effort painstakingly amassing the budget? What would it look like if we scrapped it all now?”


			All that was true. If they couldn’t deliver, the well of investors Helen had worked so hard to establish would be poisoned. Their company’s credibility would be in the toilet before they’d had a chance to prove themselves.


			Joyce spread her hands wide. “Grace has given her blessing to moving forward.”


			Chelsea added, “So, you can see why we need you—”


			“Yes.” The reason Helen had to take over as producer was now crystal clear.


			Grace Commerford was a hot, up-and-coming director who had been one to watch since she’d come on the scene. Actors—including Chelsea Cartwright—clamored to work with her. Her substitute would be facing resistance from all sides. The last thing Propolis needed was a revolt of talent or crew. Helen would need to be there to send the message that Propolis was completely behind their new director, and to shield whoever that turned out to be from any sort of backlash. “Who can we get as a replacement?”


			“One step ahead of you,” Chelsea said. “Joyce, send her the list.”


			Helen examined the text she received five seconds later. There were four names. The first one made her entire head feel like it was on fire, so she skipped over it. “Number two is uninsurable due to his coke habit—no surprise he’s available. Number four is a no. I know for a fact that women are not safe around him on set.”


			“Really? I hadn’t heard about that.” Chelsea’s eyes were round with shock.


			“Also the reason he’s available. But he’s got a crackerjack lawyer and a crisis team on speed dial, so it’s not common knowledge.” Helen placed her phone on the desk. “Number three is a maybe, but he’s a dude bro known for low budget splatterpunk horror. Not exactly the best fit for us, is it?”


			“What about number one? You skipped right over her.” Chelsea asked. “Nora Darmody. Don’t you two know each other? She might be perfect.”


			Helen pressed her lips together to stop her unvarnished feelings from escaping.


			“There is an issue with her,” Joyce said. “She had a pretty public fall from grace—”


			Chelsea nodded. “That Tara Tinker vehicle—yeesh.”


			“It’s been at least three years. I wonder if the bootprint on her ass has faded yet from when they drop-kicked her off the film.”


			“Joyce!” Chelsea protested.


			“But she’s at the top of the list for two reasons,” Joyce didn’t seem to hear her. “First, because she’s the best fit for our mission to equalize the gender gap behind the camera, and second—she’s probably free to take the job immediately. I mean, she’s all but disappeared from the business. She might even pay us for the gig.”


			Helen took a slow breath in and tried to maintain an expressionless calm, but it was hard when her brain was screaming not if she were the last director on earth!


			“I absolutely loved Heading Into the Wind.” Chelsea said, blithely unaware of the imaginary runaway truck that had reduced Nora Darmody to a skid-marked paste in Helen’s head. No, Chelsea had no knowledge of Helen’s turmoil as she continued to dissect the possibility of hiring Helen’s mortal enemy. “Sure, it’s ten years old now, but that film had a clear aesthetic—it was artsy in the best possible way. Before the Tara Tinker fiasco, her projects were more middle of the road, mainstream product, and that actually might be a good thing. We need someone whose ego is strong enough to accept and build on all the advance work that Grace has done. Someone with both the creativity and practicality to deliver a quality product at or under budget.”


			“It’s not an easy needle to thread since so much of the budget is already committed.” Joyce crumpled up the remains of her lunch. “But from what I’ve seen, she’d mesh with Propolis. We should at least contact her agent. See if it’s something she would consider.”


			Helen would have happily lived the rest of her life without laying eyes on Nora Darmody ever again. How was she supposed to support hiring her?


			“Helen?” Chelsea prompted. “You on board? You seem hesitant.”


			“I am hesitant.” Dead set against it, actually.


			“Why?”


			How did she explain that she didn’t want to even be in the same zip code as the woman who was the reason Helen’s marriage had collapsed?


			Keep it professional, Helen. Was there any professional reason to not look into Nora as a replacement?


			Chelsea and Joyce were waiting for her to answer the question: Why was Helen against hiring Nora Darmody?


			Was it even possible for Helen to consider her with impartiality? Although it had been around three years since Helen had called Nora a friend, it was true that they had once been friendly. She and Monica had welcomed her into their home—well, their pool house. Nora had moved in shortly after the unfortunate and very public setback the Tara Tinker film had caused her. Helen had been in this business long enough to know when something stank of pin the tail on the most convenient scapegoat.


			Then Nora had to go and fuck Helen’s wife and destroy her marriage.


			“Give me a minute.” Helen moved to the window and stared out. Chelsea and Joyce were silent behind her.


			Helen was the head of this company. She had to put her personal feelings aside and consider what was the best course of action to make Propolis’s investment in this picture pay off.


			After approximately forty-five seconds of brooding over her personal desire to see Nora come to a violent end, Helen came to terms with her professional responsibility to wrest their project back onto its track. She had to concede that Nora would be a decent replacement. Much as she hated the idea of working with her, she was their best option.


			But they needed to talk to her first. Was it worth hoping she wouldn’t take the job? Helen closed her eyes and capitulated. “I’m on board.”


			“I’ll have Trina set something up.” Chelsea picked up her phone to text her assistant.


			“No.” Joyce stood. “Let me get in touch with her representation and feel them out first. The fewer people know about this, the better. Is there anything else we need to discuss before I go upstairs?”


			Chelsea shook her head and Joyce headed to her much more lavish management company offices on the eleventh floor.


			Between bites of her burger, Helen said, “You got Apple Pan on purpose. You know I love it.”


			“Did it work?” Chelsea swiveled to face her. “To soften the news?”


			“I don’t want to be kept in the dark, Chels. The whole reason we’re doing this is to be our own bosses. And bosses are supposed to know it all—even if it’s not pleasant. Aren’t I supposed to be a boss?”


			“In every sense of the word, you’re a boss—more than either Joyce or me. I’m sorry. We didn’t want to burden you with this while you were traveling.”


			“That really sucks about Grace. How is she doing?”


			“Okay, I think. I haven’t seen her. We’ve talked, but I don’t want to intrude.”


			Helen nodded.


			“What’s the deal with Nora Darmody? You had that blank, not-showing-my-cards kind of look on your face. But I could tell you were thinking mega hard about it. What are you not saying?”


			She pushed the last of her burger away. “Yes, I used to know her. She stayed in our pool house for about a year. She was friends with Monica.” Helen had to be truthful. “And me. I’ve seen her once or twice since the divorce, but it’s safe to say our friendship—such as it was—ended around the same time. Don’t ask why. I don’t want to talk about it.”


			Chelsea accepted that with a nod. “Is it going to be a problem? Should we look at number three instead? Neither his résumé nor his gender matters, you know.”


			Helen thought about it. This couldn’t be about her comfort level around Nora. It had to be about what was best for the project. “Let’s see if she wants to meet. No sense getting all agitated if she’s booked.”


			











			

    

            Chapter Two








			Nora watched the playback of the last take and tried to hold back a sigh of frustration. If she could get all the moving pieces of this shot to work together just once, they would be done, and she would officially get to start her first extended break in almost two years.


			Why did an eczema medication commercial need to have a marching band? They were on a tiny soundstage, for crying out loud. The band wasn’t required to play, but miming “When the Saints Go Marching In” had proved more difficult than actually playing the notes—and it was still loud as hell. How did the incidental noise from unplayed cymbals still give her a splitting headache? And over the course of the shoot, with each flubbed take, the confidence of the clear-skinned actor who played the drum major had dwindled to just about zero.


			The agency hadn’t sanctioned overtime, so this was their last chance to get a triumphant, poised, living-her-best-life, eczema-free drum major on film. She murmured into her walkie, “This is our last shot, Opal. Let’s get her done.”


			A moment later the set became a frenzy of activity when her AD bellowed, “Back to one, everyone!”


			Nora pulled the drum major aside. “You’re doing great, Bethany. You’ve got all the confidence in the world. This medication has changed your life.”


			Bethany nodded but the words didn’t penetrate. Failure had taken root. She was getting deep inside her head, and Nora needed to pull her out.


			She studied her panicking actor and tried to figure out a way to reach her. Four feet away, a trombone player emptied his spit valve onto the floor. Gross. And why? When they weren’t even playing any music, for God’s sake.


			She lightly gripped Bethany by the shoulders. “Hey, listen. What’s the difference between a drum major and God?” She waited until Bethany locked eyes with her before saying, “God doesn’t think he’s a drum major.”


			Bethany frowned while the meaning of the joke penetrated, and then let out a shriek of laughter as piercing as a piccolo. “That’s funny. Are you saying a drum major is like God?”


			“She’s not like God, Bethany. She is God. For the next forty-five seconds, you are God. Now go out there and lead this motherfucking band like you’re the almighty savior of all humanity. You got this.” Nora pointed to the X marked in red gaffer tape and Bethany scurried over to it.


			“Let’s go,” Nora said into her walkie.


			Opal yelled action, and by a miracle that only could have come from divine intervention, they got the shot.
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        * * *


      


			After the obligatory schmoozing with agency suits and pharma creatives, Nora finally excused herself and turned on her phone. Her agent had left three phone messages and a text that said to call him back ASAP.


			“Morty, what’s up?”


			“Nora, I know you’re taking a break, but Propolis Pictures wants to meet tomorrow. The timing couldn’t be better. You’re wrapped on eczema, right?”


			Propolis Pictures? That was the Chelsea Cartwright vanity shingle. And she had teamed up with Helen Cho…Nora had heard that somewhere, hadn’t she? It didn’t seem likely that Helen Cho would be interested in Nora. “What could they possibly want with me?”


			“I don’t know much yet. We’ll get all the details tomorrow. You in?”


			Just the thought of Helen Cho sent a shiver up Nora’s spine. It had been a while. Of course she was in. She’d never say no to being in the same room as Helen. “I’ll be there.”


			











			

    

            Chapter Three








			Propolis Pictures held external meetings in Joyce Adler’s management offices because, while Propolis had a conference room, it didn’t have a conference table yet. Helen paced and cradled the production bible in her arms like it was her Trapper Keeper on the first day of high school. The desertion of their producer for this project was the source of a ton of stress—maybe more than their absent director, for Helen at least. “Charlotte did a good job with the budget and took good notes, but there’s still so much that needs to be tied up. Plus, I still have a few meetings on the books that I can’t reschedule. And everything’s about to come to a grinding halt because of the holidays. I’m going to need some help.”


			Chelsea was serene. “We’ll get you help. I can help until I leave for Málaga on the twentieth. I can give you Trina up until then too. I think you’re finally going to have to get your own assistant, Helen. You need one.”


			“I know. It just takes a lot of effort to find somebody good.” Helen dropped the binder on the table with a thud.


			“Yeah, I know all about that.” Chelsea gave her a grin. “You seem nervous. You’re never nervous.”


			“I’m not.” Her denial sounded hollow to her own ears. But why would she be nervous? Nora was nothing to her. Helen had once believed Nora was a friend, but that was well and truly in the past now due to her monumental betrayal.


			Since then, work was Helen’s only friend, at least until Chelsea had reentered her life, improving it in a million ways. Helen had to remember that right now and beat back the emotions that seeing Nora might produce. She was the solution to Propolis’s problem, and nothing was more important than that.


			“Knock, knock.”


			Morty Abrams entered and ushered in his client. Nora Darmody. Despite the tide of antipathy that arose in Helen, she had to admit that Nora looked good. She still had that sun-kissed surfer chick vibe going—shaggy, shoulder-length light brown hair that appeared sun bleached with golden highlights, and piercing, deep blue eyes that shone out of a tanned face. Helen couldn’t remember ever seeing Nora in anything but T-shirts and board shorts, but today she looked professional in a black suit and boots.


			“Helen, it’s been a while.” Nora approached with her hand outstretched. That smoky, raspy quality to her voice was something Helen had forgotten until that moment.


			There was tension around her eyes, Helen thought. Her smile was tentative. Was that an I-fucked-your-wife-while-she-was-still-married-to-you-but-let’s-not-talk-about-it smile?


			Christ.


			Keep it professional, Helen. She gripped Nora’s hand for a fraction of a second. “Hello, Nora. Have a seat.” There was ice in her voice, but she was incapable of thawing it to something that sounded more friendly. She introduced Chelsea and Joyce, who entered the room on the heels of Nora and Morty.


			“Chelsea Cartwright,” Morty said, as if he couldn’t believe he was in the same room. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in person. We’re very curious as to why Propolis would request a meeting with Nora of all people. Word on the street is you have a bunch of irons in the fire and plenty of industry oomph to hammer them into hits.”


			Nora glanced at him with a frown, and Helen tilted her head as she observed the weird dynamic between the two. His implication being why would they want Nora? What was his angle? Most agents ran their mouths plumping up their clients whether they were right for the job or not.


			And anyway, what he said wasn’t exactly true. Sure, Propolis had some success with their first offering, but they were a new, struggling company in an industry rife with failure.


			Chelsea ignored him and spoke directly to Nora. “We’re in a bit of a pickle, Nora. We need to replace our director on The Gutenberg Job. Have you heard anything about it?”


			Morty answered for her. “Nora doesn’t read the trades. She relies on me for that. You’ve lost Grace Commerford? Why? What happened?”


			Chelsea kept her eyes on Nora. “Grace had to leave the project for personal reasons—”


			“Rehab, I’ll bet,” Morty said.


			“Her reasons are personal,” Chelsea stressed. “And everything said during this meeting should be treated with the utmost discretion.”


			Helen jumped in. “We’re scheduled to start shooting in Nevada on January fifth—in two weeks. To delay would cost us money we don’t have, and we need someone to step in. Is that something you think you could do?” She slid the enormous binder and a copy of the script toward Nora.


			Joyce presented her with a contract. “Look over the terms of what we can offer.”


			Morty swiped the contract from Nora’s hands, and finally, Nora spoke. “Morty, wait outside, please.” She grabbed the contract back from him and stared at him with cold eyes until he slunk out of the room.


			Helen was grudgingly impressed. That stare would make even the most hardened crew member crumble.


			Nora put the contract aside and paged through the script. After a moment, she looked at Helen. “What’s the story?”


			“It’s Grace’s baby. After Woman of the Match, we were eager to work with her again, and she’s been developing the project for years on her own, in between her other projects. We gave her a budget and carte blanche, basically.” Helen stopped. How was anyone going to replace Grace on something so personal?


			“It’s a buddy picture, but with two sisters. It’s got a little Thelma and Louise, a little Tommy Boy,” Chelsea said smoothly. “It’s got some big laughs. But there’s also action, adventure, and a heist plot in the style of National Treasure.”


			Nora closed the script to the cover page. “But instead of the Declaration of Independence, it’s the Gutenberg Bible?” Her tone was unconvinced.


			“That’s the gist.” Helen had no doubt that Grace could’ve pulled this picture off. She was full of doubt about handing it off to anyone else.


			“And Grace is okay with someone else taking over?” Nora seemed understandably confused.


			“Yes. We realize this is a challenging situation.”


			“I saw Woman of the Match. It’s a solid film.” Nora glanced at Chelsea. “Is there a part for you in this one?”


			“No,” Chelsea said, almost apologetically. “I’m headed to Spain for the holidays and then for work after that. But you’re going to be in great hands. Propolis will back you up one hundred percent, and Helen will be your on-set producer. You two will be working closely together.”


			Nora’s eyebrows dipped. “I thought you were in charge around here,” she said to Helen.


			“She is. Helen is doing us a giant favor too.” Chelsea leaned over the table. “Look, Nora. We’re still a pretty unproven entity in this town. We don’t want people to think Woman of the Match was beginner’s luck. If this falls apart, it’s not a good look for us. You’re our first choice. There’s a lot that’s locked in. You wouldn’t be able to make a ton of changes, but we feel the script is in really good shape. And we’d need you to meet with department heads, like, yesterday. What do you say?”


			Nora’s expression didn’t give anything away. “Can I think about it?”


			That sounded like a no to Helen, and she was unsure how to feel about it. Part of her was relieved that she wouldn’t be forced to work with someone who caused such intense feelings of hostility to rise up in her. But Nora was their best option.


			Chelsea’s smile was brittle. “Of course. Will you let us know by noon tomorrow?”


			Nora nodded and grabbed the script and the binder and the contract. “I can take these, right?”


			“Yes. Let me walk you out.” Joyce led Nora from the room.


			Helen and Chelsea were silent until the door closed behind them.


			“Did that go as lousy as I think it did?” Chelsea asked. “I was hoping you’d dazzle her with the gospel according to Propolis like you’ve become so good at doing.”


			“I’m sorry, Chels.” Helen had to come clean. “There’s some history there, and maybe it’s a good thing if she passes.”


			“Yeah, I thought you were friends, but there wasn’t an iota of warmth between you two,” Chelsea said. “What’s that about?”


			Helen shifted in her chair. Could she even say it out loud? Chelsea deserved to know. “I don’t have history with her. My ex-wife does, and they made it before we broke up.”


			Chelsea’s gaze was quizzical until Helen’s meaning sank in. “Oh no. I didn’t realize it was that kind of history.” She reached over and held onto Helen’s hand. “We can withdraw the offer.”


			“No. She’s our best choice. Let’s allow it to play out. If she says yes, I’ll figure out a way to deal with it.”


			Chelsea looked at her with sympathy. “If you’re sure.”


			“Yeah. But that sounded like a no to me. I’ll be ready to call option number three at one minute past noon tomorrow.”


			











			

    

            Chapter Four








			Nora straightened from her hunched posture over the coffee table and stretched her spine. After perusing the budget, and what had been allocated from it already, she’d concluded that the film could definitely be made for the money. It wasn’t an enormous amount, but neither was it too skimpy. Which was reassuring. Those zero budget, how-do-we-pay-the-crew-this-week situations were behind her, and she wasn’t about to try to perform miracles for anyone anymore, not even Helen Cho.


			Turning to the script, she’d automatically picked up a pen to mark up her copy with notes on camera and lighting ideas. A word with the production designer was the next thing she was going to need.


			Wait, was it?


			Did that mean she was going to do this?


			It was a quirky story—compelling, but very different than most of what the studios and streamers were churning out these days, and more commercial than what was trending in the indies. It seemed like a throwback to an earlier style of filmmaking. She could see why Grace Commerford had been letting it gestate while she built her career. This was the idiosyncratic kind of picture you made when you had a little capital to spend, and Nora was sure Grace had worked damn hard to save it up.


			Why in the world was she not directing this film?


			Nora pulled out her phone and found Helen Cho’s number, last used probably three or four years ago. If the number even worked, was Nora ready to press the button to initiate a call?


			No. Not yet.


			She kept scrolling to T for Tompkins. Opal Tompkins was the most efficient assistant director Nora had ever worked with, and she tried to get her for every job she could. Their temperaments complemented each other perfectly, and Nora knew she would need her if she decided to accept Propolis’s offer. Opal answered on the second ring.


			“You know I prefer a text in almost every case,” her friend said. That dry sense of humor was harder to detect over the phone, but it was there beneath her brusque tone. “Why are we speaking right now?”


			Because Nora didn’t have the patience for voice to text. And typing out everything she wanted to say would take about an hour. Her thumbs wouldn’t stand for that. “Hey, Opal. What’s your schedule like for the next three months?”


			“Since you’ve decided to take a month-long break, it’s pretty open for the next month.”


			Nora grinned. “You haven’t said yes to someone else? Aw, I’m touched.”


			“Then I thought we were doing the T-Mobile campaign after that. Is my schedule changing?”


			Nora told Opal about her meeting today, some details about the script, and all she could glean about the production based on the budget breakdown.


			When she finally stopped talking, Opal was silent for a moment. “I can see why you didn’t want to text.”


			Nora chuckled.


			“What about this break you’ve been talking about for God knows how long now? Andre and the kids were looking forward to me being around more for a few weeks.”


			“I know. We’re both exhausted, but how great would it be to do a feature again? I don’t know if I can pass this up.” Even if the interpersonal aspect sounded daunting, to say the least.


			“Yeah, I hear you.”


			“I get it if you don’t want to change the plan. But I’d feel better having you with me on this one.”


			“Sounds like you’ve already decided.”


			“No…”


			Opal summed up the points of concern. “Besides soundstage work, there are two locations—one is super remote, and one is Vegas.”


			“Yup.”


			“Each presents their own set of challenges, in almost completely opposite ways.” One of Opal’s strengths was sizing up a situation at lightning speed.


			“Yeah.”


			“And the premise is original, to say the least. Its success is almost completely dependent on the cast selling it. And your direction, of course.”


			“Agreed.” She was the one who was going to have to get the cast to sell it, after all.


			“But it’s a feature.”


			“That it is.”


			“With a decent budget behind it.”


			“But the choices for allocating the budget weren’t mine,” Nora had to say.


			“True,” Opal conceded. “It would make a change from commercials, that’s for sure.”


			“No doubt.”


			“But there’s a problem.”


			Two problems, if Nora counted, but she wanted to hear what Opal thought. “There is?”


			“If there wasn’t, you wouldn’t be hesitating to work with a company like this, on a project like this. This is a dream, right? So, what’s stopping you?”


			Aside from daring to hope that this could mean an end to the grind of commercials? And that she could possibly make a comeback to the kind of work that, as Opal correctly deduced, Nora dreamed about?


			She refused to think about that now. There were more tangible concerns. “Why did the director bail? Don’t you think it’s strange?”


			Opal’s audible exhale seemed to hold a note of impatience. “You think there’s some devious forces aligning to offer you something that’s impossible to make a success? Some kind of conspiracy?”


			“No, no. Don’t be an idiot.” But Helen’s stone face and limp handshake flitted through Nora’s mind.


			“So, don’t look a gift horse and all that. I’m in.”


			“You’re in? It’s probably only a couple of rungs of the ladder above an independent production. Not many frills.”


			“You too attached to those big pharma ad budgets, girl?”


			“I’m just saying, it’s not going to be easy.” Nora struggled to quiet her hesitations.


			“But it might be good.”


			That was the crux of it. When was the last time Nora had the opportunity to work on something that even had the possibility of being good? Helen’s face appeared in her brain again. Why did that keep happening? Why was she feeling so hinky about it? “Yeah, it might.”


			“Why do you still sound so indecisive? This isn’t like you—on set at least.”


			Opal had a point. If this were any other production company, Nora wouldn’t hesitate. Sure, she’d been working steadily, but the work was artless, nakedly corporate. It did nothing to lift her soul the way narrative filmmaking could.


			This project had the potential to feed a part of her that had been wasting away for years now. But that frostiness coming from Helen today? It gave Nora a serious case of the second guesses.


			The same wasn’t true for Opal. “Let me know when and where, Nora. Put your doubts on a shelf somewhere out of sight. Let’s do this.” She hung up without saying goodbye.


			Nora put the phone down, glad that Opal was on board. Every project ran smoother with Opal as a part of it. But Nora was still uncertain. She went into her bedroom to change for a run. It was the exact thing to help her distill the pros and the cons—and think about whether she really wanted to do this.


			It was chilly at close to ten p.m., and the streets of her Sawtelle neighborhood were mostly quiet. After some stretching, Nora took off down Westgate and then south on Bundy Drive. She wasn’t trying to go vast distances tonight. A nice, easy rhythm to get lost in her thoughts was all she required.


			Why was she so conflicted about Helen Cho? Why did it bother her that Helen’s dislike had become so blatant?


			When embarrassing, mediocre Morty had moved out of the way to reveal Helen standing there, it had been like the sky clearing after a rain storm. She had known Helen was most likely going to be there, but the zippy little thrill that swirled in her stomach was a surprise. Helen looked really good.


			She hadn’t aged and still looked fantastic, dressed more formally for an industry meeting than was typical, in a crisp white shirt under a black and gray blazer that had a plaid pattern Nora was sure had a name but damned if she knew what it was. Her black hair, shiny and straight, was slightly longer than Helen had worn it in the past, and was styled to frame her neck and face in a way that made it hard for Nora to look away.


			And those cheekbones.


			Nora had always been drawn to them, and how the planes of Helen’s cheeks angled toward her chin in perfect and pleasing symmetry. Nora had forgotten how Helen’s face made her thoughts run overtime with silliness and whimsy. She was just so damn beautiful. But if Helen’s face made Nora an infatuated idiot, her deep, dark eyes—intense, crackling with intelligence, and usually warm and friendly—could practically bring Nora to her knees. But just like the last time they had met, the warmth and friendliness was missing today.


			When they first knew each other, Nora worried that Helen could divine Nora’s admiration. Crushing on a married woman was gross, and Nora took pains to never show it. She didn’t believe she had ever made that large of an impression on Helen anyway.


			Nora had met Helen’s wife Monica when a mutual friend had a paint and sip birthday party in Laguna Hills. Their easels were next to each other as they attempted to replicate the still life jug and fruit and flowers in front of them. Monica had painted something worthy of at least somebody’s refrigerator door while Nora’s was maybe one step above finger paints. They were both badly done, but Monica had laughed her ass off at Nora’s purple jug, and Nora had to defend herself by saying that paint wasn’t her medium—film was. Monica said Nora had to meet her wife who was in the film business, and invited her to a dinner party, where Nora was welcomed into their friend group—all stylish, professional queers pretty much curated by Monica.


			When the three of them gathered at the occasional party or social event, Nora felt drawn to Helen. Monica was right; they had a lot in common, and Nora relished Helen’s fleeting attention. And both Helen and Monica were there for her when she was fired from the Tara Tinker movie and became a film industry pariah almost instantaneously.


			Then Nora lost her lease, and Monica offered her their cute pool house. Stay as long as you like, she said, until you get back on your feet. She had needed a place to stay and she couldn’t refuse the excellent deal. Helen was constantly working and was pleasant when their paths crossed, and eventually, they had gotten minimally closer—a shared beer by the pool, a Sunday morning trip to Silverlake for bagels that Helen had heard were better than average, the occasional conversation about the grosses. They bonded over film and food and the misery of being Sparks fans.


			She overstayed her welcome in the small unit beside the pool in their backyard for around nine months. By the end, it was clear that Monica and Helen’s relationship was at its breaking point, and they probably didn’t want an audience living at the back of the property for its final act. Nora stepped up her apartment-finding efforts, and her place in Sawtelle materialized weeks later. She’d been there ever since. Removing herself from Helen and Monica’s orbit meant her contact with them and their circle withered away. A few months later she heard they had broken up.


			But she’d seen Monica around occasionally since then, and she always seemed happy to see Nora in a let’s do drinks but never pulling out her phone to schedule it kind of way. She’d seen Helen once, at a charity event downtown. Nora had approached with a smile, happy to see Helen again, but Helen’s lip curled with obvious distaste and she’d walked away without a word. Nora had assumed Helen didn’t want to be reminded of a time when her personal life was in shambles. But the similar welcome she’d received today had her wondering.


			The roar of a jet engine jolted Nora back into the present. She watched the lights of an aircraft pass low in front of her. Good grief, she’d run all the way to the Santa Monica Airport. She turned and headed back the way she came.


			Even if Helen no longer liked her, Nora still liked and admired Helen, even more so for taking a chance on this new company. The script told an interesting story, and even if the budget was already committed, it was decent. Lord knew Nora could do a whole lot worse than this. If she could pull it off, it would go a fair way to rehabilitating her reputation.


			Aside from Helen’s coldness, the desertion of a director who had shepherded the project from its inception was troubling. If she was going to do this, she had to know why Grace had pulled out.


			











			

    

            Chapter Five








			It had been a long-ass day. Helen’s goal was to clean up the lingering business from when she’d been away while simultaneously clearing the decks before leaving again for a location shoot—all during the week before Christmas. She’d spent too many hours at her desk and forced herself to leave before she fell asleep. The one benefit was a freeway blessedly free of traffic, and she’d arrived home in record time.


			All Helen wanted now was a cup of chamomile tea and her midnight cookie before finally falling into her bed. As she put the water on to heat, she heard the clickity-click of canine nails crossing the linoleum. She didn’t even turn around. “No, Peanut.”


			The aging mutt sidled up and turned his rheumy, hopeful eyes to her, yearning for a cookie.


			“You know you can’t have it.” Helen had to be strong, but she couldn’t resist sinking to her knees and giving his furrowed and wrinkled bulldoggy coat—the only identifiable breed in his muddled origin—a thorough rub. Two weeks without seeing the brainless chunko, and God help her, she’d missed him. His sloppy, warm tongue coated her forearms with slobber as she scritched him good behind the ears.


			She was still making an ass of herself crooning sweet nothings into Peanut’s ears when her phone rang. Nora’s name was displayed on her screen. She stood, leaving poor Peanut hanging.


			“Hello.”


			“Helen. How are you?” Nora’s voice sounded deeper and more gravelly millimeters away from her ear than it had during their meeting.


			“I’m okay, but I would have preferred you to wait until the morning to turn us down.”


			Nora’s short laugh sounded surprised. “I’m not turning you down.”


			“You’re not?”


			“I’m sorry to call so late. I’ve been through the materials you gave me and then I went for a run. But my decision is made, and I wanted you to know I’m on board.”


			“That’s good news.” Helen tried to infuse her voice with the cheeriness Nora’s words deserved, but doubted she succeeded. She turned off the kettle just before it started to whistle.


			“You thought I was going to say no to something like this? I’ve been doing commercials. This isn’t a step up, it’s practically an elevator to the roof.”


			“Wait, did you say you were running? It’s late. Is that safe where you are?” Helen had no idea where Nora actually was, and was annoyed at herself for even asking.


			“Yeah, it’s fine. Look, Helen. I’m going to sign the contract, but there are two things I’m going to need from Propolis before I do.”


			Of course, there were. Helen braced herself. “What are they?”


			“I want you to hire Opal Tompkins as AD.”


			“Opal Tompkins,” Helen repeated. The name wasn’t familiar.


			“Yeah. She runs a set like a four-star general who has a PhD in psychology and ten years’ experience as a hostage negotiator.”


			“Those are good qualities for an assistant director,” Helen admitted. “I’ll look into it. What’s the second one?”


			“I want to meet with Grace.”


			Helen leaned her hip against the counter. How to respond? “That might be trickier. Why?”


			“I need to talk to her.”


			“About what?” Oh, that was snappish. Take it down a notch, Helen.


			“I’ve…” Nora seemed to hunt for the right words. “Got some questions.”


			Helen rolled her eyes. Nora was doing a good job of beating around the bush. Why didn’t she just tell Helen what she needed? She took an irritated breath and put herself in Nora’s shoes, conceding that it was a reasonable request, but Helen couldn’t make any promises. “It’s not up to me. Let me see if I can make it happen, all right? I’ll be in touch.”


			“Thanks, Helen. And thanks for—”


			“Yeah, yeah. I’m going back to sleep.” Helen disconnected the call before Nora could finish her sentence. She could be professional, but she didn’t have to be nice.


			“That was a rude way to talk to someone. You didn’t even say bye. And you’re awake, not sleeping.”


			Helen turned to face her mother, standing in the doorway with her hands on her hips. The authoritative pose had once been an effective way to put the fear of God into Helen, but her mother was now less scary than she’d been in Helen’s youth. “Umma, what are you still doing up? It’s late.”


			“What? You think I don’t know about your late night cookies? I’m the one who buys more after you eat them all up.”


			“I don’t eat them all. One or two. That’s it. With my tea.” Helen tried to head off the lecture she didn’t want to hear right now. She was close to forty, for Chrissakes. “Do you want some?”


			Her mother sniffed and nodded. Helen dropped another tea bag in a mug.


			“Who was that calling you so late?” She retrieved the old blue tin that had been used to store cookies since Helen had been a child.


			“A woman named Nora Darmody.” Helen hoped her short tone was enough to disinvite more questions.


			“Who is she?”


			“She’s someone I don’t like very much but I have to work with. A director.”


			“You have to be nice.”


			“I know. I will be. Whether I like it or not, we need her.” Helen opened the tin. Her mother had added a pack of Lorna Doones to the few Oreos that were left. She liked both. Tonight would be a two cookie night. “By the way, I’m going to be traveling soon.”


			Her mother’s mug paused on its way to her mouth. “When? Not before Christmas?”


			“No, right after.”


			“You just got back!”


			“I know. I have to be on set for a location shoot. I’ll be gone about six weeks.”


			“Where? Somewhere nice?”


			“Nevada.”


			“Las Vegas? Can I come? Play the slots?”


			Helen gave her mom a look. “You don’t gamble.”


			“Maybe I want to embrace the stereotype of the gambling Asian.”


			“Right,” Helen scoffed. “First, we’ll be in the middle of nowhere in northern Nevada, and then we finish up with a week in Vegas. You can stay in my room and embrace Asian stereotypes all you want.”


			“Maybe. I’ll think about it.”


			“I’ll be busy. It won’t be a vacation for me,” Helen warned her.


			Her mother bobbed her tea bag. “What kind of name is Nora?”


			“I don’t know, Umma.” Helen didn’t want to think about Nora right now.


			“Didn’t you used to know a Nora? Back when you had your big house, and you and Monica let strangers live in it?”


			“We didn’t—” Helen compressed her lips to prevent her frustration from leaking out. “It’s the same Nora. She used to live in the pool house.”


			“I remember. She was your friend.”


			“Monica’s friend, not mine.”


			“For a long time, she lived there, right?” Her mother sipped her tea placidly. “Why? She didn’t have a home?”


			“I don’t know. You know how Monica used to collect people like trophies. She took a shine to Nora.”


			“I think you liked her too.” How did her mother know this? She’d never met Nora.


			“Well, I don’t like her now.” Helen had liked Nora. But that was before.


			“Maybe she can tell you what Monica’s doing.”


			“I don’t want to know. I don’t care,” Helen spat. “She could be downward dogging to the moon and back, for all I care.”


			Her mom raised her eyebrows as if she were picturing what Helen described.


			“Downward dog is a yoga position. You know, because of her studio, and everything.” Why was she explaining her stupid reference to her mother? “All I’m saying is I don’t care about her.”


			“If you don’t care, why are you angry?”


			“I’m not angry.” She shoved another cookie in her mouth. Monica had been out of her life for years now. Helen was better off without her. She knew this. There was never a need to apologize for her workaholic tendencies, for one thing. Nor did she have to provide cash infusions to her wife’s yoga studio, or throw money away on a gigantic house in the Holmby Hills she never got to enjoy. It had been a bitter pill to sell it and divide the proceeds under California’s communal property laws, and then retreat in defeat to where she was now—her parents’ house in Highland Park, the home where she’d spent her childhood and swore she’d never return to when she left for college.


			But at least Highland Park was different now—safer—than it was when they’d moved into this house in the nineties. It didn’t change the fact that her mother was rattling around in a home that was far too big for her since Helen’s dad had died just before her split with Monica.


			Living with her mother was surprisingly easy, she had to admit. They could be one half of the Golden Girls—Sofia and Dorothy—Korean style. The severe authoritarian mom from Helen’s childhood had mellowed, now that she was done raising Helen and her brother Daniel, into a gentler woman who spoiled her dog and doted on Daniel’s kids.


			She and her mom gave each other space when it was needed, but Helen would come home to a comforting jjigae heating on the stove more often than not, and always had someone to watch TV with now. Her mom would happily watch whatever Helen wanted, no arguing like with Monica. Packages were never stolen off the front porch when her mom was always around to accept them. And it wasn’t like Helen was interested in putting herself out there again. Not going to happen.


			And she believed her mother had been secretly delighted when Helen had moved back in. She sometimes wondered what her mother had thought of the breakup, of Monica, but she never commented on Helen’s decisions.
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