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 Chapter 1

 


December 24,
1982

 


Mrs. Graham laid out a plate of cookies on her dining
room table and the neighbourhood kids flocked to it. The woman did
not have kids of her own but nobody could ever tell that because
there were always children hanging off her legs; whether they were
in her care for the day or just visiting.

She had a
mouth that would make a trucker blush; of course, none of the kids
would know that since she mostly spoke German. Stout, middle-aged
and widowed, Mrs. Graham was referred to as the Crawford Foghorn,
Crawford being the small town in Eagle, Idaho where she lived on a
street composed predominately of young families.

Being the
oldest resident on Noogle Street, Inga Graham was a mother hen. Her
husband, Michael, a native of Idaho, died in spring 1978 while
hunting for elk with his brother in Port Hill. Inga worked for
Crawford Township as an on-call nanny, minding the young around the
clock for local parents.

Nicole and
Brian, a sister and brother duo who lived across the street,
frequented her home. Their mother, Reba, had been a question mark
to most on Noogle Street for many years. Inga often took them in
after Reba had left the children unattended to do God only knew
what. Hours later the sometimes drunken mother would arrive home
with bags of things; sometimes toys, other times clothing or
household items, only to drop them off and leave again.

Brian, age
ten, would make sure his sister Nicole, age eight, made it to the
corner to catch the school bus with him. Inga habitually followed
the children to the bus with brown-bagged lunches and a hairbrush
to tidy Nicole’s long locks. She never had the heart to report
Reba; she’d seen too often the result.

Reba never had
a steady job, at least not to Inga’s knowledge. And she’d seen just
a smattering of the children’s father over the years; however when
asked, the unstable woman would insist that she and her husband
were still together. Uncertain of what the modern definition of
‘together’ was, Inga assumed that meant a father who was there most
of the time, not periodically on weekends.

Nicole, hands
down, was Inga’s favourite. She had long tendrils of silky brown,
curly hair and big, round blue eyes that could melt anyone’s heart.
The eight year old was smart as a whip; she could read at a fifth
grade level yet she was only in third grade. Inga taught her some
German while Nicole helped with her English. Although Inga wasn’t
on the township’s clock when Brian and Nicole were in Inga’s home,
the woman adored them all the same.

It was dark
outside. Brian and Nicole had spent the afternoon with her; having
migrated over from the scent of baking cookies. Reba’s car had
pulled up a few hours ago, yet something inside Inga told her to
keep the children with her as long as possible. Despite it being
Christmas Eve, Mrs. Graham hadn’t seen a trace of yuletide cheer at
the house.

“Did mama make
the house nice for Santa, yes?” Inga asked Nicole, pasting a
hopeful smile across her worried face.

“There are
lots of presents under the tree,” the young girl answered
gleefully, pumping her head up and down with an ear-to-ear smile
across her face.

Inga placed a
hand on her chest and looked upward, sighing, “That’s good, my
dear. Your daddy coming home for Christmas, yes?”

At the mention
of her father, Nicole’s smile slipped a notch, “Mommy said we can
put out an extra cookie because Santa might bring Daddy with him if
there’s enough room on the sleigh.”

Inga’s heart
dropped. She looked out her front window where there was a clear
view into Reba’s home. The faint twinkle of Christmas tree lights
was visible inside the modest, two-storey dwelling, but no other
lights were illuminating the house. Looking at her watch, Inga
swallowed and said, “Maybe mommy is waiting for you to open some
presents?” her brows formed a triangle on her forehead as she
treaded carefully.

Brian, mature
well beyond the decade he’d actually been alive, walked to the
brass tree holding up the winter jackets and slipped his arm
through his woollen coat. “Come on, Nickie, Mrs. Graham’s probably
right, mom might be waiting for us.”

Nicole’s smile
returned, “Really? You think there’s more presents?”

Rolling his
eyes, Brian held out Nicole’s jacket and helped her put it on. “I
didn’t say that.”

Inga stood by
the glass-enclosed storm door, watching them walk over and unlock
the door with the key Brian had on a cord around his neck.
Steepling her hands in front of her face, she closed her eyes and
prayed.

 


***

 


The house was
silent as if Reba was sleeping. Christmas lights were ample for the
living room; yellow staining on the cream plush carpeting was still
visible, proof that children lived there for many years. A family
portrait hung unevenly on the wall; all four members were present
in the photo, except Nicole had been an infant when the shot was
taken. The room was tidy and unlived in; back issues of magazines
lined the dusty coffee table, even an issue of TV Guide that had
been reused for months lay there.

Brian placed
his index finger in front of his lips, shushing his sister. “You
hungry?” he whispered.

Nicole shook
her head, climbing the stairs softly. Plastic bags from various
stores leaned on the metal banister; the young girl noted some that
were new, but most were recognizable from months of her mother’s
impulse shopping. As she reached the top of the stairs, her hand
rested on the semi-closed door to Reba’s bedroom.

“Mom?” she
whispered, gently pushing the door open. It creaked a little as she
entered the room. The wall furthest from the door displayed a
window which overlooked the bed. Window coverings closed and lights
out, Reba lay in a heap on the right side, away from Nicole’s
view.

Taking her
mother’s failure to answer as slumbering, the little girl smirked
and ran to the walk-in closet on the other side of the door.
Tip-toeing over, she stumbled on a plastic bag, creating a huge
racket that sounded like someone opening a cellophane-wrapped candy
in the middle of a funeral service.

Reba stirred.
“Nickie? What are you doing?” Her voice was gravely; a barely
audible slur.

“Nothing,
mommy.” Nicole lied.

“Come and see
mommy.” Reba said too sweetly, a tone Nicole knew well. The
eight-year-old hopped up on the bed from the left. Turning over to
face her daughter, Reba fingered a loose curl. “Where were you and
Brian; at Mrs. Graham’s house?”

Nicole nodded
in the dark. The light filtering in from the hallway cast a glow
into Reba’s eyes; they looked strange, like the way a cat’s pupils
opened fully at night. “You know mommy loves you, right?” Reba’s
eyes were heavy as her hand bobbed aimlessly over her daughter’s
face.

“I love you,
too, mommy.” Nicole said by rote. She watched her mother’s eyelids
close as her hand lowered and rested at her side. Looking at Reba’s
face Nicole confirmed she was asleep. The third-grader bounced off
the bed and retraced her steps back to the closet, being careful
not to knock over the bag and wake her mother again.

Closing the
closet door to avoid waking Reba she flipped on the switch and her
eyes lit up. Bags and bags of toys were toppling over one another
on the floor of the crammed closet. Her mouth opened wide with glee
as she recognized all the treasures she’d written Santa for. But
why were they still in the closet? Why hadn’t Reba wrapped them and
placed them under the tree where the rest of the presents were?

Opening the
closet door, she tip-toed over to Reba, sleeping soundly on the
bed. “Mommy?” she whispered as she climbed onto the foot of the
bed. Reba’s head lolled with the movement. “Mommy? Who are all the
presents in your closet for?”

Nicole touched
her mother’s shoulder and gave it a nudge. “Mommy?” She called
clearly.

Reba’s head
lolled again. Changing tack, Nicole gently slapped her mother on
the cheek. Growing frustrated, the child took a step off the bed on
the other side, where the nightstand was. As she stepped, something
hard, like a pebble, was forced into the sole of her foot. Nicole
gasped as she lowered her other foot. She heard a crunch, like
wheels driving over gravel.

Looking down,
the beam of light being offered from the hallway fixture
illuminated a strip on the floor. Tiny coloured capsules and round
candy-like things were scattered at her feet. Bending down she
picked up a small, cylindrical bottle with a square label clearly
marked with Reba’s name, and studied it.

She could hear
Brian’s footsteps coming up the stairs. “Mom sick?” He stood at the
doorway with his hands on his hips. Nicole nodded as her brother
came to the bedside.

With the rise
in heart disease and fatal accidents nationwide, Noogle Street
Elementary School, along with all Crawford Township, had recently
implemented a program offering free CPR courses to all students and
teachers interested. Coming into his eleventh year, Brian had been
excited to learn the skill so he would be eligible for babysitting,
life-guarding at the local pools, and other protective activities.
He’d often practiced much of what he’d learned at home, on both
mother and sister, to their chagrin.

Feigning
superiority as an older brother, Brian jokingly climbed onto the
bed and placed his ear on his mother’s chest. He paused a moment
and switched sides, placing the opposite ear onto her chest. Nicole
stood dumbfounded while her brother searched for a heartbeat,
mercilessly lifting his head and placing it higher or lower on his
mother’s chest, as he began to sob.

Nicole dropped
the pill bottle.


 



 Chapter 2


 


Spring 2013

 


“Action!” the director yelled as the cameras came to
life. The film was set in present day Illinois, about a young woman
who came to love a married man twice her age, but he could never
consummate their relationship because of a health issue. It would
be Nicole’s first dramatic role, and her ninth without her husband
Gary as the lead actor.

Gary and
Nicole fell in love on the set of a romantic comedy eight years
ago. She played the jealous friend, a secondary character, while he
was the hunky main character who all the ladies coveted. They
married a year later in a private ceremony on a quaint, waterfront
resort in Bali, while helicopter-driven paparazzi flew
overhead.

In this scene,
Nicole and Chaz Taggert, one of Hollywood’s most eligible
bachelors, were to kiss. Love scenes always made Nicole nervous,
but this one was particularly nerve-wracking because it would be
their first time kissing in front of the cameras.

Chaz Taggert
had dated many of the Screen Actors’s Guild’s elite females since
becoming an Oscar-nominated actor at the tender age of twenty-five;
nearly thirty years ago. He was even rumoured to have had a brief
affair with the late Princess Diana shortly after her divorce from
Prince Charles. His salt-and-pepper hair and wry smile made all
women, including a prestigious actress like Nicole Petman,
melt.

During
rehearsal, Chaz had taken her aside and politely offered her a
breath mint. “Not that you need it, you see, but having one in your
mouth right before the scene has always helped me.” He’d advised
cheekily. When their lips met, after the powerful line “I’ll always
love you, Emma.” was delivered, Nicole felt it all the way to her
toes. So much so, that she had to remind herself that she was
married to the love of her life, another of Hollywood’s heart
throbs, Gary Wagner.

Merle Hobart
yelled cut a second after the scene started. Nicole and Chaz were
in the correct position; their toes two inches apart, but the
lighting was off. A glare was shining down on Nicole’s lip gloss,
creating a visual distraction from behind the camera. “Make-up!”
Merle bellowed, motioning to Vera, the make-up artist to come.
Scurrying from the dressing table beyond the camera equipment, she
blotted Nicole’s lips and applied a matte finished lipstick while
the lighting directors adjusted a white umbrella above the scene
area.

Feeling her
nerves, Nicole’s hands twitched at her sides. Her assistant,
Karena, hopped to her aid. “Just relax, honey. You’re doing great;
we’ve only got three scenes to go.” Karena soothed, pulling
Nicole’s lines out of her back pocket. The white papers were
stapled at the top, left hand side, and the package was dog-eared
with many folds from being read numerous times. “You wanna go over
them again?” Her assistant asked as she observed the lighting
directors still working.

Nicole took a
deep breath inward as her chin touched her chest. “No, I’ve already
gone over them a hundred times. I’m afraid I’ll forget them if I
kill it.”

Chaz had
turned his back to them, and was in front, conversing with his
production assistant. Nicole studied his rear end and afterward
chided herself just as Merle approached from behind. “Now, let’s
try to get this scene done in one shot, okay?” Merle had a way of
applying pressure at the worst times. He was not a people person,
at least not to actors and actresses. However, he was a brilliant
director, and all his films were successful. Any actor who worked
with him was viewed as prolific and enjoyed a padded resume after
filming with him.

Merle shot
Nicole a warning look that made the hair on the back of her neck
stand up. This was her first Merle Hobart film and it was no picnic
getting the part, either. She was tired of taking mediocre parts
with run-of-the-mill rom-coms and semi-important actors. The
audition had been intense and uncomfortable to say the least, and
it took Nicole weeks to shake it off, but it had been worth it to
not only work with Merle Hobart but Chaz Taggert, too.

Merle clapped
his hands together and spoke loudly, “Okay, people! We’re going to
do this once and once only. I hate kissing scenes; I like more
heat.”

Nicole lowered
her head and scoffed to herself.

“This is the
only kissing scene and it should not be difficult.” Merle
continued, addressing the set condescendingly. “Alright, let’s do
this!”

Nicole and
Chaz got into position again. “Action!” Merle shouted.

Chaz recited
his line, “I’ll always love you, Emma.” Chaz leaned in and Nicole
mirrored his movements. They kissed softly at first, and then Chaz
captured her lips more deeply. When their lips parted and Merle
shouted cut, Nicole realized she had her fingers crossed.

“That’s a
wrap!” Merle announced. “Have a nice weekend, everyone. See you
Monday at seven sharp!”

Nicole
exhaled. “Oh thank God.”

Chaz patted
her on the shoulder like an old high school friend. “You did good,
kid. See you Monday.” He walked off.

“Wow, that was
awesome!” Karena squealed, bringing Nicole a bottle of water. “Was
he a good kisser?” she asked from behind her hand, like it was a
secret.

Unable to hide
the heat in her cheeks, Nicole avoided eye contact. “It was okay.
I’m glad Merle was happy with it.”

Karena glared
at him from behind her clipboard, but remained silent.

“’So you going
back home for the weekend?” Karena asked, watching the crew turn
off cameras, unplug lights and snake cords around their arms. They
all looked wary, moving sluggishly.

“Na, I thought
we’d go to Vegas for the weekend. I checked flights earlier and
there’s one leaving in an hour.”

Karena looked
at Nicole like she had suddenly sprouted cauliflowers in place of
her ears. “Are you crazy? You haven’t seen Gary and the baby all
week.” Baby Emily was only fourteen months old and aside from Gary,
was the love of Nicole’s life.

“It’s
complicated.” Nicole murmured.

Karena shook
her head argumentatively. “Did you guys have another fight? You
didn’t say anything; I thought you two had a great time together
last weekend.”

Nicole
glowered at her. “We had a fight over the phone last night.”

Frowning,
Karena handed Nicole her backpack that was hanging off the back of
the chair with ‘Nicole Petman’ embossed in glitter. “He still
pissed about you taking this part?”

Gary wasn’t
pleased about Nicole taking a part out of state again. After Emily
was born, it only took the new mother two months before auditioning
for a part in a film that was shot in Kentucky. This would be her
second film that demanded her attention outside of her home state
of New York. Emily’s grandmother was happy to care for the baby,
but Gary had his reservations about Nicole being away so often.

“You can’t run
away forever.” Karena advised, “Why don’t you and Gary go away
later? We’re wrapping in a couple of days anyway. I’m sure Grandma
would go ape shit if you left her with Emily for a week or
two.”

One side of
Nicole’s mouth lifted in a smirk as she ignored Karena’s statement.
“You in or what? I reserved two tickets.”

Karena
considered the offer for a moment. After all, returning to her New
York apartment, empty save for her calico cat Murphy, sounded
downright intriguing. However, the last few times Nicole had gone
away sans husband with Karena, Karena had been sworn to secrecy for
so many things she didn’t think there was any more room to keep her
friend’s indiscretions locked up inside her brain.

“I’m going
home to study lines. Which is what you should be doing, too.”

“There will be
plenty of time to practice on Monday.” Merle never started scenes
on time; he was a perfectionist. Karena couldn’t argue further.

“Have fun.”
Karena saluted, although the cold expression on her face said
‘screw you’.

“See ya.”
Nicole smiled, although it didn’t reach her eyes.

 


***

 


Sitting in her
first class seat, Nicole was pleased with herself. She had to pull
some strings to get the last available spot on the red-eye, but an
autographed photo and a book plug to an up-and-coming author got
her a decent window seat right behind the cockpit as an exchange.
The actor wasn’t ashamed to admit she used her status a lot to get
her places; backstage at concerts, tickets to all things
entertainment, preferred seating at upscale restaurants and free
admission to parks.

The flight
attendant approached with the drink cart and Nicole ordered a rum
and coke. Her phone lay untouched in her overnight bag in the
compartment above her head; the only luggage she brought. “This is
from the man over there.” The attendant nodded, handing her a glass
of expensive chardonnay. Nicole blushed, poking her head into the
aisles. A man two rows down lifted a wine glass and tipped his head
gallantly.

A beep came
overhead as the pilot announced the plane was flying through some
high winds and passengers were to expect turbulence. Feeling ever
so thankful for the wine, Nicole sipped it and rested her head on
the plush covering of the leather seat. “Enjoy the flight, Ms.
Petman.” The flight attendant said as she walked away.

As she placed
her glass on the plastic table in front of her, it twitched. The
wine swished around as though someone was about to test its scent
and flavour. Nicole grabbed hold of it as a rumble was felt under
her feet. The disturbance was so strong it forced Nicole’s head
downward; her long blonde hair was suddenly in her eyes.

Looking back,
she heard a few cries from passengers; but she ignored them mostly
due to the thump in her ears coming from her own heartbeat. She
hated flying; always had, but it was a small price to pay to
escape. Another thump was felt as the overhead warning light came
to life above her head, advising her to do up her safety belt. The
metal of her belt engaged just as a jolt of forceful vibration
came, causing the compartment above to open. An oxygen mask landed
in her lap, attached to a clear plastic tube.

Her hands
shook violently as she placed the mask over her mouth and nose. She
turned her head and gasped as she caught a glimpse of smoke in the
sky next to her. Leaning in towards the window she saw the source
of the smoke. The wing had caught fire. “Oh my God.” She whispered
to herself, feeling the G-force change as the plane’s nose turned
south.

“We have to
make an emergency landing. All passengers assume positions.” The
pilot fired from the speakers above; although Nicole could barely
hear over the shrieks of terrified passengers.

Nicole quickly
shoved her head in between her knees and shut her eyes tight.
Moments later everything was silent.


 Chapter 3

 


Gary

July 2006

 


“You’re on in
ten, Gary.” Peter, one of the camera men announced. He stuck his
head just inside the door of Gary’s trailer, where the main actor
in what had been touted the movie that would bring home the most
Academy Award nominations for 2006, stood having his make-up done
for a love scene. He sat in a leather barstool, naked except for a
pair of white boxer shorts.

Agitated, Gary
cleared his throat, “Um….Peter, is it?” He glared, looking down at
Peter from the end of his nose.

Absently,
Peter answered, “Yes, that’s right.”

Lifting his
index finger, Gary motioned for the man to enter the trailer.
Reluctantly, Peter entered, placing the clipboard he was holding on
the counter to his side.

“Was the door
opened or closed when you arrived?” Gary asked condescendingly.

Peter glanced
behind him, as if the door could answer. “Closed.”

Pursing his
lips, Gary lifted his head. The make-up artist gave Peter a
fleeting look, as if to say ‘you poked the bear, man’. “Please
knock next time.” Gary ordered, turning his back on the camera man,
dismissing him.

Furrowing his
brows in disgust, Peter shook his head and left.

“What do I
have to do, hang a sign?” Gary complained. “I’m sitting in fucking
boxer shorts; do I want some lowly dude seeing me?” He declared to
himself. The make-up artist ignored him and continued working. “Are
you almost done? I feel like a fucking powder-puff.” He whined,
lowering himself down from the chair.

The woman
picked up her bag and scurried out faster than Peter had. Not
before Gary caught a look at her shapely rear. His eyebrow lifted
as he took a sip of water from a crystal tumbler.

 


***

 


“Um, Mr.
Wagner, sir?” An unknown woman called. She was slight, wearing a
laminated identification card hanging by a cord around her neck.
Gary stood beside his assistant, Martin Pratt, practicing his lines
for the next scene; the final scene. He was in a good mood; the
love scene went well.

Martin glanced
at the girl and nudged Gary, “I let her in. She’s one of the
extras.”

“Mr. Wagner?”
She repeated. “I’m Karena Madill; one of the extras?” Breathless,
she could barely get the words out.

“Okay.” Gary
responded with an arched brow.

“I just wanted
to get your autograph. Today’s my last day.” She clarified; as if
Gary cared. “I got another job as a—“ she stopped herself and
waved. “I won’t bother you with that. But would you mind signing
this?”

She handed him
a square of canvas, framed. He looked at it impressed; he was used
to fans having him sign the jacket from a DVD encasing one of his
movies, or a photo of him. This was a first. Taking a closer look
at the girl, who was so pink in the cheeks it looked like she’d
fallen into a vat of strawberries, recognition came to his face.
“Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

The girl was
aghast. Her hands went to her reddened cheeks. “Oh, I can’t believe
you remembered!” her hand went briefly to his forearm and stayed
there a moment too long. “I auditioned for this movie.”

The memory
came back fast for Gary. Karena, the wannabe-actor-turned-groupie,
had auditioned for the part of a lovesick friend who had fallen for
the main character, Gary, unbeknownst to his to-be wife. The
situation was eerily familiar. “Yeah, I remember you.” He pointed
at her, wondering why she was even given the chance to audition. He
heard she had no acting experience aside from commercials but her
uncle had been friends with one of the directors.

“I didn’t get
the part.” She gushed sheepishly.

“Shame.” Gary
said insincerely as he signed the canvas.

As he handed
her back the framed autograph she lifted her hand, showing him a
small camera. “Do you mind?”

“Nope.” He
answered as she handed Martin Pratt the camera and Gary pulled her
closer to him. His hand was on her shoulder as the shot was
snapped. “So what kind of job did you land?” Gary asked
unceremoniously.

“I’m going to
assist Nicole Petman. She’s a new actress; you’ve probably never
heard of her.” She waved as if Nicole was unimportant.

“She’s a lucky
girl.” Gary pasted on smile.

“Thank you. I
think so. Maybe we might meet again some day.” She added before
taking her camera back and walking away.

“Maybe.”

 


***

 


Gary wiped the
sweat from his brow and accepted the bottle of water being offered
to him by Martin. Letting out a long gust of air from his lungs, he
shook his head. This had been one of the longest films he’d ever
worked on. They had been filming for eight months. Countless hours
would likely end up on the cutting-room floor and all because
Gary’s co-star, Raven Millar, had been drunk for almost half the
time. A couple of scenes Gary nearly walked off the set, but Merle
dragged him back in, citing Raven’s bitter divorce as an excuse for
her belligerent behaviour.

“Bet you’re
glad to see that one wrap.” Martin murmured as he watched Raven
converse with the director from afar. He was careful to keep his
voice low.

“I warned
Merle that I wouldn’t work with that lush again.” Gary replied,
giving no heed to his volume. “What’s she trying to prove anyway?
If Brad leaves her it only looks bad on him; she’s just tarnishing
her own reputation by showing up everywhere drunk as a skunk.”

Raven had been
caught by paparazzi as of late, in A-list clubs and bars, slurring
ill-fated words toward her soon-to-be-ex-husband, Brad. Public
humiliation was not lost on her; when sober, she was clearly
pensive and regretful. She shot Gary a remorseful look and pursed
her lips. Off-camera, the actor had gone out of his way to ignore
his intoxicated co-star, this time was no exception. “Let’s get
outta here.” Gary said, picking up his bag.

“Where to?”
Martin asked, following Gary to the limousine awaiting them outside
the set.

“Anywhere but
here.”

The limo
driver placed Gary’s bag inside the trunk with the rest of his
things brought from the hotel while they were filming. As the door
shut, Martin rattled on about Gary’s agent, Claudia Rankin, calling
about an audition.

“It’s about
fucking time.” Gary swore. “I’ve been waiting for her to get back
to me for a month now.” Claudia normally had auditions lined up for
him months before his films wrapped.

“Relax. She
just had a baby, man.” Martin said, passing Gary a screen play for
the audition Claudia had set up.

Gary made a
sucking noise with his mouth, indicating that wasn’t a good enough
excuse for failing to do her job. He grabbed the stapled package
from Martin and lifted the first sheet. “Another fucking romance?”
He glared.

Martin lifted
his hands in the air. “It’s supposed to be kick-ass from what
Claudia says. And Hobart isn’t directing this one.” he said
matter-of-factly, as though that might placate his boss. “Auditions
start tomorrow in Hollywood. I’ve got a flight booked for you
already.” He paused, watching Gary scan the document. “Want me to
cancel it?”

Gary didn’t
answer right away. He took several minutes to review the beginning
and then skipped to the end, and then he looked up. “Let me sleep
on it.”

 


***

 


The script was
charming and definitely had promise in Gary’s opinion. He never
considered starring in a film about a hearing impaired woman
falling in love with a normal man. The thought was intriguing and
challenging; which was always impressive to him. Gary enjoyed going
beyond the scope of his acting background, and he welcomed new
ideas. He was willing to overlook the fact that it was yet another
romance because of the unique nature of the story.

Watching the
familiar Californian landscape come into view as the plane landed,
Gary placed a call to Martin in hopes that he could shed some light
on who else was auditioning with him today. Gary didn’t like the
unexpected. He wasn’t a fan of surprises. But knowing this, Martin
chose to keep the audition line-up to himself.

“What do you
mean Tony didn’t send you the list?” Gary argued. “What kind of a
director does that?”

“I don’t know.
He said he didn’t have the list finalized.” Martin lied.

Scoffing, Gary
saw the flight attendant’s signal for him to proceed out of the
plane. “Great. Another Hollywood fuckin’ idiot.” He spat, ignoring
the stunned look on the attendant’s face.

“Well you’re
there now; I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Martin tried for
nonchalant.

Gary tried to
keep an even face as he saw the familiar actresses seat themselves
in the green room opposite him. The only thing keeping him there
was the ego padding he received from the director, Tony Carroll,
when he arrived. Apparently they had already auditioned five other
actors for the main role and none of them made the cut. Gary was
the most promising and if it didn’t suit him they would be forced
to go back to the drawing board.

Memorizing his
audition lines, Gary was called in for the first scene with a
potential co-star. Gary had worked with her before on one of his
earlier films and they meshed well together then, but she had
starred in more action films since, and Tony found her too edgy for
the part.

Instructing
Gary to use the same scene for the next audition, he gave him the
thumbs-up. Evidently Gary was fairing well for the part and Tony
was legitimately impressed. Wanda, the next actress, was
introduced. She was incredibly talented but her German background
and lingering accent didn’t fit the smooth, American-oriented
persona they were looking for.

Tony sighed
and ran a hand through his hair. “Where’s the last one?” he called
after popping his head into the green room, realizing his final
actress had failed to show up. Overhearing, Gary’s face fell.
Having Raven as his last co-star, she always showed up late or
sometimes not at all, and this situation didn’t sit well.

“Who is she?”
Gary asked, growing more frustrated by the minute.

Tony had been
primed by Claudia beforehand, and knew Gary would be turned off by
an actress unknown to him, especially one with such little acting
background. However, Tony decided to give this actress a chance
because she had left a good impression with Merle Hobart. “She’s
good.” Tony raised a defensive hand.

Nonplussed,
Gary turned around and walked back to the audition room.

“Let’s change
the scene.” Tony suggested in an attempt to allay Gary’s boredom
and growing impatience. “We’ll do scene two with you and her
meeting accidentally.”

The previous
audition scene had been in a makeshift classroom, where the two
co-stars met for the first time; Gary’s part was a teacher and the
female was to play the deaf, lip-reading student. This suggested
second scene was more intense; a serendipitous meeting at a banquet
where two stars were to cross paths waiting at a bar.

“She’s here.”
Tony announced five minutes later; just long enough for Gary to
perfect his lines.

As Gary walked
into the room, he was met by the back end of a tall, strong-calved
woman, bending over a mountain of what appeared to be luggage. Her
cotton pencil skirt reached the backs of her knees and her
long-flowy sandy-coloured hair had puddled in front. She turned
around when Tony introduced Gary, pushing her hair backward, away
from her face. Two deep blue eyes appeared apologetically before
him as she offered him her hand. “I’m so sorry for being late. My
cab broke down on the way over; I didn’t even have time to drop my
bags off at the hotel.”

“That’s okay,
dear. You ready to roll?” Tony asked, flashing her a toothy
grin.

Gary shook her
hand, noting how soft her skin was, as opposed to her firm grip.
Her voice was angelic; she was soft-spoken so much that the actor
worried her tone wouldn’t carry strong enough behind the camera.
The expression in her eyes juxtaposed her voice; her gaze locked on
Gary’s in a focus that implied she was ready to connect with him.
“I’m ready when you are.” She said, and for the first time in as
long as he could remember a woman saying that to him, Gary believed
her. “I’m Nicole.”

Despite his
impatience from a moment ago, Gary felt compelled to accommodate
her. “I’m Gary. Are you sure you don’t need a moment to compose
yourself?”

She frowned.
“No. I’m fine.” Her lines were in front of her on stapled white
paper, just as Gary’s was. The actress smoothed her hair away from
her face with one hand and drew in a deep breath, standing up
straight.

“Action!” Tony
called, sitting from the director’s chair ten feet behind them.

Gary tapped
Nicole’s shoulder. “Aren’t you one of my students?” he noted
Nicole’s intense gaze on his lips; mistaking it for lust, when she
was really acting out her part as a lip-reader. “Third row, second
from the left?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s
right.” Nicole’s speech was subtly jarbled like that of a person
who was hearing-impaired. It wasn’t off-putting; the words rolled
off her tongue naturally yet the lay person would clearly be able
to tell the difference.

Tony sat back
with a grin. He folded his arms in front, feeling himself
relax.

Nicole turned
closer to Gary. “Who are you here for?”

“My son.” He
answered, lifting his arm, feigning an attempt to get the
bartender’s attention for her. “And you?”

“My little
sister.” She explained, the language still clearly eliciting her
hearing impairment tactfully.

She placed her
drink order as Gary watched and listened intently. As he paid for
her drink she took a sip and thanked him. “My pleasure.” He said,
“Care to dance?” Then he caught himself as the part called for. He
was supposed to act bashfully, as though he forgot she was deaf and
couldn’t possibly hear the music enough to dance.

Nicole gently
placed a hand on his forearm. “One thing you learn in a silent
world is how to feel vibrations.” She explained smoothly. “I can
dance as well as anyone.”

They danced as
natural without music as if it were there. Gary’s gaze fixed on
Nicole’s eyes, which reminded him of semi-precious stones; they
were vibrant and full of life.

When Tony
called cut he clapped as he removed himself from his chair. He
shook his head slowly as he smiled from ear to ear. “No call backs
required.” He said.

 


***

 


Phyllis’s
phone rang, interrupting her reverie as she glanced at a poster
hanging on her wall of a glistening man with a wash board stomach
and gleaming green eyes. “Yeah.” She answered, taking a sip of her
coffee.

“I got the
part! I got the part!” Nicole shrieked.

“Who is this?”
Phyllis sneered.

“Nicole
Petman? You set me up with an audition for a Tony Carroll
movie?”

Recognition
came to Phyllis’s eyes. “Oh yeah!” she snorted. “Sorry about that.
Been one of those mornings ya know?” Her Brooklyn accent was heavy
and not subtle at disguising her sarcasm. “Tony didn’t ask for a
call back?”

“No. He said
it wasn’t required.”

Lifting an
eyebrow, Phyllis couldn’t help feel that familiar feeling of
what-did-this-new-actress-do-to-get-a-part-that-fast, “So he did.”
She commented, not trying to hide the implication.

“Yeah. So now
what do I do?”

Clearing her
throat to fill the gap, Phyllis answered. “When does shooting
start?”

“A couple of
days.”

“I hired you
an assistant. I’ll fly her out there since you won’t be coming back
for a while.” Phyllis said, and then she took a sip of coffee.

“An
assistant?”

She scoffed
under her breath, “Yep. You’ll need one of those to help you with
your lines and stuff.” Phyllis explained. “Her name’s Karena
Madill. What hotel’re you staying at?”

Nicole fired
off the hotel and room number.

“That’s it,
kid. Keep in touch.” Phyllis hung up.

 


***

 


Nicole fluffed
her hair in the mirror by the exit to her room. Hotel reception had
just alerted her that someone was here to see her. When she arrived
in the lobby, Nicole was met by a woman slightly shorter than her,
with reddish-blonde hair tied back in a pony tail. Her smile was
infectious and her cheeks were pink. “I’m Karena. Phyllis Thompson
sent me?”

“Yes. I’m
Nicole Petman.” Nicole mirrored Karena’s smile. It wasn’t a pasted
on one, which relieved the actress. She’d met far too many of those
types since starting in the field of acting.

“Do you want
to come up to my room?” Nicole offered.

Without
hesitation, Karena followed her into the elevator.

“So what kind
of work did you do before?” Nicole asked, purely out of
interest.

“I’ve done
lots of things in the movies, but most recently I was an extra on a
set of a film.”

“Really?”
Nicole was impressed. She motioned Karena to turn left when the
elevator pinged to her floor.

“Yes. It was a
film starring Gary Wagner!” she squealed like a teenager.

Nicole
blushed, embarrassed by how excited Karena was and thinking how on
earth she was going to tell her that that was her next co-star.
“You do know that’s who I’m working with on this project,
right?”

Karena’s eyes
widened. She lowered her voice. “Are you serious?” Her hand had
grasped Nicole’s shirt; they were nose to nose.

Nicole
smirked. She thought she was the only woman desperately in love
with Gary Wagner.


 Chapter 4

 


Gary

Present Day

 


Passing his
baby daughter her favourite toy, Gary looked at the television and
checked his watch. Emily squealed gleefully at the sight of her
colourful plastic chewable dog, and she shook it, creating a
crinkling sound. Gary’s mother, Amelia, appeared from the kitchen.
“You want some coffee, love?”

Lifting his
head, which was resting on his hand as he lay lengthwise on the
couch, he answered no.

“You hear
anything yet?” she asked reluctantly, thankful he couldn’t see her
sour facial expression as she walked back into the kitchen.

“No. Nothing.
She was supposed to have wrapped up today. Maybe they’re running
late.”

Amelia rolled
her eyes. It wasn’t the first time her son had made excuses for his
flighty wife. Nicole had been notorious for taking advantage of any
situation where she could make a clean escape, which was acceptable
for a while, but now that Emily was in the picture, it wasn’t.
Nicole had been known to come home after shooting a movie and hole
herself up in her bedroom for weeks, only to reappear shiny and new
as if by magic, and reacquaint herself with the family; and then
run out again the moment an opportunity would arise.

Nicole was so
infrequently home that it warranted a permanent room for Amelia
within the household. Thankfully their 10,000 square foot mansion
had plenty of room to accommodate. Since Amelia became widowed two
years ago, it didn’t require much thought moving in with Gary and
Nicole. Her handsome house was sold six months later and Amelia
never looked back.

Gary flipped
through the channels as Amelia walked over and scooped Emily up
into her arms. The baby cooed happily at her grandmother, pulling
on her shiny drop earrings, and cuddled into her neck. “I’m going
to take her upstairs for a bath.” Amelia said, gently forcing the
baby to wave bye-bye to her daddy.

Grinning at
his daughter, who had only two teeth poking up from the bottom of
her mouth, he waved back and blew her a kiss. “I’ll be up shortly
to put her down for the night.”

As he watched
his daughter playfully pat his mother on the arm his heart ached.
He missed his wife. It would only be a few more days before he
would set off to film another movie, and he’d hoped they could
catch up and spend some much needed alone time together. Despite
what Amelia thought, to Gary, Nicole was perfect. She was
beautiful, smart, funny, and so much fun to be with he often forgot
they were married. The time they spent together, although sparse,
was unforgettable and amazing.

Coming across
a news channel, Gary stopped flipping to watch. They were
interviewing a seemingly frantic woman standing outside a hospital.
He raised the volume so he could hear what she was saying. “It was
awful. Thank God my daughter sent me a text message right
before.”

The news
reporter asked, “And your daughter survived?”

The woman
nodded, dabbing her eyes. “Yes.”

“How many
survivors were there?”

“I don’t
know.”

About to flip
to another channel, a strip came across the bottom of the screen
saying “More coverage of the Southwest Air Flight 375 crash will
continue at 10:00pm EST.”

Gary flicked
the off switch as he heard the bath water being run from upstairs.
Rising from the couch he went over to his jacket, draped over a
kitchen chair, and pulled his phone out from the side pocket. He
checked the display, which showed no new messages. The screen shot
was their first family photograph taken in their expansive back
yard the previous fall. Nicole had lost all the baby weight and
looked vibrant; mirroring Emily’s expression. They all sat askew on
a large, cut tree trunk with fiery red and bright yellow coloured
leaves displayed behind them; Emily sat in Nicole’s lap. He smiled
and placed the phone back in his pocket.

Walking to the
spiral staircase at the foot of the foyer, Gary heard his cell
phone ring. He laughed slightly, thinking maybe Nicole’s thoughts
had been a reflection of his just then, and hoped his intuition
would pan out and it would be his wife’s voice he would hear on the
other end. His brows furrowed as he saw that it was Karena,
Nicole’s assistant calling.

“Hey, they all
wrapped up over there?” Gary answered, thinking it was awfully
strange for Nicole to be calling him unless Nicole was still busy
behind the camera.

Karena’s voice
trembled. “Gary; there’s been an accident.”

“W…what do you
mean? Is Nicole okay?” Gary felt his heart drop into his
stomach.

“I…I don’t
know. Nicole was on her way to Vegas, and—“ she choked.

“Vegas? She
didn’t tell me she was going to Vegas.” Gary stated.

Karena ignored
him. “She took Southwest Air over. Booked the red-eye at La Guardia
last minute.”

“She’s on
South—“ Gary stopped. He remembered the news coverage he’d just
seen; about a Southwest Air flight crashing. “That’s impossible.”
He said firmly.

“I don’t know
if she got on the flight or where she is, but I’ve been trying her
and all I get is her voicemail.”

Gary was about
to refute when he heard another call come in. He glanced at the
display while Karena prattled on. It was the New York Police
Department calling. His heart stopped. “I..I gotta go, Karena. I’ll
call you back.” He didn’t wait for a response, but clicked on to
the next call.

“Gary Wagner.”
He answered tersely.

“Mr. Wagner?
This is Sergeant Eric Rosario from the New York Police
Department.”

Gary
hesitated. He knew if she was dead that they would have delivered
that news in person. “Yes. What’s happened?”

“You need to
come down to Lenox Hill Hospital. I’m afraid your wife’s been in an
accident. Do you need me to send a vehicle over?”

“No, thank
you.” Gary answered, surprising himself with his ability to remain
calm.

“Best of
luck.” The Sergeant said and then hung up.

He hesitated a
moment and then dialled. “Dale. It’s me. Sorry for the late hour
but I need you. Can you get here in ten?”

Dale Owens had
been Gary’s driver for the past eight years. “Sure. Just let me
throw some pants on and I’ll be there straight away.” He answered
in his thick English brogue.

When Sergeant
Rosario had offered to send a car over, Gary had considered it,
however he knew once paparazzi learned that Nicole was inside the
hospital and Gary likely on the grounds as well, it would be media
mayhem. Dale always knew the best way to get around paparazzi and
he needed discretion now more than ever.

Avoiding
spreading panic, Gary simply told his mother that he needed to go
check something out; that he would be back shortly. Amelia was
reading a storybook to Emily and didn’t seem to bat an eyelash. He
felt bad for lying but knew it was best until he could find out
exactly what was going on.

Dale pulled up
nine minutes later. Gary had been pacing the front stoop. “What’s
up my brother?” Dale asked, having chosen the smaller sedan for
this outing. “Feel like hitting the town again?”

Gary ignored
the implication, “No I need you to take me over to Lenox Hill
Hospital.”

Raising an
eyebrow at Gary as his friend sat in the passenger seat, he asked,
“You not well?”

Gary ran a
hand through his hair, “There’s been some sort of accident. NYPD
called me just before I called you and said that Nicole was at the
hospital.”

“What kind of
accident?” Dale asked calmly.

“Air
plane.”

Dale’s head
shot over to Gary. “Not the Southwest Air crash?”

“Apparently.”
Gary said mutely. He was still in shock.

They sat in
silence as Dale manoeuvred his way to the back of the hospital
where there was a small lot. Dipping his head to a lit doorway,
Dale suggested Gary enter there. “Go up the back staircase.” He
instructed. “I’ll meet you in two minutes.”

Gary exited
the car and waited ninety seconds when he saw Dale enter. He was
carrying two hooded sweaters; one grey, the other blue. “Put this
on. There are glasses in the pocket.” Dale said, tossing Gary the
blue sweater. The glasses were tortoise shell and had
non-prescription glass lenses in them.

“Perfect.”
Dale said, giving Gary a thumbs-up.

Gary checked
in with reception as they rounded a corner on the other side of the
building. They were instructed to head up to the surgical ward;
apparently Nicole was undergoing surgery. Gary’s heart leaped
inside his chest. As he arrived on the floor he was met by a doctor
who had just examined Nicole prior to surgery.

Dr. Thomas was
dark-skinned and had a thick head of curly salt and pepper hair
with dark eyes to match. He spoke deeply to Gary, offering them to
go into a private room. As they sat down on the leather cushioned
seats, Dr. Thomas’s voice lowered an octave, making Gary very
nervous. “Your wife suffered serious head trauma, Mr. Wagner. She’s
in surgery to try and relieve the pressure on her brain.”

The words
echoed inside Gary’s head, as though in a dream. “If she survives
the night the next twenty-four hours will be critical.”

Gary cocked
his head to the side, diverting his glance toward the wall. He
stared impassively for a moment, and then shut his eyes tightly, as
if they burned. “What are the chances she’ll live?” he managed.

“Very slim,
Mr. Wagner.” Dr. Thomas explained. “The plane crashed at a low
altitude but it landed nose first. The pilot and co-pilot were
killed instantly. Your wife was seated in first class and she was
the only survivor in that location.”

Dale stood in
the corner of the room with his thumb nail in his mouth. He
nervously bit down as he watched through the glass door leading to
the main hallway. Suddenly a face he recognized came into view.
“Shit.” He muttered.

“I’ll give you
a few minutes.” Dr. Thomas offered.

Before the
doctor could reach the door, Dale dashed over and stood in front of
Gary; effectively blocking him from view. As the door closed Dale
remained where he was. He waited and checked the window again. The
person had disappeared. After a few moments of silence Dale sat on
the chair next to Gary. “You a praying man?” Dale asked.

“When I was a
kid.”

The Englishman
winked, patting the broken man on the shoulder. “It’s like riding a
bike. Come on; there’s a chapel just up the hallway.”

 


***

 


“What do I
do?” Gary sighed, stroking his thumb over his lips in the silence
of the chapel. “I never dreamed I would be in this situation.”

“Nobody ever
does, son. You just believe things will turn out well, pray and
stay strong.” Dale responded. He wanted to tell Gary the story
about when his mother died from a long battle with cancer in
hospital ten years ago, but he figured it wasn’t the time for
anecdotes. Gary’s father had passed quickly from a heart attack; he
never made it to hospital, so the actor was dumbfounded.

“She’s my
heart, Dale. If I lose her I lose everything.” Gary murmured as he
stared at the wooden plank flooring. They were the only two people
in the chapel and Dale had summoned one of Gary’s bodyguards to
keep a close eye outside the door.

Dale patted
Gary on the shoulder. “And you’re her heart, too. Stay with her,
pray for her, and for God sakes don’t listen to anything other than
what you hear from the doctor.”

Gary felt a
lump in his throat but he fought it. “I have to see her.”

“Let’s go find
Dr. Thompson.” Dale suggested.

Nicole was
just out of surgery when they arrived on the floor. “They’re just
taking her up to intensive care. You can see her in a short while.”
Dr. Thompson said.

“How did she
do?” Gary asked, feeling his heart thump in his chest.

“I’ll let the
surgeon explain.” Dr. Thompson stated as another doctor appeared
from behind. He was still wearing a gown and cap, his face mask was
pulled up onto his forehead. “This is Dr. Foster.” Dr. Thompson
introduced.

Dr. Foster was
shorter and older than Dr. Thompson. He removed the mask and cap
from his head and wiped his pale forehead with the sleeve of his
scrubs, then offered Gary a swift handshake. “She hit her head
pretty bad.” He explained. “The gash will require reconstructive
surgery.”

Gary took that
as hopeful. He felt himself relax a bit.

“But the
swelling in her brain is one of the worst I’ve seen. She’ll be in a
drug-induced coma for a while. Hopefully that helps. It’s all we
can do at this point; I’ve relieved as much pressure as I can.”

His breathing
stopped for a moment; an audible gasp came from his throat. There
was a chair behind him and Dale gently pushed him into it. “Put
your head between your knees.” Dale instructed as he watched his
friend’s face pale.

Dr. Foster
touched Gary’s shoulder as he walked away. Dr. Thompson remained as
Gary drew in deep breaths. “I’ll go see if she’s ready.” Dr.
Thompson said.

 


***

 


Nicole was
unrecognizable. Gary had to ask the doctor if that was her before
entering the room. Her eyes were swollen shut and her head was
bandaged up, making it look like she was Mongolian. No hair was
visible under the bandage. Nicole’s mouth and nose were covered in
a heavy gauze and a thick tube entered at her mouth, and trailed
down beside her body into a large vessel. Her chest rose and fell
unnaturally. Her body lay stock still under a thick white flannel
sheet that was so tightly around her she looked like a burrito.
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