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      ★★★★★ “Dust off your old Nokia phones and brush up on your snake game because we’re going back to the 90s!” - Jojo Reads Romance

      ★★★★★ “After finishing this story, I want to load up the 5 CD changer and take a road trip to the beach. A fun, sweet and a zigazig-ahmazing 90’s retro story that brings all the feels in the best possible ways.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “With perfectly placed pop-culture references, expressions, and music, Karen Grey has a magical way of making her stories a visceral experience and transporting readers back to the nineties.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “So heartfelt and relatable - I was drawn in and hooked from the first page.” - Goodreads review

      ★★★★★ “​​Made me laugh, tugged at my heartstrings, and threw in some steam for the triple crown win.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “Bursting with nineties pop culture references, complex characters, and delightful storytelling!” – Goodreads review

      ★★★★★ “This romance has all the feels, it’s romantic, and funny, and it's full of sizzling chemistry with wonderful characters you can’t help loving.” – Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “Reading this is like immersing yourself in your favorite dramedy.” - Bookbub review
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      The content notes below are meant to give readers a generalized view of potentially triggering subjects within this novel.

      
        
          	
        Use of expletives: frequent but not mean-spirited
      

      	
        Sex/Nudity: several sex scenes on page
      

      	
        Violence: pushing and shoving on page
      

      	
        Alcohol use: multiple characters on page
      

      	
        Emotional trauma: involving current and past familial relationships of main character
      

      	
        Miscarriage: main character (described from past)
      

      

      

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

      

      

      https://www.karengrey.com/contentguidance

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "I think sometimes... you have to lose somebody completely before you can figure out what they really mean to you.”

      

      

      
        
        —Dawson, Dawson’s Creek

      

      

      
        
        “I stepped up! She’s my friend and she needed help. And if I have to, I’d pee on any one of you!”

      

      

      
        
        —Joey, Friends

      

      

      
        
        “Can you believe what’s possible these days? Conversations through your computer?... It’s like living in the future.”

      

      

      
        
        —America Online commercial, 1996
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        Subj:	Wedding Schedule

        Date:	9/24/1999 4:55:01 PM

        From:	makeupchick1200

        To:		VioletCastingCarolina

        ____________________

        Dear Violet,

        First off, my deepest apologies for missing your bachelorette party. Hardy had a last-minute work event that I couldn’t get out of.

        But don’t worry! I will be ready bright and early tomorrow to do your hair and makeup and my bridesmaid dress is ready to go.

        I’m so excited to be included in your wedding party!

        XOXO,

        Whitney

      

      

      FORD

      Weddings suck.

      Don’t get me wrong. The simple ceremony on the beach in front of the hotel where my friends and I worked through high school and college went off without a hitch—pun intended—the weather pleasantly warm for North Carolina in September.

      It’s awesome to see one of my best friends so deliriously happy. Violet’s face lights up every time she looks at her new husband, Nate. Like he hung the moon and invented chocolate.

      It’s not like I’m jealous of them, either. I may have spent many a night on a couch or bed watching movies with Violet, but I never liked her romantically. She’s always been like an intimidating older sister, even though we’re the same age.

      Nor am I envious of the other love matches forged by friends in the close-knit gang that’s been together since preschool.

      Not of Sully, who obviously adores Helen, a badass production manager who rescued his heart.

      I’m stoked for Dani, who seems like she’s falling for Luke, the famous actor I thought she hated when she worked as his driver a few years ago.

      I’ve accepted that the true love thing ain’t likely to happen for me. I’ve simply got too much going on career-wise to invest in a serious girlfriend, even if I was good at relationships.

      Case in point: I wasted every single one of my chances with Whitney, the fifth member of our friend group. Always asking for too much too soon at the wrong time. Just generally leaping before looking, I drove her away so fast and so far, the girl I always dreamed I’d end up with is now married to a man I can’t imagine anybody being happy with.

      Hardy Fucking McRae.

      Whitney and Dani are in Violet’s wedding party, but the groomsmen are all Nate’s friends who came in from California, so I’ve managed to avoid Whit all night. Haven’t seen her jerk of a husband, either. If he’s here, he’s probably schmoozing with people who have more money and class than I do.

      Not that I’m complaining. I’d just as soon punch the guy as talk to him.

      The only thing weddings are good for is hooking up with women interested in a one-night stand. Tonight, even that lacks appeal. So, as soon as the cake’s been cut and the bride and groom have left the building, I am packing it in.

      I’m just on my way out the door, having said the obligatory thank you’s and goodbyes, when a woman who looks only vaguely familiar grasps my arm. “Are you Ford?”

      “That’s me. What can I do for you?”

      “There’s a young woman asking for you in the ladies’ lounge.”

      She practically pushes me inside the women’s restroom, a fancy one with an outer room full of chaise lounges and mirrors, but I barely notice the décor once I locate Whitney.

      I’m at her side before I take another breath. I don’t know anything about medicine, but her pale skin, shallow breath, and hollow-eyed expression make it clear something is very wrong. I turn back to the guest who found me.

      “Call nine-one-one, please. Now.”
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        * * *

      

      WHITNEY

      Strong arms scoop me up, holding me close like I’m something precious. Shivering, I turn into the broad chest and allow myself a deep inhale of his scent. Beachy, briny, it takes me back to a time when I felt safe.

      Now I’m somewhere else, blinded by harsh lighting. Cool air chills my heated skin. A familiar callused hand engulfs my tiny one, pressing something into my palm before brushing a kiss to my forehead.

      Blinking my eyes open, struggling past the fog in my head, I open my hand, hoping that this nightmare has a bright spot. That I didn’t imagine being carried like a damsel in distress by a prince who has always protected me.

      Saved me.

      Defended me.

      But my palm is empty.

      And it only takes a few moments to understand why.

      Stupid girl. You’re in a hospital. You’re not wearing clothes. There’s no way they’d let you hang onto a dirty old bracelet.

      But then a memory surfaces. A nurse’s soft words.

      Rolling over and reaching for the drawer in the bedside table takes a ridiculous amount of effort, like I weigh a thousand pounds instead of ninety-five. But when I manage to open it, I’m rewarded by the silky softness of worn embroidery thread. Lifting the token of our friendship, I bring it to my nose, and then I know I didn’t dream that rescue.

      Because it smells like him.

      The boy I’ve always loved.

      But never deserved.
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        * * *

      

      FORD

      I swear I can still feel Whitney’s limp body in my arms.

      After the EMTs finally showed up, they whisked her away. Dani  got to ride in the ambulance with Whit, while I followed in my car. The nurse in charge of the ER can’t—or won’t—tell me anything.

      Fumbling through my suit jacket pockets for my cell phone, it takes me a few moments to remember that Wallington’s service is still so bad that I left it at home. Thankfully, I’ve only paced the length of the waiting room a few times when Dani walks through the swinging doors leading back to the exam rooms.

      After a quick scan of the waiting area, she heads for me. “Anybody else here yet?”

      “I didn’t tell Vi. Whit wouldn’t want her wedding totally ruined.”

      Dani’s eyes brighten when they flick over my shoulder. Seconds later, Lukas Keith slips past me to envelop her in a hug.

      I just stare, my mouth gaping. I haven’t had the bandwidth to keep track of the status of their relationship, but I swear I’ve never seen Dani look like she does right now. Like she’s finally handing a burden over to someone else.

      Well, good for her. A real relationship may not be in the cards for me, but I can still be glad for my friend.

      But right now, I need info, so I clear my throat. “What happened? Is she okay?”

      Dani turns out of Luke’s embrace to face me, but I can’t help but notice how she leans into him. “I only got, like, two seconds with her before they wheeled her away.”

      “To where?”

      “The ICU. They were yelling something about her being septic and going into shock.”

      Sully appears from behind me. “What does that mean?”

      “Pretty sure septic means a full body infection,” his girlfriend Helen adds.

      “Hey, guys.” I step back to let the two of them into our circle. I wonder momentarily how often a bunch of people in formal attire end up in the ER waiting room. A wedding party minus the bride and groom. With a bridesmaid fighting for her life.

      “They asked if she’d been pregnant,” Dani says.

      “Was she?” Helen asks.

      Dani just shakes her head. “I wish I knew. We’ve barely seen Whit since she got married. I could hardly believe she came to the wedding.”

      “Been pregnant?” Sully asks. “Like she was and isn’t anymore?”

      Dani winces as she nods. “It seemed like they really wanted to know if she’d miscarried. Or had an abortion.”

      “Same thing,” Helen says. “An abortion and a miscarriage are the same as far as your body is concerned. If either of them isn’t complete, you can get an infection.”

      “So, what now?” I ask Dani. “Can we see her?”

      “They said once she’s stable, we can go in one at a time. But that might be a while.”

      “Is it just me, or is something fucked up here?” Sully asks.

      “You mean other than the fact that she’s sick as a dog?” I shoot back.

      “I know what you mean,” Dani says. “It’s kind of weird that she didn’t want us to call her husband. Or her parents.”

      “Maybe she didn’t want them to know that she was slumming it by going to Violet’s wedding.” I suggest.

      “We’ve been friends since kindergarten,” Dani counters.

      “But her parents never approved of us. And Hardy’s the same,” I argue.

      “We were never good enough for any of them, that’s for sure,” Sully says, shaking his head. “I never will understand why she said yes to that guy in the first place.”

      “You don’t think we pushed her into his arms with our ultimatums?”

      The awful confrontation stirred up in the wake of Hurricane Beverly roils my stomach even now. Not only did Sully and I ask Whit to choose between us, but when she refused to do so, I blamed her for ruining the friendships the five of us had maintained since childhood.

      “I don’t know. It’s all water under the bridge as far as I’m concerned.” Sully adjusts his tie pin with the Lawson’s Reach logo, and I wonder for the umpteenth time if I should’ve given up booming on a regular gig with excellent union pay, to take one small job after another as a sound mixer.

      And to get out of town so I wouldn’t have to run into Whitney. Or her asshole husband.

      “Looks like we might be here awhile,” Helen says into the silence. “I’ll get coffee.”

      “I’ll go with you.” Sully follows her. Since we all developed our coffee preferences side by side, the same way we grew up, he doesn’t bother taking our orders.

      Luke puts a comforting arm around Dani and leads her to a bank of chairs, where she collapses, resting her head on his shoulder like it belongs there. Also, something I’ve never seen her do.

      Left to myself, memories from the past couple of hours return. Whitney’s always been petite, the easiest to sling up on your shoulders for a game of Chicken in the ocean, but when I carried her down the hotel hallway tonight, she was feather-light, her bones practically poking through her skin.

      As she clung to me, her scent filled my nostrils. The coconut sunscreen I always associate with Whit was gone, replaced by a perfume that didn’t suit her, underlaid with something rotten. Like Hardy literally got under her skin and festered there.

      As if my thoughts conjure him, the man himself blasts into the room. They grant his wish when he demands to see Whitney.

      Which is just wrong.

      Right, you idiot.

      It may feel wrong, but he is her husband. I, on the other hand, am not even husband material. I’m a good time, a nice roll in the hay, a fun guy to have a girl’s arm for a night, maybe two. But that’s it.

      Work takes me all over the country, often at the drop of a hat. Not too many women want a guy who’s rarely around. I don’t have a home because I don’t need one, but people get judgy about it. It’s one thing for a guy just out of college to crash in hotel rooms or at his parents’ house, but it’s another kettle of fish when he’s rounding thirty.

      The truth is, I’ve given up a lot to get where I am in the movie business. It doesn’t make sense to risk what I’ve achieved for something I’m obviously not good at. I need to calm down, be happy for my coupled-up friends, ensure that the girl who got away is going to live, and then get out of town again.

      Where I belong.
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        * * *

      

      WHITNEY

      The sounds and scents of the hospital are an oddly comforting cocoon. The bed cradles my fragile body. The chilled air and cloud of antiseptics preserve me while I heal. The monitor by my side is a sentry, its gentle but insistent beeping protecting me from intruders.

      Until the creak of a chair breaks through the mechanical sounds, and a different smell invades my nostrils. The unmistakable combination of cedar and sandalwood tells me my husband is in the room. Hardy’s choice of cologne, Platinum Égoïste by Chanel, suits him to a tee.

      I will the muscles of my face to relax, even as I sense him moving closer to the bedside.

      “What did you do, Whitney?” His voice is hushed. So soft I can barely hear the words, they still manage to convey his anger. “You were pregnant with my child, and you didn’t even tell me?”

      The bed sinks slightly in his direction, and I have to stifle a gasp. I learned early on to play possum as much as possible with this man, whether he wanted sex or to vent his anger. It doesn’t work here. The heart monitor betrays me, the racing beats broadcasting my terror.

      “I know you’re pretending. You think you can fool me, you stupid bitch?”

      “Excuse me sir,” a woman calls sharply. “Visiting hours are over for the ICU.”

      “I’m her husband,” he says, switching easily to that silky smooth tone of his.

      “You could be the president of the United States,” she says, with an authority I wish I could muster. “But you still aren’t allowed in here right now.”

      Hardy takes my hand and presses it to the area where his heart would be if he had one. I want to wrench it away, but something churns through me. Not exactly pain. Or maybe it is pain. Suddenly, the sounds in the room dim too. Lights flash beyond my closed lids, people in scrubs rush in, but the air is hazy.

      The wave of pain disappears. Is replaced by relief.

      And then I’m above it all. Floating.

      Just like in a movie. Is it a movie?

      A movie set. With a body on the hospital bed below that looks like me.

      Damn. I look terrible. Greasy hair and a face in serious need of concealer and blush. I am as pale as a ghost.

      Or am I the ghost?

      “She was perfectly healthy before this happened.” Hardy’s shout pierces the fog and wraps around my throat. “We are planning to have children. This is total bullshit.”

      Alarms from the machines get louder, freeing me to float further away. Maybe it would be better if I just died.

      You can endure a thousand paper cuts.

      Until suddenly you’re hemorrhaging.

      A slew of other medical folks rushes in, but Hardy just cranks up the volume. It’s nice to be detached for once, to watch him spout off from a distance. To not be the one in his crosshairs.

      When someone yells “Get him out of here!” it’s actually fun to watch him turn purple with rage when it isn’t directed at me.

      But it doesn’t last, floating up here, feeling nothing. My body wants me back. A current of blood pulling at me. I swim against its riptide, fighting. Not for my life. For release from this mess of a life.

      Because I’m not afraid of dying.

      I’m afraid of living.

      But just like every other little thing, it’s apparently not up to me.

      I plummet back into my pitiful body, suddenly gasping for air, every single muscle rigid, every cell howling with pain.

      Until whatever’s in the mask over my face sends me away again.
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        Subj:	Divorce Law

        Date:	9/26/1999 9:10:09 AM

        From:	Hardy_McRae_Properties

        To:	W_Parsley_Assoc_PLLC

        ____________________

        William,

        Please fax the documents re: the matter we discussed to my downtown office ASAP.

      

      

      WHITNEY

      “Good lord. She’s looking like ten miles of bad road.”

      My mother’s irritated tone reaches deep into my consciousness, yanking me awake. Bracing myself for the usual onslaught of criticism, I’m blindsided by pain slicing through my belly when I try to sit up.

      “Honey are you all right?” my father asks. “Do you need me to call someone?”

      “Yes, please,” I say, my throat scratchy.

      A flurry of activity and questions from medical professionals has both my parents stepping back. Before she leaves, a nurse tells them that visiting hours will end shortly. I can take whatever my mother’s got to dish out for ten minutes, so I muster up a polite smile.

      She starts right in, of course. “I don’t know what you said or did to make Hardy mad, but you need to apologize, because without him, you don’t have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of.”

      “But mama⁠—”

      “Mm-mm,” she says, her head shake sharp. “No excuses. You made your bed; you lie in it.”

      “Now, honey—” my dad begins.

      Hand in the air, my mother cuts him off. “Reg, you stay out of this. You spoiled this girl to the point she wouldn’t know the truth if it slapped her upside the head.”

      I try to find his eyes, wishing I could let him know that it’s okay, but his gaze is on the ground. Meanwhile, my mother sets an overnight bag by my bed.

      “I understand you not wanting Hardy to see you like this.” She waves a hand in the air, encompassing my entire body and the machines I’m hooked up to. “It’s shameful when your body betrays you like this. So, I brought you a few things. Makeup and perfume, and a nice robe.”

      She wags a finger at me. “You need to make an effort. Just pull yourself together and remind him of what you bring to the table. Not being able to bear his children will be a big obstacle, but he’ll forgive you, if you⁠—”

      “If it isn’t the man himself,” my father says loudly, cutting her off.

      My mother’s expression flips so fast from threat to appeasement it makes my head spin. “Isn’t it wonderful that he’s taken off work to visit?”

      “I’ve just stopped by to deliver this,” my husband says, slapping a manila envelope onto the bedside table. “But it’s good you’re both here. I’ll be having Whitney’s things delivered to your house tomorrow.”

      “Wh-Whitney’s things?” My mother’s voice falters, but she rallies quickly. “Oh, of course. We’ll take care of her as long as you need us to. I’m sure you don’t have time to be waiting on her hand and foot while she recovers.”

      Without a glance at me, Hardy points at the envelope. “This is a notarized statement indicating that your daughter and I have legally separated. Since I have to wait an entire year for a divorce, I need to get this started.”

      “D-divorce?” My mother’s smile remains bright but she’s obviously fighting for composure. “But y’all have barely been married a year.”

      Hardy crosses his arms. “When we agreed on this marriage, I was clear. My inheritance is predicated on siring heirs.”

      “It’s hardly her fault that—” my father begins.

      “This is entirely her fault,” Hardy says. “I am done with her lies and her drama. She’s all yours.”

      With that, Hardy turns on his heels and slams out of the room, almost knocking over a nurse on her way in. She tells my parents that visiting hours are over, saving me from a real argument. Not that I’d win it. I never do.

      My mother stands and leans in like she’s going to give me a kiss goodbye, but she murmurs threats in my ear instead. “I refuse to pay for the consequences of your actions, Whitney. Do what you need to do to get back in the good graces of your husband, you hear me?”

      I’m too chickenshit to say anything but, “Yes, ma’am.”

      My father steps to my bedside to pat my hand. “When the doctors say you can leave, we’ll take you back to Hardy and get everything straightened out. Don’t you worry, honey.”

      I don’t argue. Not because I hope he’s right, but because I know he’s wrong.

      And I’m not even a tiny bit upset.

      I haven’t worked for a year.

      I don’t have a penny to my name.

      Still, losing any chance at motherhood is a small price to pay to be free of that man.
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        * * *

      

      FORD

      Unfortunately, it’s a long wait to find out if Whitney will be okay. When we get the news that she’s having emergency surgery, we decide to split up and take shifts. Since I have a change of clothes in my car, I volunteer to take the first one.

      Once I’m out of the suit that felt like it was suffocating me, I get comfortable on a couch in the ICU waiting room.

      Maybe a little too comfortable, because the next thing I know, loud voices jolt me awake.

      “Hardy,” a woman says behind me, her voice plaintive. “Whitney is so much more than⁠—”

      “Plenty of women in this town can host a party and charm my guests,” the asshole says, cutting her off. “Being the hostess with the mostest doesn’t mean jack shit if she can’t produce children.”

      I’m pretty sure they haven’t noticed me slumped down in my chair, but I have to force myself to stay there. Can’t produce children? I’m not sure which is more shocking: this news or the idea that he just sees her as some kind of broodmare.

      “Now, Hardy. Let’s not be rash.” I now recognize the woman’s voice. Whitney’s snob of a mother. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”

      “Mrs. Moore, I’ll ask you once,” Hardy snaps. “Don’t touch me.”

      “But Hardy⁠—”

      “And that development deal? You’re out. There are plenty of realtors in this town I’d rather work with. People I can trust.”

      “You’ll regret this Hardy McCrae,” Whitney’s mother’s voice shifts to a warning hiss.

      “Oh, believe you me. I already do.”

      The moment I hear the doors open and close, I’m on my feet and on his heels.

      I’m not a guy who gets in fights. I was a skinny nerd as a kid and I’m still not a huge guy. But once I pass through the sliding doors and inhale the crisp evening air, I have only one thought in my mind. He’s the reason she’s fighting for her life, and I am going to punish him.

      I race to catch up to him and then spin him to face me. Shoving him up against a pillar at the edge of the parking garage, I get in his face. “What the hell did you do to her?”

      “What the fuck is your problem?” Hardy is a big guy, and he’s always been a bully. I shouldn’t be surprised when he doesn’t flinch.

      Before I can formulate an answer, his eyes narrow in recognition. “Oh, wait, I remember you. You’re one of the Fischer brothers—the auto shop guys.” He pushes me away and then dusts off his jacket with a sneer, like I’m covered in grease. “You want to service my fleet; you’d best watch your step.”

      He slithers into the garage, but I catch up and shove him from behind. “I don’t give a shit about your cars. I want to know what you did to Whitney.”

      “My wife is none of your goddamn business,” he spits over his shoulder.

      I’m not letting him walk away without finding out what the fuck is going on, so I sprint ahead to get in his way. “You made it my business. Are you starving her? She’s thin as a rail.”

      He sighs, like I’m the idiot here. “Haven’t you heard of heroin chic?”

      Swallowing past the lump of fear gripping my throat, it takes everything in me to contain my anger in the fists at my sides. “I’ll say it again. What did you do to her?”

      “Oh, no. This is all on her.” His lip actually curls. If he had a mustache, he’d probably twirl it. “She didn’t take care of herself. And she lied to me. I didn’t even know she was pregnant, let alone that she lost the baby.”

      “But is she going to be okay?”

      “No, she’s not going to be okay. She’s a crazy, selfish bitch. They carved out her damn womb, all because she had to go to a damn party.” With that, he spins on his heels and stalks away.

      “You’re just leaving?” I ask, following him.

      “Again, it’s none of your business,” he calls over his shoulder. “But come to think of it, she ain’t mine anymore, either.”

      His words have my steps faltering, but it doesn’t stop me from adding, “If you did anything to put her life in danger, I’ll kill you.”

      Before I can catch him, someone grabs my arm from behind. When I wheel to face the threat, Sully steps back, hands up. “Whoa man, it’s me.”

      “Glad I’ve got a witness to you threatening my life,” Hardy calls. “What’s your name, son?”

      “I’m not your son, asshole,” Sully says. “Now get out of here before I decide to help him.”

      Hardy looks like he’s about to argue, but then just shakes his head, points his key fob at a Jaguar to unlock it and slips inside. He revs the engine aggressively before driving away.

      “That’s a tiny dick car if I ever saw one,” Sully mutters.

      I can practically feel the adrenaline draining out of me, but it spikes again when I remember his words. Carved out her womb. Not my business anymore, either.

      Sully places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes it briefly before dropping it again. “She’ll be okay.”

      I have to clamp my back teeth together to keep the emotion at bay. The fear. The guilt. “We don’t know that.”

      “She’s tougher than she looks.”

      “Well, she looked pretty damn bad.”

      “I’m gonna tell her you said that. She’ll be pissed.”

      “I just hope she gets a chance to be,” I spit out, before heading back into the hospital.
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        Subj:	Whitney

        Date:	10/02/1999 12:45:30 PM

        From:	VioletCastingCarolina

        To: 		Ford_soundguy

        ____________________

        Ford, you need to come to Dani’s house before you leave town for the Savannah job. We’ll all be there at five tonight.

        Vi

      

      

      WHITNEY

      I’m discharged from the hospital a week after being rushed to it. The doctors say I’m well enough to go home, but I still feel like death warmed over. Not to mention the fact that I no longer have a home.

      Neither my parents nor my husband returned to see me, but at least one of my four childhood friends—minus the one whose wedding I disrupted—visits every day. Violet returned from her honeymoon the day I got out, but it’s Dani who picks me up and takes me to her house.

      I’m not sure if it’s because they’re worried about me or if they still hang out together all the time, but my friends seem to spend an awful lot of time at Dani’s place. So much so that it almost feels like the last year of college. Back when Violet and I rented rooms from Dani after she inherited the little bungalow from her aunt. When Sully and Ford spent more time here at Dani’s than they did at their own crappy apartment at the beach.

      Before I blew everything to pieces, that is.

      I’m still sleeping way more than I’m awake. Between the full hysterectomy and getting pumped full of antibiotics, I beat the infection. But the surgical incision is still healing, and my body feels like a sack of lead weights I have to drag around.

      Looking around the room that used to be mine, I try to figure out what time it is. What day it is, even. I picked this bedroom way back when because I like to sleep in, and it faces west. The sun peeking through the window shades tells me it’s probably late afternoon.

      When I roll over in the bed, using my arms to push up to sitting so as not to pull the stitches in my belly, Skye stretches from the floor with a whine and pads over to snuffle at me.

      “Hello, pretty girl.”

      Dani, Vi, and I adopted the little Carolina Dog when she was a puppy, but I never really held up my end of that bargain. I can’t be relied upon to take care of myself, let alone another creature, but Skye doesn’t seem to hold it against me. In fact, she shadows me as I shuffle to the bathroom, waits for me by the door, and then presses against me and lets me hang onto her for balance when I get dizzy on my way back to the bedroom.

      She’s not big enough to take my full weight, so I put my other hand on the wall until my vision clears. When I try to move again, I’m still shaky, so I ease onto the seat in the old telephone nook to rest a moment.

      While I’m catching my breath, a conversation wafts down the hall.

      “I agree. She needs her friends right now,” Dani says.

      “It’s probably a good thing that I have to leave town for work,” Ford says, his tone sharp. “Is what you’re saying.”

      “What I’m saying is, there’s a lot of history. Complicated history.”

      “Yeah, hard to forget it here in this living room.”

      The anger in his voice literally hurts my heart, but I can’t say I don’t deserve it. I was an idiot about him and Sully. I can’t blame him for still being mad at me.

      “I can’t help but notice that you went from dating every woman in town between the ages of twenty-one and forty-one,” Violet says, “to not dating at all.”

      “You keeping tabs on me?” Ford shoots back.

      “Of course, I am. I worry about you. I worry about all y’all.” Even from here, I can tell Violet’s not kidding.

      “Good lord, Vi,” Dani says. “You gotta relax. You’re gonna make that poor kid nuts.”

      It’s still hard to believe that Violet is having a baby. Almost as hard to believe as my own pregnancy. I thought the pill was nigh on foolproof, but I guess I was wrong. About that, and so many other things.

      “Pfft, I worry about y’all because you’re idiots,” Violet says with characteristic snark. “My kid will be brilliant.”

      This gets a laugh out of Ford, but it ends in a sigh, and I can just picture him running a hand through his hair, which always falls back to frame his high cheekbones beautifully, even though he probably just uses shampoo from the grocery store and wouldn’t know a blow-dryer from a curling iron.

      I’ve always envied that hair as much as I longed to run my fingers through it. Right now, I run my fingers over the soft threads of the friendship bracelet I’ve worn since being released from the hospital. If I’m not careful, I’ll wear it to death.

      “Yeah, well, I quit all that,” Ford says. “Work is my focus right now. I doubt if I’ll ever be ready to settle down. I like being able to take off across the country without worrying about who I’m leaving behind.”

      “What about us?” Violet asks.

      “I know y’all get it. Career is important.”

      “It’s not like I’m going to quit working just because I’m married and having a kid,” Violet argues.

      “But your setup means you can have both,” he says. “You’ve got an office in one place. You’re your own boss.”

      “My husband’s boss too, don’t forget,” she adds.

      Ford laughs, but this time the laughter fades into something that sounds like frustration. “Building my resume as a mixer, not taking jobs as a boom guy even while I’m spending tons of money on new equipment, means I can’t afford to date. Financially or mentally. Managing my crew, dealing with set politics, and fixing things when they break, means I don’t have the bandwidth to deal with a girl who needs more from me than I can provide.”

      I’m not sure if they stop talking, or if his words echo so loudly in my ears they drown out the rest of the conversation. Either way, I get the message.

      I’m a burden that Ford’s not planning to take on.

      It hurts. A lot. But I think that all in all, it’s a good thing.

      Because this girl has to figure out how to be someone who doesn’t need anything from anybody.

      As soon as she can walk down the hall by herself, that is.
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        Subj:	Week Two sound

        Date:	10/17/1999 9:10:55 AM

        From:	LAproduction_Hellhound2

        To:		Ford_soundguy

        ____________________

        Ford, attaching the list of questions from the editing bay about last week’s recording. Can you give them a call to address?

      

      

      FORD

      I’ve barely had a moment to breathe since I arrived in Savannah a couple weeks ago. We had only one prep day and one scout day. Then we dove into a series of long-as-hell shooting days. Multiple location changes, scenes with tons of talking characters, and a lighting guy that isn’t interested in flagging for the boom, all are keeping me and my crew on our toes.

      When I wake up from a late afternoon nap on a Sunday, my gaze finds my computer. I could check emails. Make sure there isn’t anything from production in LA.

      I boot up the laptop, pushing the hope that there’ll be an email from Whitney aside. As I switch out the cable connecting the room telephone to the jack for the one from the modem, open the AOL program and start the connection process, I wonder if I should email her. Just to make sure nothing’s up with Gertie, the car I lent her after Hardy took away the keys of the car she’d been driving because “he’d paid for it.”

      Most people find the pinging and hissing of the modem seeking a match across the phone lines annoying, but I think it’s pretty cool that simple tones can carry so much information.

      When my emails finally populate the America Online dashboard, I’m rewarded for my persistence with the little guy announcing that “You’ve Got Mail.” There are a few messages from the production office. From the subject lines, it looks like a question from the editing department, and new script pages. They can wait. Because the only one I’m opening right now is from an email address that’s new to me, even if I can guess who it is.

      Of course, Whitney would choose “makeupchick1200” as her moniker. I should talk. I snapped up “Ford_soundguy” for myself. After I open the email, however, I notice that it’s not just addressed to me. Looks like she’s sending a group email instead.

      Others in the group have already replied, so I have to click again to get to her original email, heart pounding at the subject line.  Does “Heading west” mean Whitney is going to LA? What the hell?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subj:	Heading West

        Date:	10/17/1999 2:55:01 PM

        From:	makeupchick1200

        To:		VioletCastingCarolina, SullyCallaway999, DanielleGoodwin856, Ford_soundguy

        ____________________

        Hello friends!

        Thanks to Helen, I’ve landed a job on a made-for-TV movie working out of Charlotte and I’ll be heading there next week.

        Sully - thanks for suggesting that we communicate with the group email and thanks to Helen for the connection.

        Violet - you need to keep us posted on baby news, please!

        Dani - sorry I’m bugging out on helping with Skye yet again, but at least I’ll be out of your honeymoon cottage.

        Ford - I hope it’s okay that I take Gertie with me. I won’t drive her too much once I’m there, I promise. I’ll let transpo take me where I need to go!

        I’m excited to get back to work but I’ll miss y’all!

        Love,

        Whitney
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subj:	RE: Heading West

        Date:	10/17/1999 3:02:54 PM

        From:	VioletCastingCarolina

        (Reply All)

        ____________________

        Good for you getting that job, Whit!

        Baby seems to be growing on schedule because I’m already as big as a house. I am having a hard time finding a casting assistant. Let me know if anyone has any ideas.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subj:	RE: RE: Heading West

        Date:	10/17/1999 3:34:12 PM

        From:	DanielleGoodwin856

        (Reply All)

        ____________________

        I’ve got a couple ideas for you, Vi.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subj:	RE: RE: RE: Heading West

        Date:	10/17/1999 3:55:09 PM

        From:	SullyCallaway999

        (Reply All)

        ____________________

        Helen does too, Vi.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subj:	RE: RE: RE: RE: Heading West

        Date:	10/17/1999 4:02:19 PM

        From:	VioletCastingCarolina

        (Reply All)

        ____________________

        I need to get the new person trained up before I take maternity leave, so call me with names ASAP, please!

        Should we all get together for dinner before Whit leaves?

        Ford, could you come home next weekend?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subj:	RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: Heading West

        Date:	10/17/1999 5:15:20 PM

        From:	makeupchick1200

        (Reply All)

        ____________________

        I’m actually leaving Saturday (as long as Ford lets me take Gertie) so I won’t be here next weekend.

        And no pressure, Ford. I can take the bus. Once I’m there, I won’t really need a car.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subj:	RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: Heading West

        Date:	10/17/1999 6:45:01 PM

        From:	Ford_soundguy

        (Reply All)

        ____________________

        Whitney, of course you can take Gertie. But you should swing by the shop and get her oil changed before you go. I’ll call my brother and let him know you’re coming.

        Vi, I don’t think I can make it back weekends. They’re kicking our butts with the schedule. Mostly nights, but we still start early Mondays, so my weekend is short.

      

      

      After I send the email about Gertie, I notice another email chain from my Wallington friends. But this one doesn’t include Whitney.

      
        
        Subj:	What’s up with Whitney

        Date:	10/17/1999 10:55:09 AM

        From:	VioletCastingCarolina

        To:		SullyCallaway999, DanielleGoodwin856, Ford_soundguy

        ____________________

        Okay, gang.

        Good news is, Helen helped Whitney get a movie gig as a hair & makeup floater outside Charlotte.

        Bad news: she’s still not herself and now we can’t keep an eye on her.

      

      

      There’s more from the group, stuff about Violet’s baby shower and other random stuff, but it’s the last one that has me scratching my head. Violet wants to set up something called a Buddy List.

      I have no more emails, so I log off and disconnect from the modem, not wanting to waste the precious internet minutes. Just as I do, my hotel phone rings. Figuring it’s one of the guys wanting to grab dinner, I answer right away. “This is Ford.”

      “Hey, Ford, it’s Vi.”

      “Vi? How’d you get this number?”

      “I’m fine, thanks, despite feeling like I’m bigger than Gertie. I’ve seen women who have this cute little baby bump with no other evidence that they are growing a human inside, but not me. I have extra padding everywhere.”

      “Uh, okay?” There’s no way I’m touching that. Violet may be one of my closest friends, but even I won’t say anything about her gaining weight. “Everything else good?”

      “To answer your question, we cast your show, so I got the number for your hotel from the production list. Then I just asked for your room.”

      Also not going to point out that she’s not answering my more recent question. Vi has always been what you’d call temperamental, and pregnancy seems to have escalated her flares. “How can I help you?”

      “Since you haven’t chimed in on the Buddy List chat, I’m assuming you don’t know how.”

      I start to contradict her, but she’s right. “What’s wrong with email? Or calling, like this?”

      “If we do the chat, we can all talk in real time. It’ll be more efficient than email and, unlike the phone or the email, it’s free. We just have to all agree to be online at the same time. If you download the AIM software, it doesn’t even use up AOL internet minutes.”

      “Seriously? That’s pretty cool.”

      “Your username is the same as your email name,” she clarifies, before telling me where to find the program. “We’re setting it for Monday nights at nine, figuring that’s the time we’re most likely to be off work with access to a computer. So please load up the AIM and be there tomorrow night, okay? We need to do some brainstorming about Whit.”

      “Is she invited to this chat?”

      “Not this one, no. But I’m chatting with her when I can. You could too.”

      “Won’t this be, like, gossiping?”

      “I don’t know what else to do. I’m worried about her. It’s a gut feeling that I can’t ignore.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there. If I’m not, it’s just because we ran late.”

      “Thanks, sweetie. See you on the little screen tomorrow.”

      She hangs up without saying goodbye, and I make the modem dial up again. After the usual static and clangs, I’m back online. It doesn’t take long to find the program, but it’ll likely take a while to download, so I grab a beer from the fridge and leaf through the stack of restaurant menus provided by the hotel.

      I can’t call for takeout while the computer’s online. My stomach’s complaints almost have me giving up and trying again later when someone pounds on the door. I open it to find my crew on the other side.

      “Something wrong with your phone?” my boom guy Walt asks. “It’s been busy forever.”

      I gesture at the computer. “Nah, I’m just trying to download something.”

      Ronnie, the third man on my crew, sticks his head in the doorway. “That could take all night.”

      “Tell me about it. You guys headed out for dinner?”

      “Yeah, we’re meeting a bunch of people at a seafood place one of the locals recommended. You wanna come?”

      Working with this bunch of people all week, I hardly need to spend more time with them on the weekend. “Thanks, but I’ll just grab some takeout.”

      “Okay Old Man.” Walt and Ronnie are only a few years younger than me, but they like to tease me for being a stick in the mud. “See you bright and early tomorrow.”

      “Not as early as y’all.” One perk of being the department lead is that my guys get there before me and leave after me. “Gonna be another full week, so get your beauty sleep.”

      The two guys leave, bantering over who is beyond help in the beauty department. Walt’s tall and broad and Ronnie’s on the slight side, and neither of them has any problem attracting women from what I’ve seen. I give them a head start and then head out myself. Hopefully,  by the time I’m back, I can do as my friend ordered and be all set up to join the chat tomorrow.

      Violet can be dramatic, but this time I’m afraid she’s right. Whitney’s relationship with her husband seems like it might’ve been very different from anything any of us could’ve imagined. And not in a good way.

      I’m in no position to be her knight in shining armor, but I’m not going to sit back and watch her fail, either.
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        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Monday, 10/19 9:02 PM

      

      

      

      
        
          
        VioletCastingCarolina: Everybody here?

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        SullyCallaway999: I gotta say, this feels kind of like talking behind her back.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        DanielleGoodwin856: Agreed.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        VioletCastingCarolina: I am too worried to let this go y’all.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Ford_soundguy: How has she been since I left?

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        VioletCastingCarolina: Physically, she’s mostly better. Still needs to gain weight, but the doctor gave her the okay to go back to work. Mentally, though, she seems…

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        DanielleGoodwin856: Broken.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        SullyCallaway999: Definitely different than she used to be.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Ford_soundguy: Maybe that’s a good thing.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        VioletCastingCarolina: Don’t be mean.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Ford_soundguy: I’m not. But sometimes you have to hit rock bottom to make a change.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        VioletCastingCarolina: How long does your Savannah job run?

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Ford_soundguy: Through October. I do feel bad about leaving so soon after she got out of the hospital.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        DanielleGoodwin856: Never known you to put friends before work.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        VioletCastingCarolina: That’s not fair. Connections Ford made in college and then out in LA have helped us all.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Ford_soundguy: It wasn’t easy. Especially the first time. Leaving everything and everyone I knew to go to LA where I knew exactly one person?

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        DanielleGoodwin856: You dragged Sully along, so you’d know two people?

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Ford_soundguy: It was his choice to go, and I think in the long run he’d agree it was good for him.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        SullyCallaway999: I’m right here, guys. I just can’t type as fast as y’all do.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        SullyCallaway999: Probably would’ve been good for all of us.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        VioletCastingCarolina: Not me. LA was not for me. I am a small-town girl. Anyway, I wasn’t accusing you of ditching your friends. I‘m just saying that Whit’s got a lot of healing to do. The infection, a hysterectomy, that’s no joke. What she needs right now is friends, not someone who can’t decide whether or not he wants to risk his heart.
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