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This book is for Kai.


(Everything that matters is.)
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TUESDAY


DECEMBER 17, 2013




CHAPTER 1


Georgie pulled into the driveway, swerving to miss a bike.


Neal never made Alice put it away.


Apparently bicycles never got stolen back in Nebraska—and people never tried to break in to your house. Neal didn’t even lock the front door most nights until after Georgie came home, though she’d told him that was like putting a sign in the yard that said PLEASE ROB US AT GUNPOINT. “No,” he’d said. “That would be different, I think.”


She hauled the bike up onto the porch and opened the (unlocked) door.


The lights were off in the living room, but the TV was still on. Alice had fallen asleep on the couch watching Pink Panther cartoons. Georgie went to turn it off and stumbled over a bowl of milk sitting on the floor. There was a stack of laundry folded on the coffee table—she grabbed whatever was on the top to wipe it up.


When Neal stepped into the archway between the living room and the dining room, Georgie was crouched on the floor, sopping up milk with a pair of her own underwear.


“Sorry,” he said. “Alice wanted to put milk out for Noomi.”


“It’s okay, I wasn’t paying attention.” Georgie stood up, wadding the wet underwear in her fist. She nodded at Alice. “Is she feeling okay?”


Neal reached out and took the underwear, then picked up the bowl. “She’s fine. I told her she could wait up for you. It was this whole negotiation over eating her kale and not using the word ‘literally’ anymore because it’s literally driving me crazy.” He looked back at Georgie on his way to the kitchen. “You hungry?”


“Yeah,” she said, following him.


Neal was in a good mood tonight. Usually when Georgie got home this late . . . Well, usually when Georgie got home this late, he wasn’t.


She sat at the breakfast bar, clearing a space for her elbows among the bills and library books and second-grade worksheets.


Neal walked to the stove and turned on a burner. He was wearing pajama pants and a white T-shirt, and he looked like he’d just gotten a haircut—probably for their trip. If Georgie touched the back of his head now, it’d feel like velvet one way and needles the other.


“I wasn’t sure what you wanted to pack,” he said. “But I washed everything in your hamper. Don’t forget that’s it’s cold there—you always forget that it’s cold.”


She always ended up stealing Neal’s sweaters.


He was in such a good mood tonight. . . .


He smiled as he made up her plate. Stir-fry. Salmon. Kale. Other green things. He crushed a handful of cashews in his fist and sprinkled them on top, then set the plate in front of her.


When Neal smiled, he had dimples like parentheses—stubbly parentheses. Georgie wanted to pull him over the breakfast bar and nose at his cheeks. (That was her standard response to Neal smiling.) (Though Neal probably wouldn’t know that.)


“I think I washed all your jeans . . . ,” he said, pouring her a glass of wine.


Georgie took a deep breath. She just had to get this over with. “I got good news today.”


He leaned back against the counter and raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”


“Yeah. So . . . Maher Jafari wants our show.”


“What’s a Maher Jafari?”


“He’s the network guy we’ve been talking to. The one who green-lit The Lobby and that new reality show about tobacco farmers.”


“Right.” Neal nodded. “The network guy. I thought he was giving you the cold shoulder.”


“We thought he was giving us the cold shoulder,” Georgie said. “Apparently he just has cold shoulders.”


“Huh. Wow. That is good news. So—” He cocked his head to the side. “—why don’t you seem happy?”


“I’m thrilled,” Georgie said. Shrilly. God. She was probably sweating. “He wants a pilot, scripts. We’ve got a big meeting to talk casting. . . .”


“That’s great,” Neal said, waiting. He knew she was burying the lead.


Georgie closed her eyes. “. . . on the twenty-seventh.”


The kitchen was quiet. She opened them. Ah, there was the Neal she knew and loved. (Truly. On both counts.) The folded arms, the narrowed eyes, the knots of muscle in both corners of his jaw.


“We’re going to be in Omaha on the twenty-seventh,” he said.


“I know,” she said. “Neal, I know.”


“So? Are you planning to fly back to L.A. early?”


“No, I . . . we have to get the scripts ready before then. Seth thought—”


“Seth.”


“All we’ve got done is the pilot,” Georgie said. “We’ve got nine days to write four episodes and get ready for the meeting—it’s really lucky that we have some time off from Jeff’d Up this week.”


“You have time off because it’s Christmas.”


“I know that it’s Christmas, Neal—I’m not skipping Christmas.”


“You’re not?”


“No. Just skipping . . . Omaha. I thought we could all skip Omaha.”


“We already have plane tickets.”


“Neal. It’s a pilot. A deal. With our dream network.”


Georgie felt like she was reading from a script. She’d already had this entire conversation, almost verbatim, this afternoon with Seth. . . .


“It’s Christmas,” she’d argued. They were in their office, and Seth was sitting on Georgie’s side of the big L-shaped desk they shared. He’d had her cornered.


“Come on, Georgie, we’ll still have Christmas—we’ll have the best Christmas ever after the meeting.”


“Tell that to my kids.”


“I will. Your kids love me.”


“Seth, it’s Christmas. Can’t this meeting wait?”


“We’ve already been waiting our whole career. This is happening, Georgie. Now. It’s finally happening.”


Seth wouldn’t stop saying her name.


Neal’s nostrils were flaring.


“My mom’s expecting us,” he said.


“I know,” Georgie whispered.


“And the kids . . . Alice sent Santa Claus a change-of-address card, so he’d know she’d be in Omaha.”


Georgie tried to smile. It was a weak effort. “I think he’ll figure it out.”


“That’s not—” Neal shoved the corkscrew in a drawer, then slammed it shut. His voice dropped. “That’s not the point.”


“I know.” She leaned over her plate. “But we can go see your mom next month.”


“And take Alice out of school?”


“If we have to.”


Neal had both hands on the counter, clenching the muscles in his forearms. Like he was retroactively bracing himself for bad news. His head was hanging down, and his hair fell away from his forehead.


“This might be our shot,” Georgie said. “Our own show.”


Neal nodded without lifting his head. “Right,” he said. His voice was soft and flat.


Georgie waited.


Sometimes she lost her place when she was arguing with Neal. The argument would shift into something else—into somewhere more dangerous—and Georgie wouldn’t even realize it. Sometimes Neal would end the conversation or abandon it while she was still making her point, and she’d just go on arguing long after he’d checked out.


Georgie wasn’t sure whether this even qualified as an argument. Yet.


So she waited.


Neal hung his head.


“What does ‘right’ mean?” she finally asked.


He pushed off the counter, all bare arms and square shoulders. “It means that you’re right. Obviously.” He started clearing the stove. “You have to go to this meeting. It’s important.”


He said it almost lightly. Maybe everything was going to be fine, after all. Maybe he’d even be excited for her. Eventually.


“So,” she said, testing the air between them. “We’ll see about visiting your mom next month?”


Neal opened the dishwasher and started gathering up dishes. “No.”


Georgie pressed her lips together and bit them. “You don’t want to take Alice out of school?”


He shook his head.


She watched him load the dishwasher. “This summer, then?”


His head jerked slightly, like something had brushed his ear. Neal had lovely ears. A little too big, and they poked out at the top like wings. Georgie liked to hold his head by his ears. When he’d let her.


She could imagine his head in her hands now. Could feel her thumbs stroking the tops of his ears, her knuckles brushing against his clippered hair.


“No,” he said again, standing up straight and wiping his palms on his pajama pants. “We’ve already got plane tickets.”


“Neal, I’m serious. I can’t miss this meeting.”


“I know,” he said, turning toward her. His jaw was set. Permanently.


Back in college, Neal had thought about joining the military; he would have been really good at the part where you have to deliver terrible news or execute a heartbreaking order without betraying how much it was costing you. Neal’s face could fly the Enola Gay.


“I don’t understand,” Georgie said.


“You can’t miss this meeting,” he said. “And we already have plane tickets. You’ll be working all week anyway. So you stay here, focus on your show—and we’ll go see my mom.”


“But it’s Christmas. The kids—”


“They can have Christmas again with you when we get back. They’ll love that. Two Christmases.”


Georgie wasn’t sure how to react. Maybe if Neal had been smiling when he said that last thing . . .


He motioned at her plate. “Do you want me to heat that back up for you?”


“It’s fine,” she said.


He nodded his head, minimally, then brushed past her, leaning over just enough to touch his lips to her cheek. Then he was in the living room, lifting Alice up off the couch. Georgie could hear him shushing her—“It’s okay, sweetie, I’ve got you”—and climbing the stairs.




WEDNESDAY


DECEMBER 18, 2013




CHAPTER 2


Georgie’s phone was dead.


It was always dead unless it was plugged in—she probably needed a new battery, but she kept forgetting to deal with it.


She set her coffee down at her desk, then plugged the phone into her laptop, shaking it, like a Polaroid picture, while she waited for it to wake up.


A grape flew between her nose and the screen.


“So?” Seth asked.


Georgie lifted her head, looking at him properly for the first time since she got to work. He was wearing a pink oxford with a green knit vest, and his hair was especially swoopy today. Seth looked like a handsome Kennedy cousin. Like one who didn’t inherit the teeth.


“So what?” she said.


“So, how’d it go?”


He meant with Neal. But he wouldn’t say “with Neal”—because that’s how they all got by. There were rules.


Georgie looked back down at her phone. No missed calls. “Fine.”


“I told you it’d be fine.”


“Well, you were right.”


“I’m always right,” Seth said.


Georgie could hear him sitting back in his chair. She could picture him, too—long legs kicked up, resting on the edge of their shared desk.


“You are very occasionally, eventually, partially right,” she said, still fiddling with her phone.


Neal and the girls were probably already on their second flight by now. They’d had a short layover in Denver. Georgie thought about sending them a text—love you guys—and imagined it landing in Omaha before they did.


But Neal never sent text messages, so he never checked them; it was like texting a void.


She put down the phone and pushed her glasses into her hair, trying to focus on her computer. She had a dozen new e-mails, all from Jeff German, the comedian who was the star of their show.


Georgie would not miss Jeff German if this new deal went through. She wouldn’t miss his e-mails. Or his red ball cap. Or the way he made her rewrite entire episodes of Jeff’d Up if he thought the actors who played his TV family were getting too many laughs.


“I can’t take this.” The door swung open, and Scotty slunk in. There was just enough room in Seth and Georgie’s office for one other chair—an uncomfortable hammocky thing from IKEA. Scotty fell onto it sideways, holding his head. “I can’t. I’m terrible with secrets.”


“Good morning,” Georgie said.


Scotty peeked through his fingers. “Hey, Georgie. The girl out front said to tell you that your mom’s on the phone. Line two.”


“Her name is Pamela.”


“Okay. My mom’s name is Dixie.”


“No, the new PA, her name . . .” Georgie shook her head and reached for the black desk phone that sat between her and Seth. “This is Georgie.”


Her mom sighed. “I’ve been on hold so long, I thought that girl forgot about me.”


“Nope. What’s up?”


“I just called to see how you were doing.” Her mom sounded concerned. (Her mom liked to sound concerned.)


“I’m fine,” Georgie said.


“Well . . .” Another sigh. A fortified sigh. “I talked to Neal this morning.”


“How’d you manage that?”


“I set my alarm. I knew you guys were leaving early—I wanted to say good-bye.”


Her mom always made a big deal about plane trips. And minor surgery. And sometimes just getting off the phone. “You never know when it’s going to be the last time you see somebody, and you don’t want to miss your chance to say good-bye.”


Georgie propped the phone between her ear and shoulder, so she could type. “That was nice of you. Did you get to talk to the girls?”


“I talked to Neal,” her mom said again. For emphasis. “He told me you guys are spending some time apart.”


“Mom,” Georgie said, bringing her hand back to the receiver. “Only the week.”


“He said you were splitting up for Christmas.”


“Not like that—why’re you making it sound like that? Something just came up for me at work.”


“You’ve never had to work on Christmas before.”


“I don’t have to work on Christmas. I have to work around Christmas. It’s complicated.” Georgie resisted checking to see if Seth was listening. “It was my decision.”


“You decided to be alone on Christmas.”


“I won’t be alone. I’ll be with you.”


“But, honey, we’re spending the day with Kendrick’s family—I told you that—and your sister’s going to her dad’s. I mean, you’re welcome to come to San Diego with us. . . .”


“Never mind, I’ll figure it out.” Georgie glanced around the room. Seth was throwing grapes in the air and catching them in his mouth. Scotty was sprawled out miserably, like he had menstrual cramps. “I have to get back to work.”


“Well, come over tonight,” her mom said. “I’ll make dinner.”


“I’m fine, Mom, really.”


“Come over, Georgie. You shouldn’t be alone right now.”


“There’s no ‘right now,’ Mom. I’m fine.”


“It’s Christmas.”


“Not yet.”


“I’ll make dinner—come.” She hung up before Georgie could argue any more.


Georgie sighed and rubbed her eyes. Her eyelids felt greasy. Her hands smelled like coffee.


“I can’t do this,” Scotty moaned. “Everyone can tell I have a secret.”


Seth glanced up at the door—it was closed. “So? As long as they don’t know what the secret is . . .”


“I don’t like it,” Scotty said. “I feel like such a traitor. I’m Lando on Cloud City. I’m that guy who kissed Jesus.”


Georgie wondered if any of the other writers actually did suspect something. Probably not. Georgie and Seth’s contract was up soon, but everybody assumed they were staying. Why would they leave Jeff’d Up after finally dragging it into the top ten?


If they stayed, they’d get raises. Giant, life-changing raises. The sort of money that made Seth’s eyeballs pop out like Scrooge McDuck whenever he talked about it.


But if they left . . .


They’d only leave Jeff’d Up now for one reason. To start their own show. The show Georgie and Seth had been dreaming about practically since they met—they’d written the first draft of the pilot together when they were still in college. Their own show, their own characters. No more Jeff German. No more catchphrases. No more laugh track.


They’d take Scotty with them if they left. (When they left, Seth would say. When, when, when.) Scotty was theirs; Georgie had hired him two shows back, and he was the best gag writer they’d worked with.


Seth and Georgie were better at writing situations. Weirdness that twisted into more weirdness, jokes that built and built, and finally paid off big after eight episodes. But sometimes you just needed somebody to slip on a banana peel. Scotty never ran out of banana peels.


“Nobody knows you have a secret,” Seth told him. “Nobody cares. They’re all just trying to get their shit done so they can get out of here for Christmas.”


“So what’s the plan, then?” Scotty propped himself up in the chair. He was a smallish Indian guy, with shaggy hair and glasses, and he dressed like almost everybody else on the writing staff—in jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, and stupid-looking flip-flops. Scotty was the only gay person on their staff. Sometimes people thought Seth was gay, but he wasn’t. Just pretty.


Seth threw a grape at Scotty. Then another one at Georgie. She ducked.


“The plan,” Seth said, “is we come in tomorrow as usual, and we write. And then we write some more.”


Scotty picked his grape up off the floor and ate it. “I just hate to abandon everybody. Why do we always move as soon as I make friends?” He shifted to sulk in Georgie’s direction. “Hey. Georgie. Are you okay? You look weird.”


Georgie realized she was staring. And not at either of them. “Yeah,” she said. “Fine.”


She picked up her phone again and thumbed out a text.


Maybe . . .


Maybe she should have talked to Neal this morning before he left. Really talked to him. Made sure everything was okay.


But by the time Neal’s alarm went off at four thirty, he was already out of bed and mostly dressed. Neal still used an old Dream Machine clock radio, and when he came over to the bed to turn it off, he told Georgie to go back to sleep.


“You’ll be a wreck later,” he said when she sat up anyway.


Like Georgie was going to sleep through telling the girls goodbye. Like they weren’t all going to be apart for a week. Like it wasn’t Christmas.


She reached for the pair of glasses hooked over their headboard and put them on. “I’m taking you to the airport,” she said.


Neal was standing outside his closet with his back to her, pulling a blue sweater down over his shoulders. “I already called for a car.”


Maybe Georgie should have argued then. Instead she got up and tried to help with the girls.


There wasn’t much to do. Neal had put them to bed in sweatpants and T-shirts, so he could carry them out to the car this morning without waking them.


But Georgie wanted to talk to them, and anyway, Alice woke up while Georgie was trying to slide on her pink Mary Janes.


“Daddy said I could wear my boots,” Alice croaked.


“Where are they?” Georgie whispered.


“Daddy knows.”


They woke Noomi up, looking for them.


Then Noomi wanted her boots.


Then Georgie offered to get them yogurt, but Neal said they’d eat at the airport; he’d packed snacks.


He let Georgie explain why she wasn’t getting on the plane with them—“Are you driving instead?” Alice asked—while he ran up and down the stairs, and in and out the front door, double-checking things and rounding up bags.


Georgie tried to tell the girls that they’d be having such a good time, they’d hardly miss her—and that they’d all celebrate together next week. “We’ll have two Christmases,” Georgie said.


“I don’t think that’s actually possible,” Alice argued.


Noomi started crying because her sock was turned the wrong way around her toes. Georgie couldn’t tell if she wanted it seam-on-the-bottom or seam-on-top. Neal came in from the garage and whipped off Noomi’s boot to fix it. “Car’s here,” he said.


It was a minivan. Georgie herded the girls out the door, then knelt down next to the curb in her pajama pants, kissing both their faces all over and trying to act like saying good-bye to them wasn’t that big of a deal.


“You’re the best mommy in the world,” Noomi said. Everything was “the best” and “the worst” with Noomi. Everything was “never” and “always.”


“And you are the best four-year-old girl in the world,” Georgie said, smashing her nose with a kiss.


“Kitty,” Noomi said. She was still tearful from the sock problem.


“You are the best kitty in the world.” Georgie tucked Noomi’s wispy yellow-brown hair behind her ears and pulled her T-shirt smooth over her belly.


“Green kitty.”


“The best green kitty.”


“Meow,” Noomi said.


“Meow,” Georgie answered.


“Mom?” Alice asked.


“Yeah?” Georgie pulled the seven-year-old closer—“Here, give me all your hugs”—but Alice was too busy thinking to hug back.


“If Santa brings your presents to Grandma’s house, I’ll save them for you. I’ll put them in my suitcase.”


“Santa doesn’t usually bring Mommy presents.”


“Well, but if he does . . .”


“Meow,” Noomi said.


“Okay,” Georgie agreed, holding Alice in her left arm and scooping Noomi close with her right, “if he brings me presents, you take care of them for me.”


“Mommy, meow!”


“Meow,” Georgie said, squeezing them both.


“Mom?”


“Yes, Alice.”


“The true meaning of Christmas isn’t presents anyway, it’s Jesus. But not for us, because we’re not religious. The true meaning of Christmas for us is just family.”


Georgie kissed her cheek. “That’s true.”


“I know.”


“Okay. I love you. I love you both so much.”


“To the moon and back?” Alice asked.


“Oh my God,” Georgie said, “so much farther.”


“To the moon and back infinity?”


“Meow!”


“Meow,” Georgie said. “Infinity times infinity. I love you so much, it hurts.”


Noomi’s face fell. “It hurts?”


“She doesn’t mean it literally,” Alice said. “Right, Mom? Not literally?”


“No. Well. Sometimes.”


Neal stepped forward. “Okay. Time to catch a plane.”


Georgie stole half a dozen more kisses while she buckled the girls into their car seats, then stood by the side of the van with her arms folded nervously across her chest.


Neal stepped up to her and looked over her shoulder, like he was thinking. “We land at five,” he said, “Central time. So it’ll be around three here. . . . I’ll call you when we get to my mom’s.”


Georgie nodded, but he still wasn’t looking at her.


“Be safe,” she said.


He checked his watch. “We’ll be fine—don’t worry about us. Just do what you have to do. Rock your meeting.” And then he was hugging her, sort of, an arm around her shoulder, his mouth bumping against hers. By the time he said, “Love you,” he was already pulling away.


Georgie wanted to catch him by the shoulders.


She wanted to hug him until her feet left the ground.


She wanted to tuck her head into his neck and feel his arms a little too hard around her ribs.


“Love you,” she said. She wasn’t sure if he heard her.


“I love you!” she shouted at the girls, knocking on the backseat window and kissing it because she knew it made them laugh; the back windows of their Prius were covered in kiss smears.


They were waving at her like crazy. Georgie stepped away from the van, waving with both hands. Neal was in the front seat talking to the driver.


She thought he might have looked back at her once, before the van turned the corner—her hands froze in the air.


And then they were gone.




CHAPTER 3


“Do you need some help?”


Georgie blinked.


Seth was standing beside her. Tapping the top of her head with a folder. Jeff German wanted an episode rewritten before the writers all left for the holidays—and it was mostly Georgie’s job to finish it. (Because she didn’t trust anyone else to help.) (Which was her own issue. And not something she should be irritated about.)


The whole afternoon had been a blur of noise and food and Christmas carols. For some reason—well, for alcoholic reasons—everyone had decided to sing Christmas songs from two to three thirty. Then somebody, maybe Scotty, had tried to slide a shrimp tray under her office door. Now it was six, and quiet, and Georgie was finally making progress on the script change.


“No,” she told Seth. “I’ve got it.”


“You sure?”


She didn’t look up from her screen. “Yep.”


He settled against the desk, her side of the desk, next to her keyboard. “So . . .”


“So what?”


“So,” he said, “they went to Omaha.”


Georgie shook her head, even though the answer was yes. “It made sense. We already had the plane tickets, and I’m going to be working all week anyway.”


“Yeah, but . . .” Seth nudged her arm with his leg. Georgie looked up. “What’re you gonna do on Christmas?”


“I’ll go to my mom’s.” It was only sort of a lie. She could still go. Even if her mom wasn’t home.


“You could come to my mom’s.”


“I would,” Georgie said. “If I didn’t have my own.”


“Maybe I’ll go to your mom’s, too.” Seth grinned. “She loves me.”


“That’s not much of a character reference.”


“You know, she called here three times this morning before you got in. She thinks you let your phone die on purpose. To avoid her.”


Georgie turned back to her screen. “I should.”


Seth stood up and slung his leather messenger bag over his shoulder. It was going to take Georgie another hour to rewrite this scene. Maybe she should just start over. . . .


“Hey. Georgie.”


She kept typing. “Yeah.”


“Georgie.”


She looked up one more time. He was standing at the door, studying her. “We’re so close,” he said. “It’s finally happening.”


Georgie nodded and tried to smile. It was another weak effort.


“Tomorrow,” Seth said, then thumped the doorframe with his palm and walked away.


Georgie was on her way home when her sister called.


“We ate without you,” Heather said.


“What?”


“It’s nine o’clock. We were hungry.”


Right. Dinner. “That’s okay,” Georgie said. “Tell Mom I’ll call tomorrow.”


“She still wants you to come over tonight. She says your marriage is over, and you need our support.”


Georgie wanted to close her eyes, but she was driving. “My marriage isn’t over, Heather, and I don’t need your support.”


“So Neal didn’t leave you and take the kids to Nebraska?”


“He took them to see their grandmother,” Georgie said. “It’s not like he’s fighting me for custody.”


“Neal would totally get custody, don’t you think?”


He totally would, Georgie thought.


“You should come over,” Heather said. “Mom made tuna mac.”


“Did she put peas in it?”


“Nope.”


Georgie thought about her empty house in Calabasas. And the empty suitcase sitting next to the closet. Her empty bed.


“Fine,” she said.


“Do you have an iPhone charger?” Georgie dropped her keys and her phone on the kitchen counter. She never carried a purse anymore; she kept her driver’s license and a credit card out in the car, shoved in the glove compartment.


“I would if you bought me an iPhone.” Heather was leaning on the counter, eating tuna mac out of a glass storage container.


“I thought you already ate,” Georgie said.


“Don’t talk to me like that. You’ll give me an eating disorder.”


Georgie rolled her eyes. “Nobody in our family gets eating disorders. Stop eating my dinner.”


Heather took another giant bite, then handed Georgie the container.


Heather was eighteen, a change-of-life baby—meaning, Georgie’s mom had decided to change her life by sleeping with the chiropractor she worked for, and accidentally got pregnant at thirty-nine. Her mom and the chiropractor were married just long enough for Heather to be born.


Georgie was already in college by then, so she and Heather only lived in the same house for a year or two. Sometimes Georgie felt more like Heather’s aunt than her big sister.


They looked enough alike to be twins.


Heather had Georgie’s wavy, browny-blond hair. And Georgie’s washed-out blue eyes. And she was built like Georgie was in high school, like a squashed hourglass. Though Heather was a little taller than Georgie. . . .


That was lucky for her. Maybe someday, when Heather got pregnant, the babies wouldn’t beat out her waist like a Caribbean steel drum. “It’s those C-sections,” Georgie’s mom would say. As if Georgie had chosen to have two C-sections, as if she’d ordered them off the menu out of sheer laziness. “I had you girls the natural way, and my body bounced right back.”


“Why are you staring at my stomach?” Heather asked.


“Still trying to give you an eating disorder,” Georgie said.


“Georgie!” Her mom walked into the room, holding a small but very pregnant pug up to her chest. Georgie’s stepdad, Kendrick—a tall African-American guy, still in his dusty construction clothes—wasn’t far behind. “I didn’t hear you come in,” her mom said.


“I just got here.”


“Let me heat that up for you.” Her mom took the tuna casserole and handed Georgie the dog. Georgie held it away from her body; she hated touching it—and she didn’t care if that made her the villain in a romantic comedy.


Kendrick leaned over and took the dog from her. “How’re you doing, Georgie?” His face was entirely too gentle. It made her want to shout, “My husband didn’t leave me!”


But Kendrick didn’t deserve that. He was the best shockingly young stepdad a girl could ask for. (Kendrick was forty, only three years older than Georgie. Her mom met him when he came to clean their pathetic excuse for a pool.) (These things actually happen.) (In the Valley.)


“I’m fine, Kendrick. Thanks.”


Her mom shook her head sadly at the microwave.


“Really,” Georgie said to the whole room. “I’m better than fine. I’m staying in town for Christmas because our show is really, really close to getting a green light.”


“Your show?” her mom asked. “Is your show in trouble?”


“No. Not Jeff’d Up. Our show—Passing Time.”


“I can’t watch your show,” her mom said. “That boy is so disrespectful.”


“Trev?” Heather asked. “Everybody loves Trev.”


Trev was the middle son on Jeff’d Up. He was Georgie’s special creation—a slack-faced, twelve-year-old misanthrope, a character who didn’t like anything and never did anything likable.


Trev was where Georgie buried all her resentment. For Jeff German, for the network, for Trev himself. For the fact that she was working on a show that was basically Home Improvement without anything good—without Jonathan Taylor Thomas and Wilson.


Trev was also the breakout star of the show.


Georgie narrowed her eyes at her sister. “You love Trev?”


“God, not me,” Heather said. “But everybody. The thugs at school all wear ‘This sucks’ T-shirts. Like, not the intimidating, cool thugs—the depressing, homely thugs who listen to Insane Clown Posse.”


“It’s not ‘This sucks,’” Kendrick said helpfully. “It’s more like ‘This suuuuuuucks.’”


Heather laughed. “Oh my God, Dad, you sound just like him.”


“This suuuuuucks,” Kendrick said again.


“This sucks” was Trev’s catchphrase. Georgie took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes.


Her mom shook her head and set a plate of tuna mac on the table, then took the dog back from Kendrick, rubbing her face into its damp gray muzzle. “Did you think I forgot about you?” she cooed. “I didn’t forget about you, little mama.”


“Thanks,” Georgie said, sitting down at the table and pulling the plate of tuna mac toward her.


Kendrick patted her shoulder. “I like Trev. Is your new show going to be more like that?”


“Not exactly,” she said, frowning.


It still made her uncomfortable when Kendrick tried to be fatherly with her. He was only three years older. “You’re not my dad,” she sometimes wanted to say. Like she was twelve years old. (When Georgie was twelve, Kendrick was fifteen. She might have flirted with him at the mall.)


“Passing Time,” Heather said in a smooth voice, pulling a pizza box out of the refrigerator, “is an hour-long dramedy. It’s something plus something plus something else.”


Georgie threw her sister an appreciative smile. At least someone listened to her.


“It’s Square Pegs,” Georgie said, “plus My So-Called Life, plus Arrested Development.”


If Seth were here, he’d add, “Plus some show that people actually watched.”


And then Scotty would say, “Plus The Cosby Show!”


And then Georgie would say, “Minus the Cosbys,” and feel bad that their pilot didn’t have more diversity. (She’d bring that up with Seth tomorrow. . . . )


Passing Time was a show that captured all the angst of high school life—all the highs and lows, all the absurdities—and then made them higher and lower and more absurd.


That’s how they’d pitched it, anyway. That’s how Georgie had pitched it to Maher Jafari last month. She’d been on fire in that meeting. She’d hit every note.


She and Seth had gone straight from Jafari’s office to the bar across the street, and Seth had stood on his barstool to toast Georgie, flicking Canadian Club down on her head like holy water.


“You are fucking magic, Georgie McCool. That was a Streisandic performance in there. You had him laughing through his fucking tears, did you see that?”


Then Seth had started stomping his feet on the barstool, and Georgie’d grabbed on to his bare ankles—“Stop, you’ll fall.”


“You,” he’d said, craning his head down and holding his drink up, “are my secret weapon.”


Heather leaned against Georgie’s chair now, gesturing with a piece of cold pizza. “Passing Time is already my favorite show,” she said, “and I’m part of a very desirable demographic.”


Georgie swallowed the bite of tuna mac that was sitting at the back of her throat. “Thanks, kid.”


“Have you talked to the girls today?” her mom asked. She was holding the pug right up against her face, scratching between its ears with her chin. The pug’s watery eyes bulged with every pull.


Georgie grimaced and looked away. “No,” she said. “I was just about to call.”


“What’s the time difference?” Kendrick asked. “Isn’t it almost midnight there?”


“Oh God.” Georgie dropped her fork. “You’re right.” Her cell phone was dead, so she walked over to the brown Trimline that was still stuck to the kitchen wall.


Heather and Kendrick and her mom and the dog were all watching her. Another dog shuffled into the kitchen, its toenails clicking against the tile, and looked up.


“Is there still a phone in my room?” Georgie asked.


“I think so,” her mom said. “Check the closet.”


“Great. I’ll just . . .” Georgie rushed out of the kitchen and down the hall.


Her mom had turned Georgie’s childhood bedroom into the pug trophy room as soon as she graduated from high school—which was irritating because Georgie didn’t actually move out of the house until she graduated from college.


“Where else am I supposed to display their ribbons?” her mom had said when Georgie objected. “They’re award-winning dogs. You’ve got one foot out the door anyway.”


“Not currently. Currently, I have both feet on my bed.”


“Take off your shoes, Georgie. This isn’t a barn.”


Georgie’s old bed was still in the room. So was her night table, a lamp, and some books she’d never gotten around to packing up. She opened the closet and dug through a pile of leftover junk until she found an antique, yellow rotary phone; she’d bought it herself at a garage sale back in high school—because she’d been exactly that kind of pretentious.


Christ, it was heavy. She untangled the cord and crawled halfway under the bed to plug it in. (She’d forgotten the way that felt—the way the outlet bit down on the end of the cord with a click.) Then she climbed up on the bed and settled the phone in her lap, taking a deep breath before she picked up the receiver.


She tried Neal’s cell phone first, but the call didn’t go through—their network sucked in Omaha. So she dialed his mom’s home number from memory. . . .


Georgie and Neal had spent one summer apart—junior year, right after they started dating. She’d called him in Omaha every night that summer. From this room, actually, on this yellow telephone.


There were fewer dog portraits on the walls back then, but still enough to make Georgie feel like she needed to hide under the blankets when she stayed up late talking dirty to Neal. (You wouldn’t expect Neal to be filthy on the phone; normally he didn’t even swear. But it’d been a long summer.)


His mom answered after four rings. “Hello?”


“Hey, Margaret, hi. I know it’s late, sorry, I always forget about time zones—is Neal still up?”


“Georgie?”


“Oh, sorry. Yeah, it’s me—Georgie.”


Neal’s mom paused. “Just a minute, I’ll see.”


Georgie waited, feeling nervous for some reason. Like she was calling some guy she liked when she was fourteen. Not the guy she’d been married to for fourteen years.


“Hello?” Neal sounded like he’d been asleep. His voice was rough.


She sat up straighter. “Hey.”


“Georgie.”


“Yeah . . . Hey.”


“It’s really late here.”


“I know, I always forget, I’m sorry. Time zones.”


“I—” He made a frustrated huffing noise. “—I guess I didn’t expect you to call.”


“Oh. Well. I just wanted to make sure you got in okay.”


“I got in fine,” he said.


“Good.”


“Yeah . . .”


“How’s your mom?” she asked.


“She’s fine—they’re both fine, everybody’s fine. Look, Georgie, it’s late.”


“Right. Neal, I’m sorry—I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“You will?”


“Yeah. I mean, I’ll call earlier tomorrow. I just, um . . .”


He huffed again. “Fine.” And then he hung up.


Georgie sat there for a second, holding the dead receiver against her ear.


Neal had hung up on her.


She hadn’t even had a chance to ask about the girls.


And she hadn’t gotten to say “I love you”—Georgie always said “I love you,” and Neal always said it back, no matter how perfunctory it was. It was a safety check, proof that they were both still in this thing.


Maybe Neal was upset with her.


Obviously he was upset with her, he was always upset with her—but maybe he was more upset than she thought.


Maybe.


Or maybe he was just tired. He’d been up since four.


Georgie had been up since four thirty. Suddenly she felt tired, too. She thought about getting back in the car and driving out to Calabasas, to an empty house where nobody was waiting up for her. . . .


Then kicked off her shoes and climbed under her old bedspread, clapping twice to turn off the light. She could still see fifty pairs of mournful pug eyes flashing in the dark.


She’d call Neal tomorrow.


She’d start with “I love you.”




THURSDAY


DECEMBER 19, 2013




CHAPTER 4


There was a Post-it note from Pamela (the front-desk girl) on Georgie’s office door. She must have missed it when she left last night.


Your husband called while you were talking to Mr. German. He said to tell you they landed and to call when you can.


Georgie’d already tried to call Neal twice that morning on the way to work—she wanted something to replace their last stilted conversation in her head—but he hadn’t picked up.


Which wasn’t that unusual. Neal often left his phone downstairs or in the car, or he forgot to turn his ringer on. He never purposely ignored Georgie’s calls. Never so far.


She hadn’t left him a message—she kept freezing up. But at least Neal would see that she’d called. That was something.


He’d sounded so off last night. . . .


Clearly Georgie had woken him up. But it was more than that. The way that he’d said his mom was fine—“they’re both fine”—for a second, Georgie thought maybe he was talking about his dad.


Neal’s dad had died three years ago. He was a railroad yardman, and he had a heart attack at work. When the call came that day from his mom, Neal had gone into their bedroom without saying a word. It was only the second time Georgie had seen him cry.


Maybe Neal was disoriented last night, waking up in his parents’ house, sleeping in his old room. All the memories of his dad . . .


Or maybe he’d just meant Alice and Noomi. “She’s fine. They’re both fine. Everybody’s fine.”


Georgie set her coffee on her desk and plugged in her phone.


Seth was watching her. “Are you about to start your period?”


That should probably be an offensive workplace question, but it wasn’t. You can’t work with someone every day of your adult life and never talk to him about your PMS.


Or maybe you could, but Georgie was glad she didn’t have to. “No.” She shook her head at Seth. “I’m fine.”


“You don’t look fine,” he said. “Are those your clothes from yesterday?”


Jeans. One of Neal’s old Metallica concert T-shirts. A cardigan.


“We should work in the big room,” she said, “with the whiteboards.”


“Those are your clothes from yesterday,” Seth said, “and they were sad enough yesterday.”


Georgie exhaled. “I spent the night at my mom’s house, okay? You’re lucky I showered.” She’d used Heather’s shower, and Heather’s shampoo. And now she smelled like frosting.


“You spent the night at your mom’s house? Were you too drunk to drive?”


“Too tired,” she said.


He narrowed his eyes. “You still look tired.”


Georgie frowned back at him; Seth looked pristine, of course. Gingham shirt, tan pants cuffed high over his bare ankles, suede saddle shoes. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a Banana Republic. Or what Georgie imagined that might look like—it’d been years since she was actually inside a Banana Republic. She did all her shopping online now, and only when things got desperate.


Seth, however, had never let himself go. If anything, he’d tightened his grip. He looked like he hadn’t aged a day since 1994, since the first day he and Georgie met.


The first time she’d seen Seth, he was sitting on a pretty girl’s desk, playing with her hair. Georgie had been excited just to see another girl in The Spoon offices.


She found out later that the girl only came in on Wednesdays to sell ads. “Girls aren’t usually into comedy,” Seth explained. Which was better than what a lot of the other guys on staff said: “Girls aren’t funny.” (After working at the college humor magazine for four years, Georgie eventually convinced a few of them to add, “Present company excluded.”)


She’d chosen the University of Los Angeles because of The Spoon. Well, and also because of the theater program, and because ULA was close enough to her mom’s house that Georgie could still live at home.


But The Spoon was the main thing. It was Georgie’s thing.


She’d started reading it in the ninth grade; she used to save back issues and stick the front pages up on her bedroom wall. Everyone said The Spoon was The Harvard Lampoon of the West Coast—lighter, better-looking. Some of her favorite comedy writers had gotten their start there.
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