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To my parents, who encouraged me to dream big, and then taught me to work hard to make those dreams come true.




















TO: Mom, Dad


FROM: A.Cleary.Makeup@mynet.net


SUBJECT: Mistakes


DATE: May 18, 2016








Dear Mom and Dad,


I’m so sorry I haven’t emailed or called lately. At first everything was all so exciting and wonderful. I wanted to wait and surprise you with proof of how successful I could be out on my own. And then it all fell apart and I was too embarrassed to tell you. You both probably saw this coming from the beginning, but I didn’t.


It’s like a nightmare I can’t wake up from. Where do I even begin to explain how something so wonderful turned into such a complete disaster? The bottom line is, my entire future is about to go down the drain. And that’s not an exaggeration. I shouldn’t even be spending the time typing this right now. I only have two days to prevent my career from completely crashing and burning. And unless you have an extra $5 million lying around that you never mentioned to me, I am in deep trouble. Can she send me to prison if I can’t pay? I don’t even know.


Mom, Dad, you have always been there for me. Sometimes that felt like too much. I wanted… no, I needed to get out on my own. But I didn’t see the quicksand until I was stuck in it. Now everything’s totally gone to hell and I have to find a way to get myself out of it. On my own. I mean, what’s my choice? Even if you had that kind of money I am not going to bring you both down with me. No way. That’s not how my story ends. I’m not sure what I’m going to do, but I’m going to figure out some way to fix this.


Love,


Alex





DELETE ALL? Um, yes. Stupid computer. Of course delete that pathetic, not to mention desperate, email. I am not a quitter. Now there is a plan. It may be outrageous and stupidly risky, but it can work. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life in debt to the devil.















CHAPTER ONE
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March


“You want me to put makeup on her what?” I press the phone tightly to my ear, convinced it must be a bad connection. “Who gets a tattoo there?” I mutter to myself after hanging up with today’s boss. I like that every day is a new job, always something different… but there is a downside, too. Slipping my iPhone into my back pocket, I walk to where the “models” are waiting patiently for me to get to work.


I’ve only been a makeup artist for a year. And believe me, it’s a lot harder than I thought it would be to get to the level where I’m doing touch-ups on Ryan Reynolds on the set of his latest action adventure. Honestly, if it weren’t for the way my parents look at me every Sunday night at dinner, like this time they’re sure I’ll admit I can’t hack it, I probably would have given up months ago. They probably have bets in for how long it will be before I ask for my full-time assistant job at the family company back.


“So what’d he say?” asks Bambie. That’s not a joke. Her name is Bambie—and she has it tattooed on her inner wrist. If only she’d stopped inking herself after that.


“He said he needs all of your tattoos covered.” I start digging into my special effects kit for the concealers I’ll need. It’s a complicated process. There are three different types of makeup I use to make sure the dark tattoo ink really disappears. Sometimes it’s even a four-step process, depending on skin tone. In the beauty academy I attended last year, I aced this course. I practiced on the tattoo on my hip every night until I could do it in my sleep. It’s a small butterfly, but the wings are quite dark so it takes several layers of makeup to smooth the whole thing out. The tattoo? I’m an idiot. I got that tattoo for the obvious reason: a brief high school rebellion.


“Why’s it so pink? The camera’s gonna see that, you know.” Bambie interrupts my thoughts as I soften the edges of the reddish makeup that serves as the first step.


“I’m not done yet, Bambie.” I move some of my equipment out of the way so she can brace one delicate, pedicured foot on the table. “This is actually gonna take a minute, so why don’t you rest your leg… um… here.” I would really like to block out the fact that I am applying makeup with a tiny sponge to this girl’s perfectly waxed… you know what.


Yes. That’s what I am really doing. Why? Because I didn’t know when I accepted this job that I would be spending my Saturday morning doing makeup (and covering tattoos) for a bunch of… um… call girls. Can you put that on a résumé? How was I supposed to know that Lonely Nights was an escort service? I thought it was some indie band.


Bambie pops her gum again and opens up the issue of Identity magazine she had folded in the pocket of the makeup chair. I pull out the blending kit that will go on top of the reddish makeup to match her skin tone. There’s no foundation that matches this outrageously tanned skin where a bikini bottom should be, so I feel a bit like a scientist mixing colors to blend. If only my parents could see me now.


Finally, I head to set with my model, who hasn’t bothered to put on a cover-up of any variety. I never really considered myself a prude; I grew up in LA, for God’s sake. But I can’t help but start to feel a growing admiration for the casual, confident way Bambie strolls to her position on the low tree branch where the camera is pointing.


“Wow, Alex, you did a great job; you can’t see a hint of color.” The voice of the photographer, Chris, is a bit muffled as he says this while looking through the viewfinder. It seems fabulously ironic that Chris is openly gay. Not everyone on set is. I look around, noticing the way Chris’s lighting assistant can’t seem to get the whiteboard secured into the C-stand because he’s staring at Bambie slowly positioning herself to straddle the thick tree branch. I poke Chris in the side and toss my head toward the gawking twenty-year-old.


“Bradley!” Chris barks. Bradley startles and drops both the big white square of cardboard and the metal stand he’s supposed to be securing it to.


“Sorry, Chris. It was just stuck for a second.” Bradley quickly moves to fix his equipment, and even though I am still super uncomfortable about the whole situation, his preoccupation with the naked woman makes me snicker.


“Nice assistant, Chris. Where’d you find that kid? Your old high school?”


“Watch it, Alex… I rescued you from a wedding today, didn’t I?”


“Yeah… you didn’t exactly mention we were going to be doing a calendar shoot for the Best Little Whorehouse in Ventura, though, did you?” I whisper as discreetly as possible.


Chris snaps a test shot and moves to let me lean in and examine the image.


“Whorehouse? Is that even still what you call them?” Chris teases under his breath. We already act like old friends, even though we’ve really only bonded since I responded to the ad he posted at my beauty school ten months ago.


“Who cares what they call it? The point is, I thought I was finally going to have something I could use for my website.” I take liberties with his camera, zooming in to double-check my work—I make a mental note to pump up the color of her cheeks. When I scroll down to check my tattoo cover-up, I try to maintain a professional eye, acknowledging that the lighting hasn’t affected the final result. It disappears into the rest of Bambie’s skin tone.


“Man, I won’t have to Photoshop… it… at all. You do nice work, Alex.” Chris squints at my “work” briefly before resetting the lens to the original shot.


“Thanks.” I can’t help but feel flattered. Even if doing the makeup for this calendar shoot won’t add to my credibility or give me a tear sheet I can use on my website, it’s still a job. And any chance to practice my makeup skills is a good day. Chris is the best photographer I’ve worked with so far, and I’m glad to have him as a friend.


I pull a brush and a rosy pink cheek color (coincidentally called Orgasm) from my set bag and add some color to Bambie’s cheeks before tucking myself behind the lighting equipment to watch Chris do his thing.


Bambie flips her hair around and arches her back, changing her pose for every shot. It’s impressive—no way could I do that. Even with clothes on, I am just not meant to be on camera. I hate hearing the click of the camera taking a shot when I’m on set, even though it’s just the photographer testing the lighting. At five foot five, I have a pretty good idea that my gypsy skirt and loose blouse don’t make the most figure-flattering outfit I could have assembled. I can’t help it—I’m a bit of a hippie, even by LA standards. I wear flip-flops every day, and usually a brightly patterned, cheerfully loose outfit. Everyone gives me gift certificates to Anthropologie for Christmas, which about sums up my style.


“Beautiful, Bambie. Keep it up, tilt your head up a little, find that light, honey. Yup. Just like that.” Chris keeps up a steady dialogue with his models, and I can see how well they react to his direction. He’s going to make it big someday.


With everything in Chris’s and Bambie’s hands now, I check my phone, killing time until Chris needs me to step in again. My straw-colored hair refuses to stay tucked neatly behind my ears, falling forward far enough to brush the screen. I can’t help but notice the split ends. I need to get one of my classmates from beauty school to “practice” a haircut on me soon.


A few texts are waiting for me.




Emma: You’re doing makeup for WHO? WHAT?? Are you teasing me? That can’t be real!





Emma is my best friend. We met during our freshman year of high school and hit it off immediately. I am proud to say that while I was a popular girl in my class—captain of the cheerleading squad, thank you very much—I wasn’t a bully. I used my powers for good. I welcomed Emma, a New York transfer, into our clique with the simple announcement that she was “cool beans.” And that was that. We hung out the whole year, a small posse moving from class to class. It wasn’t until she broke my heart by moving back to Manhattan the next summer that we became really tight. Even though our friendship has mostly transpired via email and text, she’s my closest ally, the person who knows all my secrets, and the only one I trust enough to tell where I am really working today. Because for all the crap we give each other, I know she won’t make fun of me for this or hold it against me as yet another reason why trying to build a career as a makeup artist is a bad idea.




Me: for REALS!!!!




I surreptitiously hold my phone to take a picture of the setup and add it to my text for Emma. You’re not supposed to take pictures of the shoots you work on, due to secrecy and whatnot, but I know I can trust her to keep it to herself. I can’t help but giggle knowing Emma is so uptight, she wouldn’t show it to anyone even if she wanted to. In fact, it somehow makes the whole nutso experience worth it, knowing I’m probably making ultra-old-fashioned Emma squirm in her buttoned-up polo shirt.


While I wait for the photo to send, I keep going through my texts.




Sean: How late do you think you’re working tonight? We have dinner with your parents, don’t forget.




Sean is my boyfriend. We’ve been dating on and off since junior year of high school. He started working for my parents that summer. I met him while he was on one of their crews building a pool at this fancy house in Encino. That’s what my parents do. They have a construction company appropriately named Pool Paradise and they build really high-end, expensive pools and patios in LA. Well, mostly in the Valley, but still… they are really nice homes.


Now, Sean has been promoted all the way to a project manager. He’s even designed a few layouts. My dad definitely sees him as his successor to running the business.




Me: I didn’t know we were eating with them tonight? I thought it was just you and me.




I’m only twenty-five and I’m definitely not thinking about getting married yet. I mean, yes, it’s hard not to feel sappy and romantic with all the brides I’ve been doing makeup for lately. I have a deal with a local wedding coordinator to do the bride, all the bridesmaids, and usually the mother of the bride, too. It’s a package deal with a hairdresser she knows. But that’s really the only time weddings are on my mind. I’m starting to build a nice savings account so I can get out of my parents’ house. That’s goal numero uno.


A quick glance at Bambie confirms that she is still looking fabulous and Chris is still snapping away—I can’t imagine what it was like when photographers had to waste time changing rolls of film. And not knowing what the photos look like until you print them out seems insane. Now there’s a crowd of people approving images in front of a computer screen while we’re still shooting. I return to my phone to see an instant reply from Sean.




Sean: I promised them we’d join them tonight. Don’t you remember? I know I told you last night.


Me: No. I don’t remember. I have dinner with my parents almost every night.


Sean: Sorry, A. You know how your dad can be, he was totally angling for us to be there, I couldn’t say no.





Staring at his text, I know it’s not fair to be upset. Even though my parents treat him like family, Sean’s admitted to me that he always feels he has to impress them. He works six days a week for them, and busts his butt doing overtime he doesn’t bill them for. One time, in a fight, I accused Sean of dating me to get in good with my parents. He was so offended and shocked I knew immediately I had been way off base. So maybe it’s not on purpose, but I do think sometimes he kinda lumps me and my family together as a package deal. His family is all spread out and he never talks to his siblings. Sean loves our big family dinners, and I can’t blame him; we come across like a pretty cool gang. So I decide to wait a second before I reply.


Before I can scroll down to the next unread text, Chris shouts my name. I tuck my phone in my bag and hurry over to where he’s standing next to Bambie.


“Her lips are smudging. Can you fix it?” I look at her bright red lipstick while I pull out Q-tips and makeup remover from my set bag. With Chris hovering over my shoulder, I trace a path around the outside of Bambie’s naturally lush lips. It’s impossible not to compare them to my own decidedly narrower ones. I clean up the line, so there’s again a clear definition between the berry red color I chose and her tan skin. I stuff the stained Q-tips back in my bag to toss out later. I reapply the lipstick with a brush to darken the color in the center without messing up the shape I just perfected.


“Don’t smush,” I instruct quickly. Meaning don’t mash your lips together, something that most women do instinctively every time they put on lipstick or gloss. Normally it’s not that big a deal, but the bright red color I used will really stain the skin around her lips if she mashes them too hard. Based on the murmuring around the computer screen, which is zoomed in to an ultra-close-up of Bambie’s lips, and Chris breathing down my neck, I can’t afford to let Bambie mess up my work.


“We good?” he asks as I swipe some loose powder across her forehead. “We’ve got eleven more months to get through before we lose the light.” Luckily Bambie is good at taking orders. She freezes her face for a second, clearly still fighting to not rub her lips together, and then shoots me a smile before she stretches back out like a cat making the tree branch her home. I clear off the set, and Chris gets back to shooting.


I decide there’s no point in running through the tried-and-true excuses I could use to get out of dinner with my parents tonight. I’m just going to have to suck it up. But I can’t help thinking I’d rather cover up tattoos on a hundred girls than hear another lecture from my mom and dad.















CHAPTER TWO
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“Shut up!” I dig my heel into Mark’s foot under the table. For once, I wish I wore high-heeled shoes. Havaianas just don’t have enough impact when trying to inflict pain on my older brother. Well, older by like five minutes. It was Mark, then me, then Juliet, who is the baby of the family, even though she was only two minutes behind me. Yup, my mom gave birth to triplets. Not to mention our two older brothers, Sam and Brett, who aren’t here. Sam is a biotech professor at MIT. I pretty much haven’t understood anything he’s said since he got into high school. And Brett is currently serving in Southeast Asia. He’s a pilot for the navy, something he wanted to do since he saw his first airplane.


“You shut up!” Mark retorts louder, making everyone at the table, including Sean, roll their eyes at us. For some reason Mark and I can never be in the same room without regressing to ten-year-old behavior.


I shoot Sean a look out of the corner of my eye. It’s his fault we’re here, I remind him silently. If it were up to me we’d be on a nice quiet date, just the two of us. Hell, going to the Mexican restaurant down the street from my parents’ house would be more peaceful than this. But Sean chooses to ignore my mental daggers and returns to a conversation with my mom about the latest project they’re working on.


“How did the Melkans feel about our proposed location for the hot tub?” Sean asks as I try not to cringe with flashbacks to my day and the graphic hot tub images I hope will eventually fade from my mind.


“They loved your suggestion, Sean. It’s the perfect solution. You and Mark should get started on it right away, though. I don’t want it to slow down the delivery date, and we’re already well into the pool excavation.”


“Don’t worry, Mom.” Mark stops trying to tug the chipped pasta bowl out of my hands before I’m finished scooping out my portion. “Sean and I went over the deets yesterday.”


“I’m going to bring on two extra crew Monday so we catch up to the pool, Winnie.” Sean finishes off Mark’s thought. I tune out the family business talk, focusing on my mom’s favorite group meal—pasta with veggies.


“Delish, Mom,” I say between bites, in case it’s obvious I’m chowing down to facilitate a quick getaway.


“Thanks for saying so, princess.” My mom smiles at me warmly. “I worry about you, off in those remote locations.” In my mom’s mind, when I’m working in the family office, I’m safe. Out on my own? Who knows what could happen? She doesn’t say it out loud, but that is what she means.


“Yes, Winnie, it’s great,” Sean says, diverting me from getting into the familiar family conflict. I meet his eyes to thank him. I’ve resigned myself to the fact that my parents will never stop being overprotective of me. But some days it still gets under my skin.


They love me, but they trust Sean. He runs their business while I file papers on Fridays. If it were up to Mom and Pop, I would work for them forever. And before beauty school, I might have settled for that, too. But I’ve finally found a career; doing makeup is exactly right for me. Now I just have to prove I can make a living at it.


“Perfect-o, Mom.” Mark does a fake Italian accent and kisses his fingers. Mark works at Pool Paradise, too. My dad runs the business end so that Mark and my mom can focus on designing the layouts. Did I mention Mark’s an architect? As if I needed another sibling to show me up. Between my heroic oldest brother and Sam, it’s already a tough household to get a word in edgewise.


So, my parents had Brett, then Sam, then decided they wanted to try for a girl. Since my mom was a little bit older at that point, it took some help from the modern technology of the nineties, and what do you know? She got pregnant with triplets. At least she got the girl she wanted. Well, two of us, actually. My sister isn’t here, either. She would totally gang up with Mark against me, which is one reason why I’m glad she’s not. Another reason is that Juliet works for Teach For America. She sends me these incredible daily email updates about the really dangerous neighborhood in West Texas where she’s teaching high school students how to read. She says it’s her calling.


My point is, every one of my siblings has known what they wanted out of life since birth. Somehow that family tradition of drive and ambition skipped right over me. It’s like the chicken or the egg—I don’t know if they babied me because I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life, or if because I was so babied, I never figured out what I needed to do with my life.


“Hey, Al. Quit daydreaming and pass the wine.” I instinctively dodge Mark’s elbow and try to smack him in retaliation. He is equally quick in avoiding me.


“Children, enough. No wine for either of you if you can’t act like adults.” My father is a practical disciplinarian. Just like the threat of taking away my nail polish kit worked when I was twelve, the threat of having to go through the rest of this dinner without a fabulous Santa Ynez syrah—my parents always splurge on good wine—finally settles both Mark and me into adult behavior.


With one last severe look, my dad seems satisfied with our silence and passes the wine. Sean stifles a chuckle as he hands me the bottle and I refill my glass before maturely passing it to Mark.


“So, Alex, how did your photo shoot go today? You said it was for a wall calendar?”


I try not to choke on my wine. I consider myself a pretty cool, modern chick, but talking to my mom about the type of calendar I did today is just way outside my comfort zone.


“Who makes wall calendars anymore, anyway?” Leave it to Mark to zero in on the heart of the matter.


“That’s a good point. Other than… um…” Sean hesitates over how to describe it… “Sports Illustrated,” he recovers smoothly, “who’s making calendars?”


“Lots of people.” I’m finding it impossible not to sound defensive. “I think they were building up Web content for their company, too.” I search for innocuous details I can share. “We were shooting out at a ranch in Agoura Hills. There were horses and stuff. It was really pretty. But super hot. I kept having to touch up the models; they were sweating just sitting still.” There. That feels like a safe enough amount of information.


“I hope you kept your water bottle with you. Heat is one of your triggers.” My mom reaches over to pat my hand, and then quickly changes the subject before I can remind her I’m actually a grown woman. “Remember that pool we did for that musician in Agoura, Greg?” My mom turns her attention to my father, and they both chuckle. I polish off the last of my wine to keep from interrupting to defend myself with the fact that I haven’t had an attack in months, but since Sean is already refilling my glass and Mark is carrying on about a new building going up downtown, it seems wiser to just let it go.
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Why, why, why? Normally the fact that the San Fernando Valley is consistently ten degrees—if not more—warmer than anywhere else in LA is one of my favorite things about it. I love being warm, as demonstrated by my closet, full of skirts and shorts and a colorful pile of sandals. But today, we’ve got to be well over one hundred degrees. And it’s March. And I had to interrupt the photographer at least a dozen times already to touch up the clown makeup on the model.


Obviously, it was not my idea to do clown makeup on this guy. I was just hired to do a job, and for once, I might get a pretty cool image to add to my website, if the model stops dripping sweat through his white foundation. My phone pings as I step away back into the tiny patch of shade I’ve found.




Emma: Wow! That clown looks so sad.





I sent Emma the pic I took right when I finished his makeup. Before this heat wave melted my artwork.




Me: he’s supposed to look sad. It’s art. Lol.


Emma: Where did you find this photographer again? What kind of twisted childhood is he making up for?


Me: it’s a she. The photog is a chick. I think—it’s hard to tell through the black camo gear.


Emma: Lol.


Me: seriously… she has vision. We’re in this alley with chain-link fence, beat-up cars on blocks, and graffiti on this really cool yellow garage door.


Emma: That sounds—really cool?


Me: yeah, it’d b cool—if it weren’t so hot 2day! over 100. clown is sweating all over the place. It’s so gross, & impossible to take more than 3 pics in a row w/o having 2 fix something.


Emma: I wish I could send you some of our cold.


Me: send me a pic of your freezer! bet your show has a freezer full of goodies. homemade popsicles?


Emma: You know I’m not allowed to take any behind-the-scenes pictures. :-/ And besides, I’m already layered up like the kid from A Christmas Story for my run around the reservoir today.


Me: work out for me. XO


Emma: XO





I put my phone away just in time for J—that’s what the photographer goes by, just J—to glance my way.


“Hey, Alex. A little help on the right side. His teardrop is starting to smear.” I rush in to touch it up, but when I look closely, the sweat has created a perfect black streak down his face from where I painted in the tear.


“J, what do you think? This actually looks really cool to me.” I tilt the model’s face for J to zoom in with her camera.


“I like it. We’ll do a few like this,” she says decisively. I leave the smudge, and instead of removing the sweat marks, I add a few more. So he looks like it’s a stress issue rather than overheating.


“What if he’s holding the coat over his shoulder, J? So you can see his white shirt is so sweaty? I mean, really… embrace it?” I walk back behind the lens. J pulls her pierced face away from the eyepiece of her fancy camera to size me up. It is a bit risky—I mean, this is her vision and she just hired me to help carry it out. “If you hate it, I can clean him all up in ten minutes,” I quickly promise. J gestures for the hapless would-be clown to strip off the thick wool coat he’s been suffering in. He swings it over his shoulder and all of a sudden the visual goes from cool and interesting to really edgy and intriguing. The white shirt is practically see-through in some places from sweat. And when he leans back into the chain-link fence with the colorful garage in the background, his face totally pulls focus, even on the mini viewfinder. This is a low-budget passion project for J, so she didn’t spring to have the Mac on hand to review the images.


I can tell J loves how it looks now. She keeps snapping away; the shutter speed can hardly keep up with her. She hunches down and then goes up on her tiptoes, playing with camera angles, barking out orders for the model to change poses as she rotates around him.


When she’s finally exhausted every possible combination, she comes back to where I’m standing, camera hanging around her neck. She pulls out a cigarette and sighs like she’s just had the best sex of her life.


“That was a genius move, Alex. You have a good eye.”


“Thanks, J.” It is a super-rewarding feeling to know I helped make her vision a success. “You’ll send me a jpeg I can use for my site? This will make an amazing image for my home page.” And given that I took the job for fifty dollars, the jpeg is really the prize here. I’m desperate for content on my site; I know I won’t ever get legit work if I don’t have real photos, professional photos, on my page to show what I can do.


“Yeah, sure. I’ll get it to you by the weekend. And I’m definitely going to call you again. You do beauty makeup too, right?” Before I can answer she goes on, not even looking at me now; she’s scrolling back through the images on her camera’s viewfinder. “I have a real job next week. I’ll try to get you on it with me. That’s more traditional stuff, you know, a catalog job.” Thank God she can’t see me practically foaming at the mouth. She says “catalog job” like it is poison, but to me it sounds like heaven. If I can get actual jobs that pay real money, I can move out of my childhood bedroom, which still has paint chips missing from the infamous Lost Poster Incident. How was I to know that the tape keeping Matthew Fox over my bed would ruin the faux paint scheme? I was thirteen. Yeah, moving out, that’s definitely step one in proving to my parents I’ve finally got my act together.















CHAPTER FOUR
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Emma is coming to visit this weekend! Well, she’s coming here for work, but still, we’ll get to hang out. We’ve been planning it for months, since the daytime TV show she works on announced they would be shooting on location in LA, but it always seemed so far away. And now, knowing I’ll see my best friend tomorrow totally makes my day. Which I need, because every other thought in my head involves wanting to stab my eyes out. Doing the filing at the Pool Paradise office is by far the worst part of my week. But every Friday, unless I can actually justify skipping it with a legitimate makeup job, I have to drag myself into my parents’ office in “appropriate business attire” and answer phones all day. My gladiator-style sandals are the nicest pair I own. They are a simple white, which matches my flowy white blouse. I put a white tank on underneath so no one would have an excuse to comment on how tissue-paper-thin the fabric is. It’s hard to tell what my mom will consider “fancy” versus “inappropriate.”


“Pool Paradise, may I help you?” I flick the computer screen away from one of the beauty blogs I follow, back to the company website.


“Hey, babe. It’s me.”


“Oh, thank God. Sean. I don’t know if I can make it until lunch. You have to come rescue me.” He chuckles at my dramatic desperation. Sitting behind a desk is killing my creative spirit.


“Somehow I knew you were going to say that. I was going to suggest you bring down the payroll so I can give the paychecks to the crew this afternoon. You could swing by and grab lunch…”


“Yes! I’ll do it!” I don’t even let him finish. Whatever it is that gets me out of here, I’m in. And of course, the fact that Sean is asking lends legitimacy to the request. If it were my idea, my dad would roll his eyes and remind me of my deal with my parents to work “just one day a week”—the implication being that’s not asking too much—in exchange for living at home again.


“Dad! Where’s the crew paychecks?” I holler into the narrow back office area. “Sean wants me to bring them out to the site.”


“I haven’t done them yet,” he yells back.


“When will they be ready? He asked me to bring him some lunch so he can work straight through.” Stretching my legs, I go to stand in his office doorway. If I keep my body open to the main area, my dad’s closed-in little office space won’t affect me. But I take evenly timed breaths just in case. “He says he thinks he’s going to be able to wrap this job up by next week. So we can put both crews on the Melkans.”


“Honey, I’ll bring them out to you.” He gestures me away from his door before his eyes return to the computer screen. I immediately breathe easier back in the wide-open front area. Dad raises his voice so I hear, “I can get it done in the next hour, before I head out to bid on a new job.” I’ll take that as a yes.


Knowing it’s only an hour until freedom, I’m actually motivated to get some work done. I organize the bills and fill out some paperwork my dad left on my desk to get done today. It’s not that I can’t do this kind of work. I do oddly have a knack for math and numbers. I just loathe it.


I’ve been tough for my parents to deal with, but I couldn’t help being a late bloomer. My dad will forever see me as the little girl whom he couldn’t help. The agonizing minutes before the firemen came to get me out probably traumatized him more than me. My occasional bouts of claustrophobia certainly haven’t helped either of us get past it. I love him for wanting to take care of me, but it’s also restricting that they keep trying to mold me into what they want me to be instead of seeing that I’ve finally figured my life out. Makeup really is a dream come true for me. I love it, and am not going to give up on it just because it’s tough breaking into the industry. I believe in myself, for once. It’s just going to take time for me to prove it to everyone else.
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“In Opportunity Knocks, Sweeney captures the insanity of Hollywood
in the perfect blend of fun, intrigue and romance.”
—PORTIA DE ROSSI, actress and New York Times-bestselling
author of UNBEARABLE LIGHTNESS

AUTHOR OF THE STAR ATTRACTION AND SCARED SCRIPTLESS
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