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PRAISE FOR
 CINEMATIC DESTINIES


“Leavy’s prose is fluid, warm, and often poetic, capturing both the beauty of everyday moments and the emotional complexity of her characters’ inner lives . . . A gentle, heartfelt story of the messy beauty of becoming.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Cinematic Destinies is a stunning and poignant celebration of romance, the magic of movies, and life itself. The exotic Icelandic film set, well-drawn characters, and smart writing make this book impossible to put down. Leavy is a gifted writer who weaves beauty and hopefulness into each of her tales. This is a gorgeous novel.”


—Laurel Richardson, author of Lone Twin


“Emotionally charged, beautifully written, and deeply satisfying, this is a book you don’t want to miss.”


—Jessica Smartt Gullion, author of October Birds


“Cinematic Destinies is a gorgeous celebration of love, art, and the true meaning of life. The characters will live in my heart forever. They remind us how art inspires life and life inspires art. This novel is a cozy love letter to love itself and a testament to all the beauty to be found by simply living to the fullest. I absolutely loved this book! Highly recommended!”


—Jessie Voigts, PhD, founder of Wandering Educators


“A tour de force! Cinematic Destinies is a romantic masterpiece. This book was so captivating that I read it in one sitting and cried happy tears for the last several chapters. I literally could not speak for hours. It was just so beautiful and emotionally satisfying.”


—U. Melissa Anyiwo, editor of Gender Warriors


“This light-hearted new novel returns us to the story of Finn Forrester and Ella. We glimpse what ‘happily ever after’ has looked like in action for these two. How delightful to see this cozy family embracing vulnerability more courageously as their children mature—and accepting that sometimes a little trial and error imparts the best lesson of all!”


—Alexandra Nowakowski, coauthor of Other People’s Oysters


“This novel will pull at heartstrings, open tear ducts, and produce laughs all at once!”


—J. E. Sumerau, 2021 George Garrett Fiction Prize winning author of Transmission


“Leavy’s riveting story of what happens in the happily-ever-after shows us how the legacy of love and art are the greatest gift. We see how love can be complicated and messy but taking a chance on the one that makes your heart soar, especially when it frightens you, is an act that sheds light in the darkest places. I loved this book.”


—Sandra L. Faulkner, author of Poetic Inquiry: Craft, Method and Practice









PRAISE FOR
 AFTER THE RED CARPET


“A fun read from start to finish . . . a welcome and unreservedly recommended addition to the personal reading lists of dedicated romance fans.”


—Midwest Book Review


“Leavy’s writing shines in its ability to delve into the emotional intricacies of a relationship, offering readers a glimpse into the characters’ heartfelt explorations of trust, understanding, and mutual support. This novel is an inviting read for those who appreciate a story that reaches the heights of romantic idealism and savors the everyday moments that weave two lives together.”


—Literary Titan, 5-star review


“After the Red Carpet is a modern masterpiece and a perfect romance narrative from the more literary side of the book world.”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“Overall, the book is a frothy, sunny read.”


—Kirkus Reviews









PRAISE FOR
 THE LOCATION SHOOT


“Each character is more charming than the next . . . the intellectual discussions throughout the book prove fresh and engaging and will keep the pages turning. A quick-witted depiction of moviemaking best suited for contemplative romantics.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Patricia Leavy’s The Location Shoot is hard to put down. . . . Leavy is a master storyteller, skillfully weaving together a narrative that keeps us engaged from start to finish. . . . Ultimately, it’s a must-read for anyone looking for a thought-provoking and entertaining exploration of love, relationships, and self-discovery. Highly recommended!”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“The narrative’s charm isn’t solely defined by the romantic entanglement of a central couple but also by its well-sketched ensemble cast.”


—Literary Titan, 5-star review


“A tour de force! Much more than a romance, this novel celebrates the romance of life itself. Leavy’s voice in fiction is singular. She brings her laser-like wit, intelligence, and hopefulness to this enchanting and truly unforgettable love story.”


—Laurel Richardson, author of Lone Twin









PRAISE FOR
 SHOOTING STARS ABOVE


“Patricia Leavy crafts a riveting narrative that shows the healing power of love and how it helps wounded souls become whole once again.”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“The strongest book I’ve ever read . . . It gave me hope and made me remember why all kinds of love are worth fighting for.”


—The Book Revue, 5-star review


PRAISE FOR
 HOLLYLAND


“This quick read will leave readers satisfied with the happy ending. The main characters will make readers believe in love. Fans of Colleen Hoover and Tessa Bailey will enjoy Hollyland.”


—Booklist


“Written with the kind of eloquence associated with award winning literary fiction . . . An impressively poignant, laudably original, and thoroughly entertaining novel that moves fluidly between romance, humor, suspense, and joy, Hollyland is one of those stories that will linger in the mind and memory long after the book itself has been finished and set back upon the shelf . . . highly recommended.”


—Midwest Book Review
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PROLOGUE









	May 25


	Entertainment News Report








French filmmaker Jean Mercier’s impending retirement has sent shock waves through the film industry. Known for tackling daring subjects with his avant-garde approach to cinema, the controversial filmmaker has long been considered one of the few true artists of contemporary film. Although retirement seems inevitable at the age of 89, many in the industry thought he’d die with a director’s clapboard in his hands, a joke the eccentric artist has often made himself. The announcement comes one week before shooting is scheduled to begin on what we now know will be his final film. Mercier famously films in remote locations, living in seclusion with his lead actors in rented homes and inns. The award winner is known for curating unexpected casts, and his choices this time are sure to create a buzz.


Leading the cast is American actor Michael Hennesey, 69, who became widely known for his Emmy-winning role on Desperation and Despair before becoming a formidable presence on the silver screen. Hennesey previously appeared in Mercier’s acclaimed film Celebration thirty years ago. This is the first time the pair has reunited professionally.


British actor of stage and screen Rupert Reed, 29, is also set to star in the project. Reed is the son of playwright George Reed and actress Charlotte Reed. Charlotte Reed also starred in Mercier’s film Celebration.


Finally, up-and-coming American actress Georgia Sinclair Forrester, 25, will appear in the unnamed film. Forrester is the middle child of Hollywood movie star Finn Forrester and provocative philosopher Gabriella Sinclair Forrester. Georgia is the only of the pair’s children to follow in her father’s footsteps. Eldest daughter Betty, 28, is in a medical residency program in New York, and their son Albert, 22, recently graduated from Boston University with an art degree. Fans will recall that Forrester and Sinclair met on the set of Celebration, for which Forrester won the Oscar. One of the most enduring marriages in Hollywood, the world has been captivated by their fairy-tale romance since Forrester proposed to Sinclair on the red carpet at the Cannes Film Festival.


So, it appears that Mercier is creating a family affair of sorts for his final picture. Is it nostalgia? Genius casting? Publicity? An attempt to reclaim the magic of his glory days? The world will be waiting to see.
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CHAPTER 1





“Ella, where are you?” Finn called.


“Georgia’s room.”


Finn bounded upstairs and found Ella standing in a flowing yellow sundress, arranging a bouquet of colorful wildflowers. He came up behind her, slipped one hand around her waist, and moved her long spiral curls over before planting a delicate kiss on her shoulder. “Hi, love,” he whispered. “Those are pretty.”


“Wildflowers for Georgia, white roses for Betty, and daisies for our sweet Albert,” she said. “I know it’s only a long weekend, but I’m so excited they’re all coming. We’re hardly together as a family anymore. They’ll all be busy over the summer, and who knows when we’ll be together again. So, I wanted to make things special.”


“Come here,” he said, turning her to face him. “You always make everything special.” He ran his finger along her hairline and kissed her softly.


“I worry about them, you know,” she said.


“Why, love? They’re all fine.”


“Betty works such long hours. Seems she’s always at the hospital and she only ever mentions one friend. I don’t think she dates at all. Must be lonely in New York City on her own.” Ella stopped and shook her head. “When she was little, she always looked out for her siblings and other younger children. Now she spends all her time taking care of others, and I worry about who will take care of her.”


“She used to be such a romantic at heart. Don’t you remember how obsessed she was with fairy-tale movies and stories? She’d refuse to leave the house without her wand and tiara.”


“And the princess dresses. Heavens, she would throw a fit if I wouldn’t let her wear one. And now . . .”


“Now?” Finn asked.


“It’s like she’s lost that part of herself, her romantic nature. She’s become so serious. All work and no play.”


“Medical school was a huge undertaking. Now she’s dealing with the demands of her residency, but eventually she’ll make time for other things,” he assured her.


“Finn, do you really think life just waits for us? Love is inconvenient. It doesn’t oblige our schedules. It requires an open heart and I’m just not sure if . . .”


“Hey,” he whispered, stroking her cheek. “She’ll find her way.”


“I worry about Albert too. My shy, quiet, gentle Albert. He must get lonely, all the way on the other side of the country. We’ve always been so close, but lately when we FaceTime, I can’t tell if he’s happy. I look into his soft blue eyes and . . .” She trailed off.


“He’s just a late bloomer. I know you were hoping he’d move back home after school, but going to Boston was good for him. The animation classes he’s taking this summer along with his art degree will open a lot of doors. It’s good for him to explore different ways to use his talent. More importantly, he’s finding out who he is.”


“I hope so.” She glanced over at the vase. “Then there’s our little wildflower, Georgia. She spends her life flitting from one place to the next, no roots, no real home base, one casual lover after the other.”


“Sounds like someone I know, my bohemian bride,” he said with a chuckle.


“Don’t start with that.”


“Ella, you and Georgia have always been so much alike. It’s why you’re at odds sometimes. She inherited your sense of humor, free spirit, wanderlust. The universe was damn clear because she’s even your spitting image.”


“Don’t blame me. You’re the actor. She’s following in your footsteps.”


“Baby, she’s just adventurous. That comes from you. It’s one of the things I fell in love with. Remember in the beginning how afraid you were of truly giving yourself to me? You were terrified I’d try to tame you, when all I wanted in the world was to love you.” Finn took her face in both his hands and leaned his forehead against hers, lingering for a long intimate moment. He pulled back and kissed her passionately, weaving his fingers into her hair. “That’s still all I want, to love you,” he whispered, nibbling on her earlobe.


Ella wrapped her arms around him and softly said, “Love me right now. Take me to our room.”




BETTY WALKED INTO THE RESIDENTS’ LOUNGE, chugging a bottle of water.


“Hey, you’re still here?” Khalil asked, sitting up from the bench he was sprawled out on.


“The delivery took forever. I felt sorry for the mother. But when she held her newborn, she seemed to forget all about the labor,” Betty replied, tossing her empty bottle in the recycling bin and opening her locker.


“Best part of OB-GYN, right? We get to be a part of a lot of happy endings,” he said.


She smiled. “Or happy beginnings, really. What are you still doing here? Didn’t your shift end hours ago?”


“Oh, uh, just thought I’d stick around a bit,” he stammered.


“Suit yourself,” she said with a shrug.


Khalil watched as Betty stretched her arms, extending her tall, lean frame. She pulled the scrunchie out of her hair, releasing wavy blonde locks down to the middle of her back, and took a small roller suitcase out of her locker.


“You must be looking forward to seeing your family,” he remarked.


She nodded. “My folks have been asking us to visit for so long. I feel bad because I do miss them, but you know what our lives are like. No time for anything.”


“Yeah, we’ve really got to find a way to have a life,” he muttered.


“Georgia’s probably gonna be going on and on about her next film and whatever rando she’s been sleeping with. She dates guys for like five minutes. Honestly, I don’t see the point. I’d rather just be at home soaking in a warm bath doing a crossword.” Khalil took a breath like he was going to respond, but she continued, “So, do you have big plans this weekend? Finally going to catch a Broadway play?”


He shook his head. “Doing a double. Figured without you here to kick my ass in Scrabble and overindulge on international takeout, I might as well get in the extra hours.”


She smiled and started toward the door, wheeling her suitcase behind her.


“You’re leaving straight from here?” he asked.


“Uh-huh. I brought my stuff just in case. Figured I might not have time to go home,” she replied.


“Don’t you want to change into street clothes?”


“No time,” Betty said. “My dad sent his jet, and I’m already barely going to make the departure time. We’re stopping in Boston on the way to LA to pick up my brother, so I can’t be late.”


“Well, if anyone can rock blue scrubs and black clogs, it’s you,” Khalil said.


She laughed. “It wouldn’t faze them, they’re used to me, but I’ll change on the jet.”


“Have a nice weekend.”


“You too.”


“Betty,” he called, before she made it out the door. She turned to face him and raised her eyebrows. “When you get back, Scrabble and takeout? We could try that new Indian place.”


“Sure,” she replied. “Sounds great. Bye.”


“Bye.”




ALBERT SCOOPED UP HIS NOTEBOOKS AND colored pencils and stuck them in his laptop bag.


“Don’t forget your headphones. For the plane,” Ryan said, gesturing to the table.


“Thanks,” Albert replied, sticking the headphones in the side pouch of his suitcase. “Listen, I gotta go. My ride’s outside.”


“Wait,” Ryan said.


“My sister is pretty uptight. She’ll be upset if I’m late for the flight.”


“Please,” he said, grazing Albert’s hand and looking straight into his blue eyes. “Just sit with me for a minute. I’m sorry about last night and . . .”


“I really can’t be late,” Albert muttered, averting his gaze.


Ryan sighed. He extended his hand and implored, “Please, just give me a minute.”


Albert reluctantly sat on the couch but kept his hands in his lap.


“What I said last night came out all wrong. I didn’t mean it to sound like an ultimatum. But you’ve always said you’re really close with your parents. Your mother already knows, and you said she completely accepts you. If you’d only tell your father then . . .”


“You don’t understand.”


“Then explain it to me.”


Albert ran his hand through his sideswept ash-brown hair and took a deep breath. “My dad’s a movie star, a leading man. And . . . he and my mom have this iconic love story. He proposed to her in front of the whole world, like it was nothing. They even named me after Albie Hughes, you know, the famous actor, and . . .”


“What?” Ryan asked.


“I don’t want to disappoint anyone, that’s all. I’m different from them and maybe I just want to fit in.”


“Can’t you fit in being yourself?”


“I’m . . . I’m not ready. I understand if you don’t want to hang out anymore. Please lock up when you go back to your place. I’m sorry, I have to go,” he said, rising. He opened the apartment door, and Ryan called to him.


“Al, you spend so much time drawing superheroes. Maybe it’s time to be the hero of your own story. You deserve that. You deserve to be who you are. We all do.”


“Yeah,” he whispered, gently closing the door behind him.




“FUCK, WHERE’S MY OTHER SHOE?” Georgia yelped, searching the floor, wearing only a G-string.


“Come back to bed, baby.”


“I can’t,” she said, looking under the couch.


“You’ve got a great ass. Bring it back over here.”


“Ah, here it is!” she exclaimed, holding up the brown leather sandal. “For a minute I thought I’d have to drive all the way to LA barefoot.”


She stepped into the sandals and slipped her short sundress over her head, her long light brown spiral curls flowing freely down her back.


“Oh, come on, baby. Don’t cover up that smoking bod. Just one more round.”


“Can’t,” she said, leaning down to give him a quick smooch. “My folks are expecting me. They all think I’m flighty as it is. My siblings are traveling from across the country, so if I’m the one who’s late, well, pretty much proves their point.”


“What if I promise to make you squeal?” he teased, extending his tattooed arms.


“Sorry, but I gotta bolt,” Georgia said with a giggle, leaning down again to give him one more peck. She ran her finger above the piercing over his eyebrow and said, “Have a great summer. Good luck with your band.”


“Wait. When will you be back in San Fran?”


She shrugged. “I don’t know, like maybe never. After LA I’ll be abroad for the summer making a movie. Then, who knows. Maybe I’ll go to New York to do theater again. Or maybe I’ll take a break. I’d love to live in Tahiti or somewhere tropical for a while.”


“You know where to find me,” he said with a devilish glint in his eyes.


She smiled, revealing the dimples in her heart-shaped face, grabbed her slouchy hobo bag, and left.




“THAT WAS AMAZING,” FINN WHISPERED, rolling beside Ella, his body still trembling. He gently swept his fingers from her brow to her cheekbone. “You are so beautiful. When I look into those piercing green eyes, I don’t ever want to look away.”


“You’re the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, my love,” she said, kissing him softly.


“I’m an old man,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m lucky you still want me.”


“You just get sexier and sexier,” she insisted, running her fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair and across the lines fanning out from his sea-colored eyes. “You are my everything, now and forever.”


“And you’re mine,” he whispered, squeezing her shoulder and planting a tiny kiss on the tip of her nose. He stared adoringly at her as if searching for the words to express how he was feeling, and eventually said, “Marry me, Ella.”


She giggled and said, “Maybe you’re getting senile after all. We’re already married.”


Finn laughed. “Our thirtieth anniversary is coming up this fall. Let’s renew our vows. There’s nothing that would make me happier than marrying you again. Say yes.”


“Yes,” she said, smiling brightly. She lifted his hand and sprinkled little kisses on his fingers.


He pulled her closer and she settled against him. “I know you always worry about when we can get the family together. We can tell the kids this weekend to mark their calendars. Just an intimate celebration of our life and love, here in our home, where we got married.”


“That sounds perfect,” Ella said. She smiled, but it quickly evaporated, and her gaze fell downward. “I just wish . . .”


He lifted her chin until her eyes met his. “What is it, love?”


“The children. I want them to have all that life has to offer. To live and love with gusto. Like we’ve tried to do, but each in their own way.”


“I want that too.”


“I know you don’t think I should worry . . .”


“You’re an extraordinary mother. I love how you know them, how you look out for them. But we have to trust the job we did. They’re okay.”


“I hope so.”


“All we can do is live and love with everything we have. Allow them to see the example we set.”


“Sometimes I think their choices reflect their desire to be different from us, no matter the cost. Especially Georgia. She worships you, but . . .”


“Hey,” Finn said, caressing her shoulder. “She loves you fiercely. It’s just that you’re so much alike, whether you two see it or not, and she craves independence. Autonomy.”


Ella sighed.


“Come here,” he said, guiding her head to his chest and wrapping her in his strong arms. “Right now, just be with me.”


“Always, my love.”
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CHAPTER 2





“Mom, how long are you going to hug me for?” Albert said.


“Just a minute more,” Ella whispered as she held him tightly.


“Let the poor kid go,” Finn joked, standing beside Betty.


Eventually Ella let go, rubbed Albert’s arms, and smiled. “I’m just so happy you’re home, that you’re both home. Why don’t you get settled and then come hang out by the pool? We’re planning a barbecue out back when your sister arrives.”


“Georgia’s not here yet?” Betty asked.


“You know how she is. With any luck she’ll make her grand entrance early enough that we can eat before midnight,” Ella replied with a wink.


Betty laughed.


“I’m a little tired. Do you mind if I just chill in my room until dinner?” Albert asked.


“Sure, sweetheart. We’ll be out back if you change your mind,” Ella replied.


Albert picked up his suitcase and shuffled upstairs.


Ella slung her arm around Betty and asked, “Is everything okay with your brother?”


Betty shrugged. “He was quiet on the jet. Just drawing and listening to music with his headphones. You know how he is. I’m sure he’s fine.”


“Well, I wish he’d hang out with us, but this gives us a chance to catch up. We want to hear everything about your residency program and life in the Big Apple.”


“We sure do,” Finn added. “I’ll bring your bag upstairs. Then we want to hear our girl tell us all about being a brilliant doctor.”


Betty giggled. “I’m not brilliant.”


“Yes, you are,” Finn countered.


“Come on, no point in arguing,” Ella said, giving Betty’s shoulder a squeeze. “Let’s go relax outside. I made lavender lemonade and your favorite snacks. We want to hear everything before Georgia gets here and commands the floor.”




AS DUSK SET IN, ELLA AND FINN WERE rapt listening to Betty tell them stories about her residency program.


“When the second twin was finally born, we all breathed a sigh of relief,” she explained.


“I bet,” Finn said, beaming.


“What?” she asked.


“We’re just so unbelievably proud of you,” he replied.


“We sure are,” Ella added.


Betty looked down, her fair cheeks turning rosy.


“Seems obstetrics was the right choice for you,” Finn remarked.


“Yeah. It’s unpredictable with crazy hours, and it’s heartbreaking when things don’t go well, so you have to really shut off your emotions. That’s what it takes to do it well. To be a good doctor. You can’t allow yourself to feel it.” Ella glanced at Finn and Betty continued, “But most of the time, it’s the best job in the world. There’s nothing like helping deliver babies. It’s incredibly . . .” She trailed off, as if trying to find the perfect word.


“What?” Ella asked.


“Hopeful. It’s incredibly hopeful,” Betty said, picking up her water glass.


Ella and Finn exchanged a smile and Betty continued, “Sometimes I have to remind myself that I have a job to do, and when it’s over, I’ve done my part. On to the next. It’s not like I get to see the children’s lives.” She stopped to take a sip of her drink before adding, “Who they become as adults.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Ella mused. “I think you can tell a lot from how we come into this world. Let’s take you and your siblings. Heavens, I was in labor with you forever, writhing around in pain. Now that I know you, it’s clear you were just taking your time. You’re always so thoughtful, careful, and you never leap before you look. I’m sure it’s made you an extraordinary doctor.” Betty looked down shyly and Ella continued, “Now Georgia, on the other hand, practically flew out of me. The doctor had to catch her like a football. It was quite the entrance.”


“That it was,” Finn added with a chuckle.


“Seems she couldn’t wait to get the hell out of me and out into the world, and that certainly hasn’t changed,” Ella said with a laugh. “Finally, Albert. His labor was shorter than yours, longer than your sister’s, but it was mild, peaceful. When he was born, that final push somehow lasted a moment longer than all the others. Like he was timid about joining us.” She shook her head. “So you see, how we come into this world says a lot about who we are.”


“So, I guess the moral of that story is that Georgia’s always been destined for the spotlight,” Betty said.


“Damn straight!” Georgia exclaimed, dramatically throwing her arms up in the air as she sprinted toward her family.


Everyone leapt up to greet her.


“Little peach, I missed you,” Finn said, wrapping her in a bear hug.


“Me too, Dad.”


“Hey, I want some of that,” Ella said. The two embraced affectionately. “I missed you too, sweet girl.”


“Me too, Mom.”


Betty hugged Georgia and whispered, “Good to see you, drama queen.”


“You too, brainiac,” Georgia replied.


“So, we’re glad you could join us before dark,” Ella teased.


“I planned to be here hours ago, but I got lost leaving the Bay Area and then I had a problem with the stupid convertible sports car I rented. Long story, but I made it. Where’s Al?”


“Resting in his room until dinner,” Ella replied.


Georgia furrowed her brow. “I don’t think so. I’ll go drag his ass out. Back in a flash. You can talk about me while I’m gone,” she said, darting off.


As soon as she was out of earshot, Finn, Ella, and Betty burst into laughter.


When the laughter died down, Ella smiled and said, “Georgia’s home.”




GEORGIA TAPPED ON THE DOOR BEFORE letting herself in. Albert was sitting on his bed with his headphones in his lap.


“Hey, snot face,” she said, barreling over to him.


He beamed as she plopped down on the edge of his bed and leaned over for a big hug.


“So, what kind of sad stereotype is this?” she joked, gesturing at the headphones. “Don’t tell me, you were listening to some indie band no one’s ever heard of and contemplating the poetic futility of life. Step it up. Be more original. You’re an artist for fuck’s sake.”


Albert laughed.


Georgia’s expression turned more serious. “You know I’m just teasing. What gives? Why are you up here all alone?”


“I was just a little tired. Jet lag.”


Georgia stared him down, silently prodding him to fess up.


He sighed. “I was thinking, that’s all. I just have some stuff on my mind. Personal stuff to figure out.”


“Well, for what it’s worth, my best advice is always the same. Be yourself because yourself is fabulous.”


Albert smiled. “I’m so glad you’re here. I missed you.”


“Missed you more,” she said, tousling his hair.


“Hey,” he protested, fixing his hair.


“We better go. They’re waiting for us. Don’t worry, if you feel like being quiet, I’ll cover for you. I have oodles to tell everyone about my new movie. Come on,” she said, tugging his hand.




“DAD, DID YOU READ THE TRADES?” Georgia asked as she helped herself to a piece of grilled chicken.


“I did. You’re making quite the splash, little peach,” he replied.


She beamed. “Everyone’s predicting this will be my big breakout role. That nothing will ever be the same again.”


“You’re very talented. Just remember what I’ve always told you, what Grandma used to tell me. Be truthful in your performances. People need their stories told. And never forget it’s a privilege to be an artist.” He glanced over at Albert and said, “That applies to you too, with your visual art. You’re also very talented.”


Albert smiled bashfully and Georgia jumped back in, “I know, Dad. I love getting lost in the stories.”


“You’re in for quite an education. Being in a Jean Mercier film is a singular experience. No one works the way he does. Be prepared. No rehearsals, no blocking. Half the time, no damn clue what’s going on,” he said with a chuckle.


Georgia nodded. “I know. His style is legendary. I think it will be perfect for me. I never overprepare. I always try to find the moment. Let it happen naturally.”


“He wouldn’t have cast you if he didn’t think you’d be exceptional. He’s got a knack for these things. You’ll grow a lot on this job. It will be good for you in more ways than you can imagine.” Finn let out a puff and continued, “Hell, my first Mercier film changed my whole life. It’s where I met your mother.”


Finn and Ella stared at each other from opposite ends of the table.


“Uh, hello. Not to mention you snagged an Oscar,” Georgia said.


Finn laughed. “Trust me, the gold I scored on that set was your mother.”


“So true,” Ella said matter-of-factly. She giggled in her husband’s direction and then looked at Georgia and asked, “So, are you going to tell us what the film is about?”


“It’s all top secret, so you have to promise not to say a word,” Georgia instructed.


“It will be hard to resist calling the tabloids. You know, when I have time in between facilitating the miracle of life,” Betty joked.


Albert laughed, covering his mouth.


Georgia stared her down.


“Just teasing. Scout’s honor,” Betty said.


Georgia rolled her eyes. “It’s called Beauty. We’re filming in a remote location in Iceland. The script is pretty sparse. Some kind of metaphor or something.”


“Yeah, that’s how Jean works,” Finn remarked.


“Basically, two men fall in love with my character. An old guy, and one who’s more my age,” Georgia explained.


“Please tell me you don’t have any sex scenes with Michael. I don’t think I can handle it,” Finn lamented.


“Dad!” Georgia whined.


“I’m serious,” he said.


“Don’t worry. Nothing like that,” she assured him.


“He better not hit on you for real either,” Finn added.


“Dad! Gross! He’s old like you.”


Finn and Ella burst into laughter.


“Yeah, well that may not stop him. When your mom and I met him on the set of Celebration, he was quite the player.”


“Oh, don’t listen to your father,” Ella chimed in. “Michael has been blissfully married to Lauren almost as long as we’ve been together. He’s also a friend. There are some lines he wouldn’t cross.”


“Your mother is right. Much bigger chance that Jean hits on you,” Finn said.


“Ick! He’s like two hundred!” Georgia wailed.


Ella laughed. “Age hasn’t slowed him down one bit. His reputation with women is well-earned. I can speak from experience. After all, he tried to feel me up when we first met. Come to think of it, I was a bit younger than you at the time.”


“Gross!” Georgia, Betty, and Albert moaned in unison.


Ella giggled. “Don’t worry, Georgia. He thinks of you as a niece. We’re just teasing. Well, mostly. Jean is one of my oldest and dearest friends. We adore each other.”


“Someone please change the subject. I don’t want to hear any more about how my boss tried to feel up Mom,” Georgia whined.


“Fair enough,” Finn said with a laugh. He turned to his son and asked, “Are you looking forward to the summer classes you’ll be taking at MassArt?”


Albert took a sip of water and responded, “Yeah. Thanks for letting me do it. I know I could have gotten a job right after graduation, but . . .”


“Your mother and I are happy to support your continued education,” Finn assured him.


“Of course we are,” Ella concurred.


“You’ve always been so passionate about drawing. We thought you’d get a job as an illustrator or something. What made you interested in studying animation?” Finn asked.


“I figured this would give me more options to turn art into a career.” Albert looked down and added, “If I develop skills in animation, I might be able to do something in the entertainment industry. Maybe work in television or film. Hollywood even.”


Finn smiled. “It’s smart to create options for yourself.”


“Whatever you do, we couldn’t be prouder, my sweet boy,” Ella added, leaning over and patting his hand. “I know how you get lost in your art and studies, but make sure you leave time for a social life this summer. You’re only young once. Have some fun too.”


“Yeah,” Albert muttered, picking up his fork and taking a bite of chicken.


“It always sounded like you had some good friends at school. Did they all leave after graduation or are some still in Boston?” Ella asked.


Albert swallowed the food in his mouth and replied, “I still have a few people. It’s why I wanted to move to Harvard Square. My friends are in the same apartment building. I don’t mind taking public transportation to school.”


“Good,” Ella said. She turned to Betty. “What about that nice friend of yours your father and I met last time we visited you in New York? Khalil? How is he? We thought he was lovely.”


“He’s fine. Working crazy hours like me. Honestly, he’s a lifeline. If it weren’t for him, I’d have no life at all. We play a lot of board games and eat a ton of takeout. It’s nice to have someone to keep you company who understands the demands of the job, the insane hours. A few weeks ago, I got new curtains for my apartment, and he came over to help me hang them. We do stuff like that for each other. Since neither of us is from New York, it’s good we have each other.”
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