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			To every girl’s dream of her real-life “John Steeling”

		

	
		
			Nothing can hinder, nothing can delay the manifestation of the Divine Plan of my life.

			—FLORENCE SCOVEL SHINN
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			From the moment I’d told Marvin Castelli that I wanted to move out to California, he had insisted that my daughter, Isabella, would love it. But I’d had so many doubts. She had just lost her father five months earlier, and her life had been so chaotic for the last several years that I was afraid she would plunge into a blue funk. I should have known better. She was sixteen going on thirty, a beautiful young woman with her father’s dark eyes, my black hair, and a personality as huge as the Pacific. She loved her new school, Our Lady of Malibu, and already had so many friends that on weekends our Malibu beach house rocked with music and laughter.

			Her life had settled into a kind of normalcy that my childhood never had. My mother was a chain-smoking alcoholic, a lost soul, and my father abused her, cheated on her, and abandoned her shortly after I was born. I saw him once when I was six, a guy Mom pointed out in the Brooklyn neighborhood where we lived. I ran over to him and hugged his legs tightly. He pulled away, and I never saw him again.

			I didn’t have any positive male influences in my life as a kid, and that does something to you, creates this terrible inner void that begs to be filled . . . with something. For me, that inner void burned with a craving for love. True love.

			That craving had caused me plenty of heartache and still did.

			My husband, Alec, had been one of those people who was larger than life and, not surprisingly, had done everything in a big way. He literally swept me off my feet, and for years, our life together was about excess. We had money to burn—but it was his money. He controlled every facet of it and also controlled me. After Alec crashed and burned with the Wall Street debacle, after we lost everything and he ended up in a psych ward, our lives descended into darkness and chaos.

			When Alec lost his money and his power, he also lost himself, his identity as a human being, as a man. His frenetic energy, once so laser-focused, scattered like dry seeds in the wind. He became someone I no longer knew.

			I stayed in the marriage because I didn’t know what else to do, didn’t have any other recourse. I hoped I might fall in love with him again, but then I began to wonder if I had ever really loved him at all. I had thought he was my saving grace. The real knight in shining armor who came and captured my heart. After all, a modern-day Rapunzel I truly was, and all I wanted was to be loved and to give love. What else is there? I thought. Maybe I was seduced by the luxuries of those good years: the private jets and exotic travel, the clothes and jewelry, then to quickly adapting to socializing with the pawnbrokers to unload it all. To a girl from Brooklyn who’d spent her childhood on food stamps, Alec had represented my ticket to love and to final freedom over the Brooklyn Bridge, to the high life in Manhattan, where I would become a writer.

			Well, a writer I became, all right, and moved across that bridge. But at what cost? Four years ago, I lost everything—my marriage, my home, and the millions we supposedly had in the bank. Even the million we had in our daughter’s college fund evaporated. Was any of the money ever really there to begin with? Or was it all just the smoke and mirrors of derivatives? After all, money doesn’t define you; it just enhances your life.

			During my first trip out here eighteen months ago, my manager, Liza Corrlinks, and I were on our way to meet a producer who was interested in optioning my novel, The Blessed Bridge. Liza told me I would be moving to California, and when I laughed, she confessed that her friends thought she was a tad psychic. They think it explains why I knew Stallone was perfect for Rocky, Pacino for Corleone, Michael Douglas as Gekko. Hey, it sounds like your life, Sam!

			I told her The Blessed Bridge sounded like my life, and that was when she explained that the producer with whom we were meeting wanted to change the title to Brooklyn Story, that blessed was too religious for them. But they love the word bridge, Sam.

			Why this? Why that? Why, why, why seemed to be the litany of my life. Why had Alec, a man in his early fifties, after losing it all, managing to make some of it back, suddenly died of a heart attack thirty-five thousand feet above the Atlantic, en route to Switzerland for HGH treatments? And why had it happened right after my meeting with the producer who ultimately optioned my book? That kind of juxtaposition of events made me wonder, again and again, just who or what orchestrated our lives.

			Alec’s death had hurled our lives into utter bedlam—­emotionally, spiritually, financially. As his widow, I was responsible for his debts, hundreds of thousands of dollars he had borrowed from his parents, friends, former Wall Street buddies. I was responsible for his funeral expenses at the Frank E. Campbell Funeral Chapel and his viewing in their chapel, his coffin surrounded by dozens of red roses and white lilies. Scattered about were wreaths of Yankee memorabilia.

			Isabella and I moved in with Liza and lived with her while I tried to figure things out. Focus groups became a way to earn easy cash and helped to improve our situation. Even when my novel was optioned, a lot of that money went toward paying off Alec’s funeral expenses and our other debts. I could no longer afford the tuition at Isabella’s private Catholic school. Fortunately, a dear friend stepped up and paid a year’s tuition while I figured it out. What a blessing. I was grateful for the things that mattered the most and the people in my life that gave me hope to continue on my path.

			Then, sixteen months ago, a man appeared at the door, and our lives spun in the opposite direction. He was an insurance agent and handed me a bunch of papers and a check for fifteen million dollars, payoff on a life insurance policy I didn’t know Alec had. Fifteen million. Even during the darkest years, Alec somehow had been making the payments on that policy, ensuring that Isabella and I would be able to survive in the event of his untimely death. And right then I forgave Alec for everything and understood that even if we’d made a mess of our marriage, his love for his daughter had never waned. In the end, he had done the right thing, and he had done it the way he had done everything—big and grand.

			Now here we were in our new lives, with new opportunities for me and a more stable environment for Isabella. I had my own production company and had convinced Marvin to move out here after he and his partner of fifteen years had split up, and now he was working for me. There was even a new man in my life, the producer, Paul Jannis, who had optioned my book. I didn’t know yet if he was my other half, my true love, if he would fill that void I have carried inside me for most of my life. But I was doing what my grandmother had advised before she’d died: You wrote yourself out of a Brooklyn story, Sam. Now write yourself into a California story, the one you really deserve.
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			ONE

			The blue vastness of the Pacific swept to the distant horizon and melted into the sky. Mansions perched at the edge of cliffs and beaches appeared and disappeared against all the blueness, this incomparable open space. I definitely wasn’t in Brooklyn anymore—or in Manhattan.

			“Gorgeous, just gorgeous, all of it,” Marvin remarked, leaning forward from the backseat, his head popping into the space between Isabella and me. “Even after living out here for a year, I don’t get tired of feasting on all this blue.”

			“And no winter, no snow,” exclaimed Isabella, my daughter. “At night, I go to sleep to the sound of the surf. How awesome is that?”

			“Very awesome,” I agreed, and my eyes met Marvin Castelli’s in the rearview mirror. Told ya so, Sam.

			I turned off on South Winter Canyon Road. I loved the name of that road; south winter conjured such vivid mental images of snow-covered streets wrapped up in that strange silence that came with falling snow. And the word canyon was all about this area of California, a sweeping desert of canyons and valleys that humanity had sort of tamed.

			Just beyond Pepperdine University on our left, I hung a right through the gate of Isabella’s school. “I’ve got a swim meet after school, Mom, so I’ll catch a ride home with Lauren.”

			Lauren was her closest friend in Malibu, the daughter of writers for one of the hottest TV shows this season. Even though both she and Isabella had their driver’s licenses, neither of them was allowed to drive to and from school. Lauren’s older brother, who attended Pepperdine, often drove them home.

			“Have a good day, love, and I should be home around six. I left a veggie lasagna in the fridge that you can heat up.”

			She bussed me quickly on the cheek and slid out of the car, and Marvin got out of the back to join me up front. “And good luck with that English test,” he called after her. “I know you’ll do great.”

			Marvin used to teach English lit and composition in a high school in Rhode Island and had spent several hours this weekend helping her study for the test. He and his ex-partner had also written a play that I had produced off Broadway, in my other life. That was how I’d met him. That time now seemed so distant and remote that I often couldn’t remember who I had been there, what had motivated me, what goals I’d had.

			Isabella flashed him a thumbs-up and I stared after her, watching until my beautiful daughter vanished into the crowd of kids moving toward the main building.

			“Don’t worry about her, Sam,” he said. “She’s flourishing out here. We all are.”

			Yes, we were. But always, in the back of my head, there was an annoying little voice that kept warning me about becoming too complacent, too comfortable. As I knew from the past, the proverbial curveballs usually hurtled toward you out of the blue, and slammed your life into crisis mode. I’d had more than my share of crises and disasters and could do without them, thank you very much. But still, a part of me remained alert and vigilant, prepared nonetheless for what might occur.

			“So how’s our day shaping up, Marvin?”

			“We’ve got back-to-back meetings from ten till noon, lunch with Liza after that, and then five more scripts came in over the weekend. And I haven’t finished going through the email yet.” He brought out his trusty iPad and went online.

			Marvin was a short, handsome man with wavy blond hair and dark, compassionate eyes. There was an artistic, disheveled air about him, but he was so efficient and organized that he kept my new company on track. Despite the fact that we were new in town, we already had one TV movie in production with HBO, a thriller/love story set post-WWII, and we were actively seeking scripts for a possible TV series. Brooklyn Story was supposed to go into production at Gallery Studios sometime in the next several months, but we didn’t have a date yet.

			Liza had been immensely helpful in connecting us with the right people. Her network out here was vast and varied and ranged from actors and directors to scriptwriters and line producers. She was also steering our search for financing for a movie of my second novel, The Suite Life. It would have been great if Gallery had just optioned both books, but as Liza said, Patience, love. It’ll happen.

			For most of my life, I’d known people who were helpful and supportive like Liza was, but she was extraordinary. Endowed with endless energy, Liza could tackle anything, anywhere, and complete the job in half the time it would take anyone else.

			Sometimes my life felt as if it was moving at the speed of light, and I just had to slow down and take some deep breaths. That was when Isabella and I would take long walks on the beach, talking and looking for shells. Or we would do girl things, like shop and get our hair cut and our nails done, stuff we rarely had done together in New York. Our relationship was much stronger and deeper here than it had been during the years when our lives were so screwed up. I hated to admit it, but with Alec gone and some money, that can happen. I guess money can do that. There was a lot of be said for financial freedom.

			“Okay,” Marvin said. “There’s an email here from Liza. She says you’re not answering your text messages and are we still on for lunch?”

			“You bet. Tell her that. And tell her I just did a software update on my phone, and my texting isn’t working right.”

			DeMarco Productions was located on Melrose Avenue, close to Paramount Studios. It was small, just four rooms on the second floor of a house that had stood on Melrose for decades. The central room was a small lobby, the walls painted a pale lemon yellow and decorated with some vintage movie posters that Paul had lent us from his collection. The other three rooms circled the lobby, like planets around the sun.

			Clara Mendoza, our receptionist, was already at her desk, madly typing away at her computer; she paused to hand me a stack of phone messages. “They’re all urgent,” she said in her snappy, slightly accented voice. “They’re always urgent.”

			I laughed. “Life is urgent.”

			She glanced away from the computer screen. An attractive brunette in her early thirties, a Peruvian who had come to L.A. looking for fame and fortune, after several years of heartbreak, she’d decided to find a real job, something in the industry, and I hired her within five minutes of meeting her. She was bilingual, a definite asset, and could fix anything from computers and broken faucets to scripts.

			“Now you sound like some South American writer like . . . Marquez. Wasn’t he the one who said that life is urgent? Or was it love is urgent? Well, whatever.”

			“I can’t text after updating my phone’s operating system,” I said. “Any advice?”

			“I’ll take a look.” She extended her hand, and I passed her the phone. “Paul has called a couple of times. He wants to meet you for lunch, I told him you were meeting Liza, and he’d like to join you.”

			“What’d you tell him?”

			“Que va, chica. I told him you’d call him as soon as you got in. Oh, I just forwarded you and Marvin another script we received. It looks promising. I’ll read it tonight.”

			And she was also incredibly diligent. “Great. Thanks. Can you get Paul on the phone?”

			Since Paul had called the office rather than my cell, it meant he had business to discuss. I would do the same.

			I hurried on into my office. Sunlight shone through the sliding-glass doors leading out to a small balcony to my right, where several gorgeous potted plants grew with a kind of wild abandon.

			Sometimes at the end of a busy day, Marvin, Clara, and I sat out at the balcony table, sipping my favorite rosé wine, commiserating over possible strategies, and marveling at our good fortune. I hoped to expand the staff eventually, but I didn’t intend to make the same mistakes I had made during my marriage to Alec, when money went out faster than it came in. I pondered the thought of how far I had come in my life, and finally it felt great. I was even able to exhale for a moment.

			Right now it was just the three of us and a part-timer, a male intern from UCLA who had a sharp eye for what worked in stories. He worked closely with Marvin, and I suspected that some sort of romantic thing might be unfolding between the two of them. I hoped so. Marvin needed love as badly as I did.

			My first ritual every morning when I came into my office was to light three candles on the little altar in the corner that held miniature statues: the first to the Blessed Mother, a second to the Archangel Michael, and a third to Buddha. In the six weeks Paul and I had been dating, he’d never commented on the altar or the items it held, but I suspected he didn’t approve for “business reasons.” He was too nice to say it, though. Even if he had, this was my office, my production company, and if I wanted to have an altar in here, then I would. These were my beliefs. They had taken me this far, and I was willing to go all the way with them. I hoped that the days when a man called the shots regarding what I did, who I saw, where I went, or how I spent my money were history.

			As I lit the candles, I could almost hear my grandmother whispering, Kinehora, Samelah, kinehora, the words that always protected me. Blessed good journey, protecting what’s to come. I asked that the week ahead would unfold peacefully. I’ve had enough drama in my life to last several lifetimes, and the only thing that ever came from it was more drama and heartache. I then blew the candles out and inhaled the scent of lemon that lingered in the air.

			My desk faced the balcony so that I always had a view of those potted plants and the palm trees beyond them. Those palms were a constant reminder that I wasn’t in New York anymore, as if I could forget that. As much as I loved being organized, stuff still cluttered my desk: books, scripts, notes, and pads of paper on which I jotted everything, from addresses to lines from songs that I wanted to use in the script for The Suite Life. So when my desk phone rang, I had to dig through the clutter even to find it. “Sam, I’ve got Paul on the line,” Clara said, and clicked through.

			“Hey,” I said.

			“Hey yourself, beautiful.”

			He had a low, husky voice, infinitely seductive, and it elicited an immediate image in my head of a younger Bruce Willis, head as bald as an egg, Mediterranean blue eyes, a salt-and-pepper goatee. Six months ago, he had asked me out for the first time. I turned him down. I didn’t think it was a good idea to date the guy who had optioned my book and script. He wouldn’t take no for an answer and kept finding excuses to call me. This went on for months, until he came by the office one afternoon with my favorite, a truffle pizza.

			“Since you won’t go out with me, I figure that if I bring lunch to you, it’s not an official date. We’re just two hungry people sharing the best pizza in Hollywood.”

			So we sat out on the balcony like a couple of old friends, exchanging stories about Hollywood’s weirdness. He had more of those stories than I did—he’d been here for decades. One of my favorites was about the valet at one of the plush hotels who was eventually busted for stealing parts from Jaguars and BMWs, which he sold for a tidy profit on the black market. Then there was a woman who cleaned houses for the rich and famous and went on to write a tell-all book about the dysfunctional lifestyles of the people for whom she worked. Ordinary people, really, whose lives were corrupted by Hollywood and fame.

			This sort of corruption, though, was even more prevalent among the children of Hollywood’s movers and shakers, Paul had said, and told me about his son’s addiction to a video game. Luke was now in rehab. Luke’s friend Jake, whose father was the CEO of a major studio, had a sexual addiction that resulted in his being treated for a host of STDs that had nearly killed him. Stories like these made me appreciate just how normal Isabella was.

			We enjoyed a couple more impromptu pizzas after that, and I really started looking forward to seeing Paul, laughing with him, just getting to know him as a person rather than as a producer. So six weeks ago, when he asked me out for the second time on a real date, I accepted. The man exuded such charm and was so much fun to be with that we started sleeping together within a few weeks.

			In these past six weeks, there hadn’t been a single incident with him that set off any alarms in my head. I wasn’t in love with him—yet—but I suspected he was falling in love with me.

			“So Clara says you’d like to join Liza and me for lunch?”

			“If it’s okay.”

			I liked that he asked. Most of the men I’ve known would have just barged in on the lunch as if they had every right to do so. “I don’t see why not. Any particular reason?”

			“News.”

			He was being cagey. “Good news, I hope?”

			“Well, I sure as hell wouldn’t bring bad news to lunch with you two.”

			“Give me a hint.”

			“Nope. You’ve got to wait till lunch.”

			“Oh, c’mon. That’s not fair.”

			He hesitated, then said, “Principal photography on Brooklyn Story starts next month, on the Gallery Studios lot. I just got the heads-up a little while ago.”

			No one except my grandmother could possibly understand how I felt in that instant. For as long as I can remember, she was my supporter, my cheerleader, the one who encouraged me to write my way out of Brooklyn and into a better story. Gratitude nearly overwhelmed me for everything she’d given me throughout my childhood. Her support had brought me to this moment. As that Smith Corona she gave me when I was seventeen to write it.

			“That’s fantastic. But what happened? A month ago they didn’t even have a full cast.”

			“What happened is that Jenean Conte has agreed to play you.”

			Conte had been nominated for an Oscar last year for a Spielberg film. She was only in her mid-twenties, a beautiful young woman loaded with talent. “She’s perfect for the part, Paul.”

			“And we’re going to celebrate tonight. I’m taking you out for a romantic dinner, for—”

			“I can’t do it tonight, not during the week, when Isabella is home. This weekend would be better. She’ll be spending the night with friends.”

			He hesitated. Paul didn’t really have any concept of what it was like to be a single mother to a teenager. His son was twenty-four, but even if Luke were a toddler, his ex-wife would be tending to him. Maybe that was why Luke was in rehab for his addiction to Mystery Manor. Weird, but there you had it. Nothing out here—even addictions—was like anywhere else. “Okay, let’s shoot for the weekend.”

			Maybe he felt Isabella was old enough to stay by herself—and at sixteen, she definitely was. But for me, this was about the past, about how I hadn’t always been there for her when she needed me. “Great.” It was tricky enough stealing time on weekends to spend the night with Paul. I didn’t want to sneak around on weeknights. “I’ll see you at lunch. Larchmont, twelve-thirty.”

			“I’ll be there, beautiful.”

			I remembered how in the weeks and months after 9/11, Alec’s relentless drive to reach the top had meant he was rarely home. And when he had been home, he’d issued orders about everything from having dinner ready to getting Isabella to and from school on time. It wore me down and left me resentful.

			When I had tried to talk to him about what I felt concerning our marriage, he had blown me off at every chance he had. The few times we’d gone out socially, he hardly acknowledged me except to remark to one of his cronies about how hot I was. I constantly asked myself whether the price of staying in my marriage was greater than the cost of breaking free, or the price of being so rich that it almost made me want to be poor again.

			And now, ironically, thanks to Alec’s insurance policy, we were okay. No man was ever going to put me in that kind of situation again. And I would teach my daughter that very motto.

			•   •   •

			The Larchmont was one of those restaurants on Melrose that looked like someone’s private home. Liza usually reserved a table in the garden, and that was where the hostess took Marvin and me.

			Liza was already seated, and, as usual, she was texting or emailing someone. She had every A-list actor, director, musician, and writer on speed dial. I used to be pretty far down on the list, but that changed the day Paul optioned Brooklyn Story. Now Liza was like a big sister to me.

			“My favorite people,” she exclaimed as she spotted us, and got up to hug us both hello. “You’ve just got to try the scallops. They are to die for.”

			She talked fast, like the Jewish New Yorker she was, but she was pure Hollywood now. Her long black hair cascaded over the shoulders of her sleeveless Armani dress, as orange as a Popsicle; her Armani sandals matched her Armani handbag; and the diamond studs in her ears were as lovely and perfect as the rock on her finger. Her husband, an entertainment attorney, worshipped the ground she walked on, but Liza had forged her own way in Hollywood.

			“Hey,” Marvin said quietly, and tilted his head to the right.

			I glanced in that direction. Al Pacino was having lunch with an attractive blonde. Half the fun of eating here was watching celebrities. I had no idea who the woman was. “Who’s he with, Liza?”

			“A TV writer. I heard that one of the cable channels is trying to interest him in a series, something epic, like Game of Thrones.” Liza glanced at her watch. “Where’s Paul, anyway?”

			Right on cue, Paul Jannis made his way through the gathering crowd, pausing at one table after another to greet people hello, shake hands. He seemed to know just about everyone and was now working the restaurant. I had seen him do this countless times, working a room at a party, at a dinner, at any social event, and doing it with one intention in mind: to network. Out here, networking was how you landed jobs, made headway. Friends hired friends. He even paused at Pacino’s table.

			He wore California casual—khaki pants, a blue cotton shirt that matched the color of his eyes, leather sandals. He smiled broadly as he approached the table, and the moment his eyes caught mine, I could tell he was undressing me.

			“Sorry I’m late,” he said, joining us at the table. “Traffic’s a bitch.”

			“Traffic’s always a bitch—it’s L.A.,” Liza said. “But we forgive you, especially if you have good news.”

			“I hope Sam didn’t let the cat outta the bag,” he said.

			Liza laughed and pointed a carefully manicured finger at him. “And which cat would that be?”

			“The one called Brooklyn Story,” Marvin remarked.

			I had told Marvin the news, of course, and strangely enough, Paul seemed to resent it, like I’d robbed him of his moment in the sun or something.

			“Do tell,” Liza said, leaning forward, her wildly intense eyes glinting with curiosity.

			So he did, spilling all the details with great relish and enthusiasm, as though Brooklyn Story were his story, as though he had lived through the dark days of my Brooklyn childhood and teen years with Tony Kroon, one of the Brooklyn mafia boys. Paul couldn’t know what it was like to be treated like chattel and given impossible demands delivered over a clenched fist. That world was as far from him as Pluto was from the sun. Yet he sounded as if he had lived in Brooklyn, in my neighborhood, and had hung out with the mafia boys.

			And right then I suddenly began to doubt the man I’d thought Paul was. Maybe what I hoped might unfold eventually between us was illusion, the stuff of which ­Hollywood was made. My doubt, coming on the heels of Paul’s news about the production schedule, struck me as a grotesque irony, some sort of cosmic joke. And it brought back that age-old question: Who’s orchestrating this stuff ?

			“Sam. Hey, Sam.” Liza waved her hand in front of my face. “You with us?”

			“Sure.”

			“So what do you think about Jenean Conte playing Samantha Bonti?”

			“I’m totally into it. She’s perfect.”

			“And she’d like to meet you as soon as possible,” Paul said. “Just to talk and get a sense of you as a person.”

			“Who’s going to play Tony?” asked Marvin.

			“A relative newcomer,” Paul said. “He’s done a dozen films but isn’t really well known. We figured it was best to cast a new face for this part, just like they did for the part of Peeta in The Hunger Games.”

			“Smart, very smart,” Liza said. “Who’s directing?”

			“Carl Davidson.”

			Davidson had directed two blockbusters in the last five years, and in a town where you were only as good as your last movie, that boded well for Brooklyn Story. I’d heard he could be difficult to work with, but since I’d never met him, I would have to wait and see.

			Liza nodded. “Davidson has a good track record.”

			“He has a great grasp of story,” Paul said.

			The waitress came over and we ordered. Liza was zipping through the calendar on her iPhone, and when the waitress left, she said, “Sam, now that we’ve got a production date, I’d like to schedule you for some publicity—Entertainment Weekly, People, that kind of thing. Not only will it create some early buzz about the movie, but it’ll get DeMarco Productions out there. We could do it when you and Jenean meet to chat.”

			“Sounds good to me,” I said.

			“Me, too,” Paul agreed.

			“Wonderful,” Liza said. “I’ll get that set up this afternoon.”

			“Well, you’d better keep in mind that Sam isn’t available on weekday evenings,” Paul remarked.

			Huh? Had he really said that? Was it what he’d wanted to say on the phone earlier? Liza glanced up from her phone. “What’re you talking about?”

			“Just that I like to be home in the evenings with Isabella,” I said.

			“Of course you do. And it won’t be a problem. These interviews are scheduled during regular work hours.”

			Her eyes darted to Paul and lingered on him. I could tell she had a good idea what his remark was really about. Sometimes, Liza wasn’t just a “tad psychic,” as she’d once put it, but could peer down into your soul.

			Later, as we left the restaurant, Paul drew me aside and spoke quietly, as though he didn’t want Liza and Marvin to hear him. “I shouldn’t have said that, Sam.”

			It was his way of apologizing. But Paul, like the other men who had been in my life, had never been able to say the actual words I’m sorry. “Yeah, you shouldn’t have. But whatever.” I turned away from him to catch up to Marvin and Liza, but he grabbed my upper arm.

			“Hey, hold on.”

			I looked down at his fingers, digging into my skin, his nails perfectly cut and professionally manicured, then looked up at him and wrenched my arm free. “Don’t ever do that,” I snapped.

			He held up his hands and sort of laughed. “Shit, Sam. What’s your problem? You PMSing or what?”

			“Fuck off, Paul,” I spat, and spun around and hurried away from him. It seemed inconceivable that on the very day when I heard Brooklyn Story was actually going to become a movie, I had this weird spat with the same man who’d made that possible. I was grateful to him, but gratitude wasn’t love. Then again, I hadn’t reached the point where I loved Paul.

			I remembered how overjoyed I was when I realized Alec, this big Wall Street guy, was interested in me. My self-esteem had been so low that I suddenly began to see myself in a different light, like maybe there was hope for me. Gratitude toward Alec for his interest in me quickly followed.

			Patterns, so much of my life had been about inner patterns that seemed to attract these kinds of experiences with men. I needed to work on that. I needed to figure myself out in that regard.

			Even though I knew I had to trust that there was an underlying order to all this, some grand plan that I couldn’t see, it was difficult to do right now.

			•   •   •

			As I pulled into the driveway, Marvin pressed the remote, and the gate slowly slid open. The driveway angled steeply uphill, and to either side of it, the grounds were lushly landscaped with hedges and red and blue flowers, and the grass was so green I could almost smell the color. Palm trees rustled in an evening breeze.

			I drove into my two-acre slice of paradise and stopped the Prius in front of the bungalow. Three bedrooms, two baths, a huge family room—four thousand square feet of living space and windows everywhere that overlooked the property or the Pacific. The property backed up to a canyon the color of rust, and sometimes at night, I heard coyotes howling.

			The guesthouse where Marvin stayed was actually an apartment above the detached garage, and it stood off to the right, partially hidden by trees. As we got out, headlights suddenly shone through the gate at the bottom of the hill. “Is that Isabella?” Marvin asked.

			“No, she’s in the house. The driver’s probably lost.”

			“I’ll check it out.” Marvin, my protector.

			“That’s okay. I’ll go have a look.”

			“Okay, see you in the morn, Sam. It’s my turn to drive.”

			I continued on to the bungalow, parked, gathered up my stuff. As I trotted up the steps to the front door, I noticed that the headlights were still visible at the bottom of the driveway. I felt apprehensive without quite knowing why. I doubted it was Paul. He would have texted or called me first. In fact, most of the people I knew out here would text or call before dropping by.

			I unlocked the front door, set my stuff in the hallway, called for Isabella.

			“In the family room, Mom. Lauren’s here.”

			“Okay, love. I’ve got to check on something. Be right back.”

			I slipped the high heels off my aching feet and padded barefoot down the driveway to the gate. The car was a yellow cab, not something I’d seen frequently out here. A tall, thin man got out the back door.

			“Samantha?” he asked, his words heavily accented. “Samantha Bonti?”

			“I haven’t been a Bonti for years.”

			He wove his way toward the gate, like he was drunk or suffering from some neurological disorder, a bulging backpack slung over his shoulder. The cabbie hopped out, ran over to the man, and shouted. “Hey, dude, you owe me twenty-five bucks. I’m not leaving until I get paid. And if you don’t pay, I’m calling the cops.”

			The man shoved some bills at the cabbie, then came into the glare of the headlights so I saw him clearly—stubbled chin, disheveled clothes, a broken human being with eyes the color of grease.

			“You gonna open the gate?” he asked.

			“I don’t know you,” I said, backing away, suddenly terrified.

			“I have no place to go. Only here.”

			“Excuse me, driver,” I called. “There’s been a mistake. I don’t know this man.”

			“Samantha. It is me. Vito. Your father.”
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			TWO

			Vito Bonti. Shock waves tore through me.

			He was the Italian Catholic immigrant and Vietnam vet who had just called himself my father, but he had contributed zero to my life except DNA. In fact, when my mother had been eight months pregnant with me, he had hurled a car jack at her belly; the resulting hemorrhage had forced her into premature labor. The doctors had told her that when I was delivered, I would either have severe brain damage from the impact of the blow or I would be stillborn. But I had survived and Vito Bonti had taken off. And now I was supposed to open the gate, throw my arms around him, and welcome him into my home?

			As the cabbie backed out into the road, Vito said, “You done real good for yourself, Samantha.”

			“No thanks to you. What the hell are you doing here, Vito?”

			“I got nowhere else to go.”

			“Bullshit. You’ve got three ex-wives and two other children.”

			In my head, I kept seeing my mother, her spirit beaten down by this man, who had reminded her at every opportunity that she was just a poor Jewish girl from Brooklyn. And I kept seeing my younger self running to him that day and throwing my arms around his legs, and how he pulled away from me.

			“Don’t know where any of  ’em are.”

			“Not my problem.” Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Now that the cabbie had left, it was my problem. “Besides, you tracked me down.”

			“Findin’ you was easy. Ran into Franco in the ol’ neighborhood.” Alec’s brother. “He tol’ me ’bout Alec’s death, your book, you runnin’ off to Hollywood.”

			“Franco is a plastic surgeon, Vito. And unless you’ve come way up in the world, you two sure don’t travel in the same circles.”

			“You got that right. He was doin’ pro bono work at the homeless shelter where I was stayin’. Recognized his name, DeMarco, and I asked him if he knew Samantha, said she’s my kid.”

			I had never been his kid. I had been a major inconvenience. And the picture was getting clearer. Franco had probably told him about the fifteen-million-dollar insurance policy, too, and Vito, who was obviously broke, had decided he might be able to cash in—for old times’ sake, since we were related and shared the same DNA. “Look, you can’t just barge into my life after forty-five years. And you can’t stay here. I’ll get you a motel room for the night.”

			“I got no money, Samantha.”

			“I’ll buy your plane ticket back to New York.”

			“But—”

			“I have to get my car and keys.”

			“Can you open the gate so I don’t have to stand out here?”

			I was certain that if I opened the gate, if he walked onto this property and back into my life, he would never leave. “I frankly don’t give a shit if you stand out there all night. But because I’m a good person, I’ll drive you to a motel. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			I stumbled back from the gate, horror clawing through me, then spun around and tore uphill toward the house.

			Fortunately, Marvin was inside the guesthouse, probably fixing himself a bite to eat, and Isabella and her friend were still in the family room; I didn’t have to explain anything to either of them. Vito Bonti wasn’t going to be part of this story. It had taken me years to write myself out of Brooklyn and into the story I craved, and this man I had never known and could barely remember wasn’t going to derail my dream and infect my daughter’s life. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

			I ducked into the hallway to grab my purse and a pair of sandals and called out to Sam that I had to run to the market. I made sure I had plenty of cash and my credit cards. The closest motel was probably the Malibu Motel, just several miles up the Pacific Coast Highway.

			Tomorrow, I would buy him a plane ticket back to New York, give him some money so he wouldn’t land with an empty wallet, and that would be that. He was a grown man—broke and broken, yes, but he’d made it for forty-five years without help from me and could make it another forty-five without me. Vito undoubtedly had old cronies in Brooklyn who would take him in. Or he could return to the homeless shelter and maybe run into Franco again and they could share tales about what a terrible person I was. Bitch wouldn’t even take in her ol’ man.

			It suddenly occurred to me, though, that maybe it was all a scam. Maybe Vito had a fourth wife and the two of them had figured he should come out here, playing a broke and broken man, and that I, bleeding heart that I was, would take pity on him and give him a couple of million. Or maybe the plan was that once I took him in, he would worm his way into our lives, then knock me off. As Isabella’s closest relative, he would claim custody of her—and everything she would inherit.

			All the possible scenarios flashed through my head as I drove down toward the gate. That was the problem with being a writer and a girl who used to know mafia guys. Once your imagination seized hold of even a tiny morsel of an idea, every possibility unfolded in your head.

			By the time I reached the gate, I was actually afraid to let him in the car. I pressed the remote for the gate, it slid open, and I drove through it, stopped, and made sure the gate shut behind me. He tried to open the passenger door, but it was locked. I got out, locked my door, and walked over to him.

			In the backwash from the headlights, he was scarecrow thin, his ragged clothes just hanging on him. His gray hair was too long and hadn’t been washed in a while. He looked at me with his huge, haunted eyes. “I wanna meet my granddaughter. I know you have a kid, Franco tol’ me.”

			Thanks, Franco.

			“Yeah, right,” I laughed. “Here’s the deal, Vito. I’ll pay for a motel room for tonight, give you some money for food and a change of clothes. Tomorrow, I’ll buy you a ticket back to New York and give you enough cash so that when you get off the plane, you won’t be flat broke. But that’s it. After what you did to my mother and to me, I don’t owe you shit. We clear on the rules?”

			Was that me talking?

			He stole a longing glance toward the house, then looked down at his shoes, a pair of ratty old loafers with soles that were undoubtedly wearing away. I suddenly felt awful about what I had said, the way I was treating him. But then I thought of what he had done to my mother, and I didn’t feel awful at all. I knew I couldn’t let him touch my daughter’s life. I also thought about what kind of a person I am. After all, I do light three candles religiously to my besties every morning, and they surely wouldn’t treat me like this. I just couldn’t help myself.

			“If you don’t agree with the ground rules, Vito, then start walking. It’s a long way to town.”

			“Not givin’ me no choice.”

			“Choice? What have you ever done to deserve a choice? You didn’t give my mother or me a choice. And I’m giving you the only choice I can live with.”

			He nodded reluctantly. “Okay.”

			His acquiescence seemed too easy. I hesitated. Until I unlocked the car and he was inside, I still had the chance to drive back up the hill to my house, go inside, and shut the door—on him, on everything he represented. But that might cause an even greater problem. He might decide to camp outside the gate all night.

			I pressed the remote on my key chain, and the car doors clicked open. Moments later, we headed along the highway, the air tight, tense, and filling with the stink of his body. My phone rang. I turned it off and lowered the windows. I felt like screaming. I felt like calling Marvin or Paul and asking them to deal with my father. Either of them would do it, I knew. If this were happening five years ago, I would have turned everything over to one or both of them. But those days were long gone.

			“You wanna know where I’ve been livin’, Samantha?”

			“You just told me. A homeless shelter in Brooklyn. Who paid for your fare out here?”

			“Franco and his mother. They felt bad for me, said you could help me out.”

			This struck me as a lie. “Really. Well, I’ll just give Filomena a call and find out what really happened.”

			I pulled out my phone, turned it on, started to punch in my former mother-in-law’s number. “No, don’t call her,” Vito said quickly. “Franco lent me the money. He said you’re a greedy bitch who coulda given the family some of that insurance money. Instead, you took it all and left New York.”

			That sounded closer to the truth, except that Franco made plenty as a plastic surgeon, and if he’d actually said something to Vito, he’d omitted an important detail. Alec had had a smaller insurance policy—for two million dollars—­for his mother and siblings. I didn’t tell that to Vito. He didn’t need to know any more than he already knew. And if he’d had any idea who the hell I was, he would know I would never abandon Alec’s family financially. It simply wasn’t in me. I’d been through enough. As it was, I did not owe this man who stood in front of me, or anyone else, any explanation in regard to my actions.

			I headed straight for the Malibu Motel, a boutique place where each of the eighteen rooms boasted a view of the ocean. He would be comfortable there for the night. He could walk to a restaurant tomorrow morning for breakfast, buy a change of clothes, then take a cab to the airport. I would buy his plane ticket this evening and use the computer in the lobby to print it out. This would work; it had to work. It was the only plan I had. I didn’t want him anywhere near us.

			“So Franco, he said I’m in your novel. That true?”

			“You’re a footnote.”

			“Ya owe me, Sam,” he said. “If it hadn’t been for me, you never woulda written it.”

			That much was probably true. If he hadn’t abandoned my mother and me, though, I hated to think of what kind of hell we would have lived.

			I ignored him and, a few minutes later, turned into the parking lot in front of the motel. “I already told you the rules, Vito. If you continue to piss me off, I’ll just leave you here and you can hitch back to New York.”

			Vito knew he was a pathetic loser who had abandoned his wife and child forty-five years ago, had done it without a second thought, and had never looked back. He knew I meant what I said. So he pinned me with those eyes the color of grease, eyes that screamed, Bitch, ya bitch! Then he got out of the car, pack slung over his shoulder, and slammed the door so hard it rattled the windows.

			I sat there a moment, gripping the steering wheel, struggling not to scream, cry, or—worse—run after him and throw my arms around his legs. That little kid each of us once was probably still existed somewhere inside of us, huddled in a corner, sucking his or her thumb, grinding teeth, fighting off real and illusory demons.

			Again, I thought of the candles I had lit only this morning to my three protectors and couldn’t understand why they would allow Vito Bonti to appear at the gates of my life. Was this some final test or challenge? Was my mettle being tested, again? Hadn’t I been through enough shit already?

			I watched him through the windshield, moving purposefully toward the front door of the motel, his arms swinging at his sides. Then he paused, as though he sensed my watching him, and spun around, glaring back at me, everything about his body language screaming, Well?

			You don’t control me, Vito. So I sat there a few moments longer, no longer staring after him. I’ll get out of the car when I’m ready to get out. Not a second before. I’m not following your schedule.

			I said a silent prayer, asking the Blessed Mother for strength to get through the next thirty minutes, then got out of the car. I reached the front door of the motel before he did and opened the door for him, and he walked in without looking at me.

			I was relieved to see Kelly behind the desk. She was an aspiring actress who worked at the motel part-time. When she’d found out I’d written a novel that had been optioned, she’d read the book, loved it, and asked me to keep her in the loop about everything. I’d alerted her when casting started, and she’d tried out for the part of one of the Brooklyn girls and had gotten the role.

			“Sam,” she gushed, and hurried out from behind the desk to hug me hello. “It’s great to see you. I heard . . .” She stopped, looked at Vito, frowned, glanced back at me. “Is he, uh, with you?” she asked quietly.

			“Kelly, this is Vito Bonti.”

			Her eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets. She recognized the name. She realized that the man who had shaped the texture of my life was standing in front of her. Never mind that he looked like he was coming off a three-day drunk. Kelly was scrupulously polite.

			“Nice to meet you, Vito.”

			She extended her hand, but he didn’t reciprocate. He just stood there, immobile and pissed off. Her arm swung back to her side. She looked over at me, her eyes radiating alarm, questions, and she mouthed, Should I call the cops?

			I shook my head. No cops. I could handle Vito as long as he didn’t become violent.

			“So how can I help you, Sam?” she asked.

			“Vito needs a room for the night.”

			“Not a problem. We’ve got a couple of vacancies.”

			“Something with a view,” he said.

			“All our rooms have views, Vito,” Kelly said. “I’m going to give you the best view we’ve got.”

			“Perfect.” I pulled out my credit card, handed it to her.

			Vito walked off like he couldn’t care less, and paused in front of the huge window and gazed out.

			Kelly mouthed, What the hell?

			Long story, I mouthed back.

			As she processed my card, she whispered, “Is it true? That Jenean Conte is playing you?”

			I nodded. “That’s what the producer tells me. And production starts next month.”

			“Fantastic. I can quit this stupid job.”

			“Are they paying you enough to do that?”

			“More than I make here, that’s for sure.”

			“What time do you get off tomorrow?” I asked.

			“I’m pulling a double shift tonight, so I’m not outta here till noon. Why? You want me to, uh, keep an eye on him, Sam?”

			“If you could just steer him to a restaurant tomorrow morning and a place to buy a change of clothes, I’d really appreciate it. Then give me a call when he has headed off to the airport.”

			“Not a problem. I’ll get him to the right places.”

			I removed a couple hundred dollars from my wallet and handed it to Kelly. “That’s for you. I need to buy his plane ticket back to New York.”

			She gestured toward the three computer stations in the lobby. “Have at it, Sam.” Her eyes darted over to Vito, and she leaned forward across the counter and whispered, “Did he show up at your house?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’ll go keep him busy.” She slipped out from behind the counter and went over to him while I parked myself in front of one of the computers.

			I found a direct flight from L.A. to New York at three-thirty tomorrow afternoon. I figured it would give Vito plenty of time to do whatever he had to do in the morning and get to the airport by two p.m. or so. A one-way ticket was ridiculously expensive, there were only two seats left, both middle seats, at the rear of the plane, and he would probably complain bitterly to whoever would listen. Tough shit. No way was I paying for a first-class one-way ticket. I reserved the seat, bought the ticket, printed it out. I folded the rest of my cash into the ticket, then walked over to Vito and Kelly.

			“Okay, Vito, your flight leaves tomorrow afternoon at—”

			He glanced up and spat, “I don’t want to go back to New York. You can’t make me.” Like a petulant, spoiled child.

			“Then I guess Vito will be paying for his own room, Kelly.”

			“But I . . . I—” he stammered.

			“Exactly,” I said.

			Kelly looked uncomfortable and was saved by the peal of the desk phone. “I have to get that.”

			As soon as she turned away, I handed Vito the e-ticket with the cash folded inside. “There’s enough cash for you to get what you need in the morning—clothes, breakfast, a cab to the airport—and money left over for when you get to New York. Your flight leaves at three-thirty and you should be at the airport by two, Vito.”

			“Dad. I’m dad to you.”

			“No, you’re not. I haven’t had a father since the man my pregnant mother was married to hit her in the stomach with a car jack. I almost died in utero. I’ll tell Kelly you’re ready to check in.”

			His eyes filled with such an agonizing confluence of emotions that guilt and remorse washed through me. I didn’t realize then that Vito was a master manipulator in his own way. Where Alec had wielded that manipulation through the sheer power of his personality, Vito did it through his eyes, his facial expressions, through our genetic connection.

			I turned away from him, pained by his wounded-dog look, and hurried over to the desk, where Kelly had been watching the little drama between us. “He’s ready to check in, Kelly.”

			“Wow,” she said softly, shaking her head. “You’re doing the right thing, Sam.” She handed me the key.

			I knew I was, but the Bonti in me made me doubt it.

			“Second floor, first room on your right as you step off the elevator.”

			Vito and I rode the elevator in silence. He counted the cash I’d given him, slipped it into his pocket. The e-ticket stuck up out of his shirt pocket, already crinkled and soiled, and probably by tomorrow it would be indecipherable. I just wanted to get home to my daughter, my life, and I didn’t understand why the Blessed Mother or the universe or whatever would hurl this impossible man in my direction.

			Yes, I felt sorry for him . . . who wouldn’t? He was a lost soul, eaten up by bitterness. But I didn’t feel so sorry for him that I would back down. You’re a period at the end of a sentence, Vito, nothing more.

			As the elevator doors whispered open, he looked at me with those haunted eyes. And in a sharp, cruel voice, he said, “Nine hundred bucks? You’re worth millions.”

			“My childhood was priceless, and you left, Vito. Be grateful you’ve got enough to get your ass back to New York.”

			“I wish that car jack had killed you ’fore you was born.”

			He stomped off the elevator, and I stood there, unable to wrap my head around his words, around the vitriol and hatred behind them. I hit the hold button and stuck my head out the door. “Hey, Vito, it’s room twenty. Here’s the key.” I hurled it down the hall, and it clattered against the floor beside him.

			He paused, looked down at the key, then up at me. “Ya bitch!” he hollered.

			I stepped back into the elevator, slammed my fist against the button for the first floor, and struggled not to cry as the elevator clattered downward. He hated me, and it hurt in a visceral way, bringing back all those terrible feelings I’d had as a kid, that I was a kind of orphan, a refugee. Even though he had never been a father to me, he was the only biological family I had besides Isabella.

			When I walked out into the lobby, Kelly saw that I was upset and hurried over and put her arms around me. “Don’t waste your energy, Sam. He’s your past, and he’ll be gone by tomorrow. You’ve been incredibly generous. I’ll call you when I get off work and give you an update.”

			“Thanks, Kelly. For everything.”

			It was a relief to reach my car. The stink of his body still lingered, and as I drove back along the highway, I lowered all the windows and let the cool salt air wash away the odor. And I started crying. I couldn’t help myself. The man who had been responsible for the terrible void that had been my constant companion since I was a kid still hated me. Would always hate me.

			And I would never know why.

			I would never know why about any of it—why he was my father, why my mother had married him, why she’d stayed with him through years of abuse. And why had I stayed with a gangster? Why had I stayed married to Alec when it was so obvious that the marriage was over?

			Maybe it all came back to that weird adage: Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t. Or, translated according to Sam, Stick with what’s familiar, even if it sucks. . . .

			What I did know was that even though Isabella’s father was dead, he had loved her fiercely and had loved me the best he could. She would never have that inner void that had screwed me up. And Vito Bonti would never contaminate her life—I would make sure of that.

			•   •   •

			When I entered the house, the sliding-glass doors to the patio were open, and I could hear the Jacuzzi running. But I didn’t hear either Isabella or Lauren. For a horrifying moment, my imagination slammed into overdrive. I was sure Vito’s partner in this scam had gotten onto the property while I was driving him to the motel and had kidnapped my daughter.

			I dashed out onto the patio, where the glow from the Jacuzzi created a strange texture of light and shadows against the walls, the deck. There they were, the two of them with their earbuds in, listening to their respective music. Isabella waved, slipped the buds off her ears. “Mom, we warmed up that lasagna and already ate.”

			“Okay, love. I’ll be inside.”

			I wanted to stand there for a while and watch them, absorbing this perfect scene of my daughter with her closest friend, doing regular teenage stuff. I never knew that kind of normalcy and was happy that she did. But I knew that if I stood there, watching them, it would seem weird to her, weird to her friend, like I was some kind of voyeur or overprotective parent who was checking to make sure the kids weren’t drinking or smoking weed out there in the Jacuzzi. I slipped back inside the house.

			I was so emotionally drained by what had happened with Vito that I could barely muster the energy to warm up some of the lasagna. When it was steaming, I carried it into the living room with a stack of scripts and my phone. Clara had fixed it, and I could now send and receive text messages without any problem.

			I turned the phone back on and found a rather terse text message from Paul, telling me that Jenean Conte would like to come by the house sometime this week, at my convenience, so she and I could chat. I replied that I would meet her somewhere. After what had just occurred with Vito, I didn’t want any part of Brooklyn Story to breach those gates at the bottom of the driveway, the gates to my new life, the story I had written myself into, as Grandmother Ruth would say. Paul wouldn’t understand that. He didn’t understand the three candles I lit every morning, either.

			Bottom line? Paul didn’t understand jack shit about me.

			I polished off the lasagna, then sat back and shut my eyes just to rest them for a few moments before I started one of the scripts. Maybe I dozed off and dreamed. Or maybe what I saw were hypnogogic images, tricksters that bubbled up from my subconscious. Whatever the source, the story these images told was clear: if I broke off my relationship with Paul, he would sabotage the filming of Brooklyn Story.

			I bolted forward in the chair, my heart racing, my breath hitched in my chest. A warning, I thought, it was a warning.

			Liza and I, over the past months, had talked a lot about prescient dreams. We all have them, Sam. We just don’t pay ­attention.

			Immediately, my reasoning brain interfered. Would Paul really sabotage himself just to get even with me? Absurd. I hadn’t even done anything: I hadn’t broken off the relationship; I hadn’t made any decision yet other than acknowledging the fact that I didn’t love him. Also, Paul’s company stood to make an enormous amount of money from the film. And with Conte now attached to it, the overseas sales could prove to be just as, or even more, lucrative for him.

			And yet, in the back of my head I could hear this small, soft voice cautioning, Be careful, Sam. Think things through. Look at what has happened today. The signs are there.

			From my argument with Paul earlier today to Vito’s unexpected arrival and the horrible things he had said to me, the signs were there that my dream could be derailed. Even worse, it wouldn’t take much for that to happen.

			My company had money coming in from our deal with HBO, and my accountant had helped me with investments and tax loopholes and all the rest of it. But the bottom line was, if the deal with Gallery Studios fell apart, I wouldn’t be able to finance Brooklyn Story on my own.

			Fifteen million was enough to set up a production company and pay salaries and buy a home for Isabella and me, but what remained could very well finance a low-budget horror film. In the end, fifteen million dollars—a sum that 99 percent of humans on the planet would never see—was just pocket change in Hollywood.

			If I ended my relationship with Paul, I risked having the movie shelved. He wouldn’t do it consciously; it wasn’t as if he would be staying up late in the night to figure out a way to fuck me over. It would be more subtle than that, an internal thing, something born within his own childhood, the only kid of movie-industry parents, raised by nannies and hired help. It would be compounded by his son’s addiction to computer games. Paul blamed himself for Luke’s stint in rehab.

			If I’d paid more attention to him when he was younger, if I’d been more present . . . if, if, if.

			If. Our lives were predicated on that two-letter word.

			Only in this city would there be a rehab center for a specific game—Mystery Manor, a hidden-objects, hunt-and-click game, now available on Facebook for the iPad. The download was free, but if you wanted to advance in the game, there were in-app purchases for diamonds, the game’s currency, and for objects that enabled you to explore the various rooms. The game was endless, as infinite as the universe, and was also connected to social media, so you could ask your “friends” for stuff. And some of these “friends” became real friends. It was how Luke had met his current girlfriend. Paul had told me as much.
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