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one


You do realize I have seen you naked before, right?” Holly shouted through the bedroom door.


“Yes, love, but it’s been a while. I don’t think you’re ready for this.”


“Is this an ‘I don’t think you’re ready for this jelly’ situation?”


“Did you actually just say that to a half-naked girl? Seriously, you should know better. You’ll give me a complex. Asshead.”


“You’re making this too hard, Grace.”


“That’s what she said,” I muttered, and laughed quietly to myself. I was in the process of trying to get my butt into a new pair of low-rise jeans that were so very, very low, they might have been illegal.


“That’s it,” Holly announced. “I’m coming in. Suck it in, Grace!”


She came barreling through the door, stopping short when she saw me struggling on the bed. I was laid out flat on the sheets in a charming lacy peach bra, halfway in and out of the damn jeans that she had convinced me to buy, even though I knew I was in no way young enough to work them in the way they deserved to be worked. Holly had always had a way of getting me to do things she wanted me to do, under the guise that she knew what was best for me. And, mother-of-pearl, she was almost always right.


“Sweet rack,” she said, acknowledging my bra. “Do I need to get a pair of pliers and pull the zipper up myself? Didn’t we see that done in a movie once?” she mused.


“Yes, yes we did . . . a little help? I’m giving a full salute here. I’d like to get the girls back under wraps,” I answered, struggling to stay on the bed at this odd angle.


“I can see that. Okay, hold your breath,” she said, and grabbed the button of my jeans. I pulled with all my might as the zipper finally closed, leaving me breathless.


“Holy Lord. I think my uterus just left. Yep, there she goes,” I moaned.


I couldn’t believe how tight these jeans were, although I was damn proud to be wearing them. A “you go, girl” thrill rolled through me, but it could have also been the lack of oxygen from the denim restricting my air supply.


Holly helped me climb off the bed, and I turned to admire the way I looked in these badass jeans, thinking that maybe I could actually pull them off. I still caught myself examining the mirror at times and having to look twice to make sure it was really me.


She saw me checking myself out and chuckled. “You’re looking sassy there, my friend. I would totally fuck you.”


“That’s charming, Holly. Thanks.” I smiled back at her as I continued to pose in the mirror. I began to vogue and got to giggling.


“Grace, settle down. Vogueing is just wrong.” She laughed, giving me one last thumbs-up as she left the room.


I had recently shed quite a bit of weight. In fact, I was in better shape now than when I was in college. Holly was proud of me and made sure to tell me often.


Holly Newman and I met in college. While we both majored in theater, she knew early on that she preferred the behind-the-scenes world, especially the business side, while I was a major drama queen. The entire time we were in school together, we made plans for when we would conquer the entertainment world. She would have her own agency and manage only the best talent, working with artists who shared a similar creative vision. I, however, had stars in my eyes and wanted to be famous, famous, goddamned famous.


She made it out to the coast six months before I did, and when I finally got there, she was already working her way up as a junior agent at one of the major firms in town. She had a real knack for artist management, knowing when to be tough and when to coddle. She knew when to really fight for her artists and when to lay the groundwork for future projects. When I arrived, she got me a job temping in the agency, and I watched in awe as she maneuvered in what was still very much a man’s world.


With Holly’s perfect golden hair, fantastic figure, and stylish sensibility, she was asked all the time why she was working behind the scenes rather than in front of the camera. The girl was a knockout. But she always laughed and said, “It’s just not for me,” and then worked harder than everyone else.


I loved L.A. I’d moved in with Holly, started taking acting classes, and worked at the agency with her, while waiting tables at night in a restaurant in Santa Monica. I really felt like I was living the Hollywood lifestyle I’d been dreaming of since I could remember.


After about six months, Holly convinced her boss that I should come in for a reading and be considered for representation. I was prepared, I read well, my headshots were flawless . . . and then I waited. And waited. And then waited some more. Finally, they agreed to take me on if Holly agreed to sign me personally as my sole representation.


She began sending me out on auditions. I auditioned all over that town, and I was damn good. But so was everyone else.


I didn’t book a single job.


What they don’t tell you when you grow up in the Midwest, light-years away from L.A., is that when you move to Hollywood, everyone is the next Miss Hot Shit. We all think we’re the prettiest, we all think we’re special, we all think we are the only one who truly has what it takes. We all think our talent is genuine and true, we all think we have something to share with the world, and we all can’t understand why we aren’t booking jobs all the time.


The thing is, in L.A., you can’t just be a pretty face, because you can airbrush that. You can’t just have a good bod, because everyone else is nipped and tucked in places you don’t even want to dream of. You can’t just giggle and toss your hair and be the punch line, because someone else already has that job sewn up.


For all the people who move to L.A. each year, just as many leave, limping back to their hometowns like pretty little sad sacks, telling their “I lived in California” stories over cocktails with their old high school friends.


I became one of those sad sacks—I only lasted in Los Angeles for eighteen months. I limped away, feeling like a failure for the first time in my life. I let the city and the industry beat me.


But now I was back. It had taken me ten years to make it back, and this time I wasn’t going anywhere.
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Holly was having a party at her house to celebrate the launch of her new management company and had invited her close friends and several of the actors and actresses she represented. She had recently left a very high-profile position with a major agency. A few of her clients had chosen to stay with the other agency, but she was so good at crafting a career, particularly with fresh new talent, that many had followed her.


Since I’d moved back to L.A., I’d been staying with her at her house in the hills. She’d done very well for herself and had a great house off Mulholland Drive with a view of the city below.


Which brings us to the illegal jeans. As a thirty-three-year-old with some preexisting body image issues, I was trying to get into the mind-set I would need to navigate this party in this particular pair of jeans. I had matched the illegal jeans with a fairly conservative turquoise, cowl-neck tank top and slid my feet into some very nice peep-toe sling-backs. I had great toe cleavage.


I was wearing my hair down, which I rarely do, but Holly had banned all my ponytail holders this evening. We had gone that afternoon to get our hair done, and my red hair was a mass of soft curls. That stylist really earned his money, and even I had to admit the curls were shampoo-commercial-worthy.


The party was in full swing, and everyone was having a great time. Because Holly only took on talent she truly wanted to invest herself in, they became her close friends as well. They were always at the house, and her circle had become my circle.


“Grace, you can’t be serious. Feldman is way hotter than Haim.”


I was deep in a discussion with Nick, a screenwriter whom Holly had known for years. He’d become one of my friends and could always be counted on as a good wingman at a party. Tonight we were knee-deep in the dirty martinis. Extra dirty. He was waiting for an actor to arrive whom Holly had recently begun to represent, an actor who apparently was poised to be the next big thing. I had yet to meet him, although Nick had admitted he was, and I quote, “yummy, scrumptious . . . a bit scruffy, but in a totally hot kind of way.” Also, his British accent was “lovely,” “to die for,” and “knock-me-down-and-fuck-me.”


“Fine,” I said. “I will admit that Corey Feldman was genius in Goonies, and even semicute in Stand by Me. But no one holds a candle to my Lucas.” I was determined to win this round. We had recently gotten into a similar discussion about Steve Carell versus Ricky Gervais, and it didn’t end well. Someone got scratched.


I heard a snicker behind me and a British voice said, “I think you’ve gotta give the edge to Haim, if only for getting to kiss Heather Graham.”


I turned to acknowledge the obvious genius of the newcomer who knew License to Drive.


“Hey, you’re Super-Sexy Scientist Guy!” I cried out, clapping my hands over my mouth as soon as I’d said it. I could feel my face redden instantly.


Holly had a picture of this guy on her computer and had been referring to him as “Super-Sexy Scientist Guy” for the last month. This was her new client—the next big thing. He had the lead in a movie slated for a fall release that was already generating big buzz in town. I didn’t know much about the movie, but I knew that Holly was very excited to be representing him.


Super-Sexy Scientist Guy gave me a confused and somewhat sheepish grin. Did he know how hot that grin was?


Oh yeah, he totally knew.


He extended a hand to me and in the queen’s English said, “Actually, I’m Super-Sexy Jack Hamilton.”




two


I  heard Nick’s sharp intake of breath as he almost knocked me out of the way to shake Jack’s hand.


“Hi, Jack. I’m Nick. I saw you in your movie Her Better Half. Loved it! I also saw your pictures in Entertainment Weekly. Are you living here in L.A. now? Are you excited for Time to come out? Wow, you’re pretty.” Nick had forgotten to breathe and only stopped talking because he ran out of air.


I watched as Jack’s face changed from surprise to confusion, then moved on to wonder and finally barely contained laughter.


I giggled and began to extricate Nick’s hand from Jack’s. “Settle down, big guy. You can tell Jack he’s pretty all night long, but you don’t want to shock and awe him in the first five minutes.” I turned to Jack. “Hi, I’m Grace Sheridan—Super-Sexy Grace Sheridan. It’s nice to meet you.” I shook his hand while Nick panted next to me. “And you are quite pretty,” I added as Jack smiled back at me.


Now that my surprised blinders were off, I saw a tall, lean young man who was almost a foot taller than me. He was wearing faded jeans, a black T-shirt with a gray zip-up jacket, and oh my, were those Doc Martens? He had on an old gray baseball cap and a few days’ worth of scruff that was definitely working for him. He seemed very comfortable in his skin, which, for a second, I imagined pressed up against mine in a tight embrace.


The guy looks young enough to be your kid, Grace.


Yes, but only if I’d really slutted it up in junior high . . .


I shook my head to clear it a little and saw Holly working her way across the kitchen to greet Jack.


“Hello, sweetness. How’re you tonight?” she asked, wrapping an arm around his shoulders and leaning in for a quick peck on the cheek.


“I’m well, thank you. I’ve just been meeting Grace and, uh, Nick, was it?” Jack smiled again and Nick swooned. I snorted and Jack winked at me mischievously.


“Grace is my girl,” Holly said. “We go way back. And Nick, well, Nick is necessary,” she said teasingly.


Nick feigned annoyance and responded, “Bitch, please. Where are you gonna find another man who will take you to see New Kids on the Block? And go along with the lie that it was work related?”


I almost spat out my cocktail, I was laughing so hard. Holly was the biggest closet New Kids fan around. I was one of the very few who knew this secret, maybe because I shared it.


“I don’t know why you’re laughing, Miss Thing,” Nick said, turning his gaze to me. “You still fantasize over Joe McIntyre like you’re thirteen years old!”


“Oh, I own my obsession. If Joey Joe were here right now, I’d break him. I have no shame,” I said, drinking the rest of my martini.


Jack leaned over and whispered to me loudly enough for Holly to hear, “Is that why she’s been trying to get me an audition for Donnie’s next film? Should I be concerned?”


With him this close, I finally noticed his eyes. Wow, they were intense. Dark emerald green with flecks of gold.


This guy must get so much play.


I leaned closer to him and said quietly, “You only need to worry if she asks you to dance for her. Watch out for that.”


He gave me a sexy little smile while Holly took him by the hand and began leading him away. “Okay, kids. I need Jack to meet a few people. I’ll deal with you two later.”


The two of them headed back into the living room as Jack waved over his shoulder, leaving me and Nick to laugh in the kitchen.


“So, you played that real smooth, Nick. Is that the hottie you’ve been raving about all night?”


“Don’t act like you didn’t think he was cute. I saw the way you checked him out,” he said, fanning himself. “I made such an ass of myself! I wanted to play it cool when I saw him, but I couldn’t make myself shut up! Did I actually tell him he was pretty?” A blush stained his cheeks.


“Yeah, you did. But don’t worry about it. When I first moved out here, I was convinced I recognized an actor from Baywatch in the supermarket. I stalked him from produce all the way to the bakery, and when he finally looked at me, I muttered the word Hasselhoff and then ran and hid in the soup aisle. I still get embarrassed when I see a box of Cup Noodles.”


“You should be embarrassed, because you’re still buying Cup Noodles, but whatever. Let’s get plowed and flirt with pretty boys!” he said, refilling my martini glass, making it extra dirty.


I laughed and ignored the fluttering in my tummy when I heard a British accent floating in from the other room.
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Later that night, Holly and I were out on the terrace overlooking the city, working our way through our fourth cocktails and toasting her success. Nick came out to say his good-nights and slipped his arm around my waist.


“Okay, bitches, I’m taking off. Be good, and make sure no one goes home with my pretty boy. I need to make sure he stays pure until I can convince him to switch teams,” he said teasingly, wagging his finger at Holly.


“How do you know he doesn’t already play on your team, Nick?” I asked.


Holly laughed and said, “Oh, sweetie, Jack is the hottest thing to hit this town in a while. He’s got girls throwing themselves at him every night. He’s discreet, but he is hittin’ that shit.”


“Oh, God, I can’t hear any more. It’ll make me too sad. I’m going home to weep over some Manilow,” Nick cried as he made his way back into the house. He passed Jack on his way, who was talking to two girls over by the piano, and he winked at Nick. I heard Nick mutter, “Tease,” as he walked by, and I could see Jack chuckling.


“So, I get that he’s cute,” I said, “and what girl doesn’t like an accent? But why is he the next big thing? Nick mentioned something about a movie coming out—Time or something?” I asked as we watched Jack talk to the two girls, who couldn’t stop giggling at everything he said. I noticed he bit down on his lower lip constantly.


Was he nervous?


“Grace, are you serious? You can’t be serious. Time?” Holly looked at me incredulously.


“What? Is this something I would know about?” I wracked my brain trying to remember if I had heard anything about this movie but was drawing a blank.


“You’ve never read the short stories Time is based on? You really don’t know anything about them?” she asked, still looking shocked.


“Hey, I’ve had a lot going on lately. I haven’t had a lot of time to read much. Besides, you know I read mostly nonfiction,” I answered, looking at Jack through the glass of the French doors.


“It’s a series of short stories that were written for a women’s magazine, and they have everything you have ever wanted: passion, love, adventure, sex, humor. Practically every woman I know is in love with them! The main character, Joshua—holy hell. He’s a sexy scientist man traveling through time, and in each story he’s in a different period and with a different woman. This movie is going to be huge!” she squealed.


“Hmm, I’m not usually a romance fan. Too schmaltzy, ya know? Not really a fan of science fiction, either. Gimme a good historical nonfiction, like the new book about Lincoln. They now think that he—”


“Oh, would you shut up?” Holly interrupted. “Honestly, it’s like you’re sprinting toward the retirement home! And Time isn’t romance, it’s just . . . Gah, I can’t describe it! That’s why this movie is such a big deal—and why Jack is such a hot commodity right now. Women are losing their minds across this entire country waiting for it to come out, and he’s Joshua. Oh man, I can’t wait for you to read them! Swear to me right now that you’ll read them!”


I had only ever seen her this worked up when Donnie Wahlberg was involved. “Jesus, fine. Calm down. Yes, I will freaking read them,” I said, noticing that Jack was coming toward us.


“Jack, listen to this,” Holly called. “Grace hasn’t read the Time short stories. She’s never even heard of the movie!” she said as he walked onto the terrace.


He stared at me dramatically and then swept me into a close hug. “Run away with me,” he said quietly, pulling back to look at me, placing a hand on each side of my face.


I chuckled nervously and then got control.


“Are you asking random women to run away with you, Jack?” Holly asked, and he dropped his hands from my face, looking at me in mock adoration.


“Random? I meant it!” he said. “I told you before: the next female I met who hasn’t heard of this silly little film, I’d run off with and have a tasty little tryst to satisfy the gossip magazines. How lucky am I that she seems normal?” he joked back.


“I really wouldn’t rush to judgment on that yet. You don’t know how abnormal I am,” I stated, placing my hands on my hips.


“I have to tell you, Jack, she’s not right in the head,” Holly said, warning him. “You don’t want any of this. Believe me, I know. I’ve known Grace since college, and she’s insane.” She knocked back the last of her cocktail.


“Wait—is this your best friend Grace? The one who leaves piles of Chex Mix around the house?” he asked, looking back and forth between us.


“Yep, this is my Gracie. Now ask her why she leaves piles of Chex Mix around the house,” Holly said teasingly.


I gave her a look. “First of all, thanks for telling my tales all over town, ass. And to clarify, it is not piles all over the house. I happen to not care for the little melba toasts, so whenever I eat Chex Mix, I set them aside. That way, if anyone else wants them, they can have them,” I said, showing Holly my middle finger.


“I happen to love the melba toasts,” Jack said, laughing at Holly’s face when she realized that this seemed to make perfect sense to him.


“Well, next time I have a pile, I’ll save them for you. Then if you’re ever in some kind of toast emergency—”


“I’ll have some on standby. I feel good about this plan,” he said.


I noticed the two girls Jack had been talking to inside coming out to join us on the terrace. They approached from both sides as Holly began pulling me into the house.


“I’ll see you later, dear. Make sure you come and say good-bye to me before you leave,” she said over her shoulder as we walked back across the slate tiles.


“Let me know when you’re ready for that tryst,” I shot over my shoulder, winking at the girls, who looked a little stunned. I couldn’t resist.


“You, me, melba toasts.” He grinned back at me.


“Since when do you invite groupies to your house?” I asked once we were inside.


“Groupies? Oh, those two? Sweetie, the blonde is an entertainment lawyer and the brunette is a PR exec. But Brit boy over there turns them all into giggling idiots.” She smiled knowingly as I looked back over my shoulder at the three of them on the terrace. Jack was standing between them as they jostled to get closer. He caught my eye and smiled that same sheepish grin.


Wow, a lawyer? Those short stories must be damn good.


An hour later, with the party finally winding down, I was in the kitchen getting some crackers to begin soaking up the five dirty martinis I had sucked down. I was leaning on my elbows on the granite countertop, thinking about how my head was going to hurt tomorrow, when I heard someone come in.


“Hello again,” I heard a British voice say.


I looked up, still half-lying on the counter. “Hello yourself. Did you have a good time tonight?” I asked before shoving a saltine in my mouth.


“Oh, no. Crackers—that’s never a good sign. Too much?” he asked.


“Maybe, if you consider three more than I usually have too much.” I grimaced, remembering the last time I had been hungover. I was really not looking forward to tomorrow.


“I find that the best cure for a hangover is to just keep drinking,” he said, smirking. He walked toward the other side of the counter, placing his hands on either side of me.


“Yes, well, that’s because you’re like seventeen and capable of shit like that. I, on the other hand, will wake up tomorrow feeling like something died in my mouth, with my eyes puffed up like cabbages.”


“Wow, that’s a really descriptive picture. I’m almost tempted to stick around and see that.” He laughed. “And I’m twenty-four, not seventeen, for future reference,” he added.


I arched my eyebrow at him. Young pup. I used to be able to drink and dance all night, get one hour of sleep, and go to work the next day still looking fabulous. Ah, to be young and foolish again . . .


I stretched my arms over my head and then back behind me, trying to work the kinks out. When I looked at Jack, I realized that I had basically just thrust my chest in his face, and he was letting his eyes linger.


“Are you looking at my boobies?” I asked, doing a little shimmy-shake.


He froze and then burst out laughing. “Yes, yes, I guess I am looking at your boobies. They’re quite nice boobies,” he managed to choke out between laughs.


“They are quite nice, that’s true. And all mine. You probably don’t get to touch a lot of bona fide natural boobies here in L.A., but there are still a few of us rocking the real stuff.” I laughed along with him.


“I also think you like men looking at your boobies. Why else did you put sparkles on them?” He finally looked me in the eyes again, still chuckling.


“What are you talking about?” I looked down at the girls and noticed that I did have a few sparkles on my cleavage. “Oh yeah, I guess I did. I put on a little shimmer body lotion before I got dressed tonight.”


“Girls sure do weird stuff. Especially you American girls. So much shimmer and sparkle. Who told you tits were supposed to sparkle? Sorry, boobies,” he said, correcting himself.


“You can say tits, although I prefer boobies. I also like ta-tas,” I said with a straight face.


“How about love pillows?” he retorted.


“Breasticles?” I said.


“Uhhh, how about flapjacks?” he asked, struggling not to laugh.


“Nice, but it doesn’t hold a candle to sweater meat,” I managed to get out before laughing so hard I sprayed saltines all over the counter. He joined me, and I actually had tears streaming down my face as we started wiping up my cracker spittle.


Holly walked in at that moment, took one look at us, and started shaking her head. “Oh boy, what the hell is going on in here? Never mind. Jack, your ladies are looking for you. They’re salivating all over the entryway; it’s time to take them back to your place. Grace, why are there cracker crumbs all over your cleavage?” she asked, staring at my saltine-encrusted chest.


We both started laughing again as I extended my hand.


“Jack, it was very nice to meet you. I hope next time I can contain myself a little more. Enjoy your threesome,” I said with a wicked smile. This guy was great, and I was excited to have maybe made a new friend.


He took my hand. “Grace, it has been interesting, to say the least. And your sparkly boobies are beautiful. Enjoy your hangover.” He shook my hand and laughed again as he left the kitchen, giving Holly a kiss on the cheek as she walked him out.


I watched him leave with his blonde and his brunette, thinking about how much fun this evening had turned out to be.


Holly came back after showing the last of her guests to the door, took one look at the party fouls all over the place, and said, “Clean this shit up in the morning?”


“Or the afternoon?” I asked, holding my head.


“Deal. Let’s go to bed,” she answered, locking up as I turned out the lights. We trudged upstairs, discussing the evening as we made our way down the hall toward our rooms.


“That was a great party, Holly. I’m really proud of you. You’ve done everything you set out to do, and nothing has stopped you. You kind of rock.” I smiled at her and gave her a hug at her door.


“Yeah, I have kicked some ass. Now go vomit. I know you want to,” she said, pointing me toward my room.


“I really do. Night,” I said over my shoulder as I went to collapse.


“Night, dillweed. Seriously, Grace—five dirty martinis?” was the last thing I heard her say as I shut the door and fell onto my bed.


Right before I slipped into sleep, I thought about my sparkly boobies and laughed.
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The morning brought hellfire and brimstone, and that was just what I threw up. When I first opened my eyes, which took several minutes of prying through mascara goo, I knew that this was possibly going to be the worst day of my life. I never, repeat never, have more than two cocktails. I simply can’t handle it anymore. I would love to pretend that I can still hang with the younglings, knocking back cocktail after cocktail and feeling no pain, but that was no longer me. I felt the pain—oh, how I felt the pain.


I attempted to get dressed, but gravity defeated me and I made my way out into the hall in an old button-down shirt, leaving my shorts on the floor of my bedroom, where they had finally given up the fight. After repeated tries at balance, I made it down the hall, hugging the wall and then the banister for support. I could smell coffee, and as if it were a beacon, I was drawn to it. I could hear Holly talking on the phone, and I moaned at her damnable cheeriness. Holly never got a hangover. Bitch.


“Yes, right now you’re scheduled to do MTV on the seventh, and then you have an InStyle photo shoot on the twelfth of that same month,” she said, smiling at me.


I poured myself a cup of coffee, wrapping my hands around the mug and inhaling deeply. I might feel human again in about a day or so. I burped and thought, Well, maybe a few days.


“Listen, mister, do you have any idea how hard it was to sync up all the calendars for you guys? Half the cast is going to be there. You have to do the photo shoot on the twelfth. At least it’s here in L.A., so there’s no travel involved. Yes, I know this fall you’ll have plenty of travel. Honestly, Jack, sometimes you sound like such a little bitch.” She laughed as she gestured to me to sit down.


Knowing I was on borrowed time with my legs supporting me, I sank into one of the comfy armchairs in her breakfast nook. As I sipped my coffee, I thought about meeting Jack the night before and smiled, thinking of what the other side of this conversation must have sounded like.


“She just woke up. Yes, she appears to be quite hungover. Hold on, let me see,” she said, looking carefully at me. “Jack is asking me to inspect your eyes to see if they look like . . . wait, what? To see if they look like cabbages?” She looked at me strangely.


“Tell Hamilton I said to suck it,” I groaned, oddly pleased that he remembered our conversation with such clarity—and surprised that I did, as well.


“She said, ‘Suck it, Hamilton.’ No, she really did say that,” she answered back as I laughed quietly to myself. “He wants to know exactly what he is to suck, Sheridan,” she responded, rolling her eyes.


“Tell Hamilton that he has it exactly right: he is to suck Sheridan,” I yelled, making sure he could hear but splitting my own head open in the process.


“Okay, that’s enough of the telephone game. You guys can continue your last-name foreplay another time. Jack, I’ll speak to you later. What? Jesus. Fine, I’ll ask her. Good-bye—I’m hanging up now.” She clicked her phone off and set it on the counter, looking at me carefully.


“What? What are you looking at me like that for?” I asked, grinning.


“You tell me. Why is he asking me about your sparkly boobies?” she asked, raising her eyebrow at me.


I lowered my head to my coffee mug, fighting to not smile wider.
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Holly took good care of me that day: she left me alone except to bring me Sprite and saltines. I managed to control the crumb fallout this time. I pretty much stayed on the couch. After a day of hangover hell, I must have fallen asleep, because when I woke up, it was dark outside and Holly was gone. She had left me a note and a stack of magazines on the coffee table next to me.


Lush,


Here are the stories you promised you’d read. I’m out for dinner with clients. I shouldn’t be home too late. Call me if you need anything, and clean yourself up. You look like shit.


Love you,


H


Holly was right; I did look pretty sorry. I headed up to my bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. I needed some energy, so I changed into my bathing suit and grabbed a towel. As I walked through the house I saw the stack of magazines marked with Post-its on the table again, and after rereading her note, I took them with me out to the pool deck.


High up in the hills, Holly’s house had great views from three sides. It was California modern, with an open floor plan and lots of natural light. It even had a sound system that worked throughout the house and on the patio. I plugged my iPod into it and selected my favorite playlist of quiet-time U2 songs.


The best part of the house was the infinity pool, which had the nicest view of all: downtown L.A. She even had the requisite hot tub, which is where I ended up after swimming laps for about thirty minutes. One of the ways I had gotten myself back into shape was swimming at least three times a week.


I relaxed in the hot water, letting the jets massage away the last remnants of the alcohol and the way it had kicked my ass today. I took a sip from my water bottle and my gaze fell on the stack of magazines.


Oh, what the hell. You promised.


As I began to read, I remembered how insane Holly had looked when she described her reaction to the stories. I had some trepidation, to say the least, as I didn’t want to succumb to the madness that so clearly had her in its grip. Sexy scientist Joshua, huh? We’ll see . . .


I was really getting into it when I heard voices from inside the house. I glanced in and saw Holly and a tall, good-looking man approaching the French doors, making their way outside to where I was. She was dressed in a black wraparound dress with gorgeous snakeskin sandals.


Damn, she looks good. She must have had a date with that tall drink of water . . . Wait, is that Jack?


As they stepped out onto the patio, I realized this wasn’t the same guy I’d met last night, and yet it was.


This was not the scruffy Hollywood hipster I had been bantering with in the kitchen. This was a very handsome man dressed in a dark gray suit and tie, clean shaven, with gorgeous shaggy blond curls. The night before, he’d had a baseball cap on and I couldn’t see the perfection that was his hair. I had a weakness for curly hair.


Crap, hide the magazines. HIDE THE MAGAZINES!


I quickly threw my shirt over the stack next to me, composing my face in what I hoped was a neutral expression.


“Hey, Gracie. I see you’re feeling better!” Holly said as they closed the distance to the hot tub.


“Much better. I took a swim and now I’m just relaxing.” I was at a disadvantage, sitting so much lower than them, but Jack squatted down, resting on his heels.


“Hey, Sheridan. This is very Hollywood of you. Hot tub, moonlight, view of the city . . .”


“Strategically placed jets of water for my enjoyment,” I retorted.


Holly groaned. “Jesus, Grace, you are too much,” she said, laughing.


“That’s true; I am too much. Now hand me that towel. I’m pruning here,” I said. Holly obliged and then sat down in a chair, kicking off her high heels. “So, what are you guys up to tonight?” I asked, taking the hand Jack had offered to help me out of the water.


I noticed him glancing down at my black racing suit. It wasn’t as flashy as a bikini, but I wasn’t out there for a Sports Illustrated cover. The way he was looking at my toned legs, flat stomach, and strong arms, I would say those workouts were paying off. I shook my long hair, squeezing the water out before toweling off my body and slipping into the chair next to Holly. Jack took the seat facing us as we talked.


They had attended a dinner for People that night, and Jack was quite a hit. I got the sense that this film was a much bigger deal than I had realized, and he was getting quite a bit of buzz. They had spent most of the night meeting industry people and working the room.


That was what made Holly so good at her job. People forget that it is called show business for a reason, and it takes a lot of work to launch a career in the right way. All too often, a young talent gets lost in the shuffle of a hyped movie and then, without the right follow-through, they’re last year’s news. Holly was great at making sure that the actors she managed worked on projects that challenged them creatively as well as succeeded commercially. To do that you had to work the room sometimes, as they had done tonight.


While Jack joked about some of the funny people they had met and all the Time hoopla, I got the sense that he wasn’t quite comfortable with it. That was good—too many hot new actors lose perspective, and they burn out fast.


Then Holly started to tell stories about when we first moved out to L.A. so many years ago, and I knew it wasn’t going to be long before she embarrassed me.


“So, there was Grace, and she’s singing her little heart out for this director. She’s convinced she’s going to get the part. She’s giving it her all, and when she’s finished, she stands center stage, looking like she deserves a Tony for this performance.” She paused, looking at me.


“Yeah, so there I am, thinking I nailed it. I was finally going to get cast in this new musical! Then I noticed that the director was dressed awfully casually for this audition. Way too casually.”


“Like, he was wearing a jumpsuit and had a bucket of cleaning supplies and a mop next to him!” she screamed, collapsing on Jack’s shoulder in laughter.


“What? Why was a director dressed like that?” he asked.


“Because he wasn’t the director, he was—”


“The janitor,” I said, hiding my face in my hands.


“Grace gave the audition of her life for a freaking janitor! She was so mortified, she ran offstage and out to her car and was gone before anyone even knew what happened!”


“But I bet he was thoroughly entertained,” I reminded her.


Holly’s phone rang and she excused herself to take the call, chuckling. I shivered a little from the night air.


“You should probably go get out of that wet suit. You’re going to catch cold. I should get going anyway,” Jack said, getting up to hand me another towel.


“Yeah, it is getting late. I’ll walk you out,” I answered, standing up next to him.


He draped the towel around my shoulders and rubbed them a little bit to warm me up.


As we passed Holly on the phone, she gave him a kiss and mouthed, “Call you tomorrow.”


“So, Sheridan. Does this mean you’re a singer?” he asked.


“Yep, I was singing even before I was acting.” I sighed as we walked toward the front door.


“Why do you say it like that, like it makes you sad?” he asked, turning to face me.


“It doesn’t make me sad. I just don’t sing as often as I used to, and I miss it sometimes. I’m actually going to start singing again at some open-mike nights soon—next week, in fact.” I smiled in anticipation.


“Well, be sure to let me know when it is. I would love to come,” he said, looking down at me.


Reminded that I was only in a towel and my bathing suit, I decided to mess with him a little. “Hamilton, I would love for you to come,” I said, implication heavy in the air as I raised my hand and gave him a light slap on the face.


He narrowed his eyes at me. “Hmmm . . . ,” he said, and opened the front door.


“What does that mean?” I grinned. Don’t chase him, don’t chase him.


He turned once more, giving me a thoughtful glance. “Hmmm . . .”


“Night,” I said as he started to walk away.


“Night, Sheridan,” he called over his shoulder. And then he was gone.


I closed the door and leaned against it for a minute, thinking about “Hmmm . . .” When I pushed myself off the door, I was startled by Holly watching me from the other room.


“Hmmm?” She smirked.


“There will be no hmmm-ing going on, I will have you know. He’s my new friend. That’s all. He’s twenty-four, for Christ’s sake,” I stated as I walked by her on my way upstairs.


“You could use a good hmmm-ing, ya know!” she called up after me.


That was so true.




four


I  woke up feeling strangely disoriented. My back was stiff, and I realized that I had fallen asleep in the big chair by the living room fireplace. I stretched, listening to the tendons in my neck crackle and pop, until I noticed that Holly was sitting across from me with a grin like the Cheshire Cat.


“Hey, what’s up?” I asked, snuggling back under the throw I had wrapped up in last night while I was reading.


While I was reading—oh no.


“I told you so. How far did you get?” she asked, looking pointedly at the magazines strewn across the floor next to me.


I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I give. It’s brilliant and I’m totally sucked in. I’m in love with Super-Sexy Scientist Guy!” I blushed as I thought of the passages I’d read the night before. Joshua had arrived in nineteenth-century Paris and was engaged in some rather intense “international relations” with a young woman who worked in a millinery. I didn’t know where this story was going to go, but I was totally digging it. I might have also been imagining a certain Mr. Hamilton in the role of Joshua, which made me blush further.


“Oh, boy,” she squealed. “Wait until you get to the part where he picks her up and pushes her up against the—”


“Not fair!” I raised a finger and shook it at her. “Let me read them on my own. At the rate I’m going, I’ll be finished by the end of the week.”


“I won’t tell you anything . . . but promise me you’ll keep me posted on what part you’re on.”


“Agreed,” I muttered as she left the room.


[image: images]


Later that day, I was finishing a run at Griffith Park. I’d spent the rest of the morning trying to work but was unable to stay away from the damn short stories. I was well into the third one by now, losing ground fast to this new addiction. By three P.M. it was obvious that I would get no work done, so I decided to go for a run.


I was lucky that my job allowed me a flexible schedule and I mainly worked from home. I had gone back to school after moving back to the Midwest from L.A. and gotten a second degree in instructional design. I created and designed training programs and materials; it was work I enjoyed and was good at, although it wasn’t satisfying the way performing was.


As I was running, I reflected on how happy I was here now. The first time, I had been focused only on what I thought fame would bring me. I wanted the attention, the money, the lifestyle—instead of concentrating on the work, on the craft. Back then it was all about the validation, looking out instead of in.


I rarely allowed myself to really let go, to truly trust myself or whoever I was sharing a stage with. I had rare moments of honesty onstage, but they were so powerful and exhilarating that I quickly moved on to surer footing. I would transition into a punch line or camp it up, taking myself out of the moment and back into what I knew. Be funny and beautiful but not real.


And I failed for the first time in my life—really failed. I hated that, but not enough to fight it. After moving back home I gained weight, becoming almost unrecognizable to anyone who’d known me in L.A. It happened over several years, so I didn’t notice how unraveled my life and its direction had become. When I went back to school, I was lucky enough to find something that I was good at. Once I was finished with school for the second time, the jobs I was able to get afforded me the luxury of working from home, and I cocooned there.


Holly and I stayed in close contact but rarely saw each other. I had a few friends that I spent time with, and while I went out on dates from time to time, there was no one special. For someone who had partied like a rock star and never lacked male companionship, I had effectively shut down that part of my life. It was as if I was numb down there. I’d had a highly charged sex life and a strong sexual appetite, but once I started to gain weight, I no longer had the desire. Okay, strike that. I had the desire, but I was too reluctant to let anyone touch me. Over time, that part of me just went to sleep. I had become a shell of my former self and didn’t even know it.


Everything changed when my friends took me out for my birthday. I had stayed in contact with several of my girlfriends from high school, getting together with them for dinners and cocktails occasionally. They always made me tell them stories about the exciting life I had led in California, all eighteen months of it, and it was fun. There was still a little crazy left in me, and I let it out sometimes, albeit carefully.


For my birthday, they surprised me with tickets to see Rent. It had been years since I had seen a play or musical of any kind, and I was touched that they’d remembered how much I had loved the Rent soundtrack. I had never seen the show and thought it would be an interesting night. Interesting did not even begin to describe it.


From the moment I walked into the theater, from seeing the stage to finding our seats in the mezzanine, my skin was tingling. My senses were heightened, my breath was coming fast, and I actually felt a little dizzy.


Then the lights went out.


There is a feeling, an electricity that happens in live theater. There is a connection between the actors and the audience that is palpable. When the lights came back up, I saw the band onstage and felt the music begin to move across me—I was overwhelmed. When I recognized the opening song, tears formed in my eyes. Before one note was sung, before one word was spoken, I was lost in the moment. And I began to cry.


It was as though everything I had been missing in my life came into focus, and I couldn’t hide from it anymore. As silent sobs wracked my body, I was filled with such a sense of joy, of rapture, of belonging. I couldn’t stop the smile that was stretching from ear to ear. It was magic. It was the closest to a religious experience that I had ever come. At one point, my friend to my left tried to ask me something, but I just shook my head. I couldn’t take my eyes off the stage. I knew that this was what I was supposed to be doing with my life, and I couldn’t wait to start living again.


After that night, it was like there was a hand pushing against my back, constantly keeping me moving forward. I went home, looked in the mirror, and cried at what I saw. Not so much about the weight, but because the woman looking back at me had none of the spark, none of the crazy, that I used to love about myself. I cried for the time that I had lost. I cried for letting things go on like this for too long. I cried for the living I had deprived myself of. Then, once I was done crying, I went to work.


I hired a personal trainer the next day and set about changing the outside. I also started speaking to a counselor to change the inside. I took an acting class at the local theater and was insanely happy. I was thrilled to be back in the company of creative people again and threw myself into every scene, every critique, and every exercise as if it were my job.


Then, one evening, I went alone to a club that was sponsoring an open-mike night. I climbed onto the tiny stage with my sheet music, which I gave to the accompanist. I sang my song, hearing my voice ring out strong and clear through the club, and felt whole. I felt like I had come home.


I began to open up and have fun again. As the weight came off, my confidence returned and I became reacquainted with the power that kind of confidence can bring a woman. I went out on dates, and the first time that I invited a man back to my house . . . well, let’s just say it was another religious experience. Why the hell did I deprive myself for so long? I rejoiced in my reawakened sexuality, and while I was careful, I certainly enjoyed myself. I was definitely more aggressive than I had been back in the day, and I was pleased to realize that I was still quite good at the sexing.


After almost two years of self-discovery and work, I was ready to make another big change. I visited Holly in L.A., and before the end of the first day, she invited me to move in with her. I thought about her offer for about seven seconds and then agreed. We were both thrilled to be spending time together again. I knew that living with her would be as fun as it was the first time. She was truly my best friend, my sister, and I would do anything for her. She also saw through all my bullshit and never let me get away with it. I had to love her for that.


I stopped reminiscing when I got back to my car and stretched out from my run. After climbing in I put the top down, then took a long pull on my water bottle while I glanced at my cell. I had a few messages, the first of these from Holly, asking me to pick up Mr. Chow for dinner on my way home.


The second was from Nick, asking me if I wanted to go out dancing the following night. His favorite club in West Hollywood played all eighties music on certain nights, and it was the best for shaking your ass.
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