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            CHAPTER 1

          

          AVERY

        

      

    

    
      I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I tap my heel against the floor. My hands are clammy. I wipe them on my jeans. I hate this kind of waiting—like I’m auditioning for a part I don’t even want.

      Damn Sienna and Stella for making me do this. I glance around. Not that I have much experience with this sort of thing, but this doesn’t even look like a therapist’s practice. It reminds me of my agent’s swanky building, designed to impress people who have too much money—people like me now, although it hasn’t always been like that. But I suppose that goes for most of us, albeit not for Sienna and Stella, who have always been rich bitches⁠—

      Just as my thoughts start to run away with me, the big wooden door with the massive black metal handle swings open. A tall woman in a sand-colored linen blazer over a stark-white silk blouse walks out, a solemn smile painted on her lips.

      “Avery?” She looks me in the eye, and her smile broadens.

      “Yup.” Awkwardly, I jump out of my chair, as though I’m being called for something much more harrowing than an hour of talking with—let’s be honest—at first glance, a very attractive woman.

      “Come in.” She holds that massive door wide open for me.

      The space is full of colorful trinkets and velvet throw pillows. I was expecting every shade of soothing beige, but Dr. Nicola Forbes has other ideas about how to decorate a therapist’s office.

      “Would you like some water?” she asks as she gestures to an inviting armchair.

      “I’m good. Thanks.” I sink into the chair and look around some more. The room is large, with high ceilings and huge windows that let in all of LA’s warm, lazy light.

      Dr. Forbes settles in the chair opposite me, and this setup does very much feel like every other shrink’s office I’ve seen on TV.

      “Before we start,” she says. “I’m Nicola, but please call me Nic.” The skin around her eyes crinkles a little as she says it, as though going by Nic makes her more comfortable. “You’re aware that Leslie is my sister, and I’m aware that she’s your agent but, rest assured, nothing you tell me will ever leave this room.”

      “Are you saying I can bitch about Leslie all I want?” I joke. What a silly thing to say. As if I would ever bitch about Leslie, agent to the biggest stars in Hollywood. The day she took me on as her client, I knew for certain my status in this town had changed. I knew that I’d made it—whatever that means.

      Dr. Forbes chuckles. “I’m sure I have much more to bitch about when it comes to my sister, but sure.” She gives the slightest of nods. “Feel free to bitch away.”

      I do like a sense of humor in a woman. Dr. Forbes is funny and good-looking. Things could be worse.

      She smiles again, the kind of reassuring smile that’s supposed to put me at ease. But it’s going to take more than a smile to accomplish that.

      “So, Avery.” She tilts her head a fraction. “What brings you here today?”

      Ah, the million-dollar question. I’ve had time to practice my answer. Between the decade I’ve spent contemplating going into therapy and the two weeks since I got this appointment—Leslie pulled some strings with her sister, who is a much sought-after counselor for Hollywood’s finest—I should have it pretty much nailed. But playing coy is so much more fun—and safe.

      “You can’t be the only person on the planet who hasn’t seen it,” I say.

      “Oh, I’ve seen your infamous bar brawl.” That’s all she says. Back in my Echo Bay days, my character had to see a shrink, and all the actor playing opposite me had to do was stare at me intently while waiting out a heavily pregnant silence.

      “And?” I ask.

      “And what?”

      “I’m sorry; I’m a little defensive. I don’t really know how to do this. I kind of know what to expect, but I also have no clue.”

      “Okay.” Nic folds her hands together in her lap. “There’s no right or wrong way to do this, Avery. You’re just here to talk. So, let’s talk… I’ll start. Is that okay?”

      I almost say ‘fuck yeah’. According to my last girlfriend—if you could even call her that—I could also use some therapy for the number of times I use the f-word on any given day. I swallow the profanity, and just nod.

      “The sole reason I’m here is to help you. To listen to you. To untangle some things you might find difficult to untangle on your own. I’m not here to judge.” She chuckles. “I’m just here to nudge.” She holds up her hand. “Please excuse the atrocious wordplay.”

      However lame it is, it works, because I can’t help but laugh at this extremely put-together woman poking a little fun at herself. That’s probably why she did it. It’s a little disconcerting to sit across from someone who’s always a few steps ahead of you—to say I don’t like it would be a huge understatement.

      “I saw you push that guy away,” Nic says, alluding to the video of me that went viral a few weeks ago. “Did he deserve it?”

      I wasn’t expecting that question. “Fuck yeah.” I can’t hold back an f-bomb now.

      Nic chuckles again. “I bet he did. What did he say to you?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not going to repeat his vile words, but they were disgusting and homophobic and dismissive of…” I just shake my head.

      “Fair enough.” She shifts a little in her chair. “And you felt the only possible response was to shove him?”

      “It was a gut reaction. I didn’t really think it through at the time.”

      “Makes sense.” She narrows her eyes.

      “You can take the girl out of the trailer park but, apparently, you can’t take the trailer park out of the girl,” I say.

      “What does that mean?”

      I scoff. “You’re a smart woman. I’m sure you know what it means.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” She leans back a little. “For your information, I’m gay. If you’re the victim of homophobia, I understand that on a level that someone straight might not. I just want you to know that.”

      Obviously, I know Dr. Nic Forbes is gay. Not that it has any bearing on why I’m here.

      “He really rubbed me up the wrong way, and I don’t take any shit from guys like that,” I say. A pang of anger courses through me at the memory. Frankly, the only reason I regret shoving that ignorant asshole is because it happened in public and someone always has their camera out when I’m around. I definitely don’t regret doing it, although that’s what everyone seems to expect from me.

      “Guys like what?” Nic is relentless, but that’s her job, I guess. I didn’t come here to sit in silence for an hour—although part of me wishes I could—because the view’s not bad at all.

      “Insecure pricks whose only outlet for their lack of confidence is toxic masculinity.”

      “Tell me what he said. I can take it. I promise.” She surprises me again—or maybe she’s just genuinely curious.

      I roll my eyes. “Just the usual bullshit about me not having found the right dick yet. As I said, too vile and also too dumb to repeat.”

      Nic huffs out some air. “He did deserve it, then.”

      I nod, looking into her deep-brown eyes for a moment.

      “If that’s the case, why are you here?” she asks.

      She’s got me again. Hot, funny, and smart. I’d better watch myself.
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      I rest my gaze on Avery Hall. She’s kind of what I had expected—Hollywood’s latest it-girl struggling with herself—but also rather different. She has a rough, unpolished edge, perhaps the very thing that makes her irresistible to the camera. And also the thing that made her shove that guy in the bar.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Avery says, “is it always going to be like this?”

      I’m not put off by her swearing. I wouldn’t say I have a thing for coarse language, but Lois was rather fond of an expletive, and it’s one of the things I, for some reason, really loved about her.

      “I’m afraid that’s the essence of therapy.” I throw in another smile. “I ask you questions in order to get to the bottom of things.”

      “Do the questions have to be so annoying?”

      I chuckle. “Yes,” I say, because I can’t lie to her. “So, shall we get back to the annoying question?”

      She draws a deep breath, then expels the air dramatically. “Where I come from, we don’t talk about our feelings. This shit doesn’t come easy to me, but…”

      I let the silence between us linger so Avery has the time to find her words.

      “Ever since I did Queer Girl Summer, things are different. And I know it’s the last thing I should complain about, but…”

      “It has thrown you?”

      I’ve seen the movie several times, despite having much more of a penchant for queer women of a certain age than ‘girls’—or women in their thirties, like the actors in the movie.

      It was the most talked about film last summer, despite only being a modest indie feature. I’m old enough to have witnessed something small-scale grow into a massive juggernaut a couple of times in my life, simply because the time is right for it and everything about the movie just works. The script. The execution—where, according to my sister, most movies go wrong. The casting of queer actors for the three main parts, of which Avery was one—although, I’m getting a sense she might not be totally okay with that. There’s a lot to figure out here.

      “Sienna and Stella, they’re… they have their partners and they’re such massive, um, well, lesbians, I guess, whereas I’ve never really, like, necessarily wanted to label myself like that.”

      I mentally pat myself on the back for getting it right.

      “We became close during the shoot, and they keep referring to our little gang of three as ‘Dykes and the City’.” She gives a terse shake of the head. “It’s also the name of our WhatsApp group, and it just annoys the hell out of me. Why does it have to be called that? Why does everything always have to be so gay? Why can’t we just be us? Three regular female friends doing what we do?”

      “This is Sienna Bright and Stella Flack you’re referring to?” I’m not asking for confirmation, just to give her a little breather after that big reveal—it’s extremely revealing to me, at least.

      “Yeah. I mean, I love them, I really do, but…”

      I give her space to finish her thought.

      “Sometimes, they’re just too queer for me.”

      People rarely put it so bluntly, but Avery does. It gives me more to work with.

      “Because they’re both in long-term relationships?” I ask, taking a chance.

      “What? No. I don’t care about that. I get along fine with Justine and Kate—even the kid.” She holds up her hand. “Admittedly, Justine is more of an acquired taste. She’s very intense and… I don’t know. I’m not sure she likes me all that much.”

      “Why do you think so?” Justine Blackburn is Sienna Bright’s partner—and I’ve seen the movie about her several times.

      “It’s just a feeling. I mean, Justine is like… the queerest of the queer, you know? And I get why she is like that. I totally get it, but… I don’t know. I have this underlying feeling that we don’t totally see eye to eye because… I don’t feel the need to discuss the fact that I’m gay all the time. It’s not that significant a thing about me. It’s, like, almost negligible.” She pauses, then fixes her gaze on me. “Some gay people really can’t deal with people like me. They see it like a personal affront, or an attack even”—she curls her fingers into air quotes—“‘after all they’ve been through.’”

      “What exactly do they see as an affront?”

      “Take Gay Pride,” Avery says. “I never go because I don’t feel the need. It’s not me. And, honestly, it doesn’t always paint the prettiest of pictures…” She scoffs. “But this is not an opinion I can express among my friends.”

      “Are you not proud to be gay?” I’m only asking because I know what she’s going to say, and it’s important she says it so we can unpack it together.

      “Why is that something to be proud of? It’s not an achievement. I just like women. I don’t see why I have to shout it from the rooftops.”

      “But what if, in this instance, pride is simply the opposite of shame?” I prod.

      “I’m not ashamed to be gay.” Her tone is sharp and perhaps a touch angry. “It’s just not that important.” She shuffles in her seat, uncrosses and recrosses her legs. “Are you proud to be gay?” It sounds more like an accusation than a question.

      “I’m very proud to be gay.” I make sure to keep my tone neutral. This isn’t about me—or about how I beamed with pride and utter joy when Lois and I got married.

      “I bet you march in the Pride parade.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I get it. Things were different for you. You’re, um, older. A different generation.”

      “Did you come out to your parents?” I ask, ignoring her comment about my age—although she’s right.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      She shrugs. “I honestly don’t know how they feel about it. I think they’re okay with it. As I said, we don’t talk about our feelings much.”

      “In the trailer park?” My turn to be naughty.

      “They don’t live in a trailer park, anymore.”

      “Hey.” I soften my features, hoping it will lighten the mood. “You’re doing really well. I know this is hard.”

      “At least I haven’t cried yet,” she says, then follows up with a snicker.

      “Give it a session or three,” I say. “I hope you will come back, Avery. I think we can do some important work together.”

      “Do you think I need it?”

      “That’s only for you to decide, but I don’t think it will hurt you. On the contrary.”

      Finally, she smiles. “I’ll take that as a yes.” She checks her watch. “Is the hour over already?”

      “No.” I make sure my smile reaches my eyes. “We’re just taking a little breather.”

      “Thank fuck for that,” she says.
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      “How’s your psyche?” Stella asks. “Is it healed yet?”

      “Oh, god.” I hide my face behind my hands. “You bitches with all your feelings and this incessant need to discuss them.”

      “Who you calling a bitch, bitch?” Sienna grins at me. “Seriously, though, how are you feeling?”

      I have to smile. They mean well, that much I know.

      I take a sip of water. “Dr. Forbes is quite the smokeshow. No wonder you cougar-lovers had so many nice things to say about her.”

      Stella shakes her head. “It’s infuriating how hard it is to have a straightforward conversation with you.”

      “Which is why we wanted you to see her,” Sienna says. “Not because she’s hot. I never even thought about her in that way.”

      “For real?” I ask.

      Sienna sighs. “It’s excellent that you’re seeing her. You should learn not to always deflect like that. It stands in the way of genuine connection.”

      “Oh, come on. We are so connected.” I know I’m being obnoxious, yet I reach out my hand to her.

      Sienna swats it away. “If we are, then tell us how you feel.”

      “How many times do I have to repeat myself? I don’t have to tell you how I feel to be connected to you.”

      “Let’s leave her be,” Stella says. “And I guess you’re right, Dr. Forbes is easy to look at.” I love it when Stella sides with me and we can gang up on Sienna for a change. “Although Sienna is our one-and-only true cougar expert.”

      “Jesus.” Sienna’s not ready to let it go yet—there’s not a hint of a smile on her face. “I went to see Nic after my dad died. How she looked didn’t even register with me.”

      “Sorry,” I say sheepishly. It’s not an excuse, but I didn’t know Sienna when she was going through the worst of her grief after her dad’s sudden death.

      “It’s fine. I was also falling madly in love with Justine at the time, so my eye didn’t wander to other cougars,” Sienna says.

      “Besides,” Stella chimes in. “The woman is your therapist. How hot she is shouldn’t be a factor.”

      “I find it hugely helpful,” I say, which isn’t just banter, but also kind of true.

      “Isn’t it more helpful that she’s gay?” Sienna asks. “That she can truly relate to that?”

      I pull up a shoulder. “It’s not like I can try it on with her, so that’s not really important to me.”

      Sienna threatens to pummel me with a throw pillow.

      “If Dr. Nic can’t save you, I don’t know who can,” Sienna says and I’m not sure if she’s joking or not.

      “Save me from what?” I ask.

      “From yourself, bitch,” Sienna says.

      “Just because I gave some lame-ass guy a well-deserved shove,” I say, knowing full well that was just the catalyst.

      “How about last week,” Stella says. “At Marcy’s thing. That hot influencer was flirting with you like her life depended on it and you…” She shakes her head in desperation. “You don’t flirt; you repel.”

      “What the actual fuck?” What is she even talking about? “Why would I flirt back with some influencer?”

      “Because she was hot and queer and totally into you,” Stella says matter-of-factly.

      “I don’t want to be all over someone’s TikTok the next day,” I mumble.

      “That’s not the point, though,” Stella says. “The point is you didn’t even give her a chance.”

      “She wasn’t my type.”

      “What is your type?”

      An image of Dr. Nicola Forbes shoots through my head, but I wisely keep that to myself.

      “I don’t know, but not her.”

      “Maybe we should put together a file,” Sienna says. “Avery Hall’s Ideal Woman: Requirements and Red Flags.”

      “With color-coded tabs,” Stella adds. “We’ll use pink for anyone who actually expresses feelings and orange for the ones who spend too much time on socials.”

      “Oh, fuck off.” I roll my eyes. “You’re acting like I’m some broken object you need to fix.”

      Stella shrugs. “We’re not trying to fix you. We’re just trying to make sure you don’t spend the rest of your life confusing repression for mystery.”

      “I am mysterious,” I say. “It’s one of my most maddening qualities.”

      “You said it,” Sienna mutters.

      “Let’s talk about something other than me,” I say, hoping to steer the conversation elsewhere. One hour a week talking about my feelings is more than plenty.

      “Kate wants another baby,” Stella says, rather out of the blue—but at least changing the topic swiftly. “She and Mimi get along like a house on fire and Mimi has four kids, so…”

      “Do you want another baby?” Sienna, who is happily—and vocally—child-free, asks.

      “Unbreak My Heart won’t keep going forever,” Stella replies. “And I’m not getting any younger, nor is Kate.”

      “I’m not sensing an overly enthusiastic vibe here,” Sienna says.

      “I have other considerations than Kate,” Stella says. “And my career is booming, so it’s a tough decision to put it on hold. We all know the expiration date of female actors in the biz and I’m not too far from it.”

      “Look at Nora,” I chime in, just to say something. I have little to contribute on the subject of having another child. I’ve thought about it—every woman has at some point in her life—but I’ve never even had a relationship last longer than a few months, and I’ve always seen that as the writing on the wall for many other things. Perhaps that’s something to discuss with Dr. Nic. “Her career’s thriving and she’s what? Close to sixty now?”

      Stella bursts out laughing. “Nora will be fifty-five this year.” She winks at me. “But can you please repeat this when she’s in the room.”

      I shrug off her comment. “Nora doesn’t seem like the type of vain actor who gets angry when you get her age wrong by a couple of years.”

      “Nora doesn’t seem like a lot of things,” Stella just says, then lets that hang there. She knows Nora Levine—a genuinely mysterious person—well, having worked with her for years on their TV show Unbreak My Heart.

      “But seriously,” Sienna says. “Are you considering it?”

      “Of course, I’m considering it,” Stella says. “It’s what my wife wants more than anything.” A smile breaks on her face. “And I love my cute little Silas to the fucking moon and back.”

      “Still,” Sienna says.

      “Let’s say discussions are open, but…” Stella seems unable to wipe that smile off her face. “We’ll see. I’ll keep you posted on the state of my womb, bitches.” She snickers and it’s so infectious, Sienna and I snicker with her.

      We hang out a little longer and all the while I try to remember this hot influencer that was supposedly flirting with me last week, but for the life of me, I can’t picture her.
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      “Any new hot, high-profile clients?” Derek asks while he fixes me a gin and tonic.

      It’s an old joke—because he knows very well I can’t say—and so is my response. “Madonna came to see me. I’ll have her all fixed up in no time.”

      “Please don’t fix Madonna,” he says. “She’s perfect just the way she is, and she always will be.” He hands me my drink and we head out to the patio.

      Once we’ve sat down, he holds up his glass. “In memory of our beloved Lois.”

      I clink my glass to his. “May she be served an equally tasty drink wherever she is,” I say, rather stupidly, while toasting my deceased wife. She would have been sixty-eight today, but she only made it to sixty-three and two months.

      “May she swear into eternity. She was so damn good at it. Remember when she called me Lady Sasshole?”

      “I’m still chuckling from when she called you a limp-wristed attention whore.”

      “She was always on the money.” Derek grins. “I miss her terms of endearment every day.”

      I take a breath because I don’t want to cry. I didn’t come here to break down in tears. I came to see my best friend, and to have a drink in Lois’s memory in good company—company she loved, too.

      “Where’s Ben?” It’s safer to talk about significant others that are still alive and kicking.

      “Late shift.” Derek looks me in the eye. “Speaking of…”

      I take a sip, expecting some insider information about their relationship.

      “Ben has a new captain at the station.” He waggles his eyebrows. “She looks mighty good in a uniform.”

      “Really?” I tilt my head. “On Lois’s birthday?”

      “Exactly on Lois’s birthday,” he says. “Today is an excellent day to nudge you toward the semblance of a love life again. You’re fifty-four, Nic. Are you really planning on staying single the rest of your life?”

      “I honestly have no idea.” I take a gulp of my drink rather than a sip.

      “Come on. You must have thought about it.”

      “Sure, but… I’m not interested in anyone else. Lois was one of a kind. Where am I going to find someone like her again?”

      “Agreed, she was completely unique.” He nods. “But maybe another Lois is not what you should be looking for.”

      “We were together for almost twenty years. That’s not something you can just shake off.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking you to do,” Derek says.

      “Also, when you’re into older women, it’s even more difficult to find someone to…” I can’t even name it properly. Connect with? Have some sort of chemistry with?

      “Hm,” is all Derek replies to that.

      “Fine,” I say on a sigh. “Tell me about the captain.” Listening to Derek doesn’t commit me to anything.

      “She’s only fifty,” he says. “Does that put you off already?”

      I have to laugh as I shake my head. “No.”

      “Granted,” Derek says, “it’s not easy being a cub in your fifties. It doesn’t really sound right.”

      “Yet I’ll never be a cougar like you.”

      “Daddy,” Derek says. “Please.”

      “All right, Daddy.” I find his twinkling gaze. He’s enjoying this, and we might as well enjoy ourselves on Lois’s birthday—we’ve cried over her sudden loss enough. “Do you have a picture of this fifty-year-old firefighter lady?”

      “Of course.” He grabs his phone and scrolls through it, then shows me the screen. The woman looking back at me does look very dapper in her uniform, but she’s just a picture.

      “Quite butch,” I say.

      “Nuh-huh,” Derek says. “You can’t say that anymore. It’s masc now.”

      “Argh,” I groan. “I’m too old for all this. I don’t even know the correct terms anymore.”

      “You’re never too old. Look at Ida and Faye, both very close to fifty when they got together.”

      “I can’t compare myself to Ida Burton and Faye Fleming.”

      “Why not?”

      “If Ida’s coming out hadn’t coincided with her falling in love with Faye, she would have had hundreds of suitors.” And also because Ida Burton is one of the most beautiful women on the planet, I don’t say out loud. Derek used to be married to her—they were each other’s beard until Derek couldn’t take it anymore and bust out of the closet. Ida kept up the charade much longer, until she finally cracked as well. And how—the one and only Faye Fleming was waiting for her outside of the closet.

      “Darling, you’re absolutely gorgeous,” Derek says. “The only reason you don’t notice that other women are interested in you is because you have no interest in them. We only see what we want to see.”

      “Are you suggesting I go on a date with Ben’s new lesbian boss?” I quirk my eyebrows. “I can still say lesbian, can’t I?” I’m being facetious, but in my job, I have to watch every single word I say, so it feels good to just say whatever comes to mind when I’m with my friends.

      “We could have you both over for dinner. Keep it casual.”

      “Let me think about it.” I sink into my chair.

      “I know you loved Lois so incredibly much, but I’m convinced that she’d want you to find love again. Didn’t you talk about that sort of stuff, what with her being almost fifteen years older than you?”

      “Those are not the conversations I remember,” I say, although I know, in my heart of hearts, that Lois would want me to find happiness with someone new.

      Derek slides his hand over the table toward mine. “Just say the word and I’ll set it up.”

      “Thanks, Lady Sasshole,” I quip.

      “Why did it always sound so much better, hardly even like an insult, when Lois said it?” Derek gives my hand a little squeeze.

      “She had the rare gift of charming you while calling you names. It made her very special.”

      “She was one of a kind.”

      “Stubborn enough to make a mule look reasonable,” I say. In a way, it’s what killed her. That in combination with being the world’s worst driver while being convinced she was the best.
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