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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Dinner was fun.  

Jolene Gentry couldn’t remember the last time she’d had as much fun.  It was just her and Derek, enjoying a relaxed meal together.  Usually, others were there as well, but everyone else had gone home for the five week Christmas and New Year’s break.  The departures had been staggered.  One here, one there.  Her bosses and friends, Kate and Stephen, were busy trying to move Kate into Stephen’s house since they’d returned from their honeymoon, and her best friend Alexa was going to be visiting friends in New York City until after the new year.  Everyone had a plan for the break and a home to go to.

Except her.

Jolene didn’t have a permanent home to go to right now, not like everyone else.  She was living in her temporary apartment, her things in storage while she tried to decide if she wanted to move here permanently.  She did spend more time here now than at home and, with the show renewed already for another season, she could easily sign a year long lease on a place she truly liked and make this city her permanent home.  Basically, Jolene was on her own and Derek was her last friend in the city at present.

She was glad they had the time together.  She always liked spending time with him.  Had from the moment they’d met.  He was a great guy.  She thought so anyway.

“Ready,” Derek asked with a querying lift of his brows.

“Yup.”  She scooted her chair back.

He stood and scooped up her coat, then held it up for her to put on, helping to ease it into place before he reached for and put on his own coat.

“You’re seriously not going home for the break,” she asked as they made their way through the restaurant and out into the street.  It didn’t make sense to her that he wouldn’t go home.  Everyone else was.

“Nope.”  He pulled a knit hat from his coat pocket and dragged it on, then his gloves.  “Not for the full one anyway.”

“Why not?”  She paused to put her own hat on, tugging it down over her ears.  The wind was a bit cold.  Her mittens were next, cute ones Stephen’s youngest had given her the year before for Christmas.  They looked like cat faces when on (with little fabric ears and everything) and buttoned up so she could use her hands without taking them completely off.  They were cute and actually fairly practical.

“I have a project here that I’m working on,” he explained. “I’ll go for a few days at Christmas of course.  Can’t miss Christmas with the kids.  This project means a lot to me, though.  It’s sort of a limited time to finish it and I really want to get it settled.”

He didn’t elaborate and Jolene didn’t push him because if he wanted to share all about it, he would.  He never hesitated to talk about a subject that was one of his passions.

She liked that it was just the two of them.  He was fun to be around and time seemed to fly when they were together.  Hours could pass in what felt like a single blink.  She’d found herself thinking a lot about him recently.  He had a way of making her feel like she had his complete attention and they never seemed to wont for things to talk about.  Like his kids.  He talked about them a lot and was very proud of them.  His daughter, Chrissy, was six, and his son, Daniel, was three and a half.

She liked kids.  Someday, Jolene wanted at least two of her own.

“Do you have plans for Christmas this year?”

Jolene shook her head.  “No.  I’ll probably do my usual.  Get a holiday meal from one the restaurants nearby and watch Christmas movies on Netflix.”  Lonely, but something she was used to.  It had been a long time since she’d had family to spend it with.  She’d been estranged from her family for years, becoming an emancipated minor as soon as she’d been able.  There was a lot of bitterness in her family about that even after years had passed and she’d grown into adulthood.  They’d never understood her reasons while those reasons had been staring them in the face.  As a consequence, holidays like Christmas didn’t mean to her what they did to other people.  She had a vague memory of Christmas as a happy carefree family holiday, but it was so vague that it might as well be a movie role she’d acted at some point.  Sometimes, she was wistful about it and wished things had been different.  Like now.

“No one to spend it with?”

“Not this year.”

“Didn’t you go somewhere last year?  I remember you talking about plans.”

“I went on a cruise by myself.”  She’d chosen a Caribbean cruise and taken a full two weeks on it.  There’d been a surprising number of like-minded people on the line she’d chosen.

“By yourself.”  For a second, it looked like he wanted to follow up on that, but he changed the subject instead.  “What about New Year’s?  Do you have plans for that night?”

“Nope.”  Jolene looked up at him as she walked.  “And before you ask, I’m not watching the ball drop because I never even make it to midnight.  I always zonk out by eleven-thirty.”

“You?  Out by eleven-thirty?”  A quirk of a brow and a quick grin displayed his skepticism of that.

“Me.”  Jolene put her hands in her coat pockets and nodded with a laugh.  “It’s true.  Alexa doesn’t ask me to go out with her at night anymore because that’s about the time she’s wanting to leave.  The last time I went out clubbing with her, I managed to fall asleep at the table we’d grabbed, with speakers blasting right above it.  I totally embarrassed her.”

“So you’re not a party girl.”

“Never have been.  I don’t think I know how.  I work, I go home, I read, I watch tv….  I’m boring.  I’ve never had a wild period, though my family would claim that my emancipation at sixteen was a rebellious, wild period that continues to this day as a full grown adult.  It wasn’t.  I had a steady job, the means to take care of myself, and so on.  The decisions they wanted to make for me weren’t the ones I wanted and I fought for that ability.”

“What kind of decisions?”

“Picking my own projects instead of what might make them the most money.”

“Oh, ouch.”  He winced.

“Yeah.”  She nodded.  “As soon as my parents realized I could make a lot of money working regularly, they wanted to keep the gravy train going.”

“You worked steadily.”

She had.  It had seemed like she’d spent more time on sets than in school, though she had managed to graduate on time with tutors and by working on school through the summers.  “Commercials, movies, tv shows, voice work.  At sixteen, I was tired of it.  Not the work, you know.  I love the work.  What I was tired of was being the one working.  I was the one providing and it wasn’t right.  Parents are supposed to provide for their children, not the other way around.”

“I completely agree.  Obviously the court did, too.”

“The judge didn’t even really have to deliberate.  She made a decision pretty quickly.  I was lucky that Stephen and Alexa were there to help me.”  It had been Stephen who’d recommended a lawyer and helped with the paperwork.  His first wife, Jen, had still been alive then, too.  She’d briefly been the mother that Jolene’s own mother hadn’t been.  “They were great.  Helped me find a place, a new agent, everything.  I owe that family a lot.”

“You’re good now.”

“I am.  Anyway, my only clubbing and drinking experiences are with Alexa and I’ve been assured by her I completely suck at them.  I’m boring.”

“I wouldn’t say that.  Boring isn’t a word I’d use to describe you, Jo.”

“What word would you use?”  She was curious about that.

“I don’t know.  Intriguing?  Fascinating?”

“Me?”

“You,” he confirmed with a dip of his head and a small, appealing smile.

Jolene liked his smiles.  They always went right into his eyes.  Heck, his eyes usually smiled before his mouth did.  “Huh.  Usually, I get the words cute and quirky.  I don’t think I’ve ever been intriguing and fascinating before.”

“I call it like I see it and quirky does work, too.  However, I reserve the word cute for babies, kittens, and puppies.”

“I agree with that judgment call, especially kittens.  If I had a house of my own, I’d totally have cats.  Maybe a couple dogs.  I love animals.”  She’d never been allowed to have a pet growing up.  The excuses given had always been different.  She might be allergic.  They couldn’t afford it, even though they could have at the time.  They were too busy to take care of a dog or cat.  The list had grown as she had grown.

“I’m fond of them myself.”

“Any pets?”

“Not currently.  I’d love to have a house full of pets.  I had a dog and a cat both growing up, though I’m a bit more of a dog person than a cat person.”

“I’m a cat person, and sort of a dog person.”

“Together we make a full cat person and a full dog person.”

“We do, don’t we?”  She smiled up at him.  “Why no pets?”

“Because when I do have pets, I want to get them as babies and train them myself.  Kittens, puppies.  When you get an animal when it’s grown, it’s already conditioned to someone else’s tastes.  They already have notions of people.  And I don’t have the time to devote to that right now and probably not in the near future.  I wish I did.  I think Chrissy and Daniel would enjoy a kitten or a puppy.  Chrissy has been asking lately.”

They reached their building, Derek opening the glass front doors for her.  They went through the lobby and to the elevators.  The only person Jolene noticed was the security officer, who didn’t even look up when they passed, his attention on his monitors.  The ride up to the floor they were both on took seconds.

This building was popular with people who needed a place during the week while they worked there in the city.  It wasn’t too expensive and the apartments were bare bones and fairly small.  It was clean and quiet.  She thought it had the look of an old hotel that had been converted.  Kate and Stephen had been on the floor above them before they’d married and were now together in the apartment Stephen had had.

“Do you want to come in for a minute?”  Jolene opened her door and pushed through it, flipping the main light switch as she passed it. One light in the bedroom area came on.  Her apartment was mostly one open space, with a kitchenette area that barely held anything.

“Sure.”

The door closed behind him.

“Thank you for dinner,” she said as she took off her coat and tossed it across one of the chairs by the couch.

“You’re very welcome.”  His coat joined hers on the chair.  “It was nice to relax awhile.”

“It was fun.”  Leaning over, she turned on one of the lamps she’d turned off that morning, decided it still wasn’t enough light and moved towards the second lamp.  She switched it on, then turned on the candle warmer sitting beside it.

“It was fun,” he agreed, sitting on the couch, one arm resting along the back of it.  “Why don’t we have dinner on New Year’s Eve?  Something also fun.  I don’t know.  Pizza maybe?  A few beers.  Then, you are going to stay up to watch ball drop.”

Jolene joined him on the couch and put her feet up on the edge of the table.  His fingers brushed her shoulder.  “You’re not going to be home for New Year’s either?”

“I’ll be here.”

“Workaholic,” she accused in a teasing tone.

His wide shoulders lifted in a shrug.  “Hey, we take it as it comes in our profession, right?  Tomorrow might mean no job.”

“True.  Very true.”

“What do you say?  Let’s have dinner and ring in the new year together.  We’ll both be here.  Let’s do that together.”

She thought about it a moment and nodded.  “Okay.  Sure.  Sounds like fun.”

“Great.  Be ready about six.  No dressing up necessary.  Unless you really want to.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“I’ll make arrangements.”  His glance slid towards the bedroom area and back.  “I need to go.  I have a few things to get done tonight still.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you later.”

At the door, he hesitated, then leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to her cheek.

Jolene watched him go, wished he hadn’t left, and ignored the tiny sliver of guilt over that because he had a family.  He had a wife and kids.  Did she want to be the girl who broke up a family?


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Derek Martin was tired.

He was tired of feeling disconnected and depressed and of feeling like he had to put on an image for everyone.  For a year and a half, he’d been putting forth the calm, easygoing image of a man with no personal struggles and cares.  It wasn’t fair to his coworkers to take his personal problems to work, so he pushed them back and hadn’t told people that he and Mika were divorcing.  Now divorced.  Stephen knew, of course, because Derek had needed some days off for court.  Maybe he’d told Kate by now since the two were married recently and since Jolene spent a lot of time with Stephen’s family babysitting, she probably knew.  A couple of other close friends knew.

That was it aside from family.

It wasn’t something Derek had felt like talking about.  He hadn’t even had his website page or IMDB page updated with that information.  It was too painful to deal with it because he’d failed as a husband.  His marriage had failed.  

He’d failed.

It was an ego blow, a bitter galling pill to swallow, and the day they’d signed the final papers, it had felt like his heart had been ripped in half.  He wouldn’t have been surprised to see blood on those papers and recalled feeling sick to his stomach for weeks after.  He’d been in a constant state of mild queasiness and had lost weight those first few months because of it.

Of course there’d been no blood and no outward sign that he was shredded emotionally.  He’d managed to hide it well.

He let himself into his apartment, which was just down from Jolene’s, and took off his coat, tossing it on the couch.  It wasn’t that he had things to do tonight.  He didn’t.  He’d already caught up on his obligations to the Autism awareness group.  What he did have was his weekend call to the house since he wasn’t going to be home until the next week for Christmas.  That call meant talking to his ex-wife Mika and he had to gear himself up for most chats with her.

Mika, with whom he still shared a house and custody of their two kids.  Try explaining that living arrangement to most people.  Normally, one person moved out, but they both retained their residence in the house they’d bought back when they were hopeful of making things work out.  The arrangement was largely to keep giving the kids some semblance of a normal life and he’d felt too broken at the time to care.

Mika, who continued to manage to make him feel fresh bursts of emotional pain when they talked, despite the amicable manner of their divorce and interactions since the divorce.  She’d wanted the divorce and he didn’t think he’d ever forget her sitting calmly with a glass of wine while she laid out her reasons one evening.  The first sucker punch, because he hadn’t seen it coming.  He’d thought they were going to continue going to counseling and attempt to work through all of the issues.

He’d been wrong, so very wrong.

From then on, things had moved swiftly.  He hadn’t contested the severing of their marriage, aching at first, then numb, and finally feeling rather adrift and alone.  The loneliness had been one of the worst things about it, that loss of a sense of deep connection with another person.

Being with Jolene dispelled that sensation of disconnection.  With her, he felt like maybe, just maybe, he could move on and he wanted to move on.  He wanted to get back to some sort normal.  He wanted the future he’d once optimistically thought he’d have with Mika.  That desire was there, peeking out behind the splintered pieces of his heart.  It was time to push himself forward out of that grief he felt for his failed marriage.

With his confidence shaken and, honestly, shattered, it had taken a couple months to work up the courage to ask Jolene out within a group setting.  Even at his age it was nerve-wracking and, while he’d been fairly certain she’d say yes, he hadn’t been one hundred percent sure.  That uncertainty had made him wait longer than he would have as a younger man, searching for signs that she was amenable to his attentions.  The group setting had been Stephen’s suggestion, an echo of how Stephen had wooed Kate.  Stephen knew something about starting over, except his hadn’t been because of divorce.  He’d had to deal with a very beloved wife dying far too soon.  

The wooing method had worked well with Kate, eventually leading to a quick wedding after only a few weeks of dating, so Derek had given it a try, asking Jolene to join him, Kate, Stephen, and a few others for dinner, movies, and things like bowling.  He’d worked his way up to dinner alone with her, then the New Year’s date, his confidence returning with each successful outing with her.  There was an ease he felt with Jolene that he realized he’d been sorely missing in his relationship with Mika from the very beginning.  He’d always had the idea that he had to choose his words very carefully with Mika and with Jolene, he didn’t have to at all.  Their conversations were smooth and very rarely awkward even from the first.  

Derek delayed his call, getting ready for bed and making sure he timed it so he’d be calling right as Mika was getting ready to put Daniel to bed and getting Chrissy’s bath ready.  She wouldn’t be wanting to chat long and he could skip right to the kids.  He sat down on the bed and stared down at his phone.  He thought it was rather telling that he had to force himself to make this call and force himself to touch that button on his phone.

Just call, he told himself.  Get it over with.

With a deep, steadying breath, he punched the contact name and held the phone up to his ear.

“You’re late,” Mika answered without saying ‘hello’.  “Daniel is ready for his story and there’s a good chance he’ll fall asleep as you read.  He is one tired boy tonight.”

“Put me on speaker and let’s get him put to bed.”  Some evenings he’d call using Facetime, but Derek couldn’t take the visual scrutiny tonight.  He didn’t want Mika demanding to know what was wrong.  He picked up the book on the nightstand and opened it.  The book wasn’t long and it didn’t take much time before Mika was back, telling him that Daniel was asleep and he couldn’t take long with Chrissy because she had to get her into bed.  Chrissy had had her bath earlier in the evening and had just been waiting for his call.  

He hoped to be able to hangup after talking to Chrissy, but Mika was chatty.  Damn, he hated when she wanted to talk like this.  She needed girlfriends to chat with instead of him.  With a suppressed sigh, he leaned back against the pillows.

“How’s the project?  I know you’ve been looking forward to this charity group thing, though I’m still unclear on what exactly your contribution is.”

“Fine.”

“Work?”

“Good.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

There was the sound of a sigh, long and annoyed.  “You’re awfully uncommunicative tonight.  Usually you’ll give me some details.  I hear about Stephen and your coworkers….  Did Stephen and, what was her name, Kate?, get back from their honeymoon okay?”

“They did.”

There was a short pause before she replied, “Still with the short answers, huh?”

“I’m just tired.”  The charity group thing, as she called it, was an international project on Autism that might translate to a spokesperson position if they liked what he brought to their group.  If not, then he’d work with them where he had been for the past year.  It was one of the projects he’d gotten involved in to both keep himself busy and understand Mika a bit more.  She wasn’t diagnosed, but sure seemed to have a lot of the traits and mannerisms of someone on the spectrum. 

“Did you see Jolene tonight?  I remember you said something about dinner plans.”  

There was a hint of eagerness in her voice and Derek pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Mika….”

“What?  I want you to be happy.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”  And not with her.  Especially not with her.  It was too uncomfortable when she took an interest in his personal life because it wasn’t her place anymore.  She didn’t need to know the things she wanted to know.

She snorted.  “Fine.  We’ll have to eventually you know.  If you start seeing her regularly —”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, okay?”

“Okay.  Whatever.  My show is coming on now.  Bye.”

Once, he’d found her abruptness and directness charming because very few people he’d known were like that.  Now, it irritated him when she did that.  While he was tempted to call her back just to make her have to pause her show, he resisted and tried to turn his thoughts back to Jolene as he finished getting ready for bed.  

He hadn’t known the things she’d mentioned about her family earlier.  Unfortunately, she wasn’t the only actress who’d had that situation pop up.  It wasn’t as rare as people thought, especially with those who got into the profession at a young age.  He’d noticed that for many, it was about the frustrated ambitions on the part of the parent, yet when the child showed true talent, it could get messy.  Like it had with Jolene’s family.  At least the parting of ways hadn’t been highly public as it had been for some.  He was glad she’d had people to help her out of it, though sad that she continued to be estranged from her family.  It appeared to be her decision, however.  She’d severed contact because she felt any interactions were toxic and accusatory.  They continued to blame her for taking control of her own life.

Derek thought she’d done a pretty good job on her own.  She kept her projects fairly well spaced out, with enough downtime in-between to have a chance to ‘let go’ emotionally of each one before starting a new one.  Occasionally, it didn’t work that way, but for the most part, she had her life balanced.  She’d come through her personal storm a stronger person.

Why did some parents do that, he wondered.  Why did some parents not let their children enjoy being kids?  It was a thing he could never wrap his mind around.  He didn’t want Chrissy and Daniel to do anything but be children until they were older.  It was best if they had a childhood and had the chance to be children.  Luckily, it had been something he and Mika agreed on.  They’d never really even had to discuss it since they’d both been from similar backgrounds and had similar values.  Neither of them had been overextended in the extracurricular activities department as children.  He’d done a stint in soccer and baseball and Mika had played tennis for years.  On a tennis court, she was so competitive that no one really wanted to play her.  It was the only thing he really knew her to be competitive about.  She took tennis rather seriously, to the continued surprise of her parents, Rich and Sue.  They had no idea where she’d gotten that competitive streak as they were both casual about their sporting pursuits.

Jolene wasn’t into sports.  He knew that about her.  The closest things she’d done were dance lessons and horse riding lessons, both because her parents had wanted her to have wider access to potential roles.  It was at the horse riding lessons where she’d met Alexa.  He knew she did lift weights and run, but only to stay in shape for roles.  If she didn’t have to do either, she wouldn’t.  To be honest, neither would he.  He’d prefer to hike and bike, but didn’t have the time to spend on either at present, so running and weights had to do.  Occasionally, he’d skate.  Did Jolene enjoy skating?  He’d have to ask.  That could be something they could do together and they could take the kids with them once she’d met them.

Derek smiled to himself.

He hadn’t even really had an honest to goodness date with her and already he was thinking in terms of her meeting his kids.  That had to be a good sign.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

The time leading up to Christmas passed quickly.  Jolene was thankful for that.  Christmas was a lonely time for her and the sooner it was over, the better.  It wasn’t that she hated Christmas, for she didn’t.  She actually liked it a lot.  She enjoyed the hustle and bustle of the holiday season, and the things that went with it: decorations with shiny, bright colors and twinkling multi-colored lights, foods of the season, and pretty wrappings.  Not to mention the act of shopping for gifts to give.  But it was lonely without family.

She rarely heard from any of them anymore and when she did, it was always pleas for money and never because they actually wanted to see her and talk to her.

Shaking off the bad thoughts, she went into the building where the production offices were and went up in the elevator.  She made her way through the darkened offices, but had to pause and stop when she saw lights on in Stephen and Kate’s office.

Jolene stepped to the door and peered in.  Kate was shoving things in a box and seemed a little frazzled.  “Aren’t you supposed to be packing up your house half a country from here?”

With a glance up, Kate tucked her strawberry blond curls behind her ears.  She’d recently cut her hair and the stylist had gone a bit shorter than Kate had wanted.  Her curls refused to be contained in any sort of barrette or headband now and it was driving Kate crazy, though Jolene thought the look suited her.  It made her look younger.  Even with silver strands highlighting the strawberry blond, she looked younger.  “My kid’s on it.  And the company Stephen hired after grilling about ten of them over their policies and procedures.  I swear, the man should’ve been a lawyer with the way he went about it.  If anything, and I mean anything, gets broken or lost, they’re screwed.”

“What are you doing here in the office?  I thought you’d be busy at the house.”

She paused in putting files in a box.  “I have been.  We have been,” she corrected.  “But decided to bring the kids in for last minute Christmas shopping, lunch with Santa, and skating.”

“I’m going to guess that you needed a break from three kids screaming for Santa.”

A laugh left her.  “You caught me.  And it’s two, actually.  Stephen’s oldest is too old for that baby stuff apparently.  Nick announced it as we were leaving the house.  I did, however, detect a bit of wistfulness when he watched his siblings on Santa’s lap.  Next year may be a different tune.”

Jolene laughed.  That sounded like Nick.  Kate had one child from a previous marriage, a girl who’d graduated high school two years early and gone year around to college to graduate early there, too.  She was twenty-one and already had a good paying job and a fiancee.  Kate had married her high school sweetheart at eighteen and had Emilia right before her nineteenth birthday.  Two more days and she could’ve shared a birthday with her daughter.  At thirty, she’d lost her husband to a combination of drunk driver and icy roads.  Jolene knew Kate and Stephen had bonded over having grieved for well-loved spouses.

“And I’m taking work home for Christmas.  Some of those loose ends in the story are bothering us.  We’re determined to fix them by the time we come back.  Or at least have some idea how to eventually fix them.  Hold on a sec.”  She finished with the files and closed the box.  “There.  What are you doing here?”  She dropped into her chair and swiveled it a little before crossing her legs.

“I’m having lunch with Maggie today.
