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Of course, I dedicate this story—as I always do—to Erin and Jason. But this book is also dedicated to a group of incredible people who hail from all over the world, many of whom I’ve been privileged to meet in my own life. I speak of people who’ve overcome the unimaginable, whether it’s the loss of loved ones, war, poverty or other hardships, to rebuild their lives. And to see such people—after all they’ve been through—smiling, laughing and sharing their joy with others is truly inspiring. And this book, a story of discovering joy in the aftermath of the unimaginable, is very much a celebration of these beautiful people. 

An Author’s Note to My Readers

At its heart, The Happy Six is a story of hope, found family, and the incredible courage it takes to let oneself be truly seen and loved. It is a journey of healing and reclaiming one's dignity.

Because Alicia and Clifford’s paths to healing are rooted in overcoming past hardships, this book touches on deeply emotional themes. “Chapter 14, "The Scars" contains descriptions of severe physical abuse inflicted on Alicia by her father, and much of the story deals with Clifford and his family coming to terms with losing a loved one to cancer. This story isn’t intended to invent new horrors however; there are far too many in the world already. Rather, it is a response to them—a celebration of love, hope, and the resilience of the human spirit in overcoming the darkest of experiences.

We will go to some dark places in this story, it’s true, but there will be joy, love, and companionship as well. And at the end of the journey, we will walk together into the light.

If you are sensitive to any of these topics however, please read with care. Thank you for trusting me on this journey, and for joining Alicia, Clifford, and their loved ones as they find the comforts of belonging and peace.

Hamish Spiers
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1. New Starts
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This was the moment Alicia dreaded. 

The date had gone well. She liked the man. He liked her. They were inside his apartment. The incandescent lighting was perfect for the mood. They’d shared a glass of wine, and now that things were intimate it would all come to an end. It always did.

She faced her date as she slid the sides of her dress over her shoulders, acting nonchalant and emphasizing her cleavage. She was rather proud of it, and the push-up bra enhanced it beautifully. If she unclipped that bra fast enough, giving him an eyeful of her natural assets, or if she lay down on the bed on her back, he might not notice. Then...

Too late. 

As her date’s hands went to his mouth, and his eyes widened in horror and pity, Alicia remembered the mirror behind her.

Her date moved to her, trembling, holding her hand no longer as a lover would. He was staring at her as that trauma counselor had the day she’d arrived in this country over twenty years ago. As the doctors and nurses had.

“Who did this to you?”

Alicia suppressed a sigh. The words were always so similar. What happened? Who did this? My God, your back! That one had particularly bothered her; after all, she hadn’t said to the guy, “My God, your face!” But it always happened, right when the evening was supposed to be getting good.

Her date was shedding silent tears now as he gazed over her scars, which meant any physical pleasure was off the cards. Even if he could still get it up, which she doubted, those tears of his rather killed the mood.

She brushed his hands away, annoyed. “That’s nothing. You should have seen the other guy.”

“No, seriously...”

Alicia rolled her eyes and played Guess the Next Line.

“Shouldn’t you talk about it?”

Yep. There it was. Ten points for her! Since it was her game, it seemed reasonable she could allocate the points. And now her suppressed sigh escaped. She had already talked about it. With a humanitarian agency. With immigration officials. With that first counselor the day she’d arrived. With the counselors after that. It had been a horrific ordeal. Not just the intense physical pain but the humiliation. Beaten by her asshole father for a romantic ‘transgression’ that wouldn’t raise an eyebrow in the outside world. Well, she was in the outside world now. She’d ditched her stupid country, her stupid language that reminded her of it, and the man who’d supposedly ‘raised’ her. She’d wondered sometimes if her mother would have come with her if she hadn’t died shortly after the incident—but somehow she doubted it. The woman, sweet as she was, had been too meek, too willing to just accept her lot in life.

Alicia, thank God, wasn’t like her mother. She’d moved on, changed her name and hadn’t looked back. The counselors had also eventually figured out she wasn’t interested in talking about the past, even if she’d had to bludgeon the point into their heads first. She felt a little bad about that on reflection, even all these years later. Particularly the look on that one sweet old woman’s face during that follow-up interview around ten years ago. When she’d lost her temper and practically shouted, “Why the fuck would you bring that up?” Alicia had damn near given that lady a heart attack. But how else could she get the message through to people? If only she could tell her scars to fuck off too.

“It’s all right,” she assured her date, while taking a quick glance below his waist. No surprise; what had been standing at attention moments before, ready for action, had fallen into lethargy. 

The date was over. Now she just had to end it quickly before the gentleman went into full amateur counselor mode.

She was glad she hadn’t gone to the trouble of removing her fancy push-up bra at least. Pulling her dress back in place, she gave her date a smile. “Actually, I can’t fuck now anyway. Got a big meeting tomorrow.”

She only got a glimpse of his stunned expression before she made her swift exit. Perhaps she should have felt bad about that too. Like the others, he just wanted to help but he was going about it all wrong. If he really wanted to help her, he’d lay her down on that bed and bang her brains out. That was what she wanted.  Not another damn counselor.
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Caitlyn checked her reflection in the restaurant window before she went inside. Forty-two but she still had it, the looks of a blonde trophy wife... She sighed. That wasn’t fair to her ex. She didn’t have to like him of course—she’d divorced him for a good reason—but he’d never considered her a trophy wife. No, the problem was he’d never considered her at all.

Satisfied with her hair and the summery dress, attractive but not too provocative for the nature of this date, she went inside and got a good look at her date as he stood up at their table and waved to her.

He was attractive enough and a little taller than average, but not much—with an appearance suggesting he’d scored the best genes from both an Asian and Western heritage. So far, so good.

He didn’t look like a man who’d had his heart torn out by the death of the woman he loved though. But she supposed you could never tell these things from looking at someone.

“Caitlyn?” he inquired, though of course they already knew each others’ names and faces.

She liked his voice. Not deep or traditionally masculine, but soft. Gentle. 

She gave him a smile and hoped it was a winning one, extending a hand. “That’s me. Do you prefer Clifford, or Cliff?”

He shook her hand and came round to her side of the table to pull her chair out for her. This was all going well, but why had she gone for a handshake like it was some kind of business deal? Too late now.

Clifford laughed. “I’d prefer another name entirely, but that’s what my mom and dad called me. They’re a bit old-fashioned. But I go by Clifford. I hear ‘Cliff’, and I think of a slab of rock.”

Caitlyn took her seat, giving him a nod of thanks. “I don’t know. Maybe that’s a good thing.” She leaned across the table in a flirtatious manner as Clifford resumed his own seat. “It sounds strong and manly.”

God, what the hell was she doing? That opening handshake and now coming on like this?

Clifford chuckled. “I’d never thought of it that way.”

“Well,” she said, glancing at the menu before she embarrassed herself further, “food for thought. And speaking of...”
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“So what happened there?” Clifford asked her.

The meal had arrived. Seafood with a side of chips and salad. Quite good—if simple—fare, with whatever the house white wine was. Caitlyn liked it.

And now she had to explain how, as an admittedly still attractive mother of an eleven year old boy, she was on the market again.

She sculled the contents of her glass, hiding her annoyance at having to deal with it. “He was a marathon addict. It was a six-month nightmare every single year.”

“Six months? For a road race?”

“They’ve got to adapt their joints and tendons to the distance,” Caitlyn explained. “Ten percent longer. Ten percent. Ten percent. Drop back twenty percent and repeat. And then repeat the whole damn thing the next year, since the adaptations don’t even last. I suggested switching to half-marathons once, but his ego wouldn’t handle it.” 

Caitlyn groaned as the tedium of her ex-husband’s training regimen came back. “It gets old fast. Getting woken up at 4.30 in the morning because he wanted to go on a long run, never mind the fact I couldn’t get back to sleep afterwards. And he’d always drive to the river because the paths were better for long runs than the ones in the park. Then he’d just lie around the living room all day afterwards. Couldn’t run errands to the shops or anything on rest days. Useless.” She was venting—she knew—but it was good to get it out. “And there were those damn energy gels all over the house.”

“Energy gels?”

Clifford had never heard of the things? Good. 

“They’re these sticky pastes endurance athletes have on the go to top up their glycogen. See, the body can’t carry enough glycogen to last a marathon. That’s why the roads are covered in plastic cups, gel packets and other rubbish every time a city hosts one.”

Clifford looked surprised. “I had no idea.”

“Lucky you.” Caitlyn on the other hand had internalized it through years of osmosis. “And those gels are expensive. Plus three pairs of running shoes every year cause he’d wear them down so fast.” She reached for her glass again, saw that she’d emptied it with that last scull and put it down in annoyance. 

Clifford though immediately refilled it, and she looked at him in surprise. This was a man who was attuned to a woman’s needs. Why couldn’t her ex have shown an ounce of that kind of consideration for her?

“Thanks,” she said meekly, taking a small sip. Keep it in check, babe, she told herself. Clifford’s wife died. What was an absent husband compared to that? And if she needed any more perspective... Caitlyn stopped that last chain of thought before it went any further. There was no comparison for what Alicia had been through. 

“But the problem was he wasn’t there for me on any meaningful level,” she continued. “And he wasn’t there for our son Dalton.”

“I’m sorry,” Clifford told her.

Caitlyn felt like she’d rambled too much. Maybe she’d just have to consider this a practice round and try again later.

“You know,” she said, “if it’d just been the one time, it would have been okay. After he’d crossed that event off his bucket list and put that stupid 26.2 mile sticker on the family car, I thought... all right. He’s got it out of his system and we can move on with our lives. But it never stopped. Ten years and it didn’t stop. Then he was looking at multiple events and planning to travel to international ones... So I just told him, I can’t live like this. If this is what you want to do, find someone with the same obsession, and make sure she doesn’t have a kid.”

Clifford hadn’t taken his eyes from Caitlyn the whole time, and he was still watching her now. “He understood?”

A sigh escaped Caitlyn’s lips, but she was all right. “Yeah. It was a clean break, and I got sole custody of Dalton. And that was all what I wanted out of him.” She stretched her arms, palms out, releasing the tension she felt. “So it was settled. I didn’t ask for support payments or anything. It was done. Finito.” 

In the ensuing silence, Clifford tried to think of something suitable to say. “That sucks.” Although feeling somewhat inadequate, he hastened to add more. “I’m sorry.”

Caitlyn shook her head. “You don’t have anything to be sorry about. You didn’t abandon your wife, or prioritize an obsession over the well-being of a child.”

No, Clifford reflected. But there’d never been a child. No living legacy to remember Rhianna by. 

“What happened,” Caitlyn went on, “is no fault of yours, or your wife’s. And my situation doesn’t begin to compare to losing your partner to cancer.”

“Well, maybe not...” Clifford was taken aback by this. He’d been all ready to swoop in and offer comfort to this quite nice lady as a good gentleman should... but being reminded of his loss, even from a place of sympathy, hurt. As a rule, he tried not to dwell on losing Rhianna. It just put him in a spiral.

“But as awful as it was losing Rhianna so young,” he said, determined not to go down that slide again, “we loved one another and we had many happy memories together. And, you know, I don’t have a kid so...”

Caitlyn looked at him, a sympathetic gaze in her blue eyes. “It would have been nice to have one though, wouldn’t it?” 

She had sweet eyes, Clifford thought. She didn’t resemble Rhianna or sound like her, which was likely for the best, but her eyes were kind. Comforting.

But God, yes. He’d wished a hundred times he and Rhianna had had a kid. Then part of her would have lived on. 

“Yeah. It would have been nice.” The words sounded choked out as he said them, but he forced a smile. He hadn’t come here to wallow in self-pity or look like someone in need of rescuing. In fact, he’d rather hoped to be the knight in shining armor in the conversation... because if there was someone out there who could make him happy again, even though they could never replace Rhianna of course, he rather hoped he could make them happy in return.

“You know,” he said, leaning forward and propping his arms on the table, “I don’t think it’s silly of you to be upset over everything that happened between you and your husband.”

Caitlyn’s eyes widened. “No?”

“No. My wife and I were happy while she was alive. But it sounds like those last ten years with your husband were hell. “

Actually, that felt good. Putting the focus back on Caitlyn’s situation helped deflect his thoughts from his own. And judging by the woman’s reaction, it seemed his words had some effect. He didn’t fully understand this effect but as soon as the words had come out, she reached across the table and held his hands.

He looked at her in surprise, and her pretty blue eyes met his own.“Caitlyn?”

“I’d like to see you again, Clifford.”
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Alicia gave her friend a wry look as she and Caitlyn sat down to coffee at their preferred table away from doorway so they could watch the people come and go.

“Why aren’t you two fucking right now?”

“Alicia!” Caitlyn winced. After glancing around, she took a sip of her drink and gave her a scornful look over the rim of her cup. “It doesn’t work like that.”

Alicia shook her head, exasperated. “I don’t get it. You like him. He likes you. You don’t have scars on your back that instantly wilt the hardest erections.”

The coffee Caitlyn had just sipped came out in a spray, which she hurriedly wiped from the table with a napkin. “Come on, Alicia. There are families in this place. Who taught you English anyway? A sailor?”

Alicia just shrugged by way of reply. She’d more or less taught herself. Even her teacher in senior school had said straight up her English was better than his. A few times, he’d even asked if she could explain some expressions in the textbook to him before class.

“So it happened again, did it?”

Alicia snorted. “It always happens. It’s like death and taxes.” She waved her hand. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that after your date with Clifford. Although, for the record, I never talk that way in front of him.”

“You’ve never told him what happened to you either,” Caitlyn reminded her.

“No, and I’m almost sorry I told you.”

When Caitlyn looked a bit upset by that, Alicia relented and caressed her hand. “Kidding. Kidding. I’m fine with you knowing. I just don’t want any prospective guys knowing. That’s all.”

Caitlyn frowned again. “Is Clifford a prospective guy?”

At this, Alicia shook her head. “No, no. He’s all yours. I don’t date colleagues. But he might know guys. And guys talk. Well, at least I assume they do. So you’re going to meet him again, right?”

“Yeah...” Caitlyn hesitated. “But what about you?”

“Am I going to meet Alex again?” It annoyed Alicia just thinking about that date. “I doubt it. You should have seen the way he looked at me. I thought he was going to start a charity fundraiser for me on the spot.”

“But is that such a bad thing? I mean, that he worried about you?”

“I don’t want my date to worry about me!” Alicia burst out. God, they’d had this conversation enough times before. “I want them to show me a good time. That was my first proper date in over two years. And the last time I was that close to third base was probably seven years ago.” She clenched her fist. “Twenty years and I can’t hit third base. Do you have any idea how damn celibate I am now?”

Caitlyn put her hands around Alicia’s, calming her as she thought over what she could say. “Tell them what you want before you get to the bedroom then. Just lay it all out on the table.”

Alicia grinned. “Now who’s talking dirty?”

Caitlyn had a laugh at that too.

“I don’t know,” Alicia confessed. “Why should I have to go digging up the past? I’m living in the present. I’m happy. I’m single. I’m ready to have fun.”

“I had to go digging up the past this morning,” Caitlyn pointed out.

Alicia snorted at that. “No, you didn’t.  You could have just said the divorce was no-one’s fault... It makes you sound really generous. All divorcees do it.”

She had no idea if this was true of course; but it sounded good to her anyway.

Caitlyn sighed. “It’s not my MO.”

Alicia shrugged. “Suit yourself. Now...” She sat up and looked at her friend with an earnest gaze. “I’ve got a favor to ask. That guy who did your breasts—”

She might as well have fired a shotgun, seeing how Caitlyn shoved her hands away. “Who told you about that? You were on an overseas trip at the time.”

Alicia frowned. Was it wrong to mention that? What was a bit of breast augmentation between friends? “Sophie told me.”

“I’ll kill her.”

“Don’t kill her. She’s still got some of my vinyl records. Anyway, I think they look great. Your breasts, I mean. Really natural.”

Caitlyn gave her an expression from her prized Strained Patience collection. “Alicia...”

“Wait a minute,” Alicia insisted, pushing on. “You haven’t heard me out yet. I’m asking you because I want to see this guy myself.”

This stopped Caitlyn in her tracks. “Huh?”

“For my back. I mean, if he can do breasts, maybe he can do backs.”

Caitlyn frowned. “I don’t know. I mean, that kind of scarring... Although I suppose the guy would do reconstructive surgery too. It could be worth a shot.”

“Right. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to try my suggestion first?”

Alicia screwed up her face. “What? God no. I’ll keep it in mind, but seriously. Look, this isn’t some dumb spur-of-the-moment thing like that time I dyed my hair pink. I’ve been thinking of this for years, and waiting for the technology to get there. But I’ve changed my name. I’ve changed my country. I’ve changed my language... I’ve changed everything about me. Except those damn scars.”

Caitlyn sighed and threw her hands up. “All right. All right. He was Doctor Sterling. Lance Sterling. Anyway, I’ll look up the website for his clinic and get back to you.”

With a grin, Alicia pulled her friend closer and kissed her on the top of her head. “You’re the best!”
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2. Dead Ends
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You can’t ghost your mother.

Jacob knew from experience it just caused problems later. He found a bookmark for the novel he was reading and closed it.

“Y’ello?” he answered.

“Jacob, where are you?”

Jacob, where are you?  He mouthed the words in a rather unkind imitation. “Mom, I’m kind of busy at the moment. I’ve got to get back to the office.” 

It wasn’t entirely untrue. He was maintaining the beautiful gardens and lawns of the local park, and though he was on an extended break—which he’d make up for with a later finish at the end of the day—he was going back soon. He didn’t like lying to his mother, of course, but he liked getting chewed out by her even less. And she’d never accept the fact he was doing just fine as a landscaper.

“You’re not at home?”

“No, I’m working, Mom.” Okay. A slight lie there.

His mom was quiet for a moment and Jacob braced himself.

“You’re not playing games, are you?”

“What?” Although offended was how he definitely felt right then, Jacob opted to sound confused instead. No need to start an argument with Mrs. Mina Fitzgerald. 

His mother muttered something in Korean. Jacob had some basic conversational fluency in it, but he didn’t catch whatever that was. “If your father was alive...” she added in English.

Jacob rolled his eyes. If his father was alive, what? What was he going to do? Ground him?

“What are you talking about?” he asked instead, sticking to his confused act and adding a bit of distraction into the mix. “Look, I’ve got to get going in a few minutes. Is there something you wanted?”

There was a dramatic sigh over the phone. Jacob knew that one well. Oh, don’t worry about your poor old mother...

“I just thought if you were free today, you might pick up some things from the shop for me.”

Brilliant. Jacob pursed his lips as he considered this. A chance to be the good son, and score some points with his mom. Why not? 

“I can still do that,” he offered. “Look, just send me a list and I’ll pick everything up after I’m done.”

“No, it’s all right. I’ll ask Clifford later.”

Oh. No offense taken, Mom. And if that was how she felt, why didn’t she just phone Clifford first? Oh, right. Then she couldn’t control his life.

“No, seriously, I can pick those things up. Just text me what you need.”

“No. No.” 

God, she was infuriating!

“No, you’re busy,” she continued. “Don’t worry about it. Look, I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

Jacob grimaced, almost crushing the phone with his hand. The passive aggressiveness of the lady!

“Yeah, all right. I love you, Mom.”

And he guessed he did. She’d given birth to him and raised him, so he owed her that much. Sure she’d imported a few ideas from Korea about filial duties that he’d have to disabuse her of at some stage, but he was all for helping her when she needed it. It was just... how old did he have to be before she stopped trying to run his life? Fifty? Sixty? Or would she be hovering over him as an apparition, dictating his life to him in his nineties? What the hell would it take to stop it? If he made himself into a carbon copy of Clifford, would that do it? What did she want with him?

As he hung up, his gaze fell on the guitar case resting in the corner of his room, with his prized instrument nestled safely inside. He wondered for a moment what she’d think of that. Very little, he imagined. 

What would someone obsessed with stable career jobs and family duties understand about the soul of flamenco?
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Clifford saw the caller’s name on the phone and muted it.

Walking beside him, Alicia leaned over to have a look. “You’re not going to answer that?”

“It’ll just be Jacob complaining about Mom,” Clifford replied. “I’ll talk to him later. Anyway, where were we?”

Their local park was where they were, and they were on a project for the council checking out an old pedestrian bridge leading from the street over a wide promenade and an artificial stream, with stairs at the far end descending down to the level of the promenade and the park beyond, with its many conifers and maple trees—which were quite spectacular in the fall. But that was not why they were there.

The wooden stairs at the end of the bridge were in disrepair, they were too steep for elderly citizens and a non-option for anyone with mobility issues. So the council was rebuilding the whole thing, and—since Alicia and Clifford had the necessary expertise and worked so well together—it was up to them to consider the various proposals to fix the problem.

“I’d like to go over to where that new ramp is supposed to end,” Alicia said.

This was proposal number four, a rather dull and simple affair. A bridge going straight across the stream and the promenade, and a two-way ramp going straight down the other side, ending up amongst some maple trees... quite far from the promenade actually, and it would require changes to the existing paths under the trees, as well as some landscape work. Alicia hated it, rightly so in Clifford’s opinion.

Clifford frowned. “Why do you want to look at it, if you’ve already covered it in your assessment of the proposal?”

“I just want to take some snapshots,” Alicia explained, “so they can see how awful the idea is. Because we are not going to use it.”

Clifford shook his head in bemusement. “I like your spunk, but I think it’s up the project manager to decide.”

Alicia scoffed at this. “He wishes. He’ll decide what we tell him. Otherwise, he’ll have to deal with me.”

Clifford gave her an affectionate smile. “He might like dealing with you. I do.”

Smiling right back, Alicia reached up and pinched his cheek. “That’s ’cause I’m nice to you, Clifford.”

They’d now reached the point amongst the maple trees where the proposed ramp would end up, and Alicia took her pictures. 

“There,” she said when she was done. “Now they can see what it’d really look like.”

Clifford looked bemused. “Yes, very good. But I know what you want.”

Alicia gave him a wry look. “Oh?”

“You just want to go for the seventh proposal.”

It ticked many of the boxes, Clifford knew. It proposed a bridge with two ramps curving out in opposite directions to join the promenade and it looked quite stylish too. But the design needed refinements, both from him with regards to the integrity of the bridge and from Alicia with regards to integrating it with the existing street above the promenade. And there’d be the inevitable budgetary objections from the finance department. Alicia knew all that too, but she was determined to knock the competing plans out one by one to get the proposal she wanted. And, Clifford knew, it was the right call. 

Alicia just shrugged. “It’s a lucky number, isn’t it?” She glanced at her phone again. “Oh, right. I’ve got to go.”

Clifford gave her an appraising look, running his eye up the rather lovely black dress she was wearing. “You’re taking the afternoon off for a date?”

Alicia shook her head, with an odd almost distant expression in her eyes. “No. I’ve got an appointment.”

With an easy smile, Clifford reached inside his pocket. “I know you do. Before you go though, I’ve got something for you.”

Alicia was puzzled a moment as he slipped a compact metal disc into her palm, until she found a small latch on it and discovered it was a pocket mirror. “Oh, Clifford...”

He gave her an encouraging smile. “So you can still look your best.”
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Grace Fontaine liked the way her name appeared on the movie poster. She liked the way she looked below it as well. That leather skirt. Those long legs. Thin and dainty, she’d never be a true voluptuary like the women who modeled swimsuits, but with her fair skin and doll-like looks, she could definitely lean into that K-Pop style people loved so much. Sure, her legs weren’t quite as long as they appeared in the poster—but high heels got them most of the way there. The chainsaw she was carrying at the end of one long bare arm though kind of killed the vibe, as effectively as it tore through those hordes of alien parasites in the film. Her gaze then drifted to that title she’d come to loathe so much... Sister Slaughter. 

Panned by critics. Mocked around the world. Sure, she’d done well from its cinema run. Really well, given how quickly the word got around that it sucked.  But why did this have to be the film that put her on the map?

She’d seen the comments too, despite swearing to herself she wouldn’t read them. That Grace Fontaine is hot! That was always nice to hear, of course, but then there’d be that other one not far behind. Yeah, sure she’s hot, but she can’t act a damn.

A darling of B-grade cinema. That cute girl from that film about those alien parasites. Bring the popcorn. No need to pause it when you’re getting a beer from the fridge. You won’t miss anything important.

Sure a lot of girls would be happy with that. Appearances at fan conventions alone could probably cover a modest lifestyle for years to come. God, she had to go to one of those in a day or two, didn’t she?

But was that it? Conventions from here on out? And was it the movie that sucked, or was it just her?

She laid the poster on her coffee table and walked over to her apartment window. She’d wanted to tear that poster up and throw it away, but it seemed she lacked the talent to even do that. 

Instead, she got her phone out and played back the message that had been left earlier, even though she’d already heard it.

“Look, Grace. Honey.” The lady who’d left the message hesitated. “I pushed as hard as I could without getting myself a restraining order. They’re not budging. I’m sorry, sweetie. They just can’t see you in the role.”

Grace batted away tears. God, why was she so weak like this? Surely, anyone who was serious about making it in the business would develop thicker skin.

She wanted to delete that message too, but couldn’t bring herself to do it any more than she could tear up that movie poster on the coffee table. But maybe keeping the message made her strong... Didn’t authors keep their rejection letters as badges of honor, to show how much they’d persevered to make it?

But it wasn’t the same, was it? She hadn’t overcome constant rejection. She had made it. Seemingly overnight. And then she’d lost it.

“There’s still that photo shoot for the eyeliner ad,” the message finished. “It’s yours if you want it. Why don’t you take it? Anyway... call me, darling. Will you?”

Grace threw herself face down on her sofa... then sat up straightaway. No, bawling her eyes out face down was not exactly dignified. Sister Slaughter II: We open on our heroine lying face down on a sofa, wallowing in self-pity because she isn’t a superstar. Who’d want to watch that?

Maybe the problem was being alone in her apartment. A nice apartment, sure, but a rather empty one right then. She didn’t even have a boyfriend. Fancy that! Her face had been on posters all around the world for a few weeks and yet she was single. At one point, some magazines had run some story about her and one of her co-stars being an item but the man in question, or at least his agent, had put a stop to that. Apparently, the Brazilian supermodel he’d been dating hadn’t liked it. So that hardly counted—and it meant she was alone, when right then she needed to talk to someone.

Not Cassandra, her agent. She was sweetness itself but she was too levelheaded and focused on business and public relations. That wasn’t what she wanted right then. And her parents... sure, they’d be there for her in their own way of course. But what she really needed was a friend, and for some reason—even after being on the cusp of global success—they were suddenly thin on the ground.

She slid the movie poster across the coffee table and pulled her laptop into its place. Opening it up, she saw a review she’d been tormenting herself over earlier in the day: The weightlessness of the chainsaw prop provides a perfect counterbalance to the weightlessness of Grace Fontaine’s performance.

Grace closed the offending review on her browser and opened up a new site, the page of her high school alumni. It’d been a while since she’d visited this page but if there was anyone she could talk to...

It’d been years since she’d last spoken to her best friend, she knew. They’d both been busy, she supposed, but her friend had definitely changed her phone number at some stage. Her email address still worked—it didn’t bounce any emails back—but the last few emails Grace had sent had gone unanswered. That was probably around three or four years ago now—it was amazing how quickly time disappeared when you weren’t watching it. But Grace and her best friend had known each other all their lives, and it wouldn’t matter if it had been ten days since they’d last met or ten years. They’d always be there for one another.

She supposed if she couldn’t find a working email address or something, she could visit her friend’s parents one day and ask, even if they lived a fair distance out of town. There was her friend’s husband too, she supposed as well. They got on well. But there could well be something on her high school classmates’ page...

Grace’s heart froze. In an instant, the reviews, critiques and the tatters of her reputation as an actress were forgotten as she read the string of comments under a photograph of the very friend she’d been looking for.

In our hearts always.

I miss you every day.

We’ll always love you.

Silent tears slid down Grace’s cheeks as she tried to comprehend it all. Through trembling lips, her voice cracking, the name came out in a whimper. 

“Rhianna?”

––––––––
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With a cheerful goodbye, Lance Sterling closed the door to his office and sat down to update his case notes. Reconstructive surgery, particularly after the car accident that woman had suffered, was a difficult and time-consuming process. But the results he’d seen today, along with the woman’s joyous smile throughout their consult, affirmed that everything in this case had gone as well as it could. And if he could make a real difference to someone’s life once in a while, in amongst all the facelifts, cheek bone sculpting and breast augmentations, he felt like he was on top of the world.

Closing his notes on the patient he’d just seen, he perused the information for the next one. Scarring... on the woman’s back. Lance frowned. That was often more than just difficult. Bracing himself, he brushed some strands of his thick brown hair off his forehead and got up to open the door. 

“Alicia?” he called out.

In the waiting room, a rather confident woman rose to her feet, a woman with lovely umber brown skin, thick waves of gorgeous black hair, and large dark soulful eyes. She was also rather glamorous in her attire. The short one-piece black dress she was wearing especially seemed more appropriate for
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