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			To Jennie

		

	
		
			There are only two ways to get ahead in this world—
you either make something or take something.

		

	
		
			1.

			Maggie Wang is late.

			She tosses her box of personal items from work onto her bed and dives across the room to her laptop, firing it up. Her heart hammers in her chest. She’s not going to think about the fact that she just got fired. Or the half dozen voice memos from her mom she can’t bring herself to listen to. Or the two bottles of good shampoo from Target sitting on her desk, which she needs to return. Christ, who returns shampoo? People who don’t have their shit together, that’s who.

			That’s going to change after this Zoom. She’ll finally stop living in this weird space between thinking she has what it takes to be a writer and wondering if it’s all BS. Another cheap trick of capitalism designed to burrow deep into your bone marrow, filling you with hope without actually feeding you. Screw that. She’s nauseated from eating hope for dinner. It’s burning an ulcer in her stomach. She wants concrete proof that her words matter.

			And in exactly two minutes, she’ll get it.

			Estelle Lu, the head of North Pacifica, Maggie’s low-residency MFA program, has agreed to critique Maggie’s novella. It took a superhuman level of effort to get her to look at it. First, she took her MFA instructor Kristy out to lunch, begging her for an introduction to Estelle. When she found out that Estelle was swamped because she was also running a literary festival, Maggie volunteered at the literary festival. Driving New York Times bestselling authors around was amazing. Unfortunately, Maggie got so enraptured listening to them talk about their book tours, she took a wrong turn on the 405, which, if you know the 405, is suicide. She ended up forty-five minutes late for her work appointment, and that was how she got fired. But she’s not going to think about all that. What matters is that Estelle promised to read Maggie’s story! Estelle, one of the foremothers of Asian American literature, the first person who made Maggie want to write! Made her realize that the world is bigger than her roach-infested childhood apartment in Las Vegas. That immigrant stories weren’t just poverty porn but nuanced, joyful, multilayered narratives of the human experience.

			And now Estelle will tell Maggie what she thinks of her deeply personal novella based on her life. It’s twenty thousand words. Maggie knows it’s not a novel novel, but it was all she could manage between working her passport agency job, helping her parents, and going to class. The thing about writing that they don’t like to talk about in MFA programs is that it takes a hell of a lot of time, and time is not free. She just needs confirmation from someone big that her story’s not a complete waste of time before continuing to invest in it. Whatever Estelle has to say about her writing, she will believe. She will believe it more than the words of her MFA instructor, who is very nice and very kind but is equally complimentary to everyone, and the more than fifty literary agents who wrote back saying sorry, novellas don’t sell, or, worse, ghosting her.

			As she clicks on the Zoom link, Maggie once again feels the intoxicating effect of hope washing over her.

			Estelle logs on. She’s dressed in a black turtleneck, her silver mane pulled back into a chic bun. Heavy gold hoops dangle from her ears as Estelle unmutes herself and declares, “Meagan, I’m so sorry I’m late. It’s been crazy, with the festival and my book coming out and my dogs! How are you?”

			“I’m great!” Maggie says. “And no worries, you’re not late at all. And it’s Maggie.”

			“Maggie,” Estelle repeats. There’s barking in the background, and Estelle shushes her dogs before turning her attention back. “Thank you again for volunteering at the literary festival! The authors absolutely adored you from what I hear!”

			“That’s so kind, and it was my pleasure!”

			“You’re sweet. It’s always so hard to find people to drive these authors during the day. Everyone’s so ‘busy.’ ” Estelle rolls her eyes. “Like there’s anything more important than listening to your literary hero!”

			“Speaking of literary heroes, you’re such an inspiration to me! Silk Threads”—Maggie puts a hand to her chest, mentioning Estelle’s most famous book—“was incredible. My mother and I both sobbed.”

			“You know, I didn’t expect that book to find commercial success. But some books, they just find a way in with people.”

			Maggie holds her breath, hoping that her novella found a way in with Estelle, too.

			“And did you…?” Maggie swallows hard. She flushes, slightly embarrassed. Just ask her! “Did you have a chance to read my novella?”

			“I did.” Estelle pauses for an eternity. “How honest do you want me to be?”

			“Honest.”

			“Sometimes I find that people say they want to hear the truth, but they don’t really want to hear the truth. They want to hear that they are special. That the way they see the world is profound. But mathematically, that cannot be. It takes an extraordinary person to come up with words that will cut through the noise in today’s world. And extraordinary is, by definition…rare.”

			“And based on what you’ve read…am I…” She bites her lip. “Rare?”

			Estelle answers with a flat “No.”

			Maggie almost doesn’t hear her at first.

			The room starts to spin as all her parents’ worries and warnings about her dreams tumble into her head (Are you sure you want to write? Why?), and all her bad decisions ricochet off the wall, from the box of personal items she brought from work to the shampoo she can’t afford judging her in the corner.

			“Your words…they’re nice sentences,” Estelle quickly says.

			Maggie nods, trying not to cry.

			“But they’re hollow. They don’t make me feel. The novel’s about love. How old are you? Twenty-two?”

			“Twenty-three,” Maggie corrects.

			“Twenty-three. A baby!” Estelle says. “To write a novel about love, you have to have loved! You have to have lived. You have to understand the world to come up with something fresh and original to say about it. You have to have felt!”

			Maggie feels her whole face tightening. Now she’s just pissed. Of course she’s lived! And felt! And loved! What a sick, privileged thing to say to a younger writer. Just because she’s in her twenties she’s not qualified to express any thoughts? For all she knows, maybe what she has with Bryce, her boyfriend whom she met in her MFA class—that could be love. Half-French and half-Singaporean, Bryce was hot enough to make Maggie pin his picture during their first class Zoom. But the sexiest thing about Bryce was always how sure he was in his vision. Once he wrote a scene, he wasn’t changing it. She’d kill to have that now. Instead she leans in toward the screen, trying to convince Estelle not to write her off just because she’s young.

			“I may be twenty-three, but I’ve been through more than most people have in a lifetime. I grew up in Las Vegas, on the Strip. I’ve seen things. I watched a girl OD when I was eight years old—”

			“Those are all just pictures with no frames,” Estelle says, cutting her off.

			“And these frames…you’re saying it’s impossible for me to get them in my twenties?”

			“Not impossible. On a rare occasion I’ll see it.” There’s that word again—rare. Maggie wants to scream. “I’m not seeing them from these pages. I’m sorry.”

			Maggie tries to save the last shred of self-confidence she has left. “But I’ve been getting published. I wrote an opinion piece in the LA Times about Monterey Park, where my parents live. You know, after the shooting—”

			“Journalism’s different,” Estelle says. “You may have better luck there with the right editor. And certainly, broadcast journalism may be an option with your pretty advantage…”

			Did she just say pretty advantage?! Oh, this bitch just won’t stop!

			Maggie says tersely, “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

			Tears slam against the backs of her eyes as every despicable doubt she ever had about herself resurfaces and fogs up her mind.

			“My pleasure,” Estelle says. She does a little wave and ends the Zoom with “Go and get some life experience! You’ll see what a difference it makes on the page!”

			Maggie throws her laptop down. Her phone dings. It’s her mom, with a text.

			How’d it go??

			She made the mistake of telling them about this Zoom. Fuck! Now they’re never going to stop pestering her.

			Great! she writes back.

			Her phone immediately starts ringing. Mom obviously doesn’t buy it. She should have sent her a longer adjective. A word Mom doesn’t understand so she’d have to look it up and Maggie could buy herself some time and beg her old boss to at least get her job back. She texts Mr. Patel at RightNowPassport.

			Please can I have another chance? I won’t be late this time. I’ll be focused!

			She bites her lip, waiting for Mr. Patel to show her some kindness. She works as a passport proxy for rich people who want to get their passports renewed but don’t want to go through the obscene inconvenience of going to their appointment. And OK, so she was thirty-eight minutes late and now Monica and Joe Pierce aren’t going to be able to make it to Cabo in two days, but she’ll never make the dumb mistake of volunteering for Estelle Lu again! Please, she adds. She just needs this job for a little while longer until she gets another sign that her writing is good, because this—whatever just happened between her and Estelle—can’t be it!

			Sorry I already filled your position. You should have thought about that before you blew me off. You don’t live up to the credo of RightNowPassport.

			The credo of RightNowPassport, really? They price gouge rich vacationers for a living! Maggie glares bitterly at the text.

			As Mom’s frantic texts multiply, Maggie grabs the expensive shampoo from her desk, opens the top, and starts sniffing. How could Estelle say those words? A fellow Chinese American author! Whatever happened to lifting one another up? Is the pie so small for Asian American stories that Estelle has to stab another Asian American woman before she even tries, just to feel good about herself?

			Her roommate, Willa, walks into her room. A tall, redhead-turned-blond actress from Fresno who does OnlyFans on the side to make rent, Willa takes one look at her and immediately pulls the shampoo out of Maggie’s hands. She sits down and wraps her arms around Maggie.

			“Thanks,” she mutters, clinging to Willa.

			She tries to talk, but every word comes out as a sharp, painful scratch. Willa must guess it’s because of Estelle. “Fuck her. It’s going to be OK.”

			Maggie hugs Willa back, grateful. She really hit the roommate jackpot. She could have been stuck with a judgy UCLA law student barking at her to pay her rent early; instead she got kind, free-spirted Willa, who always quietly covers for her when she’s a few days late and encourages her to keep writing. The thing is, now she doesn’t know if she should. Estelle’s devastating critique has taken all the air out of her. What if what she’s saying is true? If Maggie was really any good, wouldn’t she have more to show for it by now?

			“I promised my parents, if the Zoom was bad, I’d get a real job,” she chokes out.

			“Hey. Don’t do this to yourself. It’s not their life. It’s yours.”

			Maggie doesn’t know how to tell her white friend that when you have immigrant parents, the rules aren’t the same. Every minute of every day is filled with a nonstop running list of all the things they’ve ever done for you.

			“If you need some extra cash, there are options. I can show you…”

			She glances over. It’s not the first time Willa’s mentioned camming to Maggie. And while Maggie has no problem with sex work—she grew up in Vegas!—something about putting her body out there for strangers to judge, when her words have already been brutally rejected by agents, seems like it might just crush her.

			“Thanks,” she says, giving Willa her bravest smile.

			When her roommate leaves, Maggie puts on some music. She wishes she didn’t care what Estelle or anyone else thinks about her writing, and she could just do it. Because she trusts her vision. Because she knows she’s good. Because it’s not hope that she’s living on, it’s conviction. When is she ever going to get there?

		

	
		
			2.

			Ingrid Parker scowls, which, if she had a little less Botox, you’d see as a scowl.

			She’s sitting in the spa-like office of Dr. Alex Hayes, a concierge doctor she drops five grand a month on—out of pocket—so she can get all her checkups, her Botox, and her fillers in one place.

			She hates having to get all this shit done. If it were up to her, she’d never let another needle near her skin, but this is Hollywood, where they gasp if you show an actual wrinkle. How many times has the studio called her with concerns about whether an actress was too old? She’d respond by making her argument that women can and should have a whole life, not just a shelf life. And everyone would say, Of course, of course, but objectively speaking, can she carry the movie?

			Which is how she ended up here in this overpriced waiting cell.

			She takes off her white blazer and crosses her legs, shifting her weight on Dr. Hayes’s minimalist steel chair. She’s trying to do Kegels while rereading the new pitch she just delivered to the studio with one of her writers, Mel. Ingrid’s been trying to get Summer Rain made for years. It’s arguably one of the most influential titles in feminist literature. Ingrid remembers first reading it when she was sixteen; it’s about a housewife who dares ask What now? after her husband does not fulfill her. Even then Ingrid knew it had to be a movie. But there was never the right writer and never the right direction until now. This is the moment. She can feel it.

			In a way, she’s glad she waited. Now, at the age of fifty-three, she can finally appreciate the abyss that is being undervalued and overlooked by society, certainly more than Tasha Collins, the other major female producer at her studio, can. A twenty-eight-year-old novelist turned writer-producer, Tasha tripped sideways onto the scene when she insisted on adapting one of her books. Ingrid likes Tasha. She’s happy for her—they need more female producers in the industry, and at least her movies are not gratuitously violent like the shit that Blake James puts out. But what does Tasha know about the torture of being passed up? She’s twenty-eight with an overall deal, for God’s sake.

			Ingrid feels the tinge of jealousy spidering up her arm. There is room for both of them, she tells herself. And fifty more! Ingrid pulls up Deadline and scrolls the headlines, smiling at all the female-produced movies that have gotten the green light. It’s amazing how far they’ve come, and she’d like to believe she’s one of the champions of all this change. With her bold, conversation-driven movies—like Fam, which grossed $306 million worldwide—she proved to the stuffy boomer male executives that stories about women are profitable.

			Regardless of what those gossip hacks on xoxohollywooddd say about her, she’s just getting started. Her eyes close briefly as she thinks of how utterly rude and inappropriate they were a few months ago when they posted on the anonymous Instagram account, “Will Ingrid Parker’s deal be her last?”

			All because of a passing comment one of her new writers submitted about her, that she was difficult to work with. It had come from Prisha Singh, an Indian American stand-up comic she’d taken a chance on. Prisha had no formal screenwriting experience. She’d never worked on a show or been a writer’s assistant. Most producers wouldn’t touch someone like that with a ten-foot pole, but not Ingrid. She’d liked Prisha’s material and thought Why not? So she gave her an opportunity to write a take for a project she was working on.

			It came out OK, but not great. Ingrid asked her to rewrite it. And rewrite it again. Somewhere between rewrite numbers four and five, Prisha got pissed and sent that anonymous tidbit in.

			It shocked Ingrid. She remembered getting hot flashes, her shirt drenched, as she called up the studio to explain. She defended herself. Yes, she is difficult. When did being demanding become a red flag? How else are you supposed to make anything of quality? It’s not supposed to be easy. If it were easy, everyone would be able to do it.

			But alas, that’s not the world we live in anymore. Now the word demanding has been degraded to practically a slur. And can we talk about the fact that it’s almost always weaponized against women? It’s never the men who are called out for it. They’re simply leaders and ambitious and passionate.

			The studio was sympathetic, of course. They’d made too much money from Ingrid’s movies to throw her under the bus for a disgruntled writer who couldn’t handle coming up with a little take. A little take! Come on. Charlie, the executive vice president of FYC Studios, even said on the call, “See, this is why producers exist—to sniff out these lunatics who worship at the altar of victimhood culture so we don’t have to deal with their wrath.”

			Still, writers talk. This was a marginalized writer, after all.

			Ingrid stops doing Kegels and tells herself not to think about it. It was just a stupid post on an anonymous account. No one’s even going to remember it. Prisha’s no longer in the industry. She doesn’t even live in LA anymore. After Summer Rain gets made, everyone’s going to go back to talking about what a badass feminist icon Ingrid is.

			Her phone dings. It’s a text from Charlie.

			Emailed you re: Summer Rain

			Ingrid smiles. Charlie had better have nothing but a raging hard-on for the Summer Rain take. She practically got him the job. A charming, whip-smart guy in his forties with a penchant for kissing the asses of studio heads, Charlie had been working in her office as a producer for a few years when she suggested that he work for the studio. She coached him on who to suck up to and helped him rise, hoping he’d shake up the old boys’ club at the top. Now’s his chance to make it up to her.

			Hey Ingrid,

			Thanks for pitching this with Mel. I’ll be honest…I didn’t love it. It just didn’t feel modern. I know this book was considered cutting edge and feminist back in the 80s, but we’re just in a totally different time now, and women have evolved so much. Most of the readers of Summer Rain are probably, what, playing shuffleboard now?

			Ingrid fights the urge to scream, I’m not playing shuffleboard!

			I know we’re coming up to the end of your deal with us and you really want to make this. But I’m confident we’ll find something else. Let’s look into a reboot?

			“I don’t want to do a reboot!” Ingrid screams at her phone. “There are so many goddamn reboots, I can’t even remember the boot anymore!”

			I know you put a considerable amount of time into this already, but I think it’s smart to cut our losses. Let’s move on.

			Best,

			Charlie

			Fuck! She curses Charlie, trying his cell.

			“Hey, I can’t talk,” Charlie whispers.

			“I’ll make this short,” Ingrid says. “It’s my deal. This book is a masterpiece of feminism. And I want to make it!”

			Ingrid hears several voices protesting in the background. “C’mon, man, I thought we were here to play golf.”

			“Where are you?” she asks.

			“I’m at Lakeview,” Charlie says, muttering the name of the exclusive golf course in Hollywood that still, to this day, only gives full membership to men. As a woman, you can only play there if your husband is a member, and even then, at limited times. Ingrid had refused to let her husband, Kyle, join on principle. “I can’t really talk about feminism here.”

			“No shit you can’t,” Ingrid mutters.

			She hears “Blake, it’s your turn!” in the background.

			“Are you with Blake James?” She laughs at the irony. “Wow, Charlie. You’re playing golf on an all-men’s golf course, a place I’m not even allowed to be, with a male producer, and you’re telling me that my book about feminism is outdated?”

			“Listen, it wasn’t my idea to come here. I’m with Bob,” Charlie whispers. Bob Schwartz is the president of the studio, a seventy-year-old who came under fire during the writers’ and actors’ strike for saying that the writers and actors were out of touch with reality while disembarking his yacht. Thankfully another studio head said something even more embarrassing a week later.

			“I’m on your side. We’ll find something. Maybe you can team up with Tasha.”

			Ingrid seethes at this last part. She gets off with him and immediately dials her assistant, her teeth still clattering. Teaming up with Tasha? Please! Roxanne picks up on the first ring.

			“Hiiiiiiiii,” she answers cheerily. Roxanne just joined three weeks ago. She’s a Gen Z hire. As such, she often responds to emails with confusing signatures, such as “Bless up” and “Slay on, queens!” It always throws Ingrid for a second.

			“Roxanne, get a meeting with Charlie Cooper ASAP,” she says.

			“You got it, chief!” Roxanne says. “What is this regarding?”

			“Mel’s Summer Rain take.”

			“OMG, it was so good! Did Charlie love it?”

			“No, unfortunately. He didn’t.”

			“Nooooooo. Why?”

			Ingrid knows what Roxanne’s angling for. She wants in. To be a part of the creative conversation. But Ingrid doesn’t want to open the door to having these kinds of conversations with her assistant. She knows other producers are close to theirs. Respectfully, those producers are out of their minds.

			An assistant, in Ingrid’s opinion, should assist. Should not wade into conversations or give their two cents on scripts and sets and the state of Ingrid’s hair. The assistant should know their place, which is to be in this admittedly shitty position for at least two years (Ingrid even has a rule for her staff: no discussions of raises or promotions for the first two years). It’s not that she believes assistants shouldn’t move up. She believes in rewarding total loyalty—after people have paid their dues.

			“Just get a meeting on the books.”

			“Should we schedule a call with Mel? Let her know that the studio’s not going forward?”

			Ingrid pauses. She reminds herself she has to be extremely careful what she says to Mel, a Black writer, after what happened with Prisha. The last thing she needs is for marginalized writers to decide she’s not worth writing for anymore.

			“Let me think about what to say to Mel first…”

			She gets off with Roxanne and gazes out the window. She should never have helped Charlie. She really thought he’d be different.

			Ingrid furrows her eyebrows. Well, tries to furrow them.

			She wonders what they’re all talking about on the golf course. Is this about money? Are they discussing how to shore up the studio’s cash for Blake James so he can make another $200 million action movie? She closes her eyes. She hated the way Charlie shoved her together with Tasha. Like, Here, you’re both women, why don’t you take these peanut shells and go make a movie together?

			Or maybe it has nothing to do with Blake or Tasha. Maybe Let’s move on is not about the project but about her…Maybe this really is her last deal.

			Ingrid’s jaw tenses. Resolve hardens on her face. She may be dry, tired, over-Botoxed, and under-Kegeled. But she’s still Ingrid Parker, and she’s not fucking moving on.

		

	
		
			3.

			Maggie is throwing back mezcal in a bar in Santa Monica, waiting for her boyfriend, Bryce, and trying to figure out what to do. Should she do OnlyFans? Should she try to get a corporate job so her parents are happy? She frowns at her drink, then tries to look on the bright side. She’d be so much more financially stable if she just gave up on writing. She wishes Bryce would hurry up and get back from the counter, but he’s busy talking to the blond bartender.

			Maggie studies them. Bryce’s easy smile. The blonde’s glossy pink lips.

			They say most writers are introverted; that’s why they become writers. But not Bryce. Bryce is a one-man comedy hour, always talking to people, getting their stories. That kind of attention from a gorgeous, six-foot-two half-Asian, half-white man with toned olive skin and green eyes can be destabilizing, and Maggie fully understands why the blonde can’t physically move.

			Maggie turns her gaze to their chips, the insecurity flooding her. Why is Bryce even into her? What if she tells him what Estelle said and he thinks she’s an imposter, too? She spots a tiny bug circling their chips, a small fruit fly of some sort. By reflex, she reaches out her palm and smacks the bug.

			“Did you just squash a bug with your bare hands?” Bryce asks, walking back to their table, amused.

			“No,” Maggie says, flushing.

			“It’s the Vegas in you,” Bryce teases, sitting down and taking a sip of his beer.

			Maggie hates it when Bryce makes fun of her. So what if she didn’t grow up in a penthouse in Singapore with five nannies the way he did?

			“No. It’s the I want our chips to be disease-free in me,” Maggie says, giving him a pointed look as she wipes her palm on the side of her tote bag. In hindsight, she probably should have used a napkin.

			“I’m just teasing. It’s what I love about you, babe,” Bryce says, leaning across and giving her a kiss.

			Her anger softens at the word love. Bryce kisses the way he writes, with total, unwavering confidence, and she feels her thighs tremble. She grabs his shirt, tasting him hungrily, like she needs to convince the entire room—the blonde; the dead fly; her fragile, crumpled-up ego—that he’s hers.

			When their lips finally part, he says to her, his voice husky, “You could have just told me to come over.”

			“That’s not why I texted,” she says, pulling herself together. She takes a deep breath. As terrifying as it is to admit this to her gorgeous, rich, talented boyfriend, she makes herself say it: “Estelle says my writing is hollow.”

			Bryce spits out his beer. “What?”

			Maggie nods, wishing she could bury her head in the chips.

			“She actually said that? That’s ridiculous! I’ve read your writing!” Bryce says. “It’s amazing. What is she microdosing?”

			“She said I can’t write a novel because I’m only twenty-three. What can I possibly know about love or life or anything?”

			“What the fuck does she know? She’s some over-the-hill cougar no one cares about anymore. Does anyone still read her books? Even my grandma’s moved on to Celeste Ng and that chick who writes about being a vegetarian!”

			Maggie nods, relieved Bryce is in full agreement. Plus, The Vegetarian was astounding.

			“Oh, and she said I have pretty advantage,” Maggie reports.

			“Well, there you go! She’s jealous!” Bryce says. “You’re this young, gorgeous specimen. I mean, look at you! My God, you’re beautiful! She, on the other hand, probably has a shriveled-up poon. Probably hasn’t gotten laid in years.”

			Maggie manages a small smile, though it sort of bothers her that he had to evoke Estelle’s poon.

			He puts his hand on hers. “Forget her.”

			She swallows. “Well, I kind of got fired, too,” she mutters to her drink.

			“If you need money, I’ll give you money. I’ll just tell my parents to wire me more—”

			Maggie shakes her head. It’s sweet, but she can’t let him do that. Sometimes she studies Bryce like a strange artifact. The way he has zero student debt and never looks at the total on the bill anytime they go out. What’s it like to be taken care of like that? It must be nice. But she can’t bring herself to mooch off his parents, too.

			“It’s nothing. My parents will understand. Once my book comes out, I’m going to be huge!”

			Maggie doesn’t doubt it. His manuscript is amazing. But how does she explain to him that she wants to be huge, too? She wants to be her own literary star.

			“I’m sure you are—”

			He grabs her hands. “No, Maggie, I know it. I met with Estelle, too.”

			Maggie blinks. “What?”

			“You said all you have to do is volunteer. So I went to that festival thing, too!”

			“And…?” Maggie asks. “What’d she say?”

			Bryce blushes. “Oh, you know, this and that. We were in a café. It was loud.”

			“You guys met in person?” Maggie tries not to let her envy show.

			“Yeah! In fact, come to think of it, it’s pretty cowardly of her to trash you on Zoom!” he says. His eyes flash with mischief. “You know what we should do? She told me she’s having a book launch tonight. We should go!”

			“What? No!” Maggie shakes her head. The last thing she wants is to see that woman again.

			“The semester’s almost over. What do you have to lose?” Bryce says, pulling up the invite on his phone. Maggie peeks at it. She tries to look past the fact that Estelle invited him—that they’re now in a texting situation; that’s how good his manuscript is in her eyes. She reads the address. It’s a bookstore just four blocks away in Santa Monica. “Let’s go and ask the bitch why she said those words.”

			It’s…tempting. Maggie would love to know, love to give her a piece of her mind, tell her in front of everyone just how unhollow her life is. But that would be crazy. Especially at Estelle’s book launch. There will probably be agents and industry people there. It’s a terrible, terrible idea.

			“No,” Maggie says firmly.

			“Then I’ll go,” Bryce says. Before Maggie can stop him, Bryce slaps down a fifty-dollar bill and charges out the door.

			“No, Bryce, don’t, please,” Maggie calls after him as she runs down the streets of Santa Monica, trying to catch up to him.

			Bryce darts between pedestrians. For once, he doesn’t bother to stop and chitchat with every bougie divorcée in tight yoga gear, smiley salesperson handing out wheat germ samples, and sorority girl headed to the beach. He’s a boyfriend on a mission.

			When Maggie catches up with him, they’re standing in front of the bookstore. Maggie gazes inside. She sees the silver of Estelle’s hair, the bright red of her lips catching the spotlight—this woman who is both the embodiment of her dream and her nightmare. Whose words meant so much to Maggie that she was willing to risk losing her job and who left her feeling so low she’s considering giving up. Bryce waits for her, his green eyes begging her to decide.

			Fuck it, let’s do this.

			She reaches for the door and pushes inside.

		

	
		
			4.

			Ingrid paces in Dr. Hayes’s office, trying to figure out her next move.

			She could get a new writer and go through this all over again, but she’s running out of time. Her deal at FYC is expiring. The option she has on Rebecca Thomas’s book—that’s expiring soon, too. Even if she could find another writer, Charlie could just as well not like that take.

			She could go back to Mel and ask her to write another take, but what if that irritates Mel? She can’t have two accusations that she’s demanding, can she?

			It’s infuriating. She’s not part of the boys’ club. She’s not the fresh face everyone’s clamoring to work with anymore. She’s an older woman who can’t ride her writers as hard as she used to, because then she won’t be likable. How is she supposed to operate? It’s enough to make her want to drop dead while she’s still ahead. She knows it’s morbid, but on days like this, she lets herself imagine her funeral…just for a second.

			It’ll be catered. It’ll be nice. Everyone will rave about the extraordinary changes she made for women in Hollywood. There will be a long succession of A-list actresses, directors, cinematographers, set designers, all singing her praises. Her daughter, Cassie, will show up and hopefully wear a shirt that actually meets her pants. Her son, Connor, will fly in from Thailand. Everyone will remember her for the brilliant woman she is. Not for this…this exhausting slow burn to obsoleteness.

			Her phone rings.

			“Charlie?” she answers.

			But it’s Cassie.

			“Mom, it’s me,” she says.

			“Oh hi, sweetheart,” Ingrid says. “Sorry, I was expecting a call from the studio.”

			“You’re always expecting a call from the studio.”

			Ingrid frowns, letting that comment go. “What’s up?”

			“So, Mom…you’re not going to like this.” Cassie sighs. Ingrid squeezes her eyes shut.

			“You’re not pregnant, are you?” Ingrid blurts out.

			Cassie gasps. “No!”

			“Oh thank God!” Ingrid opens her eyes. At least they’re not in pregnancy danger. “It’s just, you didn’t text first. You just called. And I just…I assumed. Sorry! What is it?”

			“Now I don’t even want to tell you.”

			“No, please tell me. I’m here for you, sweetheart.”

			“Well, I was texting, and I sort of accidentally…sent a message to my TA?”

			“What kind of message?”

			In Ingrid’s mind, she goes through every possible mortifying permutation of a text Cassie could send—something racist? Homophobic? Anti-Israel? Anti-Palestine?—and what the repercussions could be on her own career if it got out.

			“Well, actually it was a picture,” Cassie says.

			Oh geez. “To your TA? Was it a nude?” she guesses, putting a finger to her temple. Cassie’s at Morrison College, a small liberal arts college in Connecticut that’s relaxed, to say the least, when it comes to academics. But at least it has that East Coast cachet. Now Ingrid deeply regrets not sticking her in Pepperdine, where she could have at least kept an eye on her.

			“It was an accident, I swear! I did not mean to send it to him.”

			“Uh-huh. You just happened to have it on your phone, and you figured, why not ask about the reading assignment in an artistic way?”

			“I knew you were going to judge me,” Cassie says testily. “I don’t even know why I called you for advice!”

			Ingrid tells herself to calm down. She may not understand her daughter. May not relate to her. She thinks of herself at nineteen. So different, so determined to make a mark on the world. Where is that determination in her daughter? No one prepares you for this part of motherhood, when you wake up and you don’t recognize your adult children.

			But Cassie is still her daughter. Ingrid tells herself to be gentle. It’s just a stupid nude. Kids do it all the time.

			“I’m sorry. Don’t panic,” Ingrid tells her. “OK, this is what you do. If you can’t unsend, you text Please disregard my previous message. It was sent in error. Happens all the time in our office with actresses’ headshots.”

			That’s a lie. No one, to her knowledge, has ever sent another actress’s or writer’s info in error. And if they did, they’d be fired.

			“I can’t take it back and pretend it never happened! It’s embarrassing, Mom! I want to quit school!” Cassie cries. “I can’t go to my classes and look at him, knowing what he saw!”

			“Then you shouldn’t have sent it!”

			“Mom!”

			“Sorry,” Ingrid says quickly. “Cassie, you are not quitting school over this. You worked hard to get into Morrison College. You have to stay there and own this!”

			“You don’t know how uncomfortable it is!”

			“Well, sometimes growing up is…uncomfortable,” Ingrid mutters.

			The door swings open. Ingrid’s doctor walks in wearing a white coat over dark blue scrubs, a stethoscope hanging around his neck. He flashes Ingrid a smile, like he’s right on time. Ingrid could kill him if it weren’t for his ridiculous good looks.

			“I gotta go. Don’t quit school!” Ingrid whispers.

			She puts her phone down and is about to give him a note on his cold steel chairs when he announces, “So sorry to keep you waiting. I was just double-checking something. We found…signals.”

			“What?”

			Dr. Hayes sits down and reaches for her file.

			“Remember that test I gave you a few weeks back?” he asks.

			She nods slowly. She remembers it vaguely. The PREM test, she thinks it was called. He had said it was preventative. Not FDA approved, but he liked the science behind it. She remembered it costing nine hundred dollars. Something about early cancer detection?

			“Oh God…Did you find something?” she says, putting a hand to her mouth. Her fingertips are ice-cold.

			“Don’t be alarmed,” he says. His blue eyes dance as he talks with his hands. “Remember, this test is not even FDA approved. There’s not enough evidence to show that these early predictions are definitely going to materialize. It’s only meant to be a guide. But we found precancer signals.”

			“Precancer signals,” she repeats.

			Ingrid’s heart drops like a rock. Her mother died of ovarian cancer.

			“Again, I want to assure you, it’s not cancer. You don’t have cancer,” he quickly says. He jumps up from his desk, walks over to his glass whiteboard, and starts drawing cells and DNA segments. “All you have right now are mutations.”

			Dr. Hayes points to a squiggly line. “As we get older, sometimes a change happens in the genes when a cell divides. Maybe we breathe in some toxic fumes or we smoke. Maybe it’s nothing we do at all, just age. When we’re young, our cells are good at repairing genetic damage, but over time, the damage can build up.”

			Ingrid can’t hear a word he’s saying. All she can think about is her mom, lying cold in that hospital bed. All that morphine she was on in the end. Her vacant eyes. Ingrid thinks about her kids, her husband…She’s worked too hard, given up too much of herself to her job to have no time left in the end. She can’t get cancer!

			“And this test found damage?” she asks.

			“This test found mutations. They may not necessarily be coming from cancer cells. They could also be from regular cells, which also form mutations as they age and die.”

			Even though he’s saying it may not be cancer, every time she hears the word, Ingrid’s skin crawls.

			“What do we do? How do we get rid of it? I want all these mutations gone.”

			Dr. Hayes hesitates.

			Ingrid points to a poster he has on his wall. Medicine Reimagined, it reads. “There must be a way.”

			“I was talking to a colleague of mine up in Silicon Valley. He’s developed this new treatment. Very experimental. He’s been doing it on a trial basis for his patients, mostly tech billionaires. It’s a little out there, but it’s…promising.”

			“What kind of treatment?”

			He opens another folder with some papers and shows Ingrid. “Essentially, they seem to have found a way to repair older cells through transfusions with a younger person’s blood with this new high-tech machine they’ve developed.”

			Ingrid sits up. Is he saying what she thinks he’s saying?

			“I know it sounds like science fiction, but I’ve been looking at the results all morning. One transfusion with this new machine works better than a year of donated young plasma infusions.”

			Ingrid shakes her head, not understanding. What are donated young plasma infusions?

			“If done effectively, the treatment can take ten years off your age,” he explains in plain English. Ingrid’s eyes bulge. Did he just say ten years? “But again, it’s only ever been done on a handful of tech billionaires, all of them male—”

			“You’re telling me there’s an antiaging therapy that can shave off a decade from your age, and they’ve never tried it on a woman before?”

			“Not yet.”

			Ingrid can barely breathe.

			“Can we get the machine?”

			Dr. Hayes puts up his hands. “Before we get that far, you need to understand, this is highly experimental. You’d have to be hooked up to the same person with this machine for several hours every week for a minimum of ten weeks.”

			“Ten weeks for ten years?” Ingrid asks. She imagines herself at forty-three again. Her body, her skin, her mind—what she’d give to not be saddled with hot flashes and cold fear! To be razor-sharp again! Bold and curious. To have energy! If what he’s saying is true, it would change womankind forever. “And then what? Would you be able to do it again?”

			“If you’re asking if you can continue reversing your age beyond that, I’m not sure. The original research comes from mice. Two mice were joined together, sharing one physiological system. That’s not possible for humans, of course. But so far the transfusions with this machine appear to offer similar benefits. Though…”

			“Though?”

			“Well, curiously, some of the research in mice suggests it can add to the young person’s age.”

			This last part gives Ingrid chills. “What kind of young person would want to do this?”

			“Well, that’s the biggest problem: finding a donor,” he says. “According to my friend, most of his patients so far have used their children.”

			Her mind instantly goes to Cassie, but she shakes her head immediately. She can’t use her children. No way.

			Dr. Hayes nods. “I thought as much. If I were in your position, I’d feel the same. Well, it was worth a shot.” He starts closing the folder.

			Wait, he’s just going to give up?

			“What if I find someone else—”

			“Ingrid.” He laughs nervously. “We’re talking about a risk of aging here. Not to mention infection, allergic reactions. You can’t just get a stranger.”

			“I’m not saying it’s going to be easy to find this person. But it is possible, for the right amount of money, to get someone with the right blood type. It can be done.”

			He doesn’t react for a long time. Then he nods slowly. “It is possible, I suppose.”

			“Then I want to try it,” Ingrid says.

			“Ingrid…” Dr. Hayes starts to say. She can hear the edge in his voice.

			“I want to be the first woman to do this.” Ingrid’s already decided. She’s not going to let him talk her out of this. It’s her body, and it’s her decision. And frankly, there’s another reason she has to do it.

			“Alex, you don’t know what it’s like…the slow torture that is menopause. Sex feels like knives.” She pauses. “You know Kyle cheated on me?”

			Dr. Hayes looks genuinely sorry.

			“He went to an escort service. Got himself two twenty-two-year-olds! It only happened one time. He didn’t want me to know, so he put it on his company credit card. And got fired.”

			She feels so naked saying the words, admitting the ugliest part of the last few months, which no one else knows. She’s been shoving it deep into the recesses of her psyche because it’s tough enough being an older female executive, competing with the men, pretending to not care about the things people say about you. You have to project strength! You have to appear calm and collected, no matter what. No one can ever upset you. Nothing can ever be about your issues. You have to have empathy, but not so much empathy that you’re “soft.” You have to endlessly understand, without getting emotional. Show that you care, but never let your guard down. You certainly cannot be “going through something.”

			“You know we’re going to intimacy coaching?” Ingrid says, the corners of her eyes wet. “Where I have to come up with a weekly list of five things that arouse me.” Once again, she thinks about her funeral. “Right now, death is pretty fucking high up on that list.”

			“Oh, Ingrid,” Dr. Hayes says, handing her a tissue.

			“I’m serious. What is the point of this slow torture? Watching all my projects get stalled because I’m not a guy who can laugh it up on the golf course. Nor am I the twenty-eight-year-old hot young thing. But that’s not even the thing that guts me. The thing that guts me is…” She lifts her eyes to meet Dr. Hayes’s. “I just wish I had more time for my kids.”

			Dr. Hayes drops his eyes to his framed photo of his own two small children.

			“They still need me. Please, Alex.”

			Ingrid holds her breath as she waits for her speech to sink in, hoping the power of story is still pounding strong in her.

			“If you can find a donor who is willing to take on the risks and is comfortable, then I’ll see if I can get them to send me a machine,” Dr. Hayes finally says.

			Ingrid’s face blooms. She stands and hugs him. “Thank you,” she whispers into his ear. “This is going to be huge. For both of us!”

			As she picks up her purse to leave, Dr. Hayes calls out.

			“Where are you going to find this eager and willing young person?”

			“You let me worry about that.” Ingrid smiles. “I’ve been casting my whole life.”

			Stepping outside his office, she gazes up at the tall towers of Century City poking into the pink clouds. She feels younger already.

		

	
		
			5.

			Maggie stands in the back of the bookstore, watching Estelle. Bryce snags a seat up at the front. Estelle is laughing, midconversation, then stops when she sees Bryce.

			“Bryce!” she says, smiling. “So good of you to come!” She explains to the room, “One of our festival volunteers and a star in our MFA program, folks! I recently had the honor of reading his unpublished manuscript.”

			Maggie feels a prick of jealousy. She tugs her denim jacket tighter.

			“Tell us, Bryce,” the bookstore manager says. “How is Estelle as a teacher?”

			Her heart lurches.

			“Be honest, now,” Estelle teases.

			Maggie imagines Bryce hitting her with She’d be a lot better if she wasn’t threatened by my sexy girlfriend and her writing! She pictures Estelle’s wine spilling from her hand. Bryce and her running out the door, laughing. Tearing their clothes off each other back to her place. Her cheeks flush.

			“I think your feedback is…mercilessly devastating,” Bryce says.

			Maggie looks over at Bryce. Nice phrasing.

			“Why, thank you.” Estelle laughs. She turns to the bookstore manager. The next thing Maggie knows, the bookstore manager is offering Bryce her seat in the spotlight.

			What is happening?

			She watches as Bryce takes the seat next to Estelle.

			“Feels weird being up here,” he says.

			“Get used to it,” Estelle says, patting him on the shoulder. “You’ll be doing this solo soon enough!”

			Maggie gazes at Estelle’s hand lingering on Bryce’s shoulder. WTF? Why is she touching Maggie’s boyfriend?

			“I don’t know,” Bryce says. “The idea of talking about my most intimate words in front of strangers—I don’t know if I can get over feeling so exposed.”

			You’ll get over it. Maggie rolls her eyes. Unbelievable. He dragged her here so she could say her two cents to Estelle, and now he’s up there as her interviewer?

			“It is a naked experience,” Estelle agrees.

			“Like you’ve skipped sex and gone straight to the breakfast afterward,” Bryce says.

			OMG. Are they…flirting?

			“Well, as you know, good writing is its own ecstasy. When a word moves another person deep in their soul, I would argue it’s more profound than a bodily experience,” Estelle says.

			“I dunno…I’ve had some pretty profound bodily experiences.” Bryce grins at the crowd. “In fact, my girlfriend is actually in the back.”

			Fuuuuck.

			Bryce points at her. The whole room turns. Maggie waves awkwardly, like she’s the cheap date of some congressman. She locks eyes with Estelle, waiting for her to recognize her.

			But there is no flicker of recognition. No smile. No flinch of regret. Estelle’s eyes float right by her. It’s like she doesn’t exist.

			“What’s amazing about the different kind of intimate relationships we can have,” Estelle continues, “is they simultaneously fill us up and take from us. And it’s only when you’re older that you realize this.”

			Now! Pounce on that! But Bryce is too distracted by the stack of books on the coffee table, so Maggie thrusts her own hand up.

			“Sorry, we’ll be taking questions at the end,” the bookstore manager says, gesturing for her to put her hand down.

			“If there’s time,” Estelle adds.

			That’s when Maggie realizes Estelle has no intention of giving her the time of day. And why would she? She’s practically eye-fucking her boyfriend.

			Maggie turns and slips out of the bookstore.

			

			—

			It takes Bryce hours to get back. By the time he finally appears at Maggie’s apartment, she’s already had dinner, a microwaved lasagna—which she washed down with an opened bottle of wine from a week ago; she couldn’t tell which tasted worse—and gone on Goodreads and read every bad review of Estelle’s new book. Twice.

			“Had to bring up breakfast after sex with her, did you?” she asks. Bryce reaches for her, trying to pull open her robe, but she clenches it at the neck.

			“C’mon, baby, don’t be mad,” he says. He starts undressing. “I was just trying to be funny. To play the part!”

			“But you forgot my part! You were so drunk on the attention of being up there, you completely forgot why we were there! She hurt me!”

			“I know, and I’m sorry,” Bryce says, taking off his shirt. His body looks so good bathed in the moonlight. Maggie glances at his lips. He reaches for her again, this time pulling the robe off her. He pulls her toward him, brushing her neck with his lips. It feels so good, but still, she wants him to work for it. To beg for it. “Why didn’t you stick around so we could ask her together?”

			“After you spent hours flirting with her?” Maggie asks, giving him a look.

			“I wasn’t flirting,” Bryce insists. As if to prove she’s got nothing to worry about, he takes her hand and lowers it.

			Maggie grips his erection. He groans. Then she snatches her hand away.

			“What about you? Where did you disappear off to?” He sits down on a chair.

			“I went around the corner…to a bar…” Maggie lies, her voice a notch above a whisper. It’s a game they play. Tonight she’s going to draw it out for as long as possible to make him pay.

			“Yeah?” he mutters, encouraging her. He pulls her to him. She sits on his lap. She can tell this little fantasy’s making him rock-hard. “And what did you do at this bar?”

			He starts gently kissing her.

			“I met this guy. A musician.” Maggie closes her eyes as his hands play with her breasts.

			“He said you were a loser for leaving me to go flirt with an old hack onstage.”

			Bryce tries to lift her hips and move her to the bed, but she hooks her ankles around the chair legs. “Said if I were his, he’d never leave my sight. We’d be in a hotel somewhere, fucking…”

			He slips a finger between her thighs.

			“And did he?” he asks, his eyes dark and brooding. “Take you to a hotel and fuck you?”

			“Yes,” she says. Bryce grabs her hand and moves her to the bed. He bends her over. He groans as he enters her. Maggie clutches the sheets, her body still trembling as Bryce thrusts.

			“Slow down,” Maggie tells Bryce.

			But Bryce keeps going. Harder. Deeper. Maggie spins around. “Hey…” she says. “I said slow down. Look at me.”

			As their gazes meet, all of a sudden, Bryce crumbles. Collapses next to her on the bed. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.”

			“What’s wrong?” Maggie asks, suddenly so embarrassed. Did she take it too far with the stranger fantasy? Should she not have taunted him?

			Bryce throws a sheet over himself, turning away from her. Maggie tries to touch him, but he curls up tighter. All sorts of horrifying thoughts are racing through Maggie’s mind: he finds her repulsive. He can’t get hard anymore. He actually thinks she went to a bar and picked up a stranger—which would be revolting. But not as revolting as what happens next.

			“Don’t look at me.” Bryce’s voice quivers.

			“What did you do?” Maggie asks.

			“It was stupid. I felt so bad. I was going to tell you. I had a thing. With Estelle.”

			The blood freezes in Maggie. She jumps off the bed and screams.

		

	
		
			6.

			Ingrid stumbles into her intimacy coaching session still in a daze.

			Her whole body’s been shaking ever since Dr. Hayes dropped the news. She just wants to go home and start figuring this out: How is she going to find this person? How much is an appropriate amount to offer a young person given the risks? Is there any appropriate amount? And what will Kyle think about all this? She tried texting him, but he didn’t respond, which means he must already be there. Kyle’s almost always on his phone.

			She had thought about adding spyware to his cell after the escort incident. But she could never bring herself to ask someone how to do it. Not even her two closest friends, Laura and Joanne, know. She just didn’t want to think about it, didn’t want to admit to anyone that her husband banged two random twentysomethings in a hotel room five months ago. Because then it would be real.

			It was Kyle’s idea to go to a counselor. He pitched it to her as an opportunity to get to the root of their intimacy issues. She didn’t know what “their” intimacy issues had to do with him sticking his dick inside two strangers, but she agreed because it was only fifteen minutes from her office.

			As soon as she enters Geneva’s office, her husband looks up, in his snug white T-shirt, sweats, and sneakers. Another thing she deeply misses about him having a job—him actually putting on a real shirt every morning. Geneva greets her with a huge smile. Geneva’s a bubbly, enthusiastic white woman with silver hair and beaded jewelry and a giant tattoo of the sun that starts on her chest above her bright pink tunic, leaving one to wonder where it ends.

			“Hi, sorry I’m late,” Ingrid says, taking a seat next to Kyle.

			“Oops!” Geneva chuckles. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

			Oh right, the kiss.

			She looks over at her husband. She closes her eyes and cringes a little as she moves in for the kiss. It’s not that she finds him unattractive. By all objective standards, Kyle’s a good-looking fifty-nine-year-old. Still has all his hair. He’s in great shape thanks to all the free time he now has to go to the gym.

			It’s that the idea of having her marriage judged by a kiss is so…well, Hollywood. Built on a lie that she helped create. She thinks of all the intimacy coordinators on set, the prosthetics, the heat pads. It’s all so mechanical. Behind the steamy scenes, there’s nothing but riders and bright green tape and reshoots that last hours. And yet here they are…for everything that she and Kyle have built together, their twenty-seven-year marriage is still reduced to this one act.

			Ingrid brushes her lips against Kyle’s.

			Kyle holds Ingrid as they kiss. He’s definitely more into it than she is. Some days Ingrid thinks he got into this whole escort mess just so he could end up here, telling someone everything he wants to do sexually and getting a gold star.

			“Missed you, sweetheart,” he says to Ingrid when they pull apart.

			“Awwww…that’s lovely,” Geneva says, putting a hand to her sun tattoo. She beams at Kyle. Ingrid discreetly rolls her eyes. Why is Kyle her favorite, when he’s the one who fucked up? “So catch me up. How have the last couple of weeks been?”

			“Great,” Ingrid says. “Everything’s fine. Actually, we kind of need to cut out early today. Something came up.”

			“Oh noooo…” Geneva says, making a disappointed noise through her teeth.

			Kyle sighs. “I thought we agreed. We were going to take this seriously…”

			“I am taking it seriously.”

			“Then let’s hear it, Ingrid,” Geneva says. “Have you been doing the tasks I assigned?”

			“You mean the thirty-minute cuddle?” Ingrid asks.

			“She hasn’t,” Kyle informs her.

			Ingrid glances at her phone to see if there’s a new message from Charlie.

			“Ingrid…”

			Ingrid snaps her head up. “I’m sorry. I’d love to cuddle for thirty minutes on a bed of roses while a Swedish man drapes chocolate all over us, really I would, but I have a job. I have responsibilities. I have people who need me—”

			“What about Kyle?” Geneva asks gently.

			Kyle puts his hand up. “I’m game, with or without the Swedish man, just FYI…”

			A laugh escapes Ingrid. At least he still has his sense of humor; she’ll give him that.

			Geneva beams enthusiastically. “Why don’t you clear some time this weekend and put it on the calendar?”

			“I’m not putting thirty minutes of cuddling on our calendar.”

			Geneva gives her a look. Ingrid feels like she’s in grade school again, being reprimanded for failing her Friday spelling test. “Intimacy is as important as any of our other appointments.”

			To prove her point, Geneva whips her own phone out and shows them the calendar she shares with her husband. There are appointments for Sudsy Foreplay and Foodgasm for Two. Ingrid wants to burn her eyeballs.

			“We mix it up every few weeks,” Geneva boasts. “It’s never the same tired old thing.”

			“With sudsy foreplay, I wouldn’t think so,” Kyle says.

			Ingrid peeks over at him. She makes herself picture them in five years, when they’re finally in a place where all this is hysterical. When they can look back and beam with pride at the fact that they survived this ludicrous chapter, when the word sudsy was used to measure their marriage. Then a gasp of a thought—will she even still be here in five years if she doesn’t do the experimental blood therapy?

			“All right, Ingrid,” Geneva says. “What’s your list of turn-ons this week?”

			Ingrid jerks back to reality.

			“Candles,” Ingrid starts.

			Geneva closes her eyes. “Mmmm, love a good candle. What scent was it?”

			“Graveyard fog,” she blurts out.

			Ingrid hadn’t meant for it to be funny. She was literally thinking about graveyards. But as Kyle laughs, she feels something warm spread inside her. If she’s being honest, this is her biggest turn-on—this right here. She’ll never forget the first time she made Kyle laugh. They were at a bodega near her apartment in New York. She told him the bodega cat was the standard she was holding boyfriends to. Had a job. Didn’t give a fuck if she got another bag of chips. Listened to her for hours.

			She smiles a little at the memory.

			“Graveyard fog? OK…” Geneva says. “What else?”

			“Let’s see, the drink receipt from the Starbucks printer,” Ingrid continues, glancing at Kyle.

			“You mean the frothy drinks?” Geneva purrs. “Mmmm, I love a good hot foam…”

			“No, I meant just the receipt.”

			Kyle says, dead serious, “You don’t know Ingrid. Receipts are like therapy for her. It’s almost spiritual, her need to control and keep track.”

			Ingrid stiffens a little. Is that supposed to be a dig at her?

			Geneva frowns at both of them. “Look, I know you guys don’t want to be here,” she starts, looking to Ingrid.

			Any other day, Ingrid would deny it and start muttering a bunch of believable turn-ons just to avoid the colossal waste of time that is trying to find a different intimacy counselor. (They are even harder to book than aestheticians in this town.) But not today. Not after the news she’s just been hit with.

			“You’re right, I don’t,” Ingrid says.

			“Could it be that you’re still holding on to resentment from Kyle’s past roaming?” Geneva asks.

			She wasn’t going to let Geneva have it, but that’s some real bullshit. “I’m sorry, are we on an African safari?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Does he look like a lion who just got lost? Because that’s what I think of what I hear roaming…”

			“I did just get a little lost,” Kyle says in his defense.

			“Oh, you’ve been lost for a long time,” she fires back.

			“How?” Kyle asks. “Tell me, how exactly was I a bad husband before all this? I’ve been a wonderful dad—”

			“No one’s debating your dad skills here,” Ingrid says. Then she stands. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m doing here. You can’t manufacture intimacy. It’s not something you can make happen with the perfect calendar and soundtrack. It takes years. Takes hundreds of tiny decisions—what you do, who you prioritize, who you make time for. It’s not just about physical intimacy. Frankly, that’s so male centered!”

			“Male centered?” Geneva asks.

			“Yes, male centered! I’m sick of talking about my sex life! Maybe I’m just old, have you considered that? Maybe I’m not interested! Maybe I don’t give a shit anymore. You wanna know what turns me on? Getting to bed before ten. Falling asleep and staying asleep. Traveling without a hemorrhoid.”

			Geneva gasps. “Ingrid, please! Don’t say hemorrhoid in front of Kyle!”

			“I’ll say hemorrhoid in front of my husband when I want!” Ingrid says, pointing at Geneva’s phone. “That’s true intimacy! Put that into your fucking calendar!”

			She’s losing it. But she doesn’t care. She’s tired of keeping it all in. What for? She’ll probably end up dead anyway. What a cruel joke life is.

			“The thing that blows my mind is I don’t know why he’d give all that up,” Ingrid says, blinking back the tears as she looks over at Kyle sitting on the couch. She hates him as much as she misses him, adding with a whisper, “He was my best friend. We were a team.”

			Kyle turns to her. His eyes are wet. “We still are. I’m right here. Those girls…they meant nothing. It was one time. I don’t even know their names! You’re still the love of my life, Ingrid. Nothing’s changed.”

			She shakes her head.

			Kyle mutters to the carpet, “Ingrid, if you want me to leave, I’ll leave.”

			The room’s temperature suddenly drops. Until now, that was never on the table. They’ve fought and screamed, sure, but Kyle has always insisted they stay together, begging, bargaining, digging in his heels. In the flash of a second that it takes for her to answer, she considers their marriage honestly. The pride on his face when he sees their kids. His warm hand reaching over for hers in bed the night before a premiere, knowing she can’t sleep. He’s her person. Even now. She can’t imagine telling anyone else what the doctor just told her. He’s still her person.

			She lifts her eyes to meet Kyle’s. “Would I be here, going to this hack of an intimacy coach, telling her what turns me on week after week, if I just wanted you to leave?”

			Relief floods Kyle’s face as he smiles. Geneva lunges out of her chair, her massive sun bobbing on her chest as she leaps across the room and engulfs Ingrid in a hug.

			“Oh, Ingrid!” she announces. “I’m so moved, I’m going to let that hack comment go! That was a major breakthrough! Get in here, Kyle.” Kyle walks over. Geneva embraces the two of them, promising, “We’re going to get you and Kyle back to hemorrhoid-level intimacy soon, just you see!”

			

			—

			When they get outside, Kyle takes Ingrid into his arms. A tender and slow hug that, for once, he doesn’t try to turn into anything sexual.

			“I love you,” he says.

			Ingrid clings to him. Suddenly the weight of the day smothers her like an avalanche. She tries to fight it but her arms shiver underneath her blazer. She starts sobbing.

			“Oh, sweetheart,” Kyle says. He spots a nearby empty café table and guides Ingrid toward it. They sit down. Ingrid dabs at her eyes.

			“I wasn’t going to tell you this until we got home,” Ingrid says, summoning her strength. “But I have cancer.”

			Kyle’s hands turn ice-cold in Ingrid’s. He doesn’t talk. Doesn’t blink. It’s as if his blood supply has been cut off. Ingrid feels mildly bad that she might have overdressed it. Should she have said precancer cells?

			“We’re going to fight this together,” he says when he can finally manage to find his voice. “Did they say which kind? Is it…ovarian like your mother?”

			“Well, it’s not full cancer yet…” Ingrid says.

			“What do you mean?” he asks.

			“It’s preliminary. You know Dr. Hayes. He’s always ahead of the curve. He found these weird precancer cells in this high-tech test, but the good news is there’s a treatment.”

			Kyle lets out a breath, visibly relieved.

			“Whatever it is, we’ll do it,” he says. “Doesn’t matter what it costs. I’m serious. We’ll take my entire settlement! I don’t care!”

			Shortly after Kyle got laid off, their lawyer, Joel, was able to extract a $3 million settlement from the firm for wrongly firing Kyle. Joel reasoned that sure, Kyle had expensed hooker fees, but other bankers at his level had expensed far worse and gotten to keep their jobs. But Kyle was approaching sixty, and that gave the firm a convenient excuse to get rid of him, which was illegal.

			To this day, it’s still mind-blowing to Ingrid that Kyle could get $3 million for being fired at almost sixty after trying to expense hookers when women in Hollywood are told to their faces that they’re too old and can’t even extract an apology. But money’s money, and the settlement means Kyle doesn’t need to worry about finding another job. And now here he is, offering to give her all of that if it means saving her life.

			Ingrid’s stunned by Kyle’s commitment. He’s in this with her. She wraps her fingers around his neck and pulls him in for a kiss.

			Kyle moves his head closer to Ingrid’s. The two of them kiss, whisper-soft at first, but then deeper…their lips exploring what they can’t with words…a silken longing that could break the sky. “I’m so sorry I caused you so much pain these last few months,” he says. “I just want us to be happy again. You’re the love of my life. You know that, don’t you?”

			“I do.”

			“Come on,” Kyle says, taking his wife’s hand. “Let’s go home.”

			

			—

			Kyle makes dinner while Ingrid tells him how the blood therapy with this new machine would work.

			“All these male tech billionaires are doing it. I’d be the first female,” Ingrid says proudly.

			“Ten transfusions? That’s it? And they would get rid of these mutations?” Kyle asks, cutting up celery. Since losing his job, he’s been taking cooking lessons from their housekeeper, Dolores. Ingrid’s grateful for his cooking, though she really wishes he could help her with the other stuff, too, like paying the bills and restocking cleaning supplies and talking to their son about not driving around on a moped in Thailand. The list goes on and on.

			Ingrid takes a sip of her wine, thinking of how the transfusions might change all that. Would they give her more energy? More mental bandwidth? She thinks of herself in her twenties in New York…working in publishing…all those boxes of galleys she moved after work—my God, she’d had endless energy.

			“That’s what he says. I’d be shaving off ten years from my age, essentially!” she says.

			“So who would do it?” Kyle asks. “Are you thinking…Cassie?”

			Ingrid shakes her head so fast, a little bit of the wine spills. “No.”

			“You’re worried she’s going to get it,” Kyle guesses, putting his knife down. Gently, he asks, “Can she…they…whoever you choose…get…the cancer?”

			“First of all, there’s nothing to get. These are precancer cells, if they’re even that. Dr. Hayes says there’s a good chance they’re just regular cells.” Ingrid has no idea what she’s saying. But it all sounds possible. “And it’s not like this young person’s going to have the same predisposition to cancer that I have from my mom.”

			Kyle looks relieved.

			“So you’re thinking of finding…a stranger.”

			“Exactly,” Ingrid says. “I’ve already put in a call to Joel.” Their lawyer was surprisingly optimistic, but then again, nothing ever really fazes the guy. “He’s on it.”

			“My Funny Valentine” comes on through the speakers. Kyle smiles and reaches for her hand. Ingrid closes her eyes.

			“Remember the first time I played this for you?” Kyle asks, taking the wineglass from her hand. The two start slow dancing.

			Ingrid nods. It was in his apartment in New York on a rainy night. He was supposed to be just a fling. She’d just gotten out of a relationship. She and Dillon Davis, another book editor at HarperCollins, had called it quits. Dillon couldn’t handle her sniffing out more bestsellers than him. Ingrid was done with publishing. She was leaving for LA in six months. She had a dream to conquer the film world.

			Kyle did not fit into her master plan. He was just supposed to feed her dinners. But something about a finance guy who liked Chet Baker, who didn’t mind listening to her talk about books all night or having a long-distance relationship, and who wasn’t threatened by her ambition…that last part was particularly intoxicating.

			As she dances with her husband, she thinks of how nice this is. The two of them having the whole house to themselves. Maybe this is the do-over they need. A chance to put the past behind them and begin again. Fresh. Reborn by the miracle of modern science.

			“Imagine if it worked,” she says, pressing her cheek to his chest. “To be ten years younger and have all that time back…”

			“We could finally travel!” Kyle suggests. She can hear his heart pounding faster. “You could come with me skiing!”

			Ingrid chuckles. She’s never been a big skier. All that schlepping and equipment, just to freeze on a hill. Still, she knows how much her husband loves it.

			“You can ski while I read in the lounge,” Ingrid offers.

			“For pleasure,” Kyle adds.

			“Right. I won’t be so chained to my job. I’ll only take on projects I really care about.”

			“We can go to Thailand, spend some time with Connor!”

			“Maybe I’ll finally drive Cassie to school now that she’s in college,” Ingrid laughs.

			“She OK, Cassie?” Kyle asks. Ingrid had told him about her daughter’s TA drama on the way home from the intimacy coaching. She texted Cassie in the car—call me if you want to talk more! She got no response, which hopefully means Cassie’s over it and has moved on to some new drama.

			“She’s fine,” Ingrid assures him.

			“Are you sure?” Kyle asks, his face clouding with worry.

			Say what you will about Kyle, but he is a wonderful dad. Endlessly patient. Maybe a little too attentive when it comes to the kids’ needs, but that is a weird thing to be bothered by as a mom.

			“Yes.”

			“By the way, we can’t say anything to the kids about this.”

			“God no.”

			“Where are we going to find this person?”

			“Depends. How much are we willing to offer them?”

			“Like I said, I don’t care how much it costs. Take my entire settlement—three million,” Kyle says automatically. “Sell the house if you have to!”

			The thought sends a shiver down her spine. Sell the house? No way. They spent years renovating it to perfection. Kyle worked so hard selecting every single plank of wood and slab of tile. Their fabulous five-bedroom, four-bath home perched high up in the canyons was part of the glue that held them together. They could never part with it.

			“We are not selling the house,” Ingrid says definitively.

			“Ingrid, we’re asking a lot,” Kyle reminds her. “This young woman…even if she doesn’t get cancer…she’s still taking a huge risk. The only way this works is if we compensate her generously.”

			Ingrid falls silent for a second. Up to now, she’s been too mesmerized by the possibility of reversing her age to truly consider the ethics of it. It suddenly makes her stomach wallop, the idea that in this world now, you can buy a young person’s youth. Is it right? She thinks of herself in her twenties. Would she have sold her blood?

			“Are we going to tell them about…the cancer?”

			“Again, it’s not cancer,” Ingrid says. “It’s just not! All I have are aged cells. I don’t want to misrepresent it as something it’s not.”

			Their eyes meet. She knows her husband well enough to know that her answer is not sitting completely right with him. But she stares back at him with both a plea and a warning. It’s my body. You don’t get to tell me how to do this.

			“OK,” Kyle says.

			“As for the amount, we’ll take your settlement and start from there.”

			“Absolutely,” Kyle agrees.

			Three million dollars, she repeats to herself. Enough to set a young person up for the rest of their life. Would she have jumped on it in her twenties? Yes. Yes, she believes she would have. What twenty-year-old would pass up the opportunity? It could completely change their position in this world!

			She interlaces her fingers with her husband’s. “Thanks for not hesitating.”

			Kyle leans down and kisses her. “We’re a team, remember?”

			

			—

			That night, Kyle reaches for her in bed. She feels the heat between her thighs as he pulls her toward him.

			It makes her heart writhe with longing. She can feel him missing her right back, feel his body searching for her. His deep desire turning into urgency, the corners of his eyes glistening in the light.

			She reaches up with her hand to rub the tear away and kisses him.

			“I’m right here,” she assures him.

			“I know,” he whispers back as his tongue parts her tingling lips.

			He kisses her with the hunger of someone who might never kiss again. Someone whose heart might break if she pulls away. He starts peeling at her silk slip. She feels his hands on her breasts, her hips, her butt. Without breaking eye contact, she takes his fingers and slips them in between her legs. His eyes flash with surprise at her wetness.

			“I want you inside me,” she commands. “Now.”

			Slowly, he enters her. He lets out a deep groan, his eyes searching hers. For the first time in months, it does not feel like knives stabbing into Ingrid. It feels like the all-consuming craving of two people who may never see each other again. As Kyle whispers Ingrid’s name, tremors shoot through her. They make love, turned on by their shared ecstasy that they’ve escaped fate.
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			Maggie cannot bring herself to look at her shitty, cheating boyfriend.

			How could he do this?

			Bryce, still naked, drops to the floor on his knees.

			“It was just once,” he says. “I swear, it was only for research.”

			“For research?!” Maggie yells. “That’s rich!”

			Bryce scrambles up to sit next to her on the bed. She moves out of the way, throwing him his pants.

			“Babe, in my book, my protagonist falls for a woman who’s way more successful,” Bryce says. “I just wanted to experience it. It was Method, Maggie!”

			Maggie closes her eyes, letting out a guttural cry. That Bryce would call cheating with a more successful woman research is a new torture she never saw coming. She wonders how many years it’ll take to unfuck that in therapy. If she could afford therapy.

			“I have to take original and radical risks in real life. How else can I be original and radical on the page?”

			“Don’t you make this about art.” She’s trying so hard not to break. “Don’t you dare! This has nothing to do with art. This has to do with you being a self-centered man-whore!”

			“I’m the whore? You’re the one who just said you told a stranger to take you to a hotel!”

			Maggie’s jaw drops. “That wasn’t real! I was just saying that in bed! For you! It was a fantasy!”

			“But you were thinking it! You were playing the story out in your head. Don’t pretend you didn’t get off on it! You were imagining it. That’s what a good writer does. They’re constantly playing out different versions in their head.”

			Maggie can’t believe that he has the audacity to bring up being a good writer during this, her most vulnerable moment.

			“You wanna know what makes a good writer? Respect for the human condition. Understanding the basic emotions of other people. Knowing not to hurt them because you have the deepest capacity for empathy. Not insulting your readers with your gaslighting. That’s good writing. It’s not a license to go fuck everyone!”

			Bryce crumbles, shrinking into a ball on the bed. “Maybe that’s why I did it. Maybe deep down inside, I know I’m a shitty writer. Maybe I got scared!”

			“Oh, now you’re going to dump this all on imposter syndrome.” Maggie snorts. “Why don’t you just say…I am a shitty person?”

			Bryce gazes at her with wounded puppy dog eyes.

			“I’ll admit I made a bad, human decision,” Bryce finally says.

			He says human like it’s just one way to judge someone. Like we should have a whole other category for the Great Artist. And Bryce, by virtue of his completely narcissistic, outlandish behavior, now qualifies as one of them, and Maggie, with her boring, pedestrian view of commitment, does not.

			She walks to the door and holds it open for him.

			“I hope you and your writing rot.”

			Bryce moves slowly, dragging out his time. “Baby, give me another chance,” he says. At the door, his voice hitches as he confesses, “I’m sorry, Maggie. I never meant to hurt you. I just got carried away. I just needed to know where the story ends—”

			“It ends here.” She turns her face, holding back the tears in her eyes as she waits for him to walk out. She doesn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry.

			Willa walks in after Bryce leaves. Maggie sinks into Willa’s arms.

			“What happened?” Willa asks, stroking her hair.

			Maggie tells Willa everything as she crumples onto her bed, taking giant gulps of air because her chest physically hurts.

			“Banging his teacher for research.” Willa shakes her head. “I can’t wait till his first novel comes out and I put that fun fact up on his Amazon page.”

			At the mention of his first novel, Maggie feels the wine sour even more in her stomach.

			“You know he’s probably in an Uber right now, madly typing in his Notes app,” Maggie whispers to her knees. He’s probably loving this. Her heartbreak’s probably gold to him. All of it, material. She glances over at her phone, wondering how long it’ll take before he posts a cryptic poem about their breakup, one that’ll get a thousand likes from all the bartenders he’s been flirting with.

			Willa reaches for Maggie’s phone as if reading her mind. Before Maggie can stop her, Willa unfollows Bryce for her.

			“No—” Maggie protests, sitting up and reaching for the phone. She was just going to mute him, like she did the rest of her writer friends from Williams. For two years she hearted all their Just signed with an agent! Two-book offer! posts, telling herself there was room. Another person’s success does not take away from hers. But as her own agent rejections poured in, she couldn’t stand the reminder that whatever they did was enough. And whatever she did was not. Social media is the worst.

			“Nope, you’re unfollowing,” Willa says, handing Maggie back her phone. “You’re the architect of your life, remember?”

			Maggie nods, swallowing hard. It’s one of Willa’s favorite mantras that she uses to remind herself of her power while putting herself out there in auditions and on OnlyFans. Willa makes her repeat it.

			“I am the architect of my life.”

			“And you deserve the world,” Willa continues.

			“I deserve the world.”

			“At least now you can disregard everything that bitch said about your writing. It wasn’t a true sign.”

			Maggie gives Willa a small smile, though a part of her still wonders…Would Estelle have said it anyway? It depresses the hell out of her that she’d even ask herself the question. Maggie lies down on the bed.

			“You know the worst part?” Maggie whispers. “I actually felt a lightness after Estelle. Like I got my answer. And yeah, it hurt. But there was also freedom in it.”

			“That’s real,” Willa says, hugging a pillow.

			“Like, now I can finally stop trying, you know?” Maggie sighs. Willa strokes Maggie’s hair. “I can finally tell my parents, OK, I’m moving on. They’ve sacrificed so much for me.” She turns to look at Willa. “Maybe I don’t get to do what I want in this life…”

			“Of course you get to. You just need to change up the order. Get the coin and then do the thing you want to do. It’s why I’m camming.”

			Maggie nods. She wishes she had the kind of courage to put herself out there like that.

			“Hey, it doesn’t have to be OnlyFans! It could be anything! But you can’t give up on your dream.”

			Maggie glances over at the stack of credit card bills on her table, sighing and thinking about the absurd amount of debt she’s taken on for her MFA. Now all that’s fucked because of Bryce. “I wish I hadn’t signed up for that stupid MFA…”

			“You know, I bet if you told them what happened, they might give you a…” Willa says, reading her mind.

			“A my teacher fucked my boyfriend refund?” Maggie finishes for her. The two of them laugh.

			“Maybe that’s your story right there!” Willa tosses out.

			“Maybe I could even get Estelle to blurb it!” Maggie deadpans. Then, when the laughter dies down, she hugs her knees. “Maybe my smashed heart will finally connect with somebody…”

			“Hey,” Willa says, serious. “Don’t let them take away your fire. You’re a phenomenal writer.”

			“I don’t know, Willa,” Maggie answers honestly. “I thought so? But I’m at the part of the candle where it starts to smoke and there’s no scent anymore…all there is left is soot. You know that part?”

			Willa reaches over and hugs her.

			“There’s still some wick left,” Willa assures her.

			

			—

			Sometime between three and four a.m., Maggie’s eyes flutter open. She looks around the room. In her half-conscious, dehydrated, and still-a-little-drunk daze, Maggie reaches for her phone and starts banging out an email to Estelle.

			Dear Estelle,

			I know what you did. Don’t think that just because I don’t go to the department with it, you got away with it. It fucking bleeds. I WORSHIPPED you. I read your books growing up. Your books made me want to write. Made me believe that I can tell stories in my voice, that I don’t have to make all my characters white. Dared me to imagine a world that was ready for us. For you to take all that love and hope and crush it in your fist is sickening!

			I know I’m not supposed to blame you. I know I should solidly hate Bryce. But I can’t help it. Precisely because I idolized you, and I never had high expectations for him, I’m so wrecked. Why’d you have to do it? You already have fame, success, readers…you even had my boyfriend. Why’d you still have to call my writing hollow?

			If this were a novel, I’d write it with neither of us going for Bryce. He’d come on to you, but you’d see him the way I see him, just a massively boring flirt. You’d flirt back, not by fucking him but by workshopping my story with me, because the sexiest thing on earth is not dating a hot guy. It’s helping a fellow woman of color.

			But alas, that’s not how this story goes. And for that, I hope you always live with my thorny, hollow words.

			Maggie

			Maggie reads the email back five times. But as the dark sky turns dusty pink, she doesn’t send it. She doesn’t want to give Estelle the opportunity to write back, I honestly really didn’t like your novella.

			She knows that even after everything, Estelle can still break her with that sentence.

			

			—

			The first thing she does when she wakes up is grab her phone and make sure there’s no email in her Sent folder. Thank God. She did not drunk-email Estelle. There are, however, twenty-five pathetic, horny texts from Bryce.

			I’m sorry!

			I’m such a jackass.

			Baby I miss you.

			Please just respond. I know I fucked up. If it’s any consolation, I haven’t been able to write a single word! I’m just sitting here staring at my desk. I think I’m finally experiencing writer’s block!

			Maggie rolls her eyes. Oh, finally!

			FWIW it was the worst sex of my life. She kept talking about the Tang dynasty. [image: weary face emoji]

			On and on it goes.

			Maggie deletes them all and blocks Bryce. She glances through the rest of her emails, lips cracking at the reminder from her student loan servicer that her payment’s overdue. An email from some girl from college she’s muted—she’s coming to LA to meet with film agents about her new book, which Penguin Random House is publishing, and would Maggie like to get coffee? DELETE. DELETE. DELETE.

			The final one is from her mom.

			Hi Maggie,

			What happened with your Zoom? Why you not call me back? I call RightNowPassport and they say you not working there anymore! Are you ok??

			We very worried about you. We talk to our friends about your situation. Everyone agree MFA is not good degree. Waste of money. They say you should get MBA, like Kimberly Liu, Auntie Patty’s daughter. She got MBA from Sloan. She working in Fortune 500 company—she has good health insurance, with DENTAL!

			Speaking of dental, I really need to talk to you. The fake dentist I went to was no good. I still cannot eat anything, and now my gums look like balloons. What should I do? Call me!

			Love,

			Mom

			The guilt tightens in her chest as she reads Mom’s email. She wishes she could write Don’t worry, Mom, just go to a real dentist, I’ll pay for it! like a good immigrant daughter. The kind of daughter her parents came to America for, someone who has good health insurance, with dental. Instead, she doesn’t have a job, is staring at $62,000 in student loans, and has no way to help her parents pay for even the fake dentist.

			She should have convinced her parents to stay in Las Vegas, where at least they were a whole state away and she could compartmentalize their problems as theirs. But even thinking that, she feels shitty.

			She closes her eyes, and her mind goes to when she was nine. Her mom driving her up to the church near their apartment in Las Vegas. There was a donation bin behind the church filled with clothes. “You don’t have to get out,” her mom offered.

			“What are you going to say?”

			“I’m going to ask if they have any sweatshirts for girls.”

			“That’s so embarrassing, Mom,” Maggie said in a tiny voice.

			“You want a new hoodie or not?” Mom asked.

			Maggie watched as her mom marched up the steps, shedding all her dignity as she admitted to the white ladies that she couldn’t afford to clothe her daughter.

			Maggie opens her eyes. She knows she can’t categorize her parents’ problems as theirs the way Willa can. It’s just not how it works. She starts pulling out her calculator, trying to figure out how much more credit card debt she can take on to help her parents, when a new email pops up from Willa. It’s a job ad from the ICA Joblist, a weekly Hollywood job list that Willa subscribes to for auditions:

			Executive Assistant, Special Project

			Seeking an LA-based highly organized and detail-oriented person to serve as an Executive Assistant on a Special Project. Discretion and confidentiality are essential. You must have strong organizational and communication skills, excellent attention to detail, and superb follow-through. You’ll be working directly with a prominent producer to execute a one-of-a-kind project. This is a work-from-home position with flexible hours. Bachelor’s degree required. BIPOC preferred. Contact: producerspecialasst@gmail.com. If you are selected for an interview, you must sign an NDA.

			The promise of flexible hours catches Maggie’s eye, but it’s the preference for BIPOC that makes her sit up. Rarely does a job offering the chance to work directly with a prominent producer ever go to a BIPOC person.

			Maggie clicks on the email link immediately.
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			For the record, it was never supposed to be an ad to find the blood partner for Ingrid.

			It was only supposed to be the listing to find the assistant who would find her the partner. (Given the discreet, delicate nature, Ingrid can’t trust bless up Roxanne to handle it. And since they’re spending Kyle’s settlement, Kyle can’t do it. He’ll need to find a new job.) After Dr. Hayes called confirming he was able to secure the state-of-the-art blood machine for Ingrid, she started posting the ad. As résumés start flooding into Ingrid’s newly created Gmail inbox, Ingrid and Kyle sift through them.

			Ingrid loves how sweet Kyle’s been. Since finding out about her diagnosis, he’s been so much more attentive, getting up early to make her breakfast and going on swims with her in their pool. He even personally called up Dr. Hayes to thank him for getting his wife the machine.

			“How about this girl? Three years waitressing at Soho House in Malibu. You know she’s got patience.”

			Soho House is a members-only private club in LA, one that thankfully allows women. It’s a hot spot among celebs. Ingrid and Kyle are members, but they rarely go, opting instead for the more unassuming neighborhood places in Santa Monica.

			“You know how much I love hospitality exposure,” Ingrid says.

			Ingrid doesn’t just love hospitality exposure. She’s obsessed with it. In fact, she really should add it to her list of turn-ons for Geneva. Good hospitality exposure screams to Ingrid, I’m not from money. I understand hard work. I’m willing to grind. It’s the first thing she looks for on a résumé. The cheesier the establishment, the more impressed she is, her personal favorite being Applebee’s.

			But in the case of this particular role, she wonders, “Is she going to have the management skills to really handle this person? Make sure they show up for the transfusions, take care of themselves, aren’t hungover or, God forbid, high?”

			“Absolutely no drugs,” Kyle says emphatically. “We’ll put all that in the contract. By the way, how’s that going?”

			“Excellent!” Ingrid reports. “All the NDAs are ready to go!”

			Kyle puts the résumés down. “Then I think we should start interviewing. We’ll know the right person when we meet them.”

			

			—

			A parade of candidates cycles through the Parker residence over the next week. It’s amazing what people think is acceptable interview attire these days. No fewer than four candidates show up in crop tops. One girl looks like she just rolled up from a strip club. Kyle sat right up for that interview. Almost all of them balked when they heard the job description.

			“Um, I’m sorry, medical what?” one girl in baggy pants asks.

			A guy in a scoop-neck tank leans in, whispering, “Like organ trafficking?”

			“No, not like organ trafficking!” Ingrid immediately says. “You’d be helping with a medical breakthrough.”

			“I can’t be responsible for medical breakthroughs. I’m sorry,” says a girl with rhinestone nails. “That’s just way too much pressure.”

			“Would I get to keep some of the blood? Like, in a jar?” a guy in black eye shadow asks, looking a little too excited.

			Ingrid sinks her face in her hands after the tenth person walks out. She hasn’t struck out this bad since trying to cast for Outer Space Losers.

			“Have faith. There’s still one more person,” Kyle says. “Her name is Maggie. Doesn’t look like she has any industry experience, but she is a writer.”

			“What kind of writer?” Ingrid asks, sitting up, intrigued.

			The doorbell rings before Kyle can answer.

			He walks to the door and opens it. Ingrid looks over as a young Asian woman walks inside. She has long black hair, a heart-shaped face, and a warm smile. Pretty, but in a shy, discreet way. Ingrid notes that she’s wearing real shoes, not sneakers or flip-flops. Her crisp white shirt is not too tight nor too low-cut. But the thing that impresses Ingrid the most is she’s hugging her laptop in her arms.

			None of the other candidates had brought a laptop or even a pen and notepad.

			“Hi, I’m Maggie,” the young woman says, extending a hand.

			“I’m Ingrid.” Ingrid gets up and shakes her hand. “Come, sit.”

			Ingrid instructs Dolores, their housekeeper, to bring Maggie some water.

			Maggie takes a seat across from Ingrid. “Ms. Parker, I just want to say…it’s such an honor. I love your work. Your film Fam is one of my favorites. I went to college far away from my family, and I just related so much to finding your chosen fam.”

			Ingrid smiles, flattered. “Where did you go to college?”

			“Williams.”

			Ingrid is impressed. Williams is small enough that students can’t slack under the radar. They have to work.

			Ingrid herself worked for her college professor. Professor Vogel. He refused to call her by her correct name for six months, not until she came up with something publishable for him. For six long months, she walked his dog, picked up his wife after her facelift surgery, and even accompanied his extremely grabby son to his prom, a record low point. Was it humiliating? Yes. But it made her work harder. He made her relentless. She wouldn’t be where she is now without Professor Vogel.

			“And where did you grow up?” Ingrid asks.

			“Las Vegas,” Maggie says.

			“Vegas, really?” Kyle asks excitedly.

			Ingrid tosses him a glance.

			“My parents worked for the big hotels.”

			“As what?” Ingrid asks.

			“My mom worked in the spa, and my dad worked in the restaurant,” she says. “One of them was always hungry. The other one was always achy.”

			Kyle laughs at the joke.

			“And who took care of you?” Ingrid asks.

			Maggie blushes. “I…sort of took care of myself.”

			Ingrid sits up. A girl who pulled herself up by her bootstraps from the Vegas Strip and somehow managed to get into Williams? Ingrid might just have found the one soul left in this generation who knows the value of hard work.

			“What did you major in at Williams?” Ingrid asks as Kyle hands her Maggie’s résumé. She notes that her last job was at RightNowPassport Agency. Interesting gig. She must be working on a novel or screenplay on the side.

			“English literature,” Maggie says. “Right now I’m trying to get my MFA at North Pacifica. Or I was. I don’t know. I might take a break? I’m a writer…or at least trying to be.”

			Ingrid is struck by her humbleness. Everyone and their grandmother in LA would chew her ear off about their writing at the first opportunity. And here Maggie is, guarding her passion. Being honest. She likes that.

			“Well, you’re the only person who’s brought their laptop to the interview,” Ingrid says, pointing at her computer.

			Maggie smiles, opening it up. “So what exactly are you guys looking for?” she asks, preparing to take notes.

			Ingrid exchanges a look with Kyle.

			“I’m looking for a project manager, if you will,” Ingrid says. “To supervise a medical procedure I’m going to get done. It’s somewhat of an embarrassing procedure.”

			Maggie pauses typing and gazes at Ingrid. “Oh, don’t be embarrassed. I help my parents out with all their medical issues. I’ve heard everything. There’s nothing embarrassing about needing medical help.”

			It’s such a small-but-mighty sentence, and Ingrid damn near cries.

			“That’s a relief to hear,” Kyle says. “There’s no easy way to say it, which is why we asked you to sign the NDA. What we’re about to tell you is strictly confidential. But Ingrid here…”

			He pauses, reaching for her hand.

			Ingrid opens her mouth. Time stops for a full five seconds as she considers whether or not to tell this nice girl about her cancer signals. She’d felt strongly before they started interviewing that she should keep her health details private. But now, looking at the girl, she yearns to give her the full picture. She knows that if it were her, she’d want to know. But she also wants to stay alive. Badly. And she knows that as good as NDAs are, they’re not foolproof. The last thing she needs is for her diagnosis to get out. And so she says, “I’m just sick of being old.”

			Maggie looks up, surprised.

			Ingrid speaks as honestly as she can from the deepest pit of her stomach. “Tired of waking up and feeling invisible. Watching people dismiss and reduce everything I’ve built and talk about me like I’m already gone. Gathering dust, along with those.” Ingrid gestures at the Golden Globes on her mantel. “I’ll admit I had a good run. But I refuse to believe that just because I’m fifty-three, it’s game over for me. I know it sounds terribly privileged of me, but I refuse to be cast aside. I want to try another way.”

			Maggie immediately nods. “No, that’s not privileged. So what is this new way?”

			“It’s this new medical procedure they’ve been doing in Silicon Valley…” Ingrid says, glancing over at Kyle. He seems to be waiting for her to say more about her condition. But Ingrid just smiles at Maggie. “Basically, it involves a young person who is willing to do blood transfusions with me with this special machine for a few hours a session and a minimum of ten sessions.”

			Unlike all the other candidates before, Maggie does not flinch at blood transfusion. Doesn’t slam her laptop down or scream like she’s about to get shipped off to Squid Game. She simply nods and types it on her laptop.

			“And they’d be paid handsomely, of course,” Kyle adds. “Three million dollars.”

			Maggie’s eyes pop. “Three million dollars?”

			Kyle nods. “Why? You think that’s too little?”

			“No! I think that’s incredibly generous!” Maggie blurts out.

			Relief washes through Ingrid. She exchanges another glance with Kyle.

			“Well, it’s an experimental procedure,” Kyle says. “And we want to make sure the person doing it is well compensated for any risks that can come up.”

			Maggie nods. “Have you found this person yet?”

			“No. That’s where you come in, if you get the position,” Ingrid says. “You’d be in charge of helping us find this person, vetting them, onboarding them, making sure they eat right, exercise well—”

			“I mean really, it’s like finding the right surrogate for having a baby,” Kyle says, reaching for his wife’s hand.

			“Of course!” Maggie says. “They would have to take this completely seriously. Follow all the rules and do what they’re supposed to do.”

			“Exactly!” Ingrid nods. “It’s very important they complete the full ten transfusions.”

			“And they have to be someone Ingrid’s comfortable being around,” Maggie adds, glancing at Kyle. She turns to Ingrid. “Because not only are you giving them this generous opportunity, you’re going to be spending a lot of time with them.”

			Ingrid doesn’t think she’s ever met anyone whose intuition is so sharp. She gets her.

			“You’ve articulated it perfectly,” Kyle compliments her.

			“And how would you go about finding this person?” Ingrid asks.

			Maggie thinks for a few seconds, putting a finger to her lip.

			“Actually…and please don’t take this the wrong way, because I absolutely understand if I’m not the right fit, but I’d love to be considered for the blood partner position.”

			As soon as Maggie says it, it’s one of those thoughts that’s impossible for Ingrid to unthink. Of course. She’s perfect! Ingrid glances at Kyle and can tell he’s thinking it, too.

			“I’d be happy to go through a health screening and give you all my references, transcripts, whatever you need,” Maggie says.

			“Wow. I don’t even know what to say,” Ingrid says. Then she blurts out, “Do you have a doctor?” at the same time that Kyle asks, “Do you know your blood type?”

			“I’m B positive, I think,” Maggie says.

			Kyle gasps.

			“So am I,” Ingrid says, heart pounding.

			“Well, this is really exciting.” Kyle beams.

			“And to answer your other question, I don’t have a doctor,” Maggie says, seeming slightly embarrassed.

			“That’s OK, we can arrange one for you,” Kyle offers. “And pay for them, of course.”

			Ingrid smiles. This is wild. Did they seriously find their lead on the first day of auditions? The more she looks at Maggie, the more she takes in her smile, her energy, her high EQ and clear work ethic, the more convinced Ingrid is that Maggie’s utterly and completely perfect. Sometimes you just know.

			Kyle gets up, shaking Maggie’s hand for a long while. “I’m so glad you applied. We’ll get back to you right away.”

			“But I love that idea,” Ingrid says. She holds Maggie’s hand in hers—connected.

			

			—

			Ingrid and Kyle are practically talking over each other in the bathroom.

			“Don’t you just love her?” Ingrid asks, sitting at her vanity. She’s in her robe, applying layers and layers of serums and creams to her face. Every one of them promises to rewind the years, but now she’s found an actual way!

			Kyle pauses brushing his teeth. “My God, she was so open to the whole idea!”

			“She didn’t even flinch. She was so cool about it,” Ingrid says, gazing over at her phone at all the meeting times her assistant gave Charlie. He had some conflict with every slot offered, which makes her wonder if he’s stalling. He knows the book option’s expiring soon.

			“I love her whole immigrant backstory…” Kyle continues.

			“Me, too.” Ingrid smiles. “This is why I suggested we get a BIPOC person. I love what she said about helping her parents. She gets it! And to think she could be my blood partner, too!”

			“But do you think we should have told her about the cancer signals?” Kyle asks slowly.

			“Precancer signals. And no,” Ingrid says. “That’s not our place to tell her. We’re not medical doctors.”

			“Right,” Kyle says, relieved. “Should we check her Instagram?” He puts his toothbrush down and picks up his phone. Ingrid closes her eyes, praying Maggie’s IG won’t be filled with too many pictures of herself. Or “lifestyle pics” like Cassie always seems to be posting. Ingrid wants a thinker, not a poser. A doer, not a talker. When Kyle doesn’t look up for a long time, Ingrid gets worried. What’s wrong?

			Her mind automatically goes to the darkest place. He’s in his DMs, replying to some new young skank. All their passionate lovemaking these last few days doesn’t mean anything to him now that he knows she’ll stay alive.

			Then Kyle flips his phone over. It’s just a new Story from Cassie. Ingrid lets out a breath. It’s a picture of the sky. Still, just to be safe, she gestures for his phone.

			“What do you suppose this means?” he asks.

			“Let me see that.” She takes Kyle’s phone and walks across the room. She hates herself for doing this. Sitting on the edge of the bathtub, she goes straight to Kyle’s DMs.

			“Why a sky? Is it a cry for help?” Kyle asks.

			Ingrid doesn’t reply, scrolling quickly. Her eyes skim past DMs he’s sent to various ski resorts, cooking stores, bookstores, and poster shops. No escorts. Just a lot of impulse shopping, most of it for her. She feels a little sheepish. But, she reminds herself, he made her this way. It’s not her fault that now every time they go to a restaurant, she clocks how long he looks at the waitress.

			“You don’t think it’s Scientology?” Kyle continues, still stuck on Cassie. Ingrid laughs, shaking her head. She’d like to see Scientology try. No, Cassie is fine. She tells her husband their daughter’s already sent her a link to a music festival in LA, requesting an increase in her Amex limit to pay for her and her friends.

			“You said yes, right?” Kyle asks, relaxing.

			Ingrid gives Kyle a look. Seriously? No. She did not. Instead, she taps into his emails just to make sure there are no communications with escort companies there, either. She finds none, but there are also no emails to any jobs or communications with any headhunters.

			She thought they’d agreed—she would spend the settlement money on the procedure, and he would look for a new job.

			“Speaking of money, have you reached out to any headhunters?” Ingrid asks casually, handing him back his phone.

			Kyle ignores her and turns his attention back to Instagram. He proceeds to look up Maggie. “What was her last name again?”

			The resentment bubbles inside her. Does he honestly think that she’s just going to support them? Pay for all his ski trips and golf memberships and Cassie’s college and Connor’s apartment and all of it? That’s not the deal she signed up for. It’s certainly not why she’s working so hard to stay alive. She gently puts a hand in front of his phone. “I thought we agreed. You were going to look for a new job? Since we’re spending all this cash?”

			He looks up at her. “Yeah, yeah, I’m talking to them. They’re gonna get back to me!”

			Ingrid exhales in relief. Before she can ask who they are, Kyle points to his phone. “Look! There it is! Maggie’s profile!”

			Ingrid glances down. Maggie’s profile pic is a blurry backlit silhouette of her. There are no outrageous lifestyle pics or bikini shots. In fact, there are only six posts total—two of which are of her reading. Ingrid couldn’t have dreamed of anything better.

			“A true artist. More interested in substance than likes.” She beams.

			Kyle puts his arms around his wife. Ingrid nestles her head on Kyle’s shoulder. She lets herself temporarily forget Kyle’s job-hunting status and closes her eyes as he grazes the length of her shoulder with his lips.

			“I love how she framed it, too—as an opportunity,” Ingrid whispers. “For all of us.”

			As Ingrid and Kyle walk out of their marble bathroom to their bed, Ingrid thinks about how there’s so much in that statement Kyle will never understand. Because here’s a dirty little fact that she doesn’t want to admit to anyone: It’s not just an opportunity to rewind ten years for her health. It’s also an opportunity to never worry about her husband cheating with a younger woman again.

		

	
		
			9.

			Across town, Maggie is raving to Willa.

			“There were Golden Globes on her mantel! Oh, and her fit! She had that cozy cashmere Fifty Shades of Beige thing,” Maggie says, reporting every detail.

			“I love a rich bitch in beige.” Willa plops onto the couch, handing Maggie her glass. They’re drinking Willa’s quick-and-dirty sangria—red wine, Sprite, and cut-up oranges—and toasting Maggie’s incredible luck. “That’s what I want to be when I grow up, thank you very much!”

			“Oh, and she has the sweetest husband!” Maggie adds, thinking of Kyle and what a gentleman he was, offering to pay for a doctor. He was more thoughtful than any boyfriend she’s ever had. She still remembers the time in college when she had sex without a condom. Getting the guy to cough up the measly forty-eight dollars for Plan B had been a battle.

			“Was he hot?” Willa asks, smiling wickedly.

			“No, ew, he’s like sixty!”

			“Hey, don’t judge! Bro can Viagra it up!” Willa giggles.

			“Will you stop? They’re good people!” Maggie throws a couch pillow at her. “You know what she said? She said she was tired of feeling old and invisible. Of having people cast her aside like she’s done. Like her biggest hits are behind her.”

			“She said that?” Willa looks like she might turn into a puddle.

			“Yes. The Ingrid Parker. She makes Estelle look like an ant. And she’s telling me about her crisis of confidence as a creator.” She grabs Willa’s hand. “Willa, this is the sign! This is what I’ve been waiting for!”

			Willa gulps down the sangria and nods wholeheartedly.

			“I told you! You just had to manifest the money!”

			“It’s not about the money! Even without the money, I’d do it,” Maggie insists. Sure, that part was amazing. Astounding, actually. Who offers that much for a simple blood donation? Something people do for free during their lunch hour? Clearly, these nice rich white liberals have only been hanging out with other nice rich white liberals. But that’s not the part that has her gasping for air—it’s the opportunity to spend time with the legendary Ingrid Parker! To learn from her!

			“Naw, girl, you’re taking the three million,” Willa instructs.

			Maggie had felt marginally bad for violating her NDA as soon as she got home. But she had to tell someone. And she’s certainly not telling her parents. Oh no! Not your blood! Your qi! Your sacred energy! she imagined her mom saying. What’s left of her gums would explode if she knew.

			“You don’t think it’s too much?” Maggie asks timidly.

			“They offered!” Willa says. “You have to step into your power! Own every drop of it! If they need this thing so bad that they’re comfortable dropping three mil, you take that! All the way to the bank!” Her roommate gets up and starts slow dancing on the couch, rubbing her thumbs with her index fingers.

			“But it’s the chance to learn from someone who knows story. Who turns out blockbusters. Can you imagine having access to someone like that?” Maggie asks. “A feminist icon? Who’s helped usher diversity onto the screen?”

			Willa continues dancing, swaying her hips in her sweatpants.

			“All that’s dope. But you also deserve to be financially secure,” Willa says. “And now you will be!”

			Willa’s right. Maggie’s got to stop feeling weird about the money. She spent every waking moment of her childhood acutely aware that she didn’t have it, and now, as an adult, when she’s finally being offered it, she feels embarrassed about it. She closes her eyes and lets herself indulge in the possibility of having $3 million in her bank account. It almost overwhelms her to breathe. All her problems would be solved. She could pay off her student loans! She could afford to take her mom to the dentist! A real dentist! She could afford to write full-time! She wouldn’t have to spend another minute wallowing in this sad, dark crevasse of wondering if she has what it takes to make it. She can just make it.

			“So what’s next?” Willa asks.

			“What’s next is I have to go see this doctor. He’s going to explain everything to me and make sure I’m cool with it. I think they’ll do some blood tests…” Maggie puts her glass down, suddenly afraid she won’t pass. “Will you come with me?” Then she remembers. “Oh wait, but there’s the NDA.”

			“Hell yeah, I’m coming! The doctor’s not going to tell her if I’m there. They have their own patient confidentiality thing. Trust me, I’ve watched all of Grey’s Anatomy. I know exactly what to ask!”

			

			—

			Maggie and Willa arrive at Dr. Stephen Samuels’s office in Century City. A luxe high-end clinic, the kind of place where you can get a pap smear while sipping a pineapple biotin beauty shot.

			As Maggie’s sitting in the waiting room, she sees a little girl with her mom. It blows her mind that this kid is in this posh spa of a medical practice—that this is her normal. Maggie’s mind wanders to when she was nine. She had the chicken pox so bad she rolled around on the carpet like a dog. Still, her parents weren’t sure about going to the doctor.

			“How much is urgent care?” Mom asked Dad, looking down at the little cash she had in her wallet.

			“Gotta be two hundred dollars,” Dad said.

			“Should we go?” Mom asked.

			Dad scooped Maggie up in his arms and put a blanket on her, as though that would make the itching better. “How bad is it?” he asked.

			Maggie wanted to rip off her skin. Wanted to claw her flesh raw. Still, she shook her head, because even at nine, she knew enough of their family situation to lie. “It’s not that bad…”

			“Really?” Mom had asked excitedly. “You sure? That’s great.”

			They had taken her to get an ice cream that day instead. It was the only ice cream cone she’d ever gotten that wasn’t a free sample. She remembered licking it, wishing she could slather it all over her body because it itched so bad, while still firmly believing it was the best day of her life.

			“Maggie? Dr. Samuels is ready for you!” the receptionist, a brunette with a perfect blowout, announces.

			She and Willa get up. They follow the receptionist down the hall to a glass office. She introduces them to Dr. Samuels, a tall, good-looking guy with a five-o’clock shadow.

			“Thanks so much for coming in,” he says. Dr. Samuels is distractingly cute when he smiles, and Maggie has to stop herself from staring at his dimples. “Have a seat!”

			The two of them sit. Maggie crosses her legs.

			“Well, Maggie, your lab work looks great! You have B positive blood, so you’re compatible with Ingrid.”

			“That’s great!” Maggie says. “I’m surprised the result came back so quick.”

			“We’re a concierge practice,” Dr. Samuels says. Another smile. Maggie notes his perfect white teeth and wonders if he has in fact been on Grey’s Anatomy. “Everything comes back quick here. Plus, I know this is very important to Dr. Hayes.”

			“Dr. Hayes?”

			“He’s Ingrid’s doctor. I spoke at length with him this morning, and he walked me through the research. The therapy he’s proposing is a revolutionary way to slow aging, with a cutting-edge blood transfusion machine, and I think it’s pretty exciting. It’s being used in bespoke medical practices in the Bay Area, and I’ve talked to the doctors there.”

			Maggie’s relieved to hear him say that.

			“Now, there are definitely some risk factors, as with all experimental medical procedures,” he says.

			“Like what?” Maggie asks.

			“We’ll get into all that, but first let’s go over your medical history,” he says, picking up Maggie’s questionnaire. “Have you ever done drugs?”

			“Nope,” Maggie reports.

			“Really,” he says. “Not even once?”

			She debates whether to explain that when you’ve literally grown up in apartments where neighbors have lost their lives to it, getting high doesn’t quite have the same appeal. Instead, she says, “Not really much of a partier. More of a stay-home-and-read kind of girl.”

			Dr. Samuels looks relieved. “That’s great. That’s a top priority for Ingrid—no drug use. How about alcohol? How many glasses per week?”

			Maggie hesitates. She’s not the biggest drinker in the world, but what happened with Bryce definitely sent her into a spiral. There were the three shots of tequila on Monday while sobbing over her breakup. The two whiskey sours while FaceTiming with her mom—absolutely mandatory when her mom opened her mouth and tried to shove her phone camera inside to show Maggie her diseased gums. Then there was the sangria with Willa last night.

			“Like, max two,” she insists.

			Willa backs her up. “She’s very responsible.”

			“Any medical history of viral diseases like HIV, hepatitis…”

			“No, never.” She’s caught plenty of other things from men—trust issues, trauma, a heart that feels physically heavy—but never an STD, thank God.

			“Any family history of heart disease?”

			“Nope.”

			“How about cancer?” Dr. Samuels asks.

			“No.”

			It continues on like this until Dr. Samuels finally puts his pen down, satisfied.

			“Good. Now let me show you how it’s going to work.”

			He walks over to a whiteboard next to his desk. Maggie watches, fascinated, as he draws out the procedure. Maggie can’t get over it. A doctor is drawing for her. How is this possible, when the few times she’s seen a doctor in her life, they’ve dashed out of the room afterward like they were in a silent evacuation?

			“Now, I know that looks like a lot of arrows, but it’s only going to be two needles. One taking blood out of you, and one going into you. It’ll be like donating blood, except Ingrid will be right there, receiving your blood.”

			Maggie nods.

			“It’ll be like you guys are one person for a few hours.”

			Maggie wonders if he can hear her heart pounding. A few hours with Ingrid Parker, every week, to soak up her wisdom and reap her decades of experience. If Ingrid wanted, she could auction off something like that for tens of thousands at a Hollywood charity thing. It’s the kind of graduation present she could see her Williams classmates’ parents buying for them just to get them situated in the industry.

			Dr. Samuels walks over and sits on the edge of his desk, facing her.

			“Now let’s talk about the risks. Because this is an experimental transfusion, we don’t know exactly how your body will react. Blood transfusions as a whole are considered safe—we do them all the time in hospitals. But they’re rarely done with the donor right there nor repeatedly with the same donor. You need to be prepared for some elevated risks of donor DNA impacting your germ line.”

			“Like what?”

			“Well, the biggest risk is it might affect your own aging process.”

			Her heart falls into the pit of her stomach. Oh.

			“I’m going to get older?” Maggie asks, putting a hand protectively to her face. So that’s the catch. Ingrid will get younger, but Maggie might age. She tries to wrap her head around this news. It makes her suddenly want to take her body off like a jacket and look at it.

			“Yes,” Dr. Samuels says. “Again, there’s not a lot of data, but the theory is that Ingrid will age back ten years, and you might age forward by ten years.”

			“Ten years?” Maggie repeats. All sorts of alarm bells are going off in her head—she’s not ready to be thirty-three. How’s her mother going to react? What if she has to go to her high school reunion? How’s she going to look?

			Willa quickly offers, “Thirty-three’s nothing. You’ll still be young and hot! Only richer!”

			“And you could still have children,” Dr. Samuels adds.

			“Does it have to be ten years?” Maggie asks. “Can it be fewer, and Ingrid gets fewer years, too?”

			“I’m afraid you would need to commit to ten transfusions. That actually counts as one cycle. Anything less than one cycle won’t make much of an impact. But this is still a very new, experimental procedure, and it’s entirely possible that on your body it won’t be ten years of aging.”

			Willa nods encouragingly.

			“Are you worried about the impact on fertility?” Dr. Samuels asks. “If you’re worried, you could get your eggs frozen—”

			“No,” Maggie quickly says. The idea of her being responsible for kids makes her itch almost as bad as when she had the chicken pox. “I don’t want kids.”

			Willa immediately adds, “Me, neither. Do you know how much they charge for daycare in this country? It’s obscene!”

			Dr. Samuels’s face relaxes. “Good to know. But if you change your mind, we can explore oocyte cryopreservation at any time.”

			“What about, like, menopause and stuff like that?” Maggie asks, trying to do the math in her head. If she’s thirty-three at twenty-three, she’d be fifty-three at forty-three.

			“Yeah, that might happen earlier,” Dr. Samuels says. “Again, there’s just no real way to know since all the patients who have done this up until now have been men.”

			Maggie mulls over this fact. There is something very exciting about being one of the first females to try it, she’ll admit. But all these health changes make her wonder what she’s going to do when she starts getting older. Will she have access to estrogen pills and shit? “Would you still be my doctor?”

			“That’s…a very good question,” Dr. Samuels says, looking genuinely stumped. “I mean, I’d love that.”

			“But I don’t think I can afford you…”

			Willa clears her throat and adds, “Don’t you think that should be part of the deal? She should get to come here forever?”

			To Maggie’s surprise, Dr. Samuels doesn’t balk or laugh. He just nods and writes it down. “Certainly seems reasonable to me. If you’re doing a highly experimental procedure, Ingrid should cover all your health care costs afterward.”

			Willa nudges Maggie with her elbow, and Maggie almost pees herself. Free health care for life?

			“Yeah, that’d be great!” Maggie says. “That would mean a lot to me.” She’s still not sure if it’s enough to age ten years, but it definitely cushions the blow. “And what does it feel like during the actual procedure?”

			“You might feel a little lightheaded during the blood draw. I’d recommend hydrating and eating a hearty breakfast on the day. If you want, I can come up with a breakfast regimen.”

			She smiles. A breakfast regimen! He’s adorable.

			“And, of course, we’ll be keeping a close eye on your blood work and monitoring your cholesterol, glucose, vitamin deficiencies, blood pressure, all the good stuff,” Dr. Samuels says. “Do you have any questions?”

			“Not right now,” Maggie says.

			“And you still want to proceed?” Dr. Samuels asks.

			Maggie takes her time responding, during which she carefully considers all her experiences in her short twenty-three years. All the times she’s played it safe, not going for opportunities, thinking she was avoiding risk, only to still lose huge chunks of her heart. At least this time, she knows exactly what she’s getting out of it.

			“I do.”

			“Great. I’ll send your blood work over to Dr. Hayes.” He smiles. “And, Maggie, if there’s anything at all you need from me, anything to make you more comfortable, please don’t hesitate. It’s what I’m here for.”

			Maggie smiles and thanks Dr. Samuels. No medical professional has ever been so respectful to her—not at Williams, and not the person in urgent care last year when she had a burning UTI and could barely walk. To know that this level of care and respect is possible and she can have it forever? It almost makes her never want to go back to being a regular person.

			

			—

			Back at their apartment, Maggie and Willa dissect every minute of the visit, from the free juice bar to the comfortable chairs to the McDreamy doctor. They finally get to the topic of Maggie aging.

			She and Willa both fall quiet.

			“It’s only ten years,” Willa says.

			Maggie nods.

			“I’d kill to be in my thirties,” Willa adds. “You’ll be a rich bitch in beige!”

			“Thirty-three,” Maggie repeats. She thinks of all her favorite Asian American movie stars and pulls out her phone to google their ages. She’s surprised to find out that Gemma Chan and Constance Wu are both in their forties. Neither looks a day over twenty-five.

			“Besides, everyone knows Asians don’t raisin,” Willa adds.

			Maggie turns her phone around to show Willa. She’s not wrong there.

			Later that night, an email arrives from Ingrid, saying she’s happy to cover Maggie’s health insurance after the procedure. There’s no deductible. No max limit in a year. And she gets to keep seeing Dr. Samuels. But it’s the words with dental that make her blood pound. She feels like grabbing her phone and calling her mom. Look! I did it! All on my own! Without a damn MBA! But then a new worry lodges—what is she going to tell her parents when they see she’s aged ten years?

			She texts Ingrid, can we talk?

		

	
		
			10.

			Ingrid’s in bed when she sees Maggie’s text. All afternoon, she and Kyle have been discussing Maggie’s request for a lifetime of free health insurance. It was definitely a bold and unexpected ask. If this were a regular job, she’d absolutely say no. But nothing about this situation is normal. And in the end, saying yes assuaged her guilt over asking Dr. Hayes not to turn over the medical records about her cancer signals to Dr. Samuels, citing privacy concerns. Kyle had mumbled a few worries and qualms about her decision, but in the end let it go. It is, after all, her choice. Now, staring at Maggie’s text, her stomach turns into a small, hard ball.

			“Maybe it wasn’t enough,” Ingrid says to Kyle. “Maybe I should have added free vision, too! And a gym membership? Wellness spa?”

			“Call her back and find out!” Kyle says.

			Ingrid takes off her reading glasses and taps Call. Maggie answers on the second ring.

			“Hey!” Ingrid says cheerfully. “What’s up? I just replied to your request about the insurance—”

			“Yes! And I’m so grateful!” Maggie says. “It’s all beyond generous. I just…I wanted to chat about the…um…logistics of how this would work. I heard from Dr. Samuels that if I do this, I might age ten years.”

			Ingrid swallows. It takes the most incredible self-control not to say anything.

			“I just don’t know what I’d tell people when they notice.”

			“You don’t have to tell them anything,” Ingrid says. She gives the girl some honest advice. “One thing I’ve learned about getting older is you really don’t owe anyone an explanation. It’s your life. You make the decisions that work for you. And if this works for you, great. If it doesn’t, it’s fine and we’ll keep looking.”

			Maggie’s breathing hitches. “No, I…I definitely want the opportunity,” she says quickly.

			“Besides, that whole ten years thing, I don’t know if it’ll for sure happen.”

			“What if we do all this and it doesn’t work?”

			Ingrid’s flattered by the girl’s concern. “You’re right. It’s a risk.”

			“Why does it mean so much to you to go back ten years?” Maggie asks.

			Ingrid feels the hairs on her neck stand. Just tell Maggie the damn truth about the signals already. The girl deserves to know. But her eyes catch the pictures of her children on her nightstand. She sees Cassie’s sparkling eyes and Connor’s broad smile. Neither of them is really an adult yet. They need her. She can’t afford, for their sake, to tell Maggie.

			“Because I have to fix something,” Ingrid says instead. “I didn’t spend enough time with my kids. With my family.”

			It’s not a lie, she tells herself. She does want that.

			“I totally understand that,” Maggie says. “It’s what I want, too. To have financial freedom so I can finally stop feeling terrible about my life. And I can stop avoiding my mother!”

			They share a laugh.

			“I can’t tell you how much better I feel, talking it out with you. I’ve just been sitting here by myself, wondering what it’s going to be like to be thirty-three in ten weeks!”

			“First of all, you’re not going to be by yourself. We’re in this together. And second of all, I think it’s going to offer you a new perspective.” She thinks back to her own thirties. “You’ll have respect. People will assume you know what you’re talking about. When you speak, people will take an extra minute to listen because they will think you have experience. At the same time, you’ll be young enough that the world will still see you for all your potential.”

			“When do they…stop seeing my potential?” Maggie asks.

			Ingrid doesn’t want to scare the girl. At the same time, she can’t bring herself to lie. “Truthfully? Very soon after that. That’s the cruel reality as a woman. We only have a narrow window to make any change.”

			Neither of them speaks for a while.

			“And that’s why we’re doing something about it,” Ingrid says softly.

			“Yes, we are,” Maggie says.

			Ingrid relaxes. Good. She hesitates, then brings up something that had been circling in her mind. “I meant to ask—you said you were thinking of quitting your MFA…Why is that?”

			Maggie lets out a deep sigh. “Well, to be honest, it’s because I don’t feel like I’m getting the kind of respect that you just described. It’s not the work! I want to put in the work! I want to be the best writer I can be! But I just need someone to show me how. Someone who takes me seriously and treats me like an equal!”

			Ingrid smiles.

			“Well, if that’s what you want, Maggie, I can give that to you.”

			“That’s exactly what I need!”

			“I’d be happy to teach you everything I know about story. Not to brag, but I think I know a bit more than your MFA instructor,” Ingrid says. “I’m serious. I don’t want to just trade blood with you. I want to gift you my wisdom.”

			“Your wisdom for my youth…” Maggie whispers.

			“Exactly.”

			“I don’t even know what to say…” Maggie says.

			“Well, you can start by saying you won’t quit on me as a student,” Ingrid jokes.

			Long seconds pass, during which Ingrid holds her breath. She hopes the girl will say yes. She’s serious. She wants to give this to her, to be able to help a woman of color and teach her what she knows. And hopefully to have someone who actually appreciates it this time.

			“I promise, I won’t quit on you.”

		

	
		
			11.

			Two days later, Maggie receives the contract from Ingrid’s lawyer in her inbox.

			The subject line is Ingrid Parker Contract Confidential.

			Her fingers shake when she opens the Docusign. There it is, in black and white: $3 million for ten transfusions.

			Holy shit! It’s real. She actually meant it! Maggie scrolls past twenty pages of legal jargon. The payment schedule is all laid out: Maggie will be paid in installments—$100,000 on signing, then $1,100,000 after the fourth transfusion, then another $1,100,000 after the eighth transfusion, and a final $700,000 at the tenth.

			The clause about her getting free health care for the rest of her life is also in there. The only clause they didn’t discuss was the penalty clause: $200,000 per transfusion missed if Maggie ends the treatment before the tenth transfusion. Her eyebrows jump at that huge amount. It’s definitely a little terrifying that she might be on the hook for so much if she stops. But then again, Dr. Samuels did say that the shortest cycle is one set of ten transfusions, and anything less than that won’t have any effect, which seems like a huge risk for Ingrid to take, given how much she’s paying her.

			Maggie wanted to get a lawyer, but Willa had a terrible experience with an expensive entertainment lawyer who took weeks to review her contract. Since Ingrid put a firm deadline on the contract of twenty-four hours, Maggie does the best she can, uploading it to an instant contract-review website for two hundred dollars. It takes only twenty minutes for the service to shoot her an email saying everything looks good. She doesn’t know if it was looked at by a real lawyer or just AI, but she is grateful for the speedy turnaround. Sweat dripping down her forehead, she takes a deep breath and taps on the Sign button. As her screen reads back All Parties Completed Signing, she screams.

			She did it!

			

			—

			As Ingrid makes arrangements for the first transfusion, Maggie watches her bank account balloon to $100,000 with the on-signing deposit. She taps Refresh no fewer than ten times because she can’t believe it. Now with one click she can pay off her student loans, get all her parents’ dental problems fixed, and possibly have enough left over for a new car, which she will drive over to Target to unapologetically buy two bottles of overpriced shampoo, which she will pour over her head right there in the parking lot because she can. But before she does any of that, she writes an email to Estelle, letting her know that she’s withdrawing from her MFA program.

			Almost immediately, Estelle writes back.
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			On the morning of the first session, Ingrid almost has a panic attack. She’s suddenly haunted by the thought that she’s making a terrible mistake. No book she’s ever read or movie she’s ever watched where someone tries to cheat fate has ever turned out well. As she stares in the mirror, she feels the overwhelming urge to call it all off.

			But then she thinks of her mom on chemo during those last days. Her blistering skin and the sores and white spots on her tongue. Her feet swollen to the point that she couldn’t drive.

			Get it together. Those billionaire men never questioned whether they should get to do it. None of them thought they were cheating fate. Or being too bold. Or too loud. Or asking too much. Why should she?

			Her agent calls just as she’s grabbing her keys and heading out.

			“Hey, did you find Charlie?” Ingrid answers, walking out the door. “The book option’s expiring in less than two weeks!”

			“I know, but I think we should be stepping aside on this one.”

			As Jack, her agent, tells her his long list of reasons why she should put Summer Rain away, Ingrid jumps into her car and starts it. She sets the navigation to Dr. Hayes’s office.

			“I want to at least discuss it with him.”

			“I know. He’s been really busy. Blake’s in town. Look, I know this book’s important to you, but Charlie’s got a point. It’s a very old piece of IP.”

			She thinks of everything she told Maggie over the phone and blurts out, “Or is it because I’m a very old piece of IP?”

			Jack tells her emphatically that that has nothing to do with it. “I’m on your side. I believe in you. But we really need a home run from you if we’re going to get you another deal. Your last picture…well, it didn’t exactly hit the numbers we wanted.”

			“You mean the picture that came out during the strike and that we couldn’t promote and we’re just now screening?” Ingrid reminds him. They’re finally doing a screening tonight in Beverly Hills of her movie Uncharted, about a Latina chef who is hired to cook for a yacht full of rich people, only to discover that they are all wanted for unspeakable crimes and the plan is to have one last wild party before they sink the boat.

			“Exactly. The studio lost so much money—”

			“Yet they still have enough to fund Blake James’s latest $200 million military propaganda!”

			“I agree! It’s ridiculous! But his shit sells. You know how this works. They gotta go to the guys on Wall Street and show actual profits, return on their investment.”

			Ingrid rolls her eyes as she drives to Dr. Hayes’s office. How lovely it is to have your art boiled down to profit margins, judged by the same guys who would happily join Charlie and Bob for a game at Lakeview. Who chalk Barbie’s success up to Mattel rather than Greta Gerwig. Who won’t watch Summer Rain but will complain vigorously if they think the lead actress is too old.

			She arrives at Dr. Hayes’s, gets off the call with Jack, and takes the elevator to his office. She walks inside and sees Maggie. She’s in blue jeans, a white top, and a denim jacket, looking every bit the image of effervescent youth. Ingrid’s face blooms.

			“You ready?” she asks.

			“Yes!” Maggie nods excitedly.

			As she follows Maggie and the receptionist down the hall, she tells herself not to think about work. Or Kyle. Or anything stressful. Today is the first day of her new lease on life. A historic moment for womankind.

			Dr. Hayes is waiting for them in a private room in the back.

			“Good morning!” Dr. Hayes greets them, clapping his hands as he leads them over to two chairs. In between them is a three-foot-tall white transfusion machine with a glass monitor, which Dr. Hayes gestures to proudly.

			“Is that it?” Ingrid asks.

			“In all her glory!” Dr. Hayes says. “Isn’t she a beauty?”

			It looks bigger than Ingrid imagined. As Dr. Hayes turns it on, the machine hums to life. The closer she gets to it, the faster her pulse drums. But Maggie plops casually down, like this is all nothing more than a pedicure. “Cool!” she says.

			“I know it’s all new and intimidating, but you’ll get used to it. My friend says that some of his clients even do it from home,” Dr. Hayes says as he taps on the screen.

			Ingrid shifts her head. “Is that possible? Can we do this at my house?”

			Dr. Hayes pauses and thinks. “I suppose it’s possible. We’d have to have a nurse there. Let’s talk after this first transfusion…”

			“Maybe we can even go on a trip!” Maggie jokes, elbowing Ingrid. “Hello, Ibiza!”

			Ingrid laughs. She feels her body easing into the situation as she reminds herself this is going to be fun. She’s not doing this with just anyone. She’s doing this with Maggie. A nice girl. A girl she vetted. They’re not going to talk about her health during the sessions. They’re going to talk about stories. She’s going to be in her element. Giving advice. She’s not going to have to drag her fear around like a bag.

			Dr. Hayes swabs her arm with an alcohol wipe. He inserts the first needle into Ingrid. “Did that hurt?”

			She was so busy staring at the machine, she didn’t even feel the needle go in. Ingrid shakes her head. Next he turns to Maggie. When all four needles have been placed in the two women, Dr. Hayes tells them to relax.

			The first burst of red jolts up Ingrid’s IV tube. She feels like she’s about to pass out as she stares at Maggie’s ruby youth gushing into her. She imagines it splashing through her body, across her chest, her gut, her pelvis, revitalizing everything it touches.

			She’s never been one to feel grateful. Gratitude is a prison, trapping women in their place.

			But this, right here, feels so godlike; it grips her throat how obscenely lucky she is. She’s so deeply humbled by this opportunity. If this works, it’ll forever free women. They’ll no longer feel compelled to rush through life. They’ll have the same luxury of time that men have. Forbes’s “30 Under 30” won’t feel quite as infuriating, nor “50 Over 50” quite as insulting. They’ll all finally just be…women.

			She turns to Maggie, who’s quiet and also staring at her IV tube.

			“How do you feel?” she asks.

			“Good! You?”

			Ingrid nods, so emotional she can barely squeak another word. Maggie holds up her phone, and they take a selfie. Ingrid smiles next to Maggie, a cheesy smile that can’t possibly convey the magnitude of her emotions right now. As she glances at Maggie and the machine, she’s suddenly nostalgic for her mom.

			“I wish my mom could have seen this. She used to say, if time travel were possible, women would have found a way to do it by now.” Ingrid glances down at her hands.

			“Is she…?” Maggie asks.

			“Passed away,” Ingrid says.

			“I’m so sorry,” Maggie says. “What happened?”

			Ingrid almost says cancer but then stops herself. “Just, you know, old age. But I think she’d be pretty blown away if she knew what modern science can do.” Before Maggie can ask her any more questions about her mom, Ingrid clears her throat. “I think I would have been a good scientist. There’s actually a lot that storytelling has in common with science.”

			“Oh yeah?” Maggie asks, getting out a notebook.

			Ingrid sits up, ready to begin her first lesson. “People think storytelling is all art. But I think it’s more about logic and the scientific method. Every story can go fifty thousand different ways. So really, it’s about trying out different things and not settling until you arrive at the very best combination of what’s possible.”

			Maggie jots down her words. Her captivated eyes dance as Ingrid talks, and for a second, Ingrid doesn’t know what feels more indulgent—trading blood with a young woman or having a young woman gaze at her with such admiration.

			

			—

			Almost immediately afterward, Ingrid feels a difference. She doesn’t know if it’s just the placebo effect, but as she bounces out of the treatment chair, every fiber of her being feels energized.

			“How was it?” Dr. Hayes asks.

			“Amazing!” It’s the understatement of the decade. The therapy was the most spiritual, calming, and sinful experience of Ingrid’s life.

			“Painless and inspiring,” Maggie reports, grinning at Ingrid.

			Dr. Hayes is relieved.

			“Now, remember, you may still be a little woozy, so I would just take it easy today,” he tells them. “We’ll analyze both your blood, and I’ll message you if there are any concerns. Go home. Get to bed early.”

			“I can’t. I have a screening tonight.” She suddenly turns to Maggie. She didn’t know if Maggie wanted to come. “Do you want to go? It’s of my latest movie, Uncharted.”

			“Oh wow,” Maggie says, her eyes widening. “I’d love to, but I have to get over to Monterey Park. I’m taking my mom to the dentist!”

			“That’s so nice of you,” Ingrid says. She’s a little bummed Maggie can’t come but also relieved. How would she introduce Maggie to her agent and her colleagues? She reminds herself to be very careful. As fun as it is teaching her new mentee, she has to remember, they have a very specific relationship.

			She texts Kyle on her way out. Just finished!

			How did it go??

			Great! she writes back.

			Oh that’s a relief! Meet you at home for a quick bite before the screening?

			Actually…let’s go out afterwards, she suggests.

			After the panel? It won’t end till 10! Who are you and what have you done with my wife?

			She grins and jumps into her car to head to her office, but not before a quick detour to Saks. She’s going shopping!
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			Maggie runs up the steps to the third floor of her parents’ apartment complex in Monterey Park with flowers in her hand. What a day. Her mom’s dentist appointment went well. But her own first transfusion had gone even better. Ingrid taught her more about story in just three hours than any of her MFA instructors or college professors. She snorts when she thinks about Estelle’s condescending reply to her:

			Maggie,

			Sorry to hear you’ll be leaving the MFA program. We will miss you, of course, but I do believe this is the right move for you.

			My very best,

			Estelle

			She fumed at the email, tempted to write back, Bitch, you don’t know anything about me! “Right move” my ass, you just don’t want me around to remind you of what you did! But in the end she just left it. There’s no point arguing with Estelle. The best revenge is to write something so undeniably good, Estelle physically shrinks the next time she walks into a bookstore.

			And now she’ll finally be able to. With the $100,000 she received on signing, she paid her student loans off this morning. The loan officer had asked her three times on the phone, “In full?” and she’d joyously declared yes. Later, at the dentist, when the guy confirmed that Mom’s gums were all diseased and that she’d need at least seven teeth pulled and implants put in, Maggie didn’t even blink. She just told him to schedule it.

			Her mom stared at her like she was high. In a way, Maggie didn’t recognize herself, either. It wasn’t just the money that was making her float. It was the fact that for the first time in her life, she could look her mom in the eye and feel completely comfortable telling her that they were going to be OK.

			Now, running inside her parents’ tiny apartment with flowers, she’s greeted by a burst of sesame oil scent and tears.

			“What’s wrong?” Maggie asks, putting the peonies down and rushing over to her mother, on the couch crying.

			“You heard the dentist! Thirty-five thousand dollars. We can’t afford that! I’m going to have to pluck ’em myself with a weed puller,” Mom says. Her tears stain her faded old T-shirt. It has the words It’s Britney, bitch! from when Britney did her residency in Vegas.

			Maggie chuckles. “It’s fine, Mom. I’ll take care of it.”

			“You’re going to pay for it?” Mom asks. Maggie looks away. Why’d she have to say it like that?

			“Yes, me.”

			Dad looks up from watching Chinese soap operas on his phone. He’s always watching Chinese soaps, killing time until his job. Dad works for JB Janitorial Services as a nighttime restaurant cleaner. “Maybe we just do one tooth—”

			“No. We’re doing all of them. Yours, too, Dad.”

			Mom laughs. Then her face clouds with worry. “You not playing with that coin stuff, are you?”

			“No, I’m not playing with bitcoin!” Maggie says, rolling her eyes.

			“Then what you got going on?” Mom asks, narrowing her eyes.

			She can feel their concern on her, insufferably hot. Some days she wonders if anyone’s ever accidentally been killed this way. Does it say on any tombstone anywhere, Concerned to Death? Maggie goes to open the window.

			“No, that window doesn’t work!” Mom says.

			Maggie struggles with it, but it doesn’t budge. Instead, she gets a thick goo of oil and dust on her fingers. She walks over to the bathroom to wash her hands, only to discover the sink’s leaking and the entire bathroom smells like mold. “What’s wrong with this sink?”

			“Broken!” Mom calls back. “Use the kitchen one!”

			“Mom, you can’t live this way! What’d the landlord say?” Maggie asks, walking out of the bathroom and running the water in the kitchen. She takes a seat next to Dad, gesturing for him to hand over his phone.

			“Don’t bother him!” Mom protests. “If we bother him, he raise the rent!”

			“Too late. We’re bothering him.” Maggie’s fingers are madly typing.

			Hi Mr. Foo, it’s Mrs. Wang’s daughter, Maggie. Just wanted to let you know that her windows aren’t opening and her bathroom sink is leaking. Can you let us know when you can come to fix it? Pls help! [image: weary face emoji]

			Mom shrieks when she sees Maggie’s sent message. “You can’t use that emoji! That emoji too mean! You have to be softer!”

			Maggie gawks at her mom. It’s amazing how she instinctively knows how to filter herself with other people but never with Maggie. She pushes Send anyway.

			A second later, the landlord texts back:

			Sorry out of the country!

			Maggie makes the same face as the emoji. “Bullshit. He just doesn’t want to deal with it.” She puts the phone down, then gestures to her parents. “Let’s go.”

			“Go where?”

			Maggie grabs her keys. Fuck it. They’ve worked too hard and suffered too long in this country to just live with unventilated mold. They deserve to be treated like first-class citizens—even if it’s just for a night. She throws Mom her jacket and Dad his keys.

			“Where we going?” her mom asks.

			“A hotel,” Maggie says.

			“A hotel?!” Dad protests. “Over a broken sink?”

			Maggie nods, pushing them out the door. They need this. She needs this. But her parents’ feet remain stubbornly glued to the sticky floors.

			“We’re not going anywhere until you tell us what’s going on.”

			Her mom’s eyes burrow into her, and Maggie knows there’s no way she’s getting Mom out of here tonight. Not even if the ceiling collapses and the stove catches fire. Not without clear evidence that Maggie can afford it.

			So she reaches into her jeans pocket for her phone. She can’t believe she’s doing this. She swipes open her Bank of America app to show them.

			“I sold my book!” she announces.

			The lie comes shooting out of her mouth. It tastes so delicious and real, she almost believes it for a second. As her parents stare at the amount in her bank account, their pupils swelling at all the zeros, Maggie catches their pride. Her dad thrusts his arms around her. Her mother immediately starts dancing in her Britney shirt. The three of them are screaming, laughing, and cheering.

			“Why didn’t you tell us?” Mom asks, her hands flying to her cheeks. “Congratulations!”

			Dad hugs Maggie again. “My lucky girl!” he whispers into her hair.

			As her parents slip their hands into each other’s and they make their way out of the cramped, moldy apartment, Maggie feels the pride glow in her chest.

			

			—

			They go to the Hilton in Pasadena, where Maggie checks her parents in for $158 a night. An outrageous sum to her father, but Maggie slides her credit card effortlessly through the machine.

			“Don’t worry, Dad. Plenty more where that came from!” Maggie tells him.

			“Who’s the publisher? Is it big publisher?” Mom asks when they sit down at the hotel restaurant. They order champagne—not by the glass, a bottle. Not the cheap stuff, either. Real champagne from France. The waitress arrives and pours for them. Mom clinks her glass with Maggie’s.

			“The biggest!” Maggie says, taking a sip, the cold bubbles mixing with the nervous joy inside her. It surprises her how effortlessly she’s making all this up. She doesn’t even feel bad about it.

			“This is the book about the girl who gets mixed up with the wrong people at a high-stakes blackjack game?”

			Maggie tenses. She was scared to tell her parents she was writing a novella about her own life, worried that if they knew, they’d have a million questions and opinions, and she didn’t want to deal with that when she still had doubts about her writing. So she told them that she was writing a thriller instead.

			“Yup!”

			“When’s it getting published?” Mom asks, hanging on to her champagne flute but not drinking the stuff.

			“Before I tell you anything more, you have to tell the dentist you’re getting the extractions. All of them. Then you’re getting the implants.”

			“I’ll call them first thing in the morning,” Mom promises.

			“How did this happen?” Dad asks. “Was it that Estelle lady? Did she help?”

			Maggie nearly chokes on her champagne. “No.” She shakes her head. “I did it all on my own.”

			“When can we see the announcement?” Mom asks, setting the glass down. “I want to send to all our friends! Auntie Patty will be so jealous!”

			“Uh, well, you know, publishing moves kind of slow.”

			“Send it to us as soon as it’s out!” Mom reaches across the table for her daughter’s hand. Then she lavishes on her daughter two words that represent the highest possible compliment to an immigrant daughter: “Jeng qi!” she says. It translates to Make the family proud! Maggie’s so emotional, she can’t move.

			“I will,” Maggie promises. “But first I’m getting you guys out of that moldy hellhole. You’re moving somewhere nice. I don’t care if the rent is double! A place with real windows you can open and maybe even a yard!”

			A smile curves Mom’s lips. “A yard would be very nice. I can plant vegetables!”

			“Yes! Plant whatever you want!”

			“To Maggie!” Dad says, holding up his glass of champagne.

			“The most amazing writer in the world!” Mom adds, lifting hers, too.

			Maggie’s eyes glisten. They’re all the words she’s ever wanted to hear from her parents. She wishes she could bottle up this moment forever. She smiles as Mom finally takes a drink and relaxes. Her mom, who wears anxiety like a choker around her neck.

			She tells herself she must earn this moment for real—she doesn’t care what it takes.

		

	
		
			14.

			Ingrid arrives at the screening in a slim, red plunge-neck dress. It’s the type of thing the old her would never wear to a screening, always opting for minimalist white suits or a black dress instead. But tonight, all that’s history. Ingrid is officially a younger woman.

			Kyle’s mouth hangs open when he sees her. “Wow,” he says, a smile curling his lips.

			Ingrid leans over to kiss him, putting a hand on his chest. He looks pretty sharp himself in his navy-blue suit and crisp white shirt. Ingrid’s relieved to see he’s ditched his sweats and sneakers.

			As she turns and does a sexy pose just for him, she catches the eye of her star, Camila Veracruz. Camila’s in a stunning silver dress and six-inch heels. Ingrid excuses herself from Kyle and starts walking over to her. They kiss hello as the photographers snap pictures.

			“Just one more, Ms. Veracruz. Can we get a side shot?” a photographer begs.

			Ingrid starts moving out of the frame. The press isn’t interested in pictures of her at these things. They just want the stars. But tonight, they gesture for her to get in, too.

			“Actually, that looks great, the two of you together,” a young woman says, clicking away.

			Ingrid, surprised, walks back and puts her arm around Camila. As they’re posing, a reporter tries to ask Camila questions.

			“What made you want to take on this role, Camila?” he asks. “I love how it’s another badass woman, yet so different from your last series.”

			“I’m sorry, my last series?” Camila asks, confused.

			“Euphoria?”

			Camila’s face turns scarlet. Oh fuck. Ingrid quickly tells him, “You mean Alexa Demie. She was in Euphoria, not Camila.”

			“I know it’s confusing, the two of us both being Latina and all,” Camila adds pointedly. “But I assure you, we’re separate people.”

			Ingrid quickly takes her star and escorts her into the theater before the reporter can write something nasty about Camila. She can just see the headlines—Camila Veracruz Jealous of Alexa Demie? Or Camila Veracruz Feud with Alexa Demie: A Timeline. They take a seat in the back, behind some actors talking about having to become substitute teachers post-strike.

			“I’m so sorry about that,” Ingrid says to Camila.

			“It’s like they don’t even see me. They just see a type.” Camila sighs.

			“They’ll change their tune once they see how talented you are in this movie! Forget that jerk. This is a big night for us. Our first panel!” Ingrid tells Camila.

			“Thanks,” she says. “You’re right. I’m so happy. I love the movie so much.”

			Ingrid’s agent walks over.

			“Hey! So sorry to interrupt. Congratulations, Camila, big fan!” Jack says. He’s a short white guy in his mid-forties who always dons sneakers and jeans with his blazer. “Ingrid, just wanted to say congrats in person!”

			They kiss on both cheeks. Ingrid sees Kyle walk in from the back and gestures for him to come sit with them.

			“You look dynamite tonight!” Jack says to Ingrid, glancing at her dress. She blushes. She knows there’s no way there’s any actual discernable physical sign that she’s de-aged other than her bold fashion choice. Maybe age isn’t really about a number but a state of mind.

			“Thank you.” She smiles. “You staying for the panel?”

			“I gotta duck out. I just wanted to say break a leg!”

			Ingrid tries to hide her disappointment. Five years ago, Jack definitely would have stayed. But now that he’s signed Megan Coxly and Joe McFadden, Ingrid can feel herself sinking on his priority list. Case in point—he still can’t get her a meeting with Charlie.

			“By the way, I was thinking…you’re right, Ing. It’s your deal, too. If you really want to make Summer Rain, I’m behind you. I told Charlie to call you tomorrow.”

			“I don’t want a call, I want a meeting.”

			“Yeah, I tried. He’s tied up in the morning. Might have to be a call,” Jack says. “But he knows the option deadline’s coming up.”

			Kyle walks over and shakes Jack’s hand. He introduces himself to Camila. As Jack continues talking, Ingrid’s eyes slide to Kyle chatting with Camila.

			Kyle loves chatting with the stars. And he’s good at it, too. Always witty. Never so starstruck that it’s awkward.

			She used to think it was a good thing. He’s just filling in for her, giving them the attention she can’t. Now she wonders if perhaps she was too naive. Was this how it started? His wandering eye for beautiful younger women?

			“Fine, but it’s gotta happen,” Ingrid says quickly, leaving Jack so she can squeeze over to her husband. She sandwiches herself between Camila and Kyle.

			“What’s gotta happen?” Camila asks.

			“Nothing. This movie,” Ingrid says. She glances at Camila for a second, trying to see if she can see her in Summer Rain. She certainly gave a stellar performance in Uncharted. But she needs someone with a bigger name. Someone no one’s going to confuse at a screening.

			

			—

			Ingrid shifts in a director’s chair on the stage, sitting next to Camila and Jonathan Feld, the set designer, taking questions.

			“Camila, I’d love to hear about your experience as a woman of color in Hollywood. Has it been difficult to break out from the costar role to this starring role? Is that terrifying or cathartic?” someone from the audience says.

			Camila picks up the mic.

			“Both. Growing up, I never saw myself represented on the screen. And now to be at the center of a narrative, it feels surreal. But the irony is she’s the center of the narrative because she’s overlooked by everyone else on the boat. This woman, who is so central to this last wild party, is still an afterthought to everyone. I think that is the story of so many of us, even today,” Camila says. “When Ingrid sent the script to me, I immediately connected with it. It mirrored how I was feeling in Hollywood for a long time.”

			“Can you elaborate on that?” a reporter asks.

			Ingrid glances over at Camila nervously. Don’t overdo it. We’re already breaking the mold with this movie. Let’s not light up all of Hollywood. She searches the audience for Kyle. He’s busy staring at Dakota Johnson, who slipped in at the last minute.

			“Just having to pull more than my weight on set all the time. I was constantly asking my agent, Where are the leading roles? And she’d come back with Well, box office numbers and track record. If they never give us the opportunity to star, how can you prove that a movie with a Latina lead can bring the box office numbers? The circular mindfuck of that is a trip.”

			Ingrid waits, drenched in anxiety, to see how circular mindfuck lands.

			Very well, apparently. More hands go up. People are whipping out their phones, recording Camila. Ingrid sits up in her red dress, smiling. Kyle gives her a little thumbs-up from the audience. She’s glad he’s turned his attention from Dakota Johnson back to her.

			“And now? What does it mean for you to have this starring role?” a male reporter asks. “What do you think that says about the state of the world we’re in?”

			Camila laughs. “What does that say about the world? To have one movie with a Latina lead?”

			Brilliant response. Ingrid immediately starts clapping at Camila’s reply.

			Camila turns to Ingrid. “But it does bring up something. I’m sure that at some point a studio exec wondered, Why not tell it from one of the passengers’ points of view? Ingrid, what was that like for you, telling the studio, No, it has to be about this woman of color?”

			Ingrid picks up her mic delicately, trying to figure out how best to reply to this as everyone shifts their phones to record her.

			“You know, I think with all movies, there’s a push and pull. It’s not always pleasant, having to defend the story you want to tell. But as a producer, it’s important to stick to your gut. If you don’t stick your neck out for your stars, who’s going to?” Ingrid says. She turns and winks at Camila. “We gotta break that circular mindfuck sometime.”

			A young man in a plaid shirt sitting in the front raises his hand. She calls on him.

			“What is that like for you, a white female producer, taking on this particular story about a young Latina? Was there any feeling in your mind of, Maybe I shouldn’t try to do this? Maybe I should make space for others to tell this story?”

			Ingrid’s face tenses. Kyle leans forward, his eyes urgently telling her, Don’t take the bait! But Ingrid knows if she tries to sidestep it, it’ll be worse. The headlines tomorrow will read, Ingrid Parker Avoids Question on Who Gets to Tell the Story. It’s the kind of clickbait that people love. Industry insiders will wince and a nosy reporter might dig up that Prisha post. No, she can’t dodge it. But if she answers it just right…

			“Honestly, I feel completely undeserving of the opportunity to shepherd this extraordinary film onto the big screen. You’re right. I am a white cisgender woman. What do I know about the struggle and the burden of being a person of color? Of having to board a yacht full of people who don’t even see me and carry the weight of serving them even when their actions might kill me? I don’t.”

			Ingrid looks around the room, her vulnerability waking up a courage inside her.

			“But I do know something about having to fight for your right to take up space. To be unapologetically loud. And go home and worry, God, was I too loud? Did I push too hard? Even after twenty-eight years in the industry, not a day goes by when I don’t have to fight to be in the room. When I don’t have to remind someone of every movie I’ve ever made just to be taken seriously. I am so tired of reminding people! But you have to, as a woman, because otherwise, you become an afterthought. You’re on that boat, sinking. Does that make me uniquely qualified to make this movie? Not even close. But it’s a morsel of commonality. And ultimately, isn’t that what we’re all looking for in a movie? Something that can break through our differences…and speak to what we’re all going through.”

			As Ingrid puts the mic down, she looks up with wet eyes as everyone in the audience—Kyle, Camila, her set designer, Dakota Johnson, the poor actors belittled by middle schoolers, even the guy in the damn plaid shirt—claps for her.

			

			—

			“That was incredible,” Kyle says, kissing her at dinner afterward.

			They’re sitting in a booth at Spago. Ingrid’s fingers are madly refreshing Instagram, X, and TikTok for posts about the screening. To her shock, #Uncharted is trending. People are talking about the movie! Variety is calling her answer “one of the most honest, vulnerable takes from a white producer on who gets to tell diverse stories.” Connor texted her, “Go, Mom!” Her friends Laura and Joanne both reposted the Variety quote. Even Maggie reposted it, which she thought was so sweet.

			“It was so perfect, the tone, your honesty!” Kyle says.

			“And you know the weird thing? I wasn’t even nervous,” Ingrid says. She’s baffled by her own confidence when she spoke. Normally at these events, she’s sweating over every little thing, turning it over in her mind. But tonight she just went for it. “You think it was the transfusion?”

			“I think it was you!” Kyle leans over and kisses her again.

			He tries to kiss her yet again, but Ingrid’s distracted by her phone. “All right, Charlie! The studio just wrote ‘Honored to be creative partners with Camila Veracruz and Ingrid Parker, bringing universally human stories like Uncharted to the screen’!”

			“Good!” Kyle says. “They better start running some ads!”

			She puts her phone down and wraps her arms around Kyle’s neck. She catches him looking down her plunging neckline and nuzzles up closer to him. She feels the heat between her legs as she looks at his lips. They both barely eat anything, eager to get out of there.

			As soon as they climb into Kyle’s Porsche Cayenne and pull away, Ingrid reaches over. Gently, she starts stroking him. Kyle tries to push her hand away as he drives.

			“What are you doing?” he asks, chuckling.

			But then his breathing gets shallower. She looks into his eyes as she touches him. Isn’t this what he wanted? Isn’t this what he told Geneva during one of their sessions?

			They find a quiet, dark spot, somewhere south of Brentwood. Kyle pulls over. His dark eyes glitter in the moonlight. He pushes his seat all the way down.

			Giggling, Ingrid crawls on top of him, her inner thigh brushing against his fullness. Slowly, he unzips her red dress. She can’t believe they’re doing this. What if someone drives by? What if someone’s Ring camera catches them? But she doesn’t stop. All she can think about is the high of being back on top again.

			

			—

			Ingrid cuts across the vibrant green course of Lakeview the next morning. The grass feels like velvet under her heels. She scans the course, looking for Charlie. She doesn’t know if he’s going to be here, but, she figures, it’s worth a shot. Men cruise up and down the course in golf carts and walk along the grass, shaking hands, talking. Their crackling smiles hardening her resolve to trample their grass.

			“Ma’am!” a worker in a blue shirt calls out to her. “You’re not supposed to be here! This is a members-only course!”

			Ingrid ignores him and keeps walking. She finally spots a tall man in a cowboy hat and recognizes him immediately as Blake James. They’ve met a couple of times at awards shows. Each time, he pretended not to know who she was even though they’ve been at the same studio for years. She sees Charlie and Bob standing next to him and speed walks over.

			“Ingrid!” Charlie looks up, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

			“I just love golf courses that violate the Fourteenth Amendment,” she deadpans. Even Blake laughs at that. “Can I borrow Charlie for a minute?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Blake says, amused.

			She takes a walk with Charlie. “I’ll make this quick. Let me make Summer Rain. It’ll be modern, and the whole nation will be talking about it.”

			Charlie smiles at Ingrid. He looks better in his preppy golf clothes, Ingrid decides. Less of a hard-ass.

			“Really great job at the screening, first off,” Charlie says.

			“And yet here I am, less than eight hours later, fighting for the stories I want to tell,” she whispers. “Kinda ironic, no?”

			Charlie sighs. “This is a sleepy literary classic, Ingrid. We just can’t afford to waste money on passion projects like this anymore.”

			“This isn’t just a passion project!”

			“Then show me. Give me a take that will catapult this to a loud, commercial zeitgeist hit!”

			“If I give you a take…you’ll green-light it?”

			“You know I can’t do that. Not without a director and stars—”

			“But you’ll put it in development?”

			Charlie hesitates. He glances back at his boss, Bob. Ingrid takes a step between Charlie and the seventy-year-old. C’mon, you’re different from those guys. Her heart thumps.

			“If it’s the right take,” Charlie answers.

			Ingrid smiles. As she walks away, she can’t help but ask, “How long have you been waiting to use zeitgeist on me?”

			Charlie laughs as he rejoins Blake and Bob.

			She can feel the heat of every golfer’s eyes on her as she walks across the course.

			“Ingrid Parker? Didn’t know your husband’s a member!” someone calls out.

			“Shut the fuck up,” she yells back.

			She grins to herself, digging her stiletto heels into their misogyny as she takes her sweet time getting off their pristine course.

		

	
		
			15.

			Maggie’s fingers tingle as she watches Ingrid’s speech on Instagram. To know that she’s exchanging blood with someone who’s not just pushing the envelope in the film world but making space for women of color, it makes her breathless with anticipation to finish her own story and get it published already!

			She inhales, sitting down at her laptop. Over the weekend, she read that Harper Lee was gifted a year’s salary from her friends so she could devote herself to her writing, and that was how she finished To Kill a Mockingbird. It was the kind of tidbit that would have fascinated and infuriated Maggie before, sending her venting to Willa about the inequities of the writing industry and how, for all of publishing’s declarations to safeguard diversity, in practice it’s reserved for those who can afford to gamble with their time—mostly rich white people. Now Maggie is one of those people. Well, not exactly, but at least she has the money to take a shot on herself. A lot of shots.

			If she can only decide how to expand her novella. So far it’s a coming-of-age story about a girl growing up in Las Vegas, whose parents work thirteen-hour days, and how she navigates being left on her own. She knows if she’s serious about getting an agent to take it on, she’ll need to dig deeper and add another fifty thousand words. But she’s not sure which of the many threads based on her life she’ll need to expand. Or even want to. Because here’s the other worry: What will her parents think?

			Her cheeks burn as she pictures her parents reading her pages. There are things that happened that they don’t even know about.

			But they still happened. And they mattered. And isn’t that the whole point of writing: to feel less alone? To let the universe understand your truth and what you’ve been through? At the same time, what if you write down all your naked truths and no one even picks up the book? Won’t you just be hurting your parents?

			She thinks of how amazing it was renting her parents a new place in Pasadena after they checked out of the Hilton. With the help of a highly motivated agent, she was able to get them a town house with bright windows and a little yard! Her mom has her first appointment to extract her bad teeth next week. Maggie’s finally the perfect Chinese daughter in their eyes—why mess up any of that?

			Maybe she should just write a thriller. A thriller about a girl who writes under a pen name, but her parents find out and try to murder her.

			Maggie laughs to herself. If her parents were the type to actually take control of the situation, she wouldn’t have to write anything. Instead, they’re the type to wallow in indecision, allowing their problems to fester.

			She glances at her phone, wishing she could pick Ingrid’s brain—how did she know what kind of movie she wanted Uncharted to be? Her eyes slide down to the tiny needle mark on her arm. She made a point to avoid looking in any mirrors or windows the whole time she helped her parents move, terrified to confirm whether Dr. Samuels was right. She knows it’s silly—you can’t see if you’ve aged one year. Still, she wonders. Now, in the quiet of her apartment, she goes to the bathroom and looks at her reflection. Really looks at it.

			In the soft light, she’s relieved to see her dewy skin hasn’t wrinkled. Her lips are still full. Her hair still thick and black. Her cheeks still pink. She moves her fingers from her forehead to her neck to her arms, pulling and flexing and searching for any signs. But thank God, there are none.

			As she’s walking out, she notices a mug with Bryce’s razor and toothbrush in it. There’s also a small tube of his deodorant on the counter. She considers tossing it all in the trash, but then when she gets into her bedroom, there are signs of Bryce everywhere. His hoodie hanging by her door, his indoor slides under her bed. One by one, she grabs each item and throws it into an Amazon box, then reaches for her car keys.

			

			—

			She arrives at Bryce’s condo holding the box of his crap. The plan is to just drop it off with his doorman and go home. Bryce lives in one of those glittering high-rises in Beverly Hills, full of trust fund babies and doctors and lawyers who work on the Westside.

			“Hey, can I just leave this with you? It’s for Bryce Lim. Apartment 15A,” she says to the doorman.

			“He said for you to come up,” he tells her, walking her over to an elevator and pushing the button.

			He left word with his doorman in case she came? Before Maggie has a chance to react, she’s already in the elevator.

			Bryce is waiting at the door for her. He looks like fourteen days of insomnia, dragged by three miles of self-pity. He’s wearing a loose white linen shirt, unbuttoned.

			“Maggie…” he says, his voice a hoarse cry. He tries to hug her.

			She shoves the box at him.

			“Why haven’t you returned any of my texts?” he asks.

			She tries to ignore him, but he touches her arm.

			“Please, can we talk?” he begs. “Can I buy you dinner?”

			Maggie wants to laugh. Talk? After he butchered her heart in the name of art? She bites her tongue, reminding herself drama is what gets him off. “No. Sorry. I have a lot of writing to do.”

			She walks back into the elevator. Bryce drops the box and runs over to her. He slips into the elevator with her just in time. “You’re still writing?” he asks. “I heard you quit the MFA.”

			“Yes, I’m still writing,” she says, rolling her eyes as the elevator descends. She scrolls on her phone, counting the seconds until she’s out of this steel box with him.

			“How many words a day?”

			She gives a wildly inflated number just to piss him off.

			He lets out the most obnoxious, surprised snort. “Yeah, OK,” he says. Then, a second later, he drops the news: “I got an agent.”

			She feels the inside of her belly being scooped out at this information. She holds her breath as she wills herself not to say anything. Don’t react. Don’t ask him any details.

			“Was it…?” she says in spite of herself.

			“No! It was not someone through Estelle,” he tells her. “It was actually someone I queried a while back on a long shot. Jonathan Wyatt.”

			Jonathan Wyatt is not just any literary agent; he’s a total shark, known for turning debuts into National Book Award winners.

			“Anyway, he read my manuscript, and we had a call, and he wanted to know if I had any other offers, and of course, then I had to contact all the other people reading…” As Bryce yaps about the specifics of his good fortune, Maggie battles the urge to pound her head into the elevator buttons.

			When at last the elevator doors open, she flies out of there.

			“Don’t give up!” Bryce calls after her. “That’s all I’m saying. Don’t give up on your writing. Or on us.”

			She flashes her middle finger at Bryce as she walks calmly across the lobby. Later, in the safety of her car, she lets herself unravel. The injustice of Bryce getting an agent before her makes her slam her hand on her horn. She screams. If that motherfucker gets published before her, that’s it! She wonders if she should query Jonathan Wyatt herself, right now. Why didn’t she have the balls to reach that high? Because she wasn’t a delusional male like Bryce! She tried to go at this lightly, tiptoeing politely, apologetically…now, looking back, that was clearly the wrong approach. A thought suddenly appears—maybe Ingrid can help! She’s got to know people. Will she think it’s weird that Maggie’s asking her, though?

			She sinks her face into her hands in the hot car. She’s so sick of wondering whether this or that is appropriate. Whether it’s appropriate to write what she wants to write. Whether it’s appropriate not to tell her parents. Whether it’s appropriate to ask the most powerful woman she knows for help. Screw appropriate!

			She hesitantly reaches for the phone. Before she can dial, though, she sees a video pop up on her screen. It’s of Camila Veracruz in her bedroom, and she’s sobbing.

			“Hey, guys…thank you for the outpouring of love for Uncharted. But I want to be completely transparent with you about something. I just found out that I was the lowest-paid cast member of Uncharted, even though I played the lead role.”

			“Holy shit,” Maggie blurts out.

		

	
		
			16.

			A storm is playing out on Ingrid’s face as she watches Camila’s video. She and Kyle are back at intimacy counseling with Geneva. It’s just days after their roadside lovemaking, and Kyle’s gleefully reporting their progress, but Ingrid can’t hear a word. Her face is scarlet as she reads the captions on the video.

			Even though I was number one on the call sheet, I made a QUARTER of what my white cast members, for whom this is their first movie, made. I’m just so tired of working so hard, having to prove myself over and over again, and getting paid a fraction of what everybody else is making. Don’t get me wrong, I love this movie. Please, please, everyone go see it. But it is ironic to me that a movie about the exploitation of a Latina woman is…well, doing exactly that.

			“Ingrid? Are you OK?” Geneva asks.

			“Sorry,” she says, jumping. She throws Kyle an apologetic look. “I’ve got something…blowing up.”

			“Go.” Kyle nods.

			As she heads to the door, she hears Geneva complimenting Kyle. “I’m so happy to hear that things are flowing, but it’s important to keep the momentum! Always be surprising your partner—”

			Outside, Ingrid speed-dials her assistant.

			“Where did you get this?” she asks Roxanne. “And how many people have seen it?”

			“She posted it on her Instagram this morning,” Roxanne says. “And it’s all over main. Even my friends who aren’t in the industry are talking about it.”

			Ingrid closes her eyes.

			“Get Camila on the phone,” she instructs Roxanne. “If any publications email for comment, don’t respond. We don’t want them to run that we refused to comment.”

			“Got it. Getting Camila for you,” Roxanne says. “Oh, and Charlie called. He urgently needs to speak to you.”

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! How is this happening? They were doing so great! The movie was finally getting buzz!

			She glances once more at Geneva’s office, then heads for the elevator.

			

			—

			“Camila,” Ingrid says on the phone when the star answers. She’s in her office at work. “I saw your video. Thank you so much for speaking up about the pay disparity in Hollywood—it’s so important.”

			“I’m just so gutted, Ingrid,” Camila says. “I was number one on that call sheet! And I was paid a quarter of what Sophie got!”

			Sophie Halloway, the daughter of Chris Halloway, had played Meredith in Uncharted. So that’s who she was talking about. She knew the two were close—TMZ reported them being at a club together recently—but not close enough to share salary details—Jesus! She sighs, trying to figure out how to explain it. It had indeed been Sophie’s first movie, compared to Camila’s fifth. But Sophie’s father is Chris Halloway, one of the biggest action actors working, and the studio needed Chris for Blake’s movies. Not that bringing that up would help.

			“Did you know about this?” Camila asks.

			“Of course not!” Ingrid swears up and down it was all Business Affairs’ doing. “I told them to make you a good deal. My next call is to the studio. Honestly, Camila, if I had known, I would have offered to make it up with my own cut—”

			“I don’t want your cut. I want my cut, don’t you understand? I want to be paid fairly. What I’m worth—from the beginning!”

			“And you’re going to get it. On your next movie!”

			“No,” Camila says. “It doesn’t work like that. Not for me. That’s what people don’t understand. It doesn’t matter how well Uncharted does. The white actresses, they climb with every movie. But I fall back to base. You know how exhausting that is?”

			Ingrid can hear the pain in Camila’s voice. “I will make sure that doesn’t happen with your next movie,” she promises.

			“Just like you made sure that didn’t happen here?”

			Every hair on Ingrid’s neck jolts up. She supposes she deserves that. But it terrifies her that Camila is saying this about her. Can say this about her.

			“I’m just sick of trying to make this thing work. You know I have to sell eye shadow on TikTok to survive? I’m tired of getting on that thing and telling people to buy my goddamn eye shadow. I’m an actress! Not a makeup artist! And if it takes me going on Drew Barrymore and Fallon to let people know the truth, I will!”

			“Please don’t go on Drew Barrymore,” Ingrid begs. She can just see Drew clinging to Camila, holding hands, being one with her as she asks her to describe the pain of being a woman of color in Hollywood. “Let me fix this.”

			“How?” Camila asks.

			Ingrid takes a breath. She can’t think of any other option. She’s gotta do it.

			“I have a new movie that’s perfect for you,” Ingrid says. “Summer Rain. The studio’s crazy for it. I’ll make sure you star and get paid every penny of what you deserve.”

			Camila doesn’t say anything right away.

			“This isn’t just one movie. The system’s broken.”

			“I know. But we’re going to fix it. Me and you.”

			She waits on pins and needles as she imagines the horror of the headlines if Camila goes on every talk show in the country. Producer Ingrid Parker to Blame for Pay Disparity? and Ingrid Parker Under Fire for Treatment of Latina Actors. Or worse, Camila Veracruz Rips “Performative Feminist” Producer Ingrid Parker.

			Finally Camila answers, “Let me talk to my agent.”

			Cold relief washes over Ingrid. She can fix this. No sooner does Ingrid get off with Camila than her phone rings again. It’s Dr. Hayes calling. She glances up and closes the door so her associate producer and Roxanne can’t hear.

			“Now’s not a good time…” Ingrid answers, putting her earbuds in. She scrolls on her phone, pulling up xoxohollywooddd’s Instagram. Just as she predicted, there’s already a Story about whether Ingrid knew of the enormous pay disparity between Camila and Sophie on Uncharted. Shit.

			“Just calling with some good news,” he says. “But I can call back.”

			“No. I can use some good news. What is it?” Ingrid says, switching over to the industry trades.

			“Your blood results after the first transfusion came back. Biomarkers are looking good!”

			Ingrid stops looking herself up for a second. “Oh thank God! Are the…” She lowers her voice. “Are the signals still there?”

			“It’s too early to repeat the PREM test. But your biomarkers look promising. And I talked with my team. We can absolutely send the machine to your home or your office and have a nurse administer the transfusions for you guys there.”

			“Home,” Ingrid blurts out, glancing through the glass at everyone looking over at her in her office. Why do they keep looking at her? She lowers her head. The last thing she needs is her health situation getting out. Her office landline rings. It’s Charlie calling. “I gotta go. That sounds great.”

			She takes a deep breath and takes out her earbuds. “Hey, Charlie…” she answers.

			“What the fuck, Ingrid!” Charlie says. “I just approved more marketing ads for Uncharted!”

			“I know, I know,” Ingrid says, pacing around her office. “She’s not gonna go on Fallon or anything crazy. But she’s pissed, and rightfully so. Jesus, Charlie, was she really paid a quarter of what Sophie Halloway got?”

			“You knew about this!” Charlie answers. Ingrid closes her eyes.

			“I didn’t know it was that bad!” Ingrid says. As a producer, she was kept abreast of all the negotiations, but Ingrid usually tries to stay out of it unless there’s a problem. In this case there hadn’t been a problem. Camila had accepted her role. Sophie had accepted her role. Who was Ingrid to make a problem when there wasn’t any?

			“Sophie’s furious, by the way. Livid,” Charlie says. “We can forget about doing any more press to help this movie. None of the cast is going to want to talk about it anymore.”

			Ingrid lets out a deep sigh.

			“Hope Camila’s happy—torpedoing her first big movie! Just when it was finally getting buzz!” Charlie vents.

			“She can’t eat buzz, Charlie! She’s out there pushing eye shadow to survive!”

			“And is this going to make anything better? We gave her a great role! We took a chance on her! Now everyone who was thinking about seeing the movie is going to watch something else instead. How’s that going to get her to a higher fee?”

			“I agree,” Ingrid says. Camila could have handled it in so many other ways. She could have come to her. Ingrid would have helped her work out a bonus. This could have been resolved without any drama.

			“Now I’ve got The Hollywood Reporter on our ass—I’ve got to figure out what kind of statement to make as a studio—”

			Ingrid suddenly senses an opportunity. “I’ve got a statement for you. How about this? Camila Veracruz is absolutely right. The pay disparity in Hollywood is atrocious, and FYC Studios is taking the lead to fix it, starting with Summer Rain, which Camila Veracruz will star in.”

			Silence.

			“Ingrid, c’mon.”

			“Unless you want her all over late night talking about this.”

			“Putting that wonderful threat aside for a second, you honestly think she can carry that movie?” Charlie says. “You think people will turn off their Netflix, get in their cars, brave a hurricane, and pay a movie theater to see her? No. People don’t go to the movies to see Camila Veracruz. They barely go to the movies, period.”

			“That’s because there’s nothing original anymore! It’s all reboots, prequels, and sequels!”

			“And that’s what you’ll be up against opening weekend. You need someone big.”

			“I can get there with Camila. I just need a big director and writer,” Ingrid insists.

			“How are you going to get that, mired in this bullshit?”

			Ingrid contorts her face. It’s a good question. Still, she insists, with as much conviction as she can, “I’ll get there.”

			

			—

			As Camila’s video makes the rounds, Ingrid and her agent put in calls to every major A-list writer and director. None of them return.

			By the day of the second transfusion, she’s sweating. Camila’s agent has called twice to talk specifics about Camila’s role in Summer Rain. Charlie continues to insist he can’t think about the movie without the right take. Meanwhile, the option on Summer Rain is expiring in mere days. The only silver lining is that Camila hasn’t gone on any late-night shows or posted any more weeping videos, though Ingrid doesn’t know how much longer she can hold that off without giving the girl something concrete.

			Ingrid arranges a space for her and Maggie in her study. She’s relieved not to have to go into Dr. Hayes’s office.

			The doorbell rings. Dolores walks in with Dr. Hayes a few minutes later. He’s got the machine with him, which he pushes inside.

			“Where do you want me to set this up?” he asks, wheeling the thing into her study.

			“Over there.” Ingrid points to a spot between the two armchairs in her study. She’s been looking forward to the transfusion. Hopefully getting that electrifying shot of youth will make her think of a solution to her Summer Rain debacle.

			As Dr. Hayes sets up the machine, Maggie walks in. She’s in shorts today and a yellow shirt with tiny palm trees.

			“Hi!” Maggie greets her. They hug and both sit down. Dolores gets them some tea, which Ingrid reaches gratefully for. She’s glad she kept Dolores on even after the kids left for college. She had been thinking about talking to Dolores about possibly working for another family part-time—they didn’t really need her full-time—but she’s glad that she didn’t. With Kyle interviewing (hopefully) and landing a job soon, she’s grateful to have someone at the house to help her during her treatments.

			“It’s been a week,” Ingrid says. She’s sure the girl has seen all the press on Camila by now. She wonders what she thinks about it. Ingrid holds out her arm for Dr. Hayes. He finds a vein and dabs the alcohol wipe over it. As Dr. Hayes works, Ingrid glances at her phone. She sees an email from Charlie marked URGENT.

			Hey,

			Any chance u can talk now? I’m on Zoom now (link).

			She looks over at Maggie and Dr. Hayes.

			“Can you give us a minute?” Ingrid asks. “I have to hop on this Zoom.”

			“Sure! I’ll just get the machine going, then my nurse Teresa will be here soon. She can help you with getting the needles out once the transfusion is over.”

			“Great!” Ingrid tells Dolores to expect Teresa, adding, “Just have her wait in the living room.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Dolores says.

			As Dr. Hayes and Dolores exit the room, Ingrid turns to Maggie and points to the Zoom link on her phone. “I’m sorry, I need to take this.”

			Maggie scoots out of the frame, her hands reaching into her purse. “I’ll just put in my AirPods.”

			“That’s OK. You can listen. It’s with Charlie Cooper, he heads development at my studio.”

			“Really?” Maggie asks, her eyes widening. “You sure?”

			“You want to learn, don’t you?” Ingrid asks, tapping on Join. Maggie might as well know her side of the whole Camila mess and the challenges of making art by committee. Ingrid positions the camera so the machine and Maggie are both out of the frame.

			Charlie’s in his office, sipping a coffee.

			“Hey, Ingrid! Thanks for jumping on. I know you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place on this Summer Rain option, with no writer and the whole Camila thing. I think I’ve thought up a solution.”

			“What’s the solution?” Ingrid reaches for a notebook and a pen.

			“I was at brunch with Tasha Collins. And she came up with a great take! Like, right on the spot. Just, boom, instant gold—”

			Ingrid puts her pen down. “I am not coproducing this with Tasha, if that’s the idea.”

			The silence stretches out, filling the room. “Ingrid, you don’t have very many choices here. The option’s expiring in less than a week, and I hear Netflix is circling.”

			“Who over at Netflix? They know we have the option, right?” Ingrid scribbles NETFLIX? on her notepad.

			“Not if the author doesn’t agree to extend it. Given all the bad press over this Camila thing, I wouldn’t be surprised if she says no. Have you even heard from Rebecca?” Charlie asks.

			Ingrid purses her lips. She’d sent Rebecca Thomas’s agent two emails and left one voicemail. No response.

			“This is a good opportunity. Tasha has a great take—it’s funny. Think Bridesmaids. We can put the movie in development. She’ll write the script while you find the director. You always told me the only thing that matters to you is getting the book made.”

			Yeah, but not like this! Not hijacked from me! Her heart races as she considers the chain of events. Is this why Charlie’s been shooting down every take? So he can give this to Tasha? Maybe that was the plan all along. Of course he likes Tasha better. She’s younger than Ingrid. Funnier than her. She could see the two of them at brunch, gossiping about whatever it is young people talk about at brunch. Ugh. And here she’d thought she had an in with him. God, it’s so embarrassing that Maggie’s watching all this.

			She wills herself to stay calm. She can’t get hysterical, because then she’ll be labeled, well, hysterical.

			“Bridesmaids would be the entirely wrong tone to take with this movie,” she says, her tone flat and even.

			“And why’s that?”

			“Summer Rain’s about the deepest, most vulnerable questions for women…What do intimacy and connection really mean if we disentangle our identity and self-worth from a man’s? It’s an empowering, uplifting movie about the next chapter of feminism,” she says. “And Bridesmaids…it’s funny, but it’s not a serious movie.”

			“I think it’s a serious movie!”

			“There’s a woman shitting in a sink in the movie.”

			“OK…so maybe not Bridesmaids. But you and Tasha’ll cook up something else. I just thought, since she’s a writing producer, and she also loves the book so much, maybe…”

			“Maybe not,” Ingrid says with as sweet a smile as she can force.

			“Well, the other reason I brought it up is…” Charlie pauses a beat. “Tasha Collins has a massive fan base online. She has eight million followers on TikTok and another three million on Instagram. These are devoted fans. She’s especially popular among young women ages thirteen to twenty-four. That’s a great demographic for Summer Rain.”

			It hurts her soul that this is where society’s at. That because Tasha Collins is willing to plaster herself on TikTok, it makes her the authority on young women, and Ingrid, by virtue of just making movies, is nothing but a charcoaled mothball.

			“I’ll get that demographic,” she assures him.

			“Ingrid, I’m trying to help you. You don’t have a script. You’ve promised the lead to a loose cannon. The option’s expiring in five days. This may not be your favorite move, but it’s a move. This way, you can tell Rebecca we’ve got a writer attached, she’ll renew the option, and then we can figure it out.”

			Ingrid’s done playing nice.

			“You know, when I recommended you for the job, I thought you and I both wanted the same thing.”

			He stiffens at the mention of his job. Yes, she went there.

			“Which is to tell the best story that can be told. Not the easiest version. Not the one with the biggest built-in audience. But the best one. The one that will stand the test of time. Which is the only reason Tasha even wants anything to do with Summer Rain. Because it’s a classic. You know why Rebecca gave me the option in the first place? Because I understand that. She trusts me. And I’m not going to rape her beautiful book for eyeballs!”

			She lets her words sink in. Maggie doesn’t say a word, but they’re sitting so close, Ingrid can feel the heat coming off her skin. Charlie pushes himself out of the frame for a second. As Ingrid waits for him to come back on, all sorts of terrible thoughts jab at her. She’s offended him. He’s going to pull her whole deal early. She can’t even bring herself to look at Maggie. What does she even say to her? What is there possibly to teach from this mortifying moment?

			Charlie comes back a second later. When he speaks, his tone is a lot more deferential.

			“Of course,” he says. “I’m absolutely here to support you in telling the best story you can. I’ll tell Tasha you’re not interested. But there’s still the issue of the option deadline…”

			“I’m well aware,” Ingrid says, tapping on End Call.

			Ingrid almost slides off her chair when it’s over. Her whole back’s a swimming pool.

			Maggie asks softly, “Are you OK?”

			“I am so sorry,” Ingrid says, reaching for the tea.

			“Please! Don’t apologize,” Maggie says, sitting up and helping to move the wires out of the way. Ingrid drinks thirstily, her throat parched.

			“Tasha Collins has eight million followers on TikTok!” she says, practically gagging as she mimics Charlie’s voice. “And what am I, chopped liver? Because I’m not on social media?”

			“ ’Course not!” Maggie offers, putting a hand on her arm.

			“It didn’t used to be like this,” Ingrid mutters. “There was a time when it wasn’t just about appeasing Wall Street and making the cheapest disposable garbage. When it used to be about actual art.” The teacup rattles in her hands. “That’s why I worked and worked for twenty-eight years and gave everything to my job.”

			Her throat threatens to close in on itself as she thinks of all the sacrifices she’s ever made for her career. “You know, I was the only mom who brought my laptop into the delivery room—while pushing out Cassie—so I could give notes on scripts.” Ingrid points at the pictures on her wall of her on set. She shakes her head. All those trips, all that time away from her kids—and for what?

			“You’re amazing,” Maggie offers.

			“No.” Ingrid laughs. “Stupid. For not seeing I would be just as disposable to them one day…”

			“You’re not disposable. You did it for the art, like you said. And art’s forever.”

			Ingrid takes another sip, then nods. “That was the hope, that people would watch it, and maybe for a brief moment we’d all feel connected. But these days…it’s almost too big of an ask! Expect people to put down their phones and watch something together?” Ingrid puts a hand to her chest, faux-gasping.

			She flips a few pages in her notebook and shows Maggie notes on a television show her associate producer’s been trying to sell.

			“Look at this. The studio’s asking for the plot to be less engaging so people can scroll their phones while they watch the show. That’s what we’ve come to. Stories are just background noise.”

			Maggie leans in toward the notebook. “Are you kidding me?”

			“There’s even a term for it. Second-screen show.” She exhales. Of the many, many changes in the industry she’s witnessed in her career, this has got to be one of the saddest.

			“That is not OK.” Maggie starts shaking her head vigorously. “We’re not doing that. You’re not second-screen energy.” Thrusting a finger at a poster of the cast of Fam in Ingrid’s study, Maggie declares, “You’re main character energy!”

			Maggie points to one thing after another, repeating that Ingrid is the main and only screen. With each declaration, Ingrid can feel her adrenaline jolting through her bloodstream. Suddenly a wild idea pops up. “I should go to New York! Talk to Rebecca in person!”

			“Yes!” Maggie agrees.

			“Will you come with me?”

			Ingrid knows it’s crazy. There’s no medical reason for them to go together. But this inexplicable burst of power she feels whenever Maggie is around—call it main character energy or just the determination of someone who’s not jaded yet—whatever it is, she needs it.

			“Absolutely!”

			Ingrid squeezes Maggie’s hand in hers as she smiles.

			Maybe it’s not the transfusions that are making her feel better. Maybe it’s just…Maggie.

		

	
		
			17.

			Maggie can’t get over the invitation to go to New York on a moment’s notice! Ingrid needs her. She’s not just a medical treatment partner. She’s a partner partner. Someone whose opinions Ingrid values. She wants them so much she’s willing to splurge on an extra ticket and hotel room! She floats out of Ingrid’s study, determined to make herself so indispensable on this trip that when Maggie asks Ingrid if she can help her get an agent, she won’t even hesitate. Then she sees the tickets Ingrid forwarded: They’re leaving tomorrow.

			Ingrid said it was easier for them to leave from her house in the morning, so she invited her over for dinner and to stay the night. Maggie spends the afternoon with Willa, walking around the Century City mall, trying to find the most appropriate gift to bring to dinner.

			“How about this?” Maggie asks, picking up a box of $750 crystal Dom Pérignon champagne flutes from Neiman Marcus. “Is this fancy enough?”

			Willa pushes the flutes away. “You’re going to New York for her. You can’t be acting like she’s doing you some huge favor!”

			“But it is a favor. She’s teaching me everything she knows. Plus, I’m going to be asking her to maybe hook me up with a literary agent.” Maggie feels her breathing change just saying the words. She knows it’s a big ask, but seeing Bryce all smug about his new agent lit a fire in her. “You think she’ll be down?”

			“ ’Course she’ll be down. Look at everything you’re doing for her. You’re literally giving her your twenties.”

			“But I don’t want that to be the reason she recommends me,” Maggie says. “I want her to want to recommend me.”

			“Then you can’t act too eager,” Willa says. “Just get her some flowers. Remember, you guys are equals. That’s the only way this works.”

			Maggie smiles at Willa, grateful for the reminder. It’s so spellbinding and intimidating—sitting in that chair next to Ingrid, hanging on to her every word, watching her in her element, commanding the kind of attention Maggie could only dream of one day getting—that it’s easy to forget what Maggie’s giving her. “First of all, I’m not giving her my twenties.” She points to her glowy face. “I mean, look at me! But you make a very compelling point. I do have a lot to offer!”

			“Yes, you do. If only I can remember that myself sometimes…” Willa adds with a shake of her head.

			“What happened?”

			Willa hesitates, then tells her that she bombed her audition earlier today. She was told that the way she emotes doesn’t make anyone want to care. “It hurt so much, I almost thought about quitting. But then I realized, she’s right. I haven’t been putting the time into my craft. That’s on me. I’ve just been so busy camming.” Hearing Willa say the words, it squeezes Maggie’s heart tight.

			It suddenly hits her. She can’t just change her own life. She’s got to help her friend, too.

			“You know what? I’m getting $1.1 million in two weeks. I’m going to give $300,000 to you so you can put it into your acting—”

			Willa laughs. “I am not taking your money.”

			“It’s just one transfusion—” Maggie insists.

			“There you go again, dismissing what you’re doing! Will you stop? You worked hard for that money!”

			Maggie gives her a look. “Uh, actually, I haven’t.”

			“Yes, you have. It’s yours!”

			Exactly. It’s her money. And she wants to give some to her amazingly talented friend so she can invest in her art, too. But Willa shakes her head adamantly.

			“I like camming,” Willa says, giving her a lopsided smile. “I’ll be fine. I’m gonna make it on my own, you’ll see!”

			On the drive over to Ingrid’s, Maggie thinks about her best friend and all her mantras. She has zero doubt that Willa can make it on her own. Just like she has zero doubt she can get a literary agent eventually on her own…But it would be nice to get some help. Isn’t that what women helping women is all about?

			She arrives at Ingrid’s house and takes a moment to check her skin, lips, and hair in the car. Nothing is thinning or graying, thank God. This whole getting older thing, she’s convinced, is bullshit. She smiles at her reflection, sitting up a little taller. Does she look like a writer about to jet off to New York to accompany a Golden Globe–winning producer to convince a bestselling author to let her make a movie from her book? It’s crazy when she thinks about it. No one in her Williams Writers group chat would even believe it if she told them. It felt good to finally unmute all her old writer friends now that she might finally have something good to report on the horizon. Possibly. If she plays her cards right.

			She pops the trunk for her suitcase and gets her bag and the hydrangeas from the passenger seat. Holding the flowers, she walks up and rings the doorbell for the second time today.

			Ingrid opens the door. She’s changed into deep-green wide-leg satin pants and a wraparound cashmere sweater, every inch of her oozing that quietly confident look that Maggie cannot stop staring at. As Ingrid lets Maggie in and thanks her for the flowers, Maggie takes in the view. Even though she’s been here three times already, the house looks even more beautiful tonight with the sunset. As the golden light streams in from the dramatic thirty-foot window, casting a glow on Ingrid’s impressive bookshelf, Maggie takes a breath. What’s it like to be this rich? To know that you can afford this, and keep affording it?

			“I can’t get over this view,” Maggie comments. “It’s so beautiful, and I love how the light hits every book on your shelf!”

			“I know, I love that, too. Kyle helped design every inch of this house. It’s sort of like his baby…”

			They walk inside the airy open kitchen, where her husband is cooking. Ingrid puts the flowers in a vase while Maggie takes a seat at the counter. The glass-paneled wall to the backyard is open, and she looks out at the lit-up pool. “Are we eating outside?” Maggie asks, gazing out at the backyard.

			“Not tonight,” Kyle says, handing her a glass of wine and leaning over to give Maggie a kiss on the cheek. “It’s a little chilly out. But you know what we should do? We should have you over for a barbecue sometime! You like smoked brisket?”

			Ingrid rolls her eyes. “Don’t get Kyle started with his brisket…” she says with a teasing look.

			“You love my brisket!” Kyle protests. He turns to Maggie. “She loves my brisket.”

			Maggie smiles. They’re so cute together. “Ingrid said you designed every inch of this house!”

			“Well, I told the contractors what to do, but yes. I wanted to make it our dream house!”

			“It is a dream house,” Ingrid agrees, smiling at Kyle. “You can see the views of the canyons from every room!”

			Maggie gazes out at the gorgeous Santa Monica Mountains, backlit by the sunset. The crooning of Diana Krall flows through the house as Kyle cooks. “Stunning.”

			“Thankfully it wasn’t affected by the wildfires,” Kyle says, putting a hand to his heart. “But you should see some of the trails I go hiking on. Are you a hiker?”

			Maggie nods, taking a sip of her wine. “I try to go out sometimes with my roommate.”

			“That’s great. I love the outdoors,” Kyle says. He taps his glass against Maggie’s, then glances over at his wife. “Ingrid here is convinced there are rattlesnakes.”

			“There are!” Ingrid says, taking a glass and sitting on a stool at the counter.

			“Well, don’t worry, honey. If I see one, I’ll throw myself in front of it so it can get me first.” Kyle leans over and kisses Ingrid.

			Maggie takes slow sips of her wine as she watches them. She notes how Ingrid tilts her long neck and reaches up to touch her husband’s cheek as she kisses him. Maggie repositions herself. She tries to sit like Ingrid, leaning in. Back arched. Legs crossed. She notes the playful way Ingrid dangles her heels, the way she tilts her glass to smell the wine. Maggie brings her own glass up to her nose and takes a whiff.

			Show them you can be a part of this world.

			Ingrid smiles at Maggie. “So I spoke to Rebecca’s literary agent, Stella. She said Rebecca’s writing a new book, but she may be able to squeeze us in for a quick breakfast.”

			“That’s great!” Maggie says.

			“Have you read Summer Rain?” Kyle asks, looking up from the veal.

			Maggie flushes. She meant to buy a copy at the mall. “No…but I’d love to! Do you have a copy?”

			“We have several!” Kyle nods. He turns off the heat on the stove, wipes his hands on his apron, and goes to grab the book for Maggie.

			As Kyle walks down the hall, Ingrid gets up from the stool. “Here, let’s go into the dining room.”

			Maggie follows Ingrid down the hall, bringing her purse with her. The dining room, like the rest of the house, has floor-to-ceiling views of the mountains. A long white oak table sits squarely in the center, surrounded by soft-gray velvet chairs. As Maggie takes a seat, she glances at the dizzying array of crystal glasses and plates and silverware, all perfectly set. She’s so glad she didn’t buy Ingrid those champagne flutes—as expensive as they were, they wouldn’t fit in. Ingrid has a whole motif going with her glassware, which is mind-boggling to Maggie (she can barely come up with a motif for her manuscript).

			“I don’t know where you like to stay in New York, but I booked us rooms right by the park,” Ingrid says.

			“That’s exactly where I like to stay,” Maggie lies, thinking about the last time she was there, when the Airbnb turned out to be someone’s walk-in closet in Spanish Harlem. Kyle walks over with a copy of the book and hands it to Maggie. “Thank you!” Maggie studies the cover and turns back to Ingrid. “I meant to ask you. Did you know as soon as you read Summer Rain that you wanted to make it a movie?”

			“Immediately,” she says as Kyle disappears back into the kitchen.

			“How do you have such confidence in your vision…?” Maggie asks, turning the book to look at the back.

			“Ahhhh. That’s the million-dollar question!”

			Kyle walks back in, taking a seat right next to Maggie, with two steaming-hot plates. Maggie’s stomach rumbles at the deliciousness—caramelized carrots, green beans, and the veal piccata dressed up with slices of lemon and herbs. She hasn’t had a feast this good since she went home with Willa one year for Thanksgiving. Willa’s mother, a single mom who lives in a prefab home, might have a tiny oven, but she makes a shockingly good turkey. This looks possibly even better! Maggie forgets to wait and starts digging in with her fork.

			She catches herself mid-bite and mutters, “Sorry!”

			“Oh, no, please, go right ahead!” Kyle insists. “It’s the finest compliment to a chef that his guests can’t wait to eat it.”

			Maggie grins, then pops the veal in her mouth—it’s divine—as Dolores comes in with Kyle’s plate. As they all dig in, Ingrid circles back to what Maggie asked.

			“To answer your question, how do you trust your vision? Well, it comes with experience. And it takes years,” Ingrid says. “You go with your vision; then, if it works, you trust it more the next time. And the next time.”

			That sounds about right. But she wishes there were another way. A faster way.

			“But how do you know to go with it the first time?” Maggie asks.

			“You don’t.” Ingrid smiles. “That’s why you need to surround yourself with people who do. It’s very hard to know you have the next big thing when you’re young.”

			Kyle pauses eating and points to Ingrid with his fork. “Well, that’s not true. The first book that you ever acquired was a hit! And your first movie, too!”

			“That was because I’d been trained by good people,” Ingrid says, blushing. She points to Maggie’s copy of Summer Rain. “You’re going to love it. She writes with this soul-searching candor.”

			“What does she call it again?” Kyle asks, taking a bite of veal. “The bank of love?”

			“The debt-free mind,” Ingrid tells him.

			Ingrid swirls her glass slowly, and the look is so elegant that Maggie puts her fork down, even though she’s famished, and makes herself reach for her glass, too. She doesn’t drink from it. She just holds it.

			“She was talking about relationships,” Ingrid explains. “And how every relationship has a price tag. Every time we put something in or take something out, there’s emotional interest. There’s a cost. Even when it’s just sex and we don’t talk about it with anyone, we still fret, we worry, we wonder. And the point of the book is to free ourselves from that. It challenges us to think: If relationships were free…what would we really want as women?”

			“Wow,” Maggie says. She thinks about her own mental exhaustion, staying up, punishing herself over how she misread the red flags with Bryce.

			“You should have seen how hard Ingrid worked to option this thing.” Kyle grins. “She literally sent Rebecca love notes every day.”

			Maggie leans in, teasing Ingrid, “Did you slide into her DMs?”

			“No.” Ingrid laughs, covering her face. “But I did send her emails. And actual letters—in the mail. But I kept it classy. I didn’t write them in blood.”

			“Oh good,” Maggie says, pretending to be relieved.

			“Never doused it in perfume?” Kyle teases.

			“No!” Ingrid says.

			“No invisible ink?” Maggie adds, sharing a smile with Kyle.

			“No accompanying soundtrack?” Kyle asks.

			Ingrid shoots him a look.

			“Well, did any of the letters work?” Maggie asks.

			“No…” Ingrid admits.

			Kyle holds up his fork. “But she didn’t let that stop her. You gotta tell her the story!”

			Maggie’s gaze moves between the two of them. “How’d you finally get the rights?” She’s dying of curiosity.

			Ingrid shakes her head shyly. “I don’t know that we have to keep telling the story.”

			“But it’s such a great story!” Kyle protests.

			“Don’t tell me you went to her house,” Maggie guesses.

			“No, she went to the studio,” Kyle exclaims. “She told them that she had the rights to Rebecca’s book and got the studio to make her an offer!”

			Maggie almost drops her fork. Wait, she pretended to have the rights? “And did they?”

			“Sure did!” Kyle says, chewing proudly as he beams at his wife.

			Ingrid flushes, clenching her jaw. “I was simply doing what any man in my situation would do.”

			Damn. She looks at Ingrid, impressed. She’s heard a lot of wild stories from Willa about filmmakers who’ve tried various ways to nab the rights to novels, but to her knowledge, no one’s ever gone directly to the studio first and secured a deal. It’s crazy. And kind of genius.

			“You have to understand, Hollywood’s an old boys’ club,” Ingrid explains. “Literally. The other day, I had to sneak into Lakeview—”

			“Which is this golf course in Burbank that only allows men to be full members. So obnoxious,” Kyle says.

			“I was there to talk to an executive. About Summer Rain! Who was he there playing golf with? A male producer, of course. That’s the kind of environment we’re talking about. So when you see an opportunity, as a woman, you can’t think. You gotta drive it like you stole it, because if you hesitate, some underqualified guy will take it from you.”

			So true, Maggie thinks. All her fears that Ingrid won’t understand if she asks her about agents evaporate. Of course she’ll understand. “So wait, did Rebecca ever find out?”

			“I mean, she must have known, because I went to her with an offer. But she was delighted. Maybe she thought I was delusional. Which I am. But you have to be, sometimes, to win.”

			For some reason, the statement makes Maggie think of Bryce and his “radical risks” speech. She falls quiet. Is this why she hasn’t gotten anywhere with her writing yet—she hasn’t taken enough risks?

			Kyle reaches a hand over and touches her arm.

			“Hey…don’t worry,” he says. “You’re not going to have to do anything crazy. You’ll win on talent alone.”

			She smiles at Kyle, grateful for his words. When she looks over, Ingrid is staring at her husband’s hand on her arm. She immediately shifts her arm away, but it’s too late. The easy, musical flow of the conversation stops.

			Oh God, she hopes she hasn’t made Ingrid uncomfortable.

			“Actually, Ingrid,” she says, quickly switching topics. “I’d love to show you my novella. If you have some time on the plane, maybe, to read?” She makes herself pull out her manuscript from her purse, replaying the affirming words Ingrid was saying right before they were interrupted by Kyle’s hand.

			“We love novellas,” Kyle says encouragingly. He turns to Ingrid. “Weren’t you saying the other day how much you wish there were more novellas?” Maggie can see him itching to get back there, too, to the comfortable tempo of conversation that had them all laughing and him teasing his wife and touching Maggie’s arm in a purely fatherly way. Ingrid must know it was innocent. She must know that.

			Ingrid glances at the manuscript but doesn’t reach for it.

			“You know, I think I’m going to go lie down,” she says, putting a hand to her forehead.

			She’s just going to LEAVE?

			“You OK, honey?” Kyle asks, reaching for her hand.

			“Yeah, just tired. Maybe it’s this wine,” she says, looking at the glass in her hand. She tells Maggie to please stay, enjoy herself. The dessert’s amazing. They’ll talk about her novella some other time.

			Maggie feels her heart sink as Ingrid excuses herself and goes to bed. Curiously, she notes that Ingrid takes her wine with her.

			

			—

			Maggie fidgets in her room, trying to read the Rebecca Thomas book.

			She’s so mad at herself for screwing up dinner. Everything was going so great. She shouldn’t have jumped the gun and brought up her book. She’d been so embarrassed, she didn’t even bother taking it back with her. It’s still just sitting on the table. Who walks around with loose printed pages anyway? Most of all, she shouldn’t have let Kyle touch her arm. It wasn’t her fault. Still. She should have sent Kyle more clues, more signs, more something.

			And now Ingrid’s mad.

			She flips the page to chapter 2.

			She hates this burning feeling, like she’s just ruined a friendship and she doesn’t even know why. It reminds her of the time in college when she tried so hard to be friends with this girl Chloe in her hall. They worked out every day together. But when Chloe got a boyfriend, suddenly she didn’t want anything to do with Maggie. Later, she found out it was because Chloe thought Maggie smiled too much around her boyfriend.

			Smiled too much. That was her crime. Maggie wonders what she did this time. Sat too close to Kyle? Tried too hard to be charming at dinner? Once again, she feels the tiny invisible strings of regret pulling and wonders if the evening could have turned out any better if she’d gone at it a different way. Ingrid’s words boom in her mind: Vision takes experience. Why couldn’t she have had the vision to not rock the boat?

			Maggie sighs heavily, turning a page. The book’s good. She likes how the protagonist unapologetically poses the question, What should we aspire to as women when our self-worth is not all wrapped up in getting a guy?

			Maggie knows what she aspires to. She aspires to get back to a place where Ingrid’s happy with her again. Dishing out wisdom and looking at her in that way that makes Ingrid see herself in Maggie. Not see her as a threat. Which Maggie is so not!

			The pages turn quickly. She’s almost at the end of the book when suddenly her door flies open and a petite college-age girl with braided blond hair walks in. She’s wearing a crop top and cutoff shorts. She stares at Maggie as she drops her duffel bag on the floor, annoyed.

			“Who are you?” she asks.

			Maggie recognizes her resemblance to Ingrid. Her high cheekbones. Her soft blue eyes. “I’m Maggie! You must be Ingrid’s daughter,” she says, extending a hand.

			Cassie doesn’t take it.

			“Where’s Dolores? I’ve got, like, two superheavy suitcases, and my jerk Uber driver refuses to help me!”

			“I can help you!” Maggie says, jumping up.

			As they’re walking out of the room, Ingrid flies down the stairs in her long navy silk robe. She’s wearing reading glasses.

			“Cassie, what are you doing home?” Ingrid asks, taking off her glasses. “You’re supposed to be in school!”

			“Missed you, too, Mom,” Cassie says sarcastically, hustling past Ingrid, outside. Maggie follows her. She helps Cassie lift her two ridiculously heavy suitcases out of the car. Cassie flips off the driver as he speeds off. “Zero stars, asshole!”

			“But seriously, why are you here?” Ingrid asks, hugging her robe tight in the breeze.

			“Because I wanted to come home, Mom! OK? This is my home, right?” Cassie asks, dragging the suitcases inside. Her eyes linger on Maggie as she walks past.

			Ingrid rubs her temples. “Is this about your Amex limit?”

			“No! I mean, yeah, I’d like that changed.”

			“Did you quit school?”

			“No, I didn’t quit. I’m just taking a break for my mental health. You should have heard the way the professor and the dean were talking to me. Over a stupid picture. It was so condescending. Mom, you would have been livid.” Cassie walks into the house. Maggie and Ingrid follow her to the kitchen, where Cassie proceeds to open the fridge. But she doesn’t get anything out. Instead, she calls, “Dolores! Can I get a green smoothie?”

			Dolores rushes over. Ingrid turns to her and instructs, “No, no smoothies.” Ingrid pushes the fridge door closed. They all stand around in awkward silence. Maggie thinks about what Cassie could be referring to. She assumes this pic to be something compromising. She wants to tell Cassie, It’s OK. This urge to dunk your head underwater…it’ll pass.

			Kyle comes rushing in. “Is that my baby girl?” he asks. An enormous smile appears on his face as he runs over and embraces his daughter in a warm hug. “What a surprise!”

			“Cassie just quit school,” Ingrid informs him.

			Kyle turns to Cassie. “You’re joking, right?”

			“I thought I’d come home and hang with my parents till I figured things out,” Cassie says. She glances at Maggie. “But I see you’ve already replaced me.”

			“No!” Maggie’s face burns. “I’m just your mom’s…”

			“Business associate,” Ingrid answers.

			Cassie studies her suspiciously.

			“I can totally leave and meet you at the airport tomorrow…” Maggie offers.

			“The airport! Where are you guys going?” Cassie asks.

			“New York,” Ingrid says. “And don’t be ridiculous. The driver’s going to be here at six. Stay. There’s plenty of room.”

			Cassie looks to her mom, her eyes suddenly hopeful. “You’re going to New York? Can I come? Oh my God, I love New York!”

			Ingrid makes a regretful noise. “I’m afraid that’s impossible. It’s a work trip.”

			“Figures,” Cassie mutters.

			Kyle puts his arm around Cassie and starts walking her to the stairs. “It’s late. Let’s talk in the morning. Maybe go for a walk on the beach?”

			Maggie’s about to head back to her own room when Cassie calls out to her from halfway up the stairs.

			“Don’t bother trying to make my mom happy. You’ll be trying forever.”
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			“I’m sorry. Cassie can be so dramatic,” Ingrid apologizes in the car. It’s half past six a.m. She and Maggie are in a black Escalade on their way to LAX. Ingrid’s holding a thermos of coffee, sipping quietly, her legs crossed, reading glasses in her other hand, Louboutin dangling as precariously as her mood.

			Last night was the first night since the transfusions began that she didn’t sleep well. Her old friend insomnia was back. How could Cassie just leave school like that?

			All night she thought about her daughter’s record, her other classes. She texted her girlfriends Laura and Joanne, asking them how to explain the big, gaping hole Cassie’s going to have in her transcript to her future employers. They texted back with various suggestions, some more helpful than others. Kyle, meanwhile, slept like a baby.

			“Please don’t apologize,” Maggie says. “I’m fine.”

			Ingrid glances at the driver, who thankfully is preoccupied studying the traffic routes on his screen. Last time, they sent a guy who listened to every word of her call with the studio, then told her which actor he thought they should cast.

			“She’s just so coddled,” Ingrid says, putting the coffee down and rubbing her temples. “So different from my son. She gives up at the first sign of anything hard. It’s always someone else’s fault.” She turns to Maggie and holds up a finger. “If there’s one thing I can teach you, it’s not to blame anyone else for your problems.”

			Maggie nods. “I won’t, I promise.”

			“I mean, why is she plastering her nudes everywhere in the first place? Why is showing her body the only way she’s interested in getting attention?”

			“I think she’s trying to figure it out,” Maggie offers softly. “That’s what being young is about. And she will!”

			“I don’t know about that. She never really has to sit in it, does she? The discomfort of the mess she’s created. Because that would require giving up her privilege. And she knows that if she fails badly enough, we’ll bail her out…” Ingrid rolls her eyes. “Even if I don’t, Kyle will.”

			“So just don’t bail her out?” Maggie suggests.

			Ingrid laughs. Sweet Maggie. She obviously doesn’t know Ingrid’s husband. He can’t do anything hard. Can’t tell his daughter to grow up. Can’t resist putting his hand on a young woman’s arm, even after everything he’s put Ingrid through. This is perhaps the biggest reason she didn’t get a wink of sleep. It wasn’t Cassie. It was the blatant way Kyle was flirting with Maggie all night.

			He thought Ingrid didn’t see, but it was all she saw. The way he kept refilling Maggie’s wineglass. Making jokes at Ingrid’s expense. Why did he have to tell Maggie how she got Rebecca’s rights? That was private. They’re about to get on a plane to go see Rebecca, for Chrissake! What was he thinking? He wasn’t. He doesn’t think.

			“Kyle’s exactly like Cassie,” Ingrid says. “That’s where she gets it from.”

			Then Maggie says something so completely unexpected that it throws her off guard.

			“I think it’s so beautiful how you guys are together. I met plenty of couples at the passport agency. You guys are the real deal.”

			It’s such a nice thing to hear, and Ingrid instantly feels bad for all her horrible thoughts about Kyle and Maggie. She plunges her gaze to her phone, afraid to make a sound. Her agent has forwarded her another email from Camila’s agent. She puts her reading glasses on and reads it.

			Just checking in re: Summer Rain. Camila and I need to know where you guys stand on this project. I spoke with Charlie who said that the film is not in active development. I spoke with another producer saying the option is actually expiring. Does Ingrid even have the option?

			“I’m fucking working on it,” Ingrid mutters out loud. Maggie glances at her, alarmed. “Sorry. Work.”

			As awkward as the outburst was, she’s grateful for the reminder of why they’re going to New York. This isn’t the time to stew over Kyle or stress about Cassie. She has business to do. She’s going there for a very specific reason—which is to remind Rebecca Thomas, the studio, the world, that she is the best person to make this movie. As they turn onto the 101, Ingrid tries her best to ignore the flashy billboards for movies and shows that are not hers.

			“So what’d you think of Summer Rain?” she asks, taking off her reading glasses. “Did you read it?”

			Maggie nods.

			She expects the girl to give her some long, gushing, flattering review, but what comes out is the opposite.
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			“To be honest?” Maggie asks. “I didn’t really get why she had to ditch her husband and get on the plane to go to Europe to find the perfect guy to have a fling with. Like, what? First of all, girl, you don’t need to go all the way to Europe for that. Second of all, that can’t be what fulfills us. A fling? No way.”

			Ingrid looks shocked. “You didn’t like that part?”

			“I mean, it’s like you asked Charlie: What do intimacy and connection really mean if we disentangle our identity and self-worth from a man’s? I don’t think the answer should involve a man.”

			“Interesting. What should it involve, then?”

			Maggie thinks. She doesn’t really know where she’s going with this, but she likes that Ingrid seems captivated. “I think the endgame is just having really great conversations as women…where we’re not competing and we’re not pretending. There’s none of that pick-me or mean-girl energy. That’s what I live for anyway. Like last night at dinner, when you were telling me how you learned to trust your vision. I’ll remember that so much more than a fling!”

			Ingrid smiles.

			“I’m serious!” Maggie says as the car pulls up to LAX. She follows Ingrid through security. Before they can talk more about the book, the staff at the gate surprise her with something that makes Maggie completely forget her train of thought—Ingrid booked her a seat in first class.

			“First class?” Maggie squeals.

			Ingrid laughs. “You didn’t think I’d let you sit back in coach while I was up here, did you?”

			Maggie tries to calm her beating heart as they settle into their spacious seats. Be cool. Let her think this is normal for you. But it’s not normal for her. She can’t help but think about little Maggie getting hoodies from the donation bin. Her eyes mist slightly as the flight attendant offers them glasses of champagne. Maggie takes one, playing with the controls on the armrest. As her chair turns into a bed, she snaps a selfie and sends it to her mom and Willa.

			Your girl’s flying FIRST CLASS! [image: star-struck emoji] [image: airplane emoji]

			Get it girl! [image: money-mouth face emoji][image: money-mouth face emoji][image: money-mouth face emoji][image: money-mouth face emoji][image: money-mouth face emoji] Willa writes back.

			[image: astonished face emoji] SO expensive! Mom replies.

			Maggie rolls her eyes, smiling. Don’t worry, my publisher’s paying for it!

			“My mama’s losing her mind!” she says to Ingrid with a laugh.

			Ingrid’s ordering an extra-spicy Bloody Mary from the flight attendant. Maggie asks for one, too.

			“So how’s your mom?” Ingrid asks, turning back to Maggie after the flight attendant leaves. She stretches out in her seat and covers her legs with a travel blanket. “Does she know about the transfusions?”

			“No, of course not. I know Dr. Samuels said there’s nothing to worry about. But immigrant mothers, their superpower is worrying.”

			“I think that’s all mothers,” Ingrid says. “What does she think you’re doing in New York?”

			“Meeting my publisher.” Maggie blushes.

			“Ah!” Ingrid nods approvingly. “I think that’s what I would have told my mother, too.”

			The flight attendant walks over with their drinks. The tabasco or horseradish or whatever’s in there is so strong, a squirt of tomato juice goes shooting up Maggie’s nose. She inhales sharply, her eyes stinging, but she smiles through the pain.

			“You OK?” Ingrid asks.

			“Yup! All good!” Maggie says, trying hard not to cough.

			“It takes a little getting used to! I picked it up from my mother. She loved a strong Blood Mary with a kick.”

			“What was she like?”

			“Very traditional. Dinner was always at six thirty. The house was always perfect. I don’t think there was a single school event she didn’t go to. Probably why she needed such a stiff drink.”

			Maggie giggles. “Mine did, too, for very different reasons.”

			Ingrid takes a long sip of her drink and gazes curiously at Maggie.

			“Like what?”

			Maggie shrugs. “She was just always working. You know, figuring out how to survive and what to do with me.”

			Ingrid puts her drink down and settles in, interested. “And what did she do?”

			Maggie stares down at her blanket. As the plane takes off, she feels her insides rattling. Here’s her chance. She wanted Ingrid to read her novella, didn’t she? Maybe she can just tell her. But there’s something really terrifying about telling her story out loud.

			“She had some…creative solutions.”

			“Like?”

			Maggie takes a gulp of her drink. “There was this woman my mom met at church. She had a nice house. Her name was Vivian,” Maggie begins. She can’t believe she’s going there, saying the words that have been so hard for her to write. She feels totally naked, but she can’t stop, because she’s invested in finding out how Ingrid is going to react.

			“Go on.”

			“She had a granddaughter, Charlotte. She was eight, with shiny blond hair and the nicest dresses I’d ever seen,” Maggie says. She closes her eyes for a brief second. She can see Charlotte. It sends a chill down her spine.

			“And how old were you?”

			“Twelve,” Maggie says. “Vivian asked if I could play with Charlotte after school. Charlotte’s parents were going through this nasty divorce, and her mom wouldn’t let her dad see her unsupervised, which was why Charlotte was always over at Vivian’s house. But Vivian didn’t know what to do with her. My mom said it would be good for me to play with another kid. A nice white lady with a real house, offering me something to do after school. Plus, she said she’d feed me.”

			“So did you go? To her house?”

			“Every day.”

			“But you didn’t like it?” Ingrid guesses.

			“I hated it. Charlotte was so spoiled; she’d run around the house breaking everything and throwing a fit. She was obsessed with asking me why I always wore the same clothes.”

			“How awful! Why didn’t you leave?”

			Maggie shifts in her seat, embarrassed to say it. “Vivian told me she would get me a Coach purse if Charlotte told the judge she liked being at her grandmother’s house more than her mom’s. And I really wanted one…” She looks down, shaking her head. “Looking back, it was so dumb.”

			“So they used you.”

			She nods, taking a sharp breath. When she closes her eyes, she can still see the zigzag lines of light catching the blue of their pool. Her mind flashes back to her and Charlotte in their swimsuits, sitting on the lounge chairs. Charlotte’s dad nursing his third beer of the afternoon. Vivian’s husband, Dodge, was reading the paper. Vivian came out from the kitchen, carrying a bowl of strawberries. She frowned at her son.

			“Will you slow down?” she asked him.

			He held up the beer and took an obnoxiously big gulp. Maggie always avoided looking at him when he got like this. She turned to Charlotte and asked if they should play a game. As much of a twerp as Charlotte was, a part of Maggie still felt sorry for her that she had a drunk dad.

			“Sure,” Charlotte said, sitting up. She grabbed the bowl of strawberries from her grandmother. Maggie sat up. Strawberries were $4.56 a box at the supermarket, something her mom could never afford. She held out her hand slowly, but a mischievous grin spread across Charlotte’s face, and she tossed the strawberry in the pool.

			“Charlotte, dear,” Vivian said, trying to keep her tone nice and patient. “You can’t throw fruit in the pool.”

			Charlotte grabbed another strawberry and threw that into the pool, too. “Your turn.” She elbowed Maggie, then pointed at her bowl.

			Maggie stared at the soggy fruit floating on the pool surface, then at Charlotte. It made her furious that Charlotte could be so wasteful. “What are you doing? Those are so expensive!”

			Giggling, Charlotte threw three more in. Vivian’s face turned the same shade as the strawberries as she commanded Maggie to go into the pool to retrieve them. Maggie thought about saying no. But then they’d be mad and she wouldn’t get her Coach bag. So she jumped in the pool, got the strawberries, and tossed them back at Charlotte. Unfortunately, one flew across the pool and landed smack in Charlotte’s dad’s beer. “The hell!” he protested.

			“Sorry…” Maggie muttered. She started swimming toward the middle of the pool, away from Charlotte’s dad. “We were just playing a game. I didn’t mean to hit you.”

			“A game?” Charlotte’s dad put his beer down. He grinned, getting up. “You know what? Let’s make this interesting!” Maggie’s eyes boggled as he dug in his pocket and retrieved his wallet. He took coins and ten- and twenty-dollar bills out and, to Maggie’s shock, tossed the money into the pool. “Whoever picks up more than the other wins the whole lot!”

			Charlotte jumped up and ran toward the pool. There must have been at least a hundred dollars in there!

			With all her might, Charlotte plunged into the water. Maggie turned toward the wet bills, kicking her legs against the edge of the pool. She swam past Charlotte, who was struggling to collect the shiny coins, while she went after the big bucks, grabbing twenties and thinking about all the wonderful presents she could get her parents. Maybe she could buy herself a Coach bag and get out of this place! She heard the adults laughing, “Look at Maggie go!”

			When she snatched the last bill, she emerged at the surface of the water, triumphant.

			“I did it!” she announced, showing the adults her fistful of cash. She laid out all the cash on the side of the pool to let the bills dry.

			Charlotte’s dad turned to his daughter, who opened her palm to reveal a handful of shiny coins.

			“That’s only $1.89. Next time, you gotta go after the big bucks, silly!” Dodge called out.

			Charlotte started crying, dropping all her coins back into the pool. Before Maggie knew it, Vivian announced, “Actually, you know what I think? I think it takes much more effort to collect coins from the bottom than the bills.”

			Maggie looked up from drying her dollars. Wait, what?

			Charlotte’s dad nodded. “The coins have more weight, so they fall faster to the bottom! I’d say Charlotte won!”

			“Agreed,” Vivian said.

			As Charlotte’s dad picked up all the wet cash from the edge of the pool and stuck the bills back into his wallet, Maggie plunged her head underneath the water. She didn’t want them to see her crying. She hated herself for believing in their stupid game. For thrashing around their pool like a seal. For picking up their strawberries like a janitor. Most of all…for still wanting to swim to the bottom and get the rest of the coins when they weren’t looking.

			The corners of her eyes glisten as she looks back at Ingrid. It’s the first time she’s ever told anyone that story. And from the way Ingrid’s gripping her Bloody Mary, the rage is trembling through her, too.

			“Tell me you left after that!”

			Maggie’s embarrassed to say it. “I should have. But then it was Christmas, and I thought for sure…”

			Ingrid lunges forward. A bit of her Bloody Mary spills. “Did she not get you the bag? Because I swear!”

			Maggie’s breathing hitches. She feels simultaneously gutted from the inside out, like a fish, and relieved now that the story is out.

			“I’ll never forget walking into their house that Christmas. The entire living room was full of presents. I thought, these can’t possibly all be for Charlotte. There’s gotta be one thing in there for me. Ten minutes into the whole opening game, I hear my name. Maggie! Maggie!”

			Ingrid puts a fist to her mouth.

			“They hand me a box. I’m taking my sweet time opening it. Then I hear the words, Gee, I hope Charlotte likes it!”

			“STOP,” Ingrid cries.

			“It wasn’t even for me.” Maggie’s eyes start watering. “I never went back after that. I just ran. I went into a random McDonald’s. And I called my mom.”

			Ingrid reaches over and gives Maggie a hug. Maggie apologizes for getting so emotional.

			“God, that gives me the chills. What a story!”

			“Really?” Maggie asks, feeling a rush of joy. “I’ve just been so stuck in my own head, trying to figure out whether I should even write about this. You know, because I’m trying to expand my novella into a novel. And wondering whether I have what it takes to write at all because…I’m just twenty-three.” She looks down. “I haven’t lived yet. That’s what the chair of my MFA said, Estelle Lu—”

			“I know Estelle Lu!” Ingrid announces.

			Maggie sinks in her seat. Are they good friends? Should she stop talking? But the words fly out of her mouth before she can stop them: “Yeah, well, she said I can’t write a novel because I’m too young.”

			Ingrid laughs. She reaches for her drink and takes a sip. “Let me tell you something about Estelle. I optioned her books once, so I got to know her. She grew up rich. That hard immigrant story…it’s all made-up. Her dad was a stockbroker. She and her brother grew up in Palo Alto. They played soccer on the Stanford lawn, OK? They’re the Vivians of the world. I think the story you just told of your life is way more interesting.”

			Maggie blinks in surprise. To hear, from Ingrid’s lips, that her life—her short twenty-three years, filled with embarrassing life decisions and terrible mistakes—is more interesting than Estelle’s, she feels like if she moves even a millimeter, she’ll break from happiness.

			“She probably sensed that from reading your manuscript. So that’s why she said it. To throw you off your game. Remember, there are only two ways to get ahead in this world—you either make something or take something.”

			Maggie nods vigorously at the profound statement. This is the sign she’s been waiting for. Ingrid’s just confirmed she has talent. She has what it takes! She needs to go for it! Her pulse thumps in her eardrums as she blurts out, “Will you help me get a literary agent?”
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			Ingrid doesn’t say anything at first. She smiles and takes a long sip of her Bloody Mary as she debates her options.

			The girl has balls, she’ll give her that. To ask her for a literary agent recommendation after they’ve only had two transfusions together? It’s way too soon. Whatever happened to waiting until you’ve proven yourself to the other person before you start asking for career favors?

			On the other hand, she’s not exactly thrilled to have to sit next to her for five long, awkward hours after she turns her down. She glances at her phone, tempted to just give her a referral. It would only take one text from Ingrid.

			Be careful. Don’t give too much too soon. It’ll make her want more, and eventually she’ll push too far and get hurt. Ingrid’s seen it too many times. And so she handles it the best way she knows how: She pretends not to hear the request.

			“Do you know what you want for lunch?” Ingrid asks, pointing at the menus.

			“What?” Maggie asks, confused.

			She grabs the menus and hands one to Maggie, telling her that the chicken marsala is quite good. Maggie doesn’t respond. She looks like her dog died as she mumbles to the flight attendant that she’ll take the chicken. Ingrid feels terrible and tries to get Maggie to go back to her story.

			“So where did you go after you left Vivian’s? Who did you hang out with? And how did you get into Williams?” Ingrid asks.

			Maggie doesn’t say anything for a long time.

			“I…uh…hung out with a girl. Tonya,” Maggie finally says.

			“Who was she?”

			“She was our neighbor. But my mom never wanted me to hang out with her much. Tonya was a…Let’s just say she always disappeared at night in really nice clothes.”

			Ingrid stiffens. “So she was a…?”

			“Yeah,” Maggie says quietly. Ingrid suddenly feels nauseous, the Bloody Mary stinging inside her.

			Ingrid doesn’t know why she’s getting so worked up. It’s just some random girl Maggie used to know. It’s not like Maggie’s a hooker. But all of a sudden, she feels a sharp ache in her rib cage, like it might crack if she hears another word. At the same time, she has to know every detail of Maggie’s encounter with this girl, right now.

			“Why did your mother let you hang out with a prostitute?”

			“Hey, no, Tonya was great,” Maggie says defensively. “She was a really smart person.”

			Ingrid’s own cheeks burn. It’s at this point that Ingrid realizes Maggie’s hands are shaking slightly in her lap. She’s upsetting the poor girl. It’s not her fault her friend was a hooker.

			“I’m sorry…I didn’t mean it like that.” She feels terrible, disgusted with herself for judging Tonya. Ingrid squeezes her own eyes shut. Before she can stop herself, she tells Maggie, “This isn’t about Tonya or you. It’s about Kyle.”

			“What about Kyle?” Maggie asks. Almost simultaneously, she adds, “Oh.”

			Ingrid’s horrified at her confession. She wishes she could drape the blanket over her face so Maggie won’t have to look at her for the rest of the flight.

			“Yeah,” Ingrid mumbles to her seat belt.

			“When did this happen?”

			“Five months ago.” Ingrid shakes her head. It feels weird talking to someone besides Geneva about it. “It was only one time. Still.”

			Maggie gets very quiet. “My boyfriend…he cheated on me, too.”

			Ingrid snaps out of thinking about her and Kyle. “You’re kidding.” Who would want to cheat on such a beautiful young thing?

			“You want to hear the worst part? It was with Estelle,” she adds.

			“With Estelle?!”

			Maggie nods, laughing suddenly. “He said he needed to do it for research because he was working on a novel.”

			They both start laughing and can’t stop. It feels good to cackle at the absurdness of men and their delusional decisions. When the laughing dies down, Ingrid looks over at Maggie, serious.

			“I’m sorry. You’re going to find someone better,” Ingrid promises her.

			“I already have,” she beams. “But it’s not a guy. I’ve got a great roommate. And now I’ve got a great mentor.” She holds up her glass.

			Ingrid smiles. They clink glasses.

			The flight attendant arrives with their food. Maggie reaches for a bread roll. “That’s what I’m saying about Summer Rain. You don’t have to build the perfect life with a guy. You can also build it with a friend who loves you the way you deserve to be loved.”

			Ingrid loves that last sentence. It’s bold and modern—Charlie definitely won’t be able to throw dated in her face. Ingrid lets herself imagine for a second what it would be like if they went that direction. “Could they still go to Europe?”

			“Sure! Why not? They could even buy a house together!”

			Now, there’s an idea. Ingrid remembers an article she read about seven girlfriends in China who bought a mansion to retire and die in together. She always thought that would make a great movie. “What about dating?” Ingrid picks at her salad.

			“They could still date! They could have boyfriends! None of that is off the table, but we’re not centering it. I don’t want to watch any more women agonizing over men. Too many tears have been shed over dicks as it is! They don’t deserve the airtime!”

			Ingrid lets out a guffaw. She’s with her there.

			“We’re centering women. We’re centering friendship. Companionship. Honesty. To me, that’s the next chapter in feminism.”

			The more Ingrid thinks about it, the more she likes it. It’s perfect. She can already see the headlines praising her for thinking of the perfect twist, one that brings Summer Rain into the zeitgeist of today! She finds herself saying the words “You have to come with me tomorrow morning. I want you to see Rebecca’s face when I pitch her in person!”

			Maggie’s fork falls out of her hand. “Really?”

			Ingrid nods, beaming. For all Ingrid’s whining and complaining about getting older, sometimes it’s nice. To recognize an amazing take when you hear it. To be able to make that call. To give zero fucks what anyone thinks, because you’ve earned that right. And this is the best take of them all—she can feel it in her blood.
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			Maggie jumps onto the plush bed in her five-star hotel on Sixth Avenue. She’s so thrilled Ingrid liked her idea for Summer Rain! There’s still hope for her book, despite Ingrid abruptly switching the subject after Maggie asked her for a literary agent. Maybe she just didn’t hear her. Or if she did, it caught her off guard. Which is understandable. They’ve only known each other for a minute. Maggie needs to be more patient. She just needs to keep on proving herself.

			She gets up from her bed and goes to her balcony. Her room has a view of lush Central Park. She snaps a selfie and sends it to her Williams Writers group chat. I’m in town bitches!!! She presses Send, then worries. Should she not have used bitches? She hasn’t really spoken to them in a while. Luckily, the responses come pouring in.

			YESSSS! Let’s grab a drink!

			I’m so in!

			OMG Maggie, haven’t seen you in forever!

			How’s tomorrow night?? 6:30? Where u staying?

			1 Hotel Central Park, she texts back proudly.

			Ooooh, fancy!

			Can you come to the East Village? There’s a great place with happy hour till 8!

			She types yes of course! and glances down at Manhattan. Somewhere on this island, her literary agent is walking around.

			

			—

			In the taxi the next morning, Ingrid instructs Maggie to just listen.

			“Authors are very sensitive, mercurial creatures. Especially when it comes to discussing any changes to their babies.”

			“Got it.” Maggie jots it down in her notebook.

			“Rebecca is a true writer’s writer. You’ll like her. She’s all about the work; there’s no ego. Her first book sold eight million copies when she was only twenty-six! Usually, when artists explode onto the scene like that, they tend to self-combust. But not Rebecca. You know why? Because she’s disciplined. She’s doing it for the art, not the attention.”

			Maggie soaks up all the little pearls of wisdom Ingrid’s giving her. She tilts her head in the light, wondering if Ingrid notices they have on the same lipstick—City Dawn. It’s a satin rose with a touch of plum. It took Maggie some effort to pinpoint the exact shade of lipstick Ingrid wears. She finally found out when she peeked inside Ingrid’s bathroom at her house.

			They get to the restaurant. Rebecca’s there with her literary agent, Stella Bardot. Rebecca is a white sixtysomething New Yorker, with a chic blond bob and a soft-pink sleeveless tweed dress. She looks like Candace Bushnell, and Maggie imagines the two of them getting drunk on cosmos, gabbing about New York men. Stella is a fortysomething white woman in an imposing navy blazer, pecking away at an email on her phone.

			“Rebecca! Stella!” Ingrid greets them, hugging them and giving them two kisses on the cheek each. “So good to see you ladies! This is my associate Maggie.”

			Maggie shakes their hands, complimenting Rebecca, “I’m a big fan of your work!”

			They order. Ingrid keeps it simple with a bowl of fruit and some coffee. And even though Maggie’s famished, she orders the same.

			“We have some really exciting news,” Ingrid says.

			Maggie sneaks peeks at Stella as Ingrid talks, still processing the fact that she’s sitting mere inches from a real literary agent. Maybe Stella could be the agent for her? Would it be weird to email her after this and mention they met here?

			“You’re finally ready to start shooting?” Stella asks. “Because after having the option for so long, that’s the only thing we can think of as being exciting.”

			Damn. OK, so maybe not Stella. Maggie glances at Ingrid.

			“Well, not yet.” Ingrid folds her hands. “But I wanted to bring you a new take that I’m very excited about.”

			“A new take? Here we go again…” She sighs dramatically and turns to her client. “I’m so sorry, Rebecca. If I’d known they completely squandered their time with this and they’re still at square one, I wouldn’t have suggested a meeting.”

			They start getting up.

			“Stella, you have to understand, we’ve been on strike. The entire industry was shut down for six months. But, Rebecca, once you hear this take that I’ve been working on, you’ll see why I’m excited. This is the one we’ve been waiting for.”

			Rebecca’s agent tells her, “You really don’t need to hear it. It’s like a house. They had their chance to sell it. Now it’s someone else’s turn.”

			But Rebecca sits back down, curious.

			“What is this riveting new take of yours that makes you think, at my age, I’ll feel it’s worth waiting for your movie?”

			Ingrid’s eyes glitter with anticipation.

			

			—

			No one moves when Ingrid finishes.

			It really was the mother of all pitches. Ingrid took Maggie’s idea and made it rain. Made it shoot fireworks in the sky. Made it ache. Made it classic. Made it new.

			“Well,” Stella says, glancing over at Rebecca. “That’s certainly…quite a take. We’ll have to discuss it, of course—”

			“I love it,” Rebecca says, cutting her agent off. “You’ve just articulated everything I’ve been searching for since I wrote the book at twenty-four. What is next for feminism? I always knew it wasn’t about a man. But I didn’t know what it was. No book or movie or society ever told me. You just put your finger on it—it’s decentering romantic relationships. Focusing on companionship instead. On friendship! It’s that warm hug from your mother, without the complications of your mother.”

			Maggie’s heart is beating so loud, she wonders if everyone else at the table can hear it. Does this mean…?

			“Will you please give us some more time? So we can bring this version to the screen?” Ingrid asks Rebecca.

			“We’d have to think about it,” Stella answers for her client. “It’s a bigger departure from the book, which’ll impact sales for the book once the movie is out.”

			“Forget the book sales,” Rebecca says decisively.

			“Well, no, wait a minute,” Stella cuts in. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be a complete departure. Couldn’t Isabella be seeking both a fling and a friendship…?”

			“No,” Ingrid says. Maggie turns to her, fascinated by her conviction. There’s no hesitation. It’s like the movie’s already shot in Ingrid’s head. “We have to pick one or the other, or it dilutes everything.”

			They look over to Rebecca. Maggie squeezes the napkin in her lap. She has to physically push her legs together to keep them from shaking.

			“I agree. It’s one or the other.” Rebecca pauses for an obscenely long time. “And I pick this new version. Kinda wish I had thought of it myself all those years ago.”

			Maggie is floating. As Rebecca reaches across the table and shakes Ingrid’s hand, Maggie extends her own under the table. It’s only met with air, but still!

			“We’ll be expecting a considerable increase in the option fee,” Stella adds as she shakes Ingrid’s hand, too.

			“Thank you for trusting me.” Ingrid beams. As Ingrid and Stella chat about the latest gossip on the literary scene, Maggie smiles to herself, celebrating the small detail that everyone glossed over. It’s tiny, really. So insignificant that it’s not worth mentioning. But she wishes the esteemed author and her agent somehow knew that the radical take that Rebecca likes so much was…hers.
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			“We got it! We fucking got it! Take that, Tasha Collins!” Ingrid screams inside the taxi as Maggie high-fives her.

			Maggie laughs. “That was amazing.”

			Ingrid’s phone rings. It’s Charlie calling.

			“Charlie.” She smiles into the phone. “Guess who just got Rebecca Thomas to give her another two years on the option?”

			Ingrid puts the call on speakerphone so Maggie can hear. She grins at her protégée.

			“You’re kidding! I had no doubt—but that’s fabulous! How’d you do it?”

			Breathlessly, she tells Charlie her fresh take.

			“I love it! It’s like a reverse Barbie, where the women are trying to find Barbie Land! I could totally see it!” Charlie exclaims. “And Rebecca was OK with it?”

			“She ate it up. In fact, you can reach out to her for a little statement if you want to make an announcement.”

			“Absolutely! We’ll get right on that,” he says. “Great job, Ingrid. You knocked it out of the park. Brilliant take!”

			Ingrid gets off the phone. She immediately emails Mel to let her know the studio’s not moving forward with her other take. She knows Mel’s been waiting, and while she usually prefers delivering disappointing news over the phone or in person, she doesn’t have the luxury of time. She doesn’t want Mel to read the announcement first. As she’s finishing up her email, Maggie asks her a question that makes her head jolt up.

			“So would I be writing the script that’s based on my idea?” Maggie asks.

			Ingrid puts her phone down. She studies Maggie. She knows she has to handle this delicately. The girl just gave her a home run. But a take and a screenplay are two different animals. The movie she’s just pitched requires someone to take the whole rom-com formula and turn it on its head. Someone with know-how. With experience. With a proven track record. It’s a matter of math, really. As amazing and fun as the girl’s idea is, she’s never written a script before. It’d be like asking a guy on the street to do a surgery.

			Gently, she says, “Studios, as a general rule, want a name.”

			“I just thought…since it’s my idea,” Maggie says, blushing.

			“And it’s a brilliant idea!” Ingrid offers. “But the thing about ideas is they flicker and dim all the time.” She looks sincerely into Maggie’s eyes. “I bet you have a thousand ideas in that brain of yours.”

			“I do have a lot of ideas.”

			“ ’Course you do. And some are going to work; some are not going to work. The only way to tell…is to hone your craft. Don’t worry about getting the credit and signing yourself up for every little thing. Just focus on what’s in front of you and do a really great job. Be patient. Prove yourself. That’s what greatness requires. You want to be great, don’t you?”

			Maggie’s eyes shine. “I absolutely want to be great.”

			Ingrid studies her. She can feel the hunger emanating from her. The girl may want to be great, but she does not want to be patient. Not that Ingrid blames her. She was that way, too, when she was young. She smiles. “I wasn’t going to say this to you until I got back and finished the whole thing, but I took a peek at your novella…the one you left on the dining table?”

			Maggie’s breathing hitches. She squeaks, “You did?”

			“I think it has serious potential, especially if you’re going to flesh it out into a novel,” Ingrid says. She knows she’s breaking her own rule not to overpraise new hires, but in Maggie’s case, it was earned. There were parts of the novella that were engrossing. What was even more engrossing was what Maggie told her on the plane about Vivian. “I’d be happy to work with you on it if you’re game.”

			“I’m totally game!” Maggie says. “Are you serious?”

			Ingrid nods. “You’ve got all the stories. That much is clear from the plane ride over. You just need to dig deeper. And who knows? If it works out, maybe I’ll even option it.”

			Ingrid threw that last part out there on a whim, but as she says the words, Maggie’s hands fly to her mouth.

			“Ingrid, I don’t even know what to say! That would be amazing!” she screams. The taxi driver looks back at them. Ingrid laughs.

			“Then it’s settled! We’ll start when we’re back in LA.” She holds up a finger. “I just have one rule for all my creative partners.”

			“Of course! What is it?”

			“Complete trust,” Ingrid says. “Trust in the process. Trust in each other. Trust in the story. It’s not about our egos or our feelings. It’s not even really about us. It’s all about the story. Whatever serves the story best. The story is always our North Star.”

			Maggie puts a hand to her chest. “The story is our North Star. I love that. I will absolutely serve the story.”

			“Then you’ll do great,” Ingrid tells her.

			She hopes the girl understands what she’s offering. It’s something so much bigger than a little screenplay credit. It’s the chance to build a name for herself that lasts. To skip the fifteen-minutes-of-fame trap that has this generation hooked and achieve something that will live on after her. But she’s got to be patient. Nothing great ever comes without sacrifice.

			Her mind flashes back to her younger self, in Professor Vogel’s office, trying to learn this very lesson. Was it uncomfortable writing his book for him? Serving up her ideas on a silver platter only for him to slap his name on top? Absolutely. It was infuriating. She gave him way more than just a little idea on an airplane. But she soldiered on because she knew, even then, credit is cheap. Proving yourself to the right person is priceless.

			Eventually, he penned her a recommendation letter that changed her life. Just as she, too, will open doors for Maggie…when the time comes. But she must be patient.

			“Thanks so much for offering me the opportunity,” Maggie says, reaching out an arm to hug Ingrid.

			“No problem,” Ingrid says. They arrive back at the hotel. “You going to be OK for dinner?”

			“Yes! I’m going out with some friends from college…unless you want me to cancel! We could work more on my book! Or—”

			Ingrid chuckles. “No, go and have fun with your friends. Hang on to your ideas; we’ll talk more later!”

			Maggie smiles, and they both step out of the car. Ingrid watches as Maggie sprints up the steps. She breathes in the scent of New York—the heady mix of power and dreams and sweat and sewage. She loves that about the city. One wrong step and you can end up in the gutter. Or you can end up on top of the world.

			She wonders which way the girl will go.

		

	
		
			23.

			Maggie points to herself in the bathroom mirror.

			“Prove yourself. That’s what greatness requires. You want to be great, don’t you?”

			She puts on another coat of City Dawn and nods briskly at her reflection. Did it hurt, hearing her idea come out of Ingrid’s mouth and not hearing her name associated anywhere near it? Of course it did. She’s never been snubbed so cleanly of a contribution before. But she can’t let that tiny fact distract her from the whopper of good news—Ingrid wants to option her book!

			Maggie grabs her jacket, delicately draping it over her shoulder, just like Ingrid always wears hers, and struts out the door to go meet her writer friends from college. Finally, she’s on the same level as them!

			

			—

			In the cab ride over to the bar, she FaceTimes Mom. She shows her parents the Chrysler Building as her taxi edges toward the East Village.

			“Look! Do you see it?” she asks.

			“Yes! Yes! We see! How was your meeting?” Mom asks, looking up from her soft noodles. Maggie’s glad she’s eating again. The first of the extraction surgeries had gone well.

			“It was amazing,” Maggie says. “They absolutely loved my ideas!”

			“What ideas?” Dad asks, ironing his janitor uniform.

			“Just uh…some marketing stuff,” Maggie says. She feels less bad lying now that Ingrid’s confirmed her book is good. It’s going to be a thing; she can feel it! With Ingrid’s option interest, she bets the literary agents will change their tune! The thought bubbles up…Should she send out a few new queries with this updated information?

			She’s temporarily distracted by the sight of a young Chinese girl, about twelve or thirteen, walking through Murray Hill with her mom. She suddenly remembers why she called her parents. “Oh hey, by the way, do you guys still have any of my old journals from when I was a kid?”

			“You mean those old cheetah-spotted ones? Think we threw them all away when we move to LA.”

			“Oh.”

			“What you need those for?”

			“It’s…for my book,” Maggie musters up the courage to say.

			There’s silence on the other line.

			“I thought you were writing thriller about blackjack,” Mom finally says.

			“Well, I don’t know. Vegas in general. What it was like growing up there, I guess.”

			“What about it?” Mom puts the phone up to her eyeball.

			“Anyway, just look for them, will you?” Maggie quickly gets off with her parents.

			She doesn’t know why it’s so much harder to talk to her parents about what happened when she was a kid than to Ingrid on the plane. They still don’t know what happened at Vivian’s. They just thought she had a fight with Charlotte that Christmas and didn’t want to go back. As the years passed, Maggie’s questions multiplied. Why did they let her go to a stranger’s house? What did they think was happening at Vivian’s?

			Every time, though, guilt or fear prevented her from asking. She didn’t want to hurt her mom. Nor did she need her mom to remind her of all the shit that was going on in her own life at the time. When your parents have sacrificed as much as hers have, do you still get to ask questions?

			

			—

			“Maggie!” Danielle, her friend who took the Narrating Change seminar with her, greets her when she walks into the bar. Danielle’s debut novel, set in the Caribbean about a Black music prodigy, had sold virtually overnight to Penguin in a six-house auction, but as Danielle leans in for a hug, her long knotless braids framing her warm brown cheeks, she has zero airs about her. “It’s so good to see you!”

			“You, too!” Maggie says, hugging her back. She turns and hugs the others. There’s Liz, whose collection of essays is coming out with HarperCollins in the spring; Ava, who, last Maggie heard, had just landed a major agent; and Aleena, a journalist who didn’t even need an agent—just sold her nonfiction book on proposal. There’s so much literary success at the table, it almost chokes Maggie.

			“So what are you in town for?” Danielle asks, gesturing for the waitress to bring them a margarita pitcher and some chips and guac. “Did you land an agent? Are we celebrating?”

			“Not yet.” Maggie shrinks a little at the admission. “I mean, I have a novella that I’m turning into a novel. I’m really excited about it. In fact, I just heard that a producer’s interested in optioning it.”

			“Get out!” Danielle erupts. “Who’s the producer?”

			“Ingrid Parker.”

			“The Ingrid Parker?!” Ava asks. Maggie grins, taking a sip from her margarita. Ava springs forward, and her gold hoop earrings dangle against her dark curls. “And you still don’t have an agent?”

			Maggie feels the impatience twitching in her fingertips. “Not yet, but—”

			“Girl, you need to query with that ASAP.”

			“You think I should?” Maggie asks.

			“Absolutely!” they bark at her.

			“It’s not, like, for sure yet,” Maggie admits, biting her lower lip.

			“Still, interest is interest. It’ll get their attention!” Liz tells her.

			“OK, we need to educate you on the reality of the publishing industry,” Danielle says. “This whole industry is built on the potential of hype. That’s how it works. Did you know that ninety-six percent of books sell less than a thousand copies?”

			Maggie laughs. She’s joking, right? That can’t be true. But everyone around the table nods, dead serious.

			“Fifty percent of books sell fewer than twelve copies. We found out that fascinating detail in the Simon & Schuster–Penguin Random House DOJ trial,” Danielle adds. “That’s like you put a copy of your book in everyone’s gift bag at a birthday party. And that’s it. Your reach as an author starts and ends at that table.”

			Maggie’s mouth forms an O.

			“How does the industry survive, then?” Maggie asks. “What about all those six-figure deals that you read about?”

			“It survives on the very few books that break out every year,” Liz says. “The lucky ones.”

			“And the only way to blow up is through TikTok, which we can’t control,” Danielle says, sticking out her thumb, counting the ways on her fingers. “Or if it’s a celebrity book club pick.”

			“Which, again, you have no control over,” Ava adds.

			“Or if it gets optioned and becomes a movie.” Aleena grabs her and grins. Maggie chuckles at her over-the-top enthusiasm. “Don’t you see? You’ve got to use that to land the agent. Now!”

			Maggie feels the intoxicating effect of what if take her over as she glances down at her phone. Are they right? Is she stupid to sit on this interest? What would Ingrid want her to do? Her face tenses when she thinks back to how Ingrid abruptly changed the subject on the plane when she brought up literary agents. OK, so Ingrid probably wouldn’t want her to query. But what does she want to do?

			“Shouldn’t I try to expand it into a novel first? With Ingrid?” Maggie asks.

			“Your new agent will want to be part of that process, I’m sure.” Danielle picks up her drink and offers sincerely, “All I’m saying is, if I were you, I wouldn’t wait. You don’t know when this option interest will disappear. It’s hard enough breaking into this industry as a woman of color as it is.”

			Maggie nods, appreciating her friend’s words. It never occurred to her that Ingrid might go back on what she said, but you never know. She glances over at her phone again.

			Maybe it’s the strong margarita or the power of being surrounded by women who all shot their shot or the fact that she just successfully convinced an author and a studio to make a freaking movie based on her idea, but that night, Maggie chooses herself over the story. She chooses now over patience.
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			Ingrid arrives at Le Bernardin. She’s not sure why she texted Dillon, her ex-boyfriend, but as she spots him across the room, in tan slacks and a tweed jacket with elbow patches, looking very much the bookish editor, she smiles.

			“It’s been, what?” he asks as Ingrid sits down in her little black dress.

			She’d picked it out this afternoon on Madison Avenue. It’s not as outrageously sexy as her plunging red number, but it’s flattering enough.

			“Thirty-three years,” Ingrid informs him.

			He leans in, whispering, “Well, no, because there was that one time you were in town.”

			“OK, we’re not going to talk about that one time,” Ingrid says, her cheeks warm.

			She can’t believe he brought that up. That one time, as far as Ingrid’s concerned, never happened. It was so long ago. And it was entirely different from what Kyle did. They weren’t even married yet. She was in New York, shooting a movie. Kyle was stuck somewhere in Europe for work. He was supposed to join her in New York on her last day but couldn’t because one of his deals was blowing up. Dillon coaxed her into going to a hot chocolate bar with him. They stayed in a snowy, chocolatey cocoon in that little bar, kissing until deep into the night.

			Their last attempt, premarriage, prekids, to rekindle things. And what did Dillon do? Nothing. Kissed her goodbye with his warm cocoa lips.

			Ingrid shakes off the memory. “How are the kids?”

			“Both out of the house! Tammy’s at Dartmouth and Josh is finishing up at Haverford,” he reports proudly. “And yours?”

			“Connor graduated from Harvard. He’s in Thailand, taking a gap year.”

			“Thailand, really?”

			“Yeah. Teaching English. Got himself a moped and everything.” Ingrid sighs. “Which we’re not exactly thrilled about.”

			“And Cassie?”

			“Cassie’s at Morrison College. Or was. She showed up on our doorstep right before I left,” she says, ordering a drink from the waitress. She’d tried to text Cassie earlier—what are your plans for today? She got back a [image: clown face emoji]. Which Ingrid took to mean Party it up! or You’re a joke, Mom. It really could go either way.

			Dillon laughs. “Well, I’m glad one of your kids got your spontaneity gene.”

			It stumps Ingrid for a minute. That’s why he thinks she left New York?

			They’d never really talked about it. Not even that snowy, chocolatey night, when they both tried to give each other a reason to stay.

			“For the record, I didn’t move to LA to be spontaneous.”

			“I know.”

			Does he? The waitress arrives with Ingrid’s wine. They both order. Dillon asks Ingrid why she’s in town and she tells him about her meeting with Rebecca. He congratulates her.

			“You’re going to make such a great movie with that, I just know it,” Dillon says.

			“Do you…watch any of my movies?” Ingrid asks slowly.

			Dillon nods. He proceeds to list his favorites, ranked by the type of screen he secretly watched them on.

			“I know you didn’t make them for the phone. But that’s the easiest to sneak on the subway.”

			“Helen won’t let you watch any of my stuff?” Ingrid asks, fascinated. And yet he watches it anyway. She beams proudly at this Oscar-worthy fact.

			“Are you kidding? We have a strict no-Ingrid rule in our house. Only trash entertainment.”

			Ingrid laughs.

			“It was hard when Fam came out. Everyone was talking about it. I think my wife really struggled. We’d get into these fights. She insisted that it was terrible. And I, well, you know I have very strong opinions on art—”

			“I do.”

			“Let’s just say I took a lot of trains that year.”

			Ingrid giggles. She quietly swirls her wine, enjoying the soft glow of the candlelight as she pictures him secretly cackling to her movies.

			“You look amazing, by the way,” Dillon says.

			“Thanks.”

			“Really, you don’t look like you’ve aged at all,” he says. He studies her. She feels his eyes on her neck, her shoulders. “How’s that possible?”

			Ingrid blushes. She feels younger. But this is the first concrete proof from a third party that she looks it, too. The thought crosses her mind that they could just grab a cab to her hotel. She lets herself play with the idea, just for a second.

			“You don’t look too shabby yourself,” she says, leaning forward.

			“Thanks. I changed back at the office. Just for you.”

			“What did you have on?”

			“A Snoopy sweatshirt and Birkenstocks.”

			Ingrid laughs. It feels good to flirt. Then, unexpectedly, Dillon reaches across the table and touches her hand.

			“Ingrid, I’m sorry I was so immature back then. I didn’t know how to handle being with someone like you. You knew exactly what you wanted. And I just…couldn’t keep up.”

			Wow. She was not expecting this.

			“It’s OK.” She glances at her hand, still under his.

			“You know, sometimes I think about that night…in that chocolate bar…I was such a fool to let you go,” he says. Ever so softly, he starts caressing her hand. Her blue eyes expand. What is he doing? At the same time, her heart is pounding. It feels so good and erotic and amazing and terrible. She rationalizes to herself, This is what Kyle did! You’ll finally be even! While another part of her is shouting Get out of there! He’s wearing elbow patches, for God’s sake! Finally, her eyes catch sight of her diamond ring on her finger, and she yanks her hand back.

			“I’m sorry. I’ve got to go,” she says, jumping up. She runs toward the door before he can stop her.

			“Ingrid, wait!” Dillon calls after her.

			The whole ride back to the hotel in the cab, she’s disgusted with herself. Dillon? Really? The guy who once told her he felt emasculated by her success? Who once called her taste in books “chick lit with fancy jobs” during a company-wide meeting? Apparently all it takes for her to think about hopping back into bed with him is his mentioning a couple of her movies. She slides down in the cab, furious at herself. What was she even doing at that dinner? Did she really think that she could come to New York, a fifty-three-year-old woman, and have her own affair? Just to get even with her husband? At the same time, her fingers reach for the part of her hand that Dillon had caressed, missing his touch. It had felt good. Sexy and delicious. A current runs through her as she allows herself to think of where the night could have carried them.

			His hand on her leg under the table. His lips on her ear as he pulls her toward him. Him slowly unzipping her dress in her hotel room.

			She leaves the cab, practically soaking…missing her husband and hating him, too. Hating that he did this to her. Hating that he hurt her so much that she went out with Dillon. And most of all, hating that Kyle hadn’t just flirted, he actually went through with it.

			He saw everything they built together flash through his brain, and it wasn’t enough to make him stop.
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			Maggie drops her suitcase and heads straight to Willa’s room when she gets back to LA.

			So far none of the agents she emailed has written back. Maybe they all see through what she’s doing, trying to dangle Ingrid’s interest and turn it into a quick offer. Her face cringes. It had all seemed so fun and exciting over margaritas at the bar. Now, in the sober, burning sun of LA, it makes her bite her nails to the quick. She needs some of Willa’s positive affirmations. But her roommate’s in the middle of a cam session when Maggie walks in.

			“Oh my God, sorry,” Maggie says, turning to give Willa some privacy. Willa flashes her a smile as she reaches for her robe to cover up her bare chest.

			“You’re back! I thought you weren’t getting in till tonight!” Willa says, tying her robe.

			Some old guy with the screen name CrazyFunFrank barks from the screen, “Who’s she? She joining?”

			“No!” Willa tells him. He looks about seventy, wearing a muscle tee that should be categorically off-limits to seventy-year-olds.

			“We’re going to have to start all over, honey. I’m not paying for this interruption!” he barks.

			“I can’t start all over. I have an audiobook audition after this!”

			“Well, you’re going to have to cancel.”

			Willa sighs, then nods reluctantly. “ ’Course, baby,” she says. “Don’t worry, I have all the time in the world for you.” She gives Maggie an apologetic look, and mouths, We’ll talk later!

			Maggie feels terrible as she exits the room. Now her friend’s going to miss her audition because of her. There’s gotta be a way to make it up to her.

			Once again, she thinks of her friend Tonya. Contrary to what Ingrid thinks of Tonya, she really was an incredible human. And whip-smart, too. In fact, Maggie even wrote about her life in her Williams admissions essay. It was Tonya who taught her that she could make money in high school by helping rich people sell their used clothes. It was Tonya who thought of the side hustle to help seniors in retirement homes buy gifts for their grandchildren since they can’t go anywhere. Some of those hustles were more lucrative than others, but they were always trying to hit “the number.” Everyone had a number, according to Tonya.

			For Tonya, it was $60,000. That was the amount it would take for her to quit turning tricks and do something else. It doesn’t seem like a lot to Maggie now, living in LA, but at the time, it was huge. Tonya believed with all her heart that if she ever got to $60,000, she’d stop. She’d finally have enough to push through her fear of failure.

			Maggie thinks of how much $300,000 would do for Willa and her acting. It would change everything! She could afford the best acting coaches! She could fly to auditions happening in New York! She could do theater! Maggie taps open her phone and is about to search up Off-Broadway auditions when she sees an email from a literary agent:

			Dear Maggie,

			Thanks for sending me your novella WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS and letting me know about Ingrid Parker’s interest in optioning it! How EXCITING! I think it’s an excellent idea to expand this into a novel. I would love to hop on the phone with you and Ingrid next week to discuss the project, if you have time. I’m already thinking of editors who would jump at the opportunity to work with you and Ingrid on this novel!

			A bit about me: I’m an associate literary agent at TBG, working actively to build my list. I represent women’s fiction and am especially interested in book club fiction with wide commercial appeal (such as this one!). Please let me know your avails and congrats on your incredible work.

			Sincerely,

			Hannah Reid

			Maggie rereads the email no less than eight times. She’s boiling in her sweatshirt, sweat rolling down her back from the excitement that she’s finally done it! A literary agent is interested in representing her! At the same time, there’s no mention of her actual writing. Nothing in the email about the plot or the characters or the atmospheric prose. She always hoped that when she finally got the email, it would have enough lavish praise about her words to make up for all the cruel, curt rejections.

			But aside from the word incredible, there’s nothing here. Just that Ingrid’s interest means a lot. They want to work with Ingrid, not her.

			Then a new worry lodges: How the heck is she going to get on the phone with her and explain that Ingrid won’t be joining—she never exactly agreed to option her book, just said she might?
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			Ruby-red forever roses greet Ingrid when she walks back into her office. For a second, she fears they might be from Dillon. He sent her two texts after the dinner, both casual, no mention of the hand-holding, thank God. Both of them she deleted. The flowers, thankfully, are from the studio.

			Congratulations! xx Charlie, the note reads.

			Ingrid leans over to smell the roses, careful not to touch the petals with her nose. It’s so LA to send preserved roses now, their delicate petals treated with a silica-based chemical solution to keep them pristine and youthful all year round, just like the women who roam the streets. Ingrid fought the trend, but now her house is filled with the preserved flowers. They look and smell exactly like regular roses, but they are supposed to last forever. Unless you touch them with your aging human finger, of course. Then they rot.

			She tosses the card aside and reaches for the phone.

			“Beautiful roses, Charlie,” she greets him. She puts him on speaker. “And thanks for the announcement on Deadline!”

			Ingrid saw the article shortly after landing in LA. In it, Rebecca is quoted as saying she wouldn’t trust any other producer but Ingrid Parker to make her book into a movie. On social, everyone shifted from talking about the Camila crisis to Summer Rain and what an iconic movie it’s going to be.

			“Thought you would like that quote from Rebecca!” Charlie says.

			“So let’s talk writers. I’d love to get a woman—”

			“Before we do that, I just want to make sure we’re all on the same page before we move forward.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“C’mon, Ingrid. We just need a little pitch. Doesn’t have to be long. Twenty minutes. Let us hear the full take—”

			Ingrid lets out a long, exaggerated sigh. “You’re not serious…” She rubs her temples with her fingers. “I already gave you the take!”

			“You had a ten-second conversation with me from a cab.”

			Ingrid feels the urge to stick her whole face in Charlie’s flowers.

			“We just need to get a feel for the tone so we can all visualize it. That reminds me, for the pitch deck—”

			“Pitch deck? Are you kidding me?” Ingrid jolts forward.

			“Ingrid, you know I want this to work this time. But there are just so many ways to go with the movie! I want to make sure we don’t get stuck in development hell again.”

			Ingrid smothers all expletives. “Fine.”

			“And for the lead, I know you want Camila, but maybe we can get a few other options…just for the pitch?”

			Ingrid doesn’t say anything. She knows what he’s getting at. This thing will be easier to push through if they throw in bigger names. Actresses everyone’s going to recognize and there won’t be any problems with. Someone who’s not going to be difficult. She’s tempted to remind him of her promise to Camila. But she bites her tongue. Now’s not the right time.

			“Just for the pitch,” he repeats. “How’s Monday?”

			After she hangs up, she sits at her desk for a full five minutes, feeling a little bad. Was it wrong of her not to push back? Roxanne comes into her office. Camila’s on the phone, she says.

			“Do you want me to say you’re not in?”

			“No, put her through,” Ingrid says. Maybe there’s a way to lessen their reservations about her. Ingrid picks up her phone.

			“Ingrid, I just wanted to say congratulations! I read the news on Deadline about the option. So we’re going forward?”

			“Working on it,” Ingrid replies honestly. “I just need to do a quick pitch. We’ll be off to the races by next week.”

			“Is there anything I can do to help?” Camila asks.

			Ingrid pauses. “I’m going to be honest with you. All this bad press about the last movie…The guys are worried.”

			“They’re worried? About me?”

			“They just want to make sure you still want to be in business with FYC Studios. After everything that’s happened, I can completely understand if you don’t. But if you do, we need to know that’s where your headspace is,” Ingrid says as tactfully as she can.

			“ ’Course I want to be in business! I’m an actress!”

			“Then show them that. Make them realize you’re one of their best—”

			“I haven’t posted anything since my initial video, which I would delete, but that would send even more red flags to my fans…”

			“No, no, I know! Don’t delete it. But maybe…you post something good about Uncharted?” Ingrid suggests gently. “Something to show how grateful you are. That you’re a team player?” Ingrid grimaces at her own words. “I know it’s so gross, but you know these guys. They love gratitude.”

			Ingrid waits, hoping Camila understands. All she wants is to be able to put Camila’s face on the pitch deck along with five more famous faces and enthusiastically recommend they give it to her because she’s the best person for the role, not someone they have to give it to.

			“No, I totally get it. I appreciate that. Thank you for watching out for me, Ingrid.”

			“Always.” Ingrid smiles.

			

			—

			That night, she’s working on the pitch deck at home. The slides are almost ready, but the take itself is not quite landing. She decides to check her email. That’s when she sees five emails, all from various literary agents she knows in New York:

			Dear Ingrid,

			Hope you’re well! Just wanted to check in with you regarding a project—Maggie Wang, who sent me a very funny and engaging novella, WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS, says you’re optioning it and she’s expanding it into a novel? It would be a total honor to work with both of you, but just wanted to check before I extend an offer to Maggie, because of course editors will be very interested to hear of the option!

			Fondly,

			Ella

			Hi Ingrid!

			Congrats on Summer Rain—I heard from Stella! That’s incredible! Reaching out re: a manuscript on submission that I just received—WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS by Maggie Wang! From the pages I read, it’s quirky and fun! I understand from the author that you’re optioning it! Do you think there will be an official announcement soon? I’d love to get the full lay of the land before I figure out next steps! Call me!

			Best,

			Megan Butler

			The rest of the emails are exactly the same—all enthusiastic, politely curious emails confirming her optioning this book, which isn’t even a full book yet. A thin vein pulsates on Ingrid’s forehead. This is outrageous! Maggie took what Ingrid told her in the car—out of kindness—and now she’s dropping her name all over New York? For a second, Ingrid is tempted to hit Reply on all of them and write, No, I’m not. Three words. Done.

			But then she reminds herself, Maggie isn’t just anyone. She can’t just scream What the fuck at her. She needs her. She stares at the transfusion needle marks on her arm.

			Then she picks up the phone and calls Maggie.
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			Maggie’s trying to figure out how she can expand her novella when Ingrid calls. She’d spent the better half of the day convincing herself that it was the right move to query those agents. Willa thought so, as did her writer friends. Didn’t Ingrid herself say at dinner, You gotta drive it like you stole it, because if you hesitate, some underqualified guy will take it from you?

			But it was a TikTok video that finally cemented it for her. This woman was talking about the difference between rich people and poor people: Rich people know how to futurecast. They know how to envision themselves in the future and live in that mindset rather than always living in the energy of the present. The woman then threw out a question: “Imagine yourself in ten years. What is the situation you envision for yourself?”

			That’s when it hit Maggie that in ten years, she’s going to be forty-three. She no longer has an infinite amount of time to figure it out and take her sweet time. If she’s adding ten years to her age through this procedure, she should also be adding to where she should be in her career. It’s a gut punch of a realization, which is why for the last hour, she’s been manically trying to plot, because career-wise, by forty-three, she definitely wants to be published multiple times over.

			“Hey!” Maggie answers, putting her coffee down. “What’s up? I was actually just plotting the book!”

			“Hi,” Ingrid says. There’s a tightness in her voice. Maggie furrows her brows, putting her pen down. Is she mad about something?

			“How’s Cassie?” Maggie asks, guessing maybe there’s a problem with her daughter.

			“She’s fine,” Ingrid says. “Everything’s fine. Actually…it’s not. I received five emails, all from various literary agent friends of mine in New York. They said that you queried them?”

			Oh shit. “Uh-huh.”

			“Did you tell them that I’m optioning your novel?”

			“Ummm…”

			There’s a long, deep, disappointed sigh on the other end.

			“I’m really sorry…” Maggie says, the heat crawling up her neck. She’s so mortified, if it were possible to crawl into the tiny speaker of her phone, she would. Just so she wouldn’t have to listen to that insanely long sigh, which even her mother’s pales in comparison to. “I don’t know what got into me. I just got really excited! About, you know…us working together!”

			“I understand,” Ingrid says. “But you can’t use my name without running it by me.”

			“I won’t, I know—”

			“I mean, I think that goes without saying. It’s just unprofessional!”

			“Totally.”

			“These people…they all know me. I have relationships with them!”

			Maggie closes her eyes. She wishes Ingrid would stop. At the same time, she totally deserves it. It was so stupid, she knows.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you, honestly, I’m so sorry!”

			“I’m not upset,” Ingrid says in a tone that definitely sounds upset. “I just don’t know why you would do it when I told you I was going to work on fleshing out the story with you.” Her tone softens. “Did you honestly think that I would just let you cold query when it’s all done and not help you get an agent?”

			Maggie’s speechless. Now she feels awful. “No…”

			“Maggie. Remember what I said in the car? Trust in the story.”

			“I do trust the story, but I…”

			“But you what?”

			She dips her head. Finally, she says in a tiny, shaky voice, “I don’t have all the time in the world like everyone else anymore, you know? I was just watching a TikTok about where I’m going to be in ten years. I’m going to be forty-three, Ingrid. I can’t still be querying at forty-three.” She shakes her head, immediately regretting how that came out. “I mean. Of course you can still query at forty-three. People query at all ages all the time, but those people…they’ve been doing other things. Or they’ve been trying for twenty years. I don’t have twenty years to try…”

			“It’s OK,” Ingrid says. “I understand.”

			Maggie nods, breathing in deeply. Does she? Does she understand the loud clock ticking? Can she hear it over the phone?

			“You’ll have an amazing, full life and a wonderful publishing career, I promise,” Ingrid says. “But you can’t jump the gun. The story’s not a novel yet.”

			“I know.” Maggie exhales.

			“Focus on making it good. Keep plotting. That’s where your energy should be spent, not on trying to get one of these agents to bite. Make the story the best it can be with me. I’ll tell you when it’s ready. Then, when you query, believe me, you’ll get your pick of agents.”

			Maggie’s relieved that Ingrid still wants to work with her. “Thanks, Ingrid. It really means a lot to me.”

			“Happy to help,” Ingrid says.

			Maggie gets up from her desk and starts unpacking her clothes. “How’s everything going with Summer Rain?”

			Ingrid makes an ehhh sound. “The pitch is Monday morning. I’ve got the deck all done, but the story itself is taking a little longer than I expected…”

			Maggie stops unpacking. “Well, if you need help, I’m happy to take a crack at it!”

			There’s a long pause, during which Maggie holds her breath. Then Ingrid says, “I wouldn’t mind another set of eyes. Are you sure?”

			“Absolutely!” Maggie says. “Send me over what you’ve got! I’ll get right on it!”

			They get off the phone, and Maggie jumps back to her desk. As painful as it is to have to cancel all her agent calls, she sets her mind to making it up to Ingrid by acing her first writing assignment for a major movie.
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			Ingrid shoots off her working draft to Maggie, along with some samples of other pitches from other projects. She’s feeling pretty proud of herself for handling that so beautifully when she gets a text from Charlie.

			Check Camila’s IG.

			She taps on her Instagram and sees a new post. It’s a photo of Camila and Ingrid together on set. The caption reads:

			Thank you so much to all the fans of Uncharted for your messages of love and encouragement. I’m speechless with gratitude. A special thank-you to my producer, Ingrid Parker, for ALWAYS championing women, particularly women of color, for her guidance and faith in me, and for advocating for me, and to the studio for being so supportive of this movie. Much love and respect. [image: heart emoji]

			Cassie walks in as Ingrid’s smiling.

			“Mom?” Cassie asks, plopping down on one of her chairs, in a tennis dress, sipping some sort of chocolate concoction that Ingrid assumes Dolores made for her.

			Ingrid puts her phone down.

			“Yes, sweetheart?” She takes her reading glasses off, getting into full mom mode. “How are you, honey? Have you talked to your professor?”

			“No…” Cassie sighs, putting her chocolate drink down. “I told you, Mom, I’m not going back. I need a break. But I want you to know, I’m not just going to fuck around in LA. I’ve joined a screenwriting class.”

			This is news to Ingrid. She leans over as Cassie gets out a crumpled-up flyer from her tennis dress pocket and shows it to her. Learn the fundamentals of screenwriting! the flyer promises. It’s being taught by someone Ingrid has never heard of. Still, Ingrid considers it progress. It’ll get Cassie out of the house. Plus, it’s kind of cool that Cassie’s interested in making movies.

			“That’s great!” Ingrid says. “Where is this?”

			“In West Hollywood. Figured it would be more fun than me just writing on my own.”

			Ingrid nods. “You know you could just ask me—”

			“Nope!” Cassie wags her finger. “If I’m going to do this, I’m doing it on my own or I’m not doing it at all. Contrary to what you might think, I actually learned a lot in college. I’m aware of my privilege. I don’t want people calling me a nepo baby.”

			Ingrid sits back. “I’m really impressed, Cassie.” Maggie was right. Maybe Cassie’s finally waking up. Maybe this whole nude picture thing was a blessing.

			Cassie looks up shyly. “It…would be pretty cool if you came by my class and talked about story sometime. I know your schedule’s probably crazy with all your projects, but—”

			“No,” Ingrid quickly says. “I’ll make time.”

			Her daughter’s face blooms, then falls when she notices a bit of chocolate smeared on the neck of her white dress.

			“Dolores!” she yells, getting up. “My dress…can you wash it?”

			Ingrid stops herself from rolling her eyes. OK, so maybe her daughter can’t change everything overnight. But this screenwriting class is a start. After Cassie leaves, Ingrid turns back to her pitch deck, positioning Camila front and center in her presentation. She sees Kyle walking by.

			“Hey,” she calls out to tell him the good news. “Did you hear about Cassie’s class?”

			Kyle walks into her office, holding a bulky contractor’s measuring tape.

			“Yeah! I think it’s awesome!” Kyle says, glancing at the large yard out the window in her study. He starts measuring the window.

			“What are you doing?” she asks, amused.

			“Just taking a few measurements,” he says. “Did you know that if we build an accessory dwelling unit in the back, we could rent this place out for $28,000 a month?”

			The non sequitur throws Ingrid for a second. “Yeah, and where would we stay?” she asks.

			“In the ADU! It would be our little guesthouse!” he says, gesturing for her to come look out the window. “I’ve measured it. It’d be smaller, of course, and we’d lose the view, but we’d have passive income—”

			Ingrid starts laughing. He’s not seriously suggesting they move into some type of backyard tiny home, is he? When Kyle doesn’t laugh back, she gawks at him. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“Just think about it. Why do we need all this space? The kids are grown. Maybe it’s time we let another family live in the main house.”

			“I’m not letting some other family live in my house just so we can collect passive income. I thought you were going to get a job!”

			When Kyle doesn’t say anything, Ingrid narrows her eyes.

			“I don’t know if that makes sense,” he finally says. “Do I want a new job at my age? I don’t know that I need all that stress.”

			The privilege of his words sends shock waves through her.

			“No one needs stress, Kyle,” Ingrid says. “You think I need stress?”

			“Which is why I’m saying let’s let the house make some money for us!” Kyle gestures with his hands. “We’re pushing sixty. It’s time to start planning—”

			“No, it’s not time to start planning anything!” Ingrid barks back.

			“If we live frugally, if we’re smart, we could live off the rent—”

			“I don’t want to live frugally! And I’m certainly not having my house make more money than my husband!”

			Kyle tosses her a look. “That is an incredibly hurtful thing to say.”

			He did not just bring up hurt. He wants to have this conversation? She’ll have this conversation.

			“Is it, Kyle?” she asks. “Is it hurtful to tell you that I wish you hadn’t lost your job because you couldn’t keep it in your pants?”

			Kyle sighs as he plants himself down on a chair. “Here we go again.”

			“Yes, here we go again.” Ingrid’s eyes water before she can even get the words out. She thinks of how small and pathetic she felt the whole plane ride home. How it made her want to gag every time she thought about Dillon. And yet. A part of her was infuriated with herself for not going through with it. That’s how much Kyle hurt her. “It didn’t just cause me pain, Kyle. It caused me shame.”

			“I was ashamed, too! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you in counseling!”

			“Were you ashamed, Kyle, every time you looked at your body in the mirror? Every time a younger woman walked by you, did you think about your cellulite? Your C-section scar? Your breasts? Did you wonder which one of these made your husband look at another woman and convince himself it’s OK to forget us?” Ingrid stabs her chest with her finger, trying so hard to hold on to all her emotions. “Because that’s what I did.”

			“Ingrid…” Kyle’s voice softens.

			He walks over and tries to hug her, but she warns him, “Don’t.”

			“I’ve worked my whole life not to feel shame. Not to compare myself to other women. With one act, you reduced me.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry,” he cries, his voice pained. He sits back down and peers at her, almost like a child. “But when are you going to let it go?”

			She hates the neediness of his question. Even now, he’s putting this on her. When is she going to let it go? Why can’t she just forget the one time he messed up so they can get back to being happy? What’s wrong with her?

			“Please…” he begs. “Just let it go. It wasn’t about you or your body.”

			“Then what was it about?”

			Kyle drops his gaze. He still hasn’t given her a clear answer.

			“Well?”

			“I don’t know. I just needed to feel bigger. I’d lost the firm a client.” He shakes his head, clearly disgusted with himself. “It wasn’t easy…hanging on to that job…constantly fighting off the younger guys who were trying to poach my deals. The pressure just got to me. I know it was wrong and stupid, but I didn’t think. I swear, it had nothing to do with you, my love.”

			She takes in his sad, gray eyes, his hollowed face, his tanned, rugged skin. Her best friend of over thirty years. That feeling he’s describing, of losing his edge, of course she gets it. She feels it every day. It’s why she’s getting the transfusions. If this were a Hollywood movie, this would be the moment she goes to him. This would be the moment they finally reconnect.

			But that’s Hollywood. And real life is mired in a thousand tiny paper cuts.

			She thinks of her own father. The perfume wafting from his shirt as he sat down after work to watch TV with them. And her mother, never making a thing of it. Always asking him at dinner with a straight face, how was his day? Did he like his carrots? He took her dignity. And the woman still made him dinner.

			She thinks of herself. How terrified she feels every time one of her friends calls her and starts asking about her and Kyle. It’s one of the reasons she has stopped going out with her girlfriends. Now she’s so lonely. All the time.

			She thinks of her daughter. If Cassie ever found out what Kyle had done, it would break her. Her daughter loves her dad too fiercely not to forgive him. She would be forced to accept, if to nobody else but herself, that this is just what men do. And Ingrid can never do that to her daughter, which is why she can’t tell her. How can Kyle put that kind of distance between her and Cassie?

			Finally she thinks of her son, Connor, who got cheated on himself last year, which was one of the reasons he decided to go halfway across the world to Thailand. So he could forget and process and heal. How could Kyle do this to Connor?

			For all these reasons, Ingrid doesn’t go to him. Instead, she turns back to her computer.

			“You’re not building the ADU,” Ingrid says.

			“And if I find a job, will you forgive me?” Kyle asks.

			Ingrid doesn’t answer him. The question reminds her of all the times he’s said Tell me what would make you happy after they’ve had a fight. She’s done giving him a road map back to her heart. He has to figure it out. She simply puts her reading glasses on again and gets back to her work.
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			Maggie spends all weekend working on the pitch for Ingrid, determined to blow her away with her writing skills. She stays up late polishing the pages until they’re ready for Willa to read.

			“It’s gotta be perfect!” she tells Willa when she carries her laptop into her friend’s room. “It’s gotta remind her that I’m actually a great writer, not, you know, a bumbling idiot who uses her name to get literary agents.”

			Willa puts both hands on Maggie’s shoulders. “You are not a bumbling idiot! You were querying your book. You’re allowed to query your book!”

			Maggie bites her lips, looking shyly at Willa. “But it feels like I really messed up? And now she won’t trust me as much.”

			“You’re giving her too much power again. She’s just a person. She’s not the architect of your life…”

			She may not be the architect, but she has the profound ability to influence the outcome. That much is clear from the whole agent debacle. Maggie only had to mention Ingrid’s name, and all those literary agents sat up. She’s huge. Maggie points to her computer. Willa takes it and reads quietly.

			“It’s perfect! Send it!” she says when she’s done.

			“Really?”

			“Really.”

			“But should I wait a day? Maybe work on it some more?”

			“How much is she paying you for this pitch?” Willa asks, crossing her arms.

			“Nothing—”

			“Exactly. Just send it,” Willa says.

			Maggie takes a big gulp of breath and presses Send on the email. Willa hugs Maggie and proceeds to tell her about the unexpected gift card she received from a fan. It had five hundred dollars on it! She’s getting new headshots done with the money! Maggie smiles. She finally managed to think of the perfect way to start gifting Willa cash without her knowing it. Prepaid Visa gift cards! They order takeout, and Maggie helps Willa choose between photographers.

			

			—

			It does not take long for Ingrid to respond.

			Wow! This is really good stuff! I’m so impressed, she texts on Sunday night.

			OMG I’m so happy! Maggie types back, relieved. So are you going to use it???

			Absolutely, I’ll let you know how the pitch goes tomorrow!

			You want me to be there? She hopes Ingrid says yes. The Rebecca meeting was so inspiring. Maybe this time, Ingrid will give her the chance to present her ideas herself.

			All of a sudden, her phone rings. Ingrid’s FaceTiming her.

			“Hey!” Maggie says, smiling. Ingrid’s in a robe, in her kitchen, rummaging through her cupboard.

			“Hey! Thought this would be easier than texting. Of course I’d love for you to be on the Zoom with me,” Ingrid says, grabbing a tin of tea, “but this isn’t that kind of meeting. Really high level, I’m afraid. Kinda needs to be just me…”

			“No, of course!” Maggie says, trying to hide her disappointment. “Well, if you need anything else, I’m here.”

			Ingrid smiles and sets the phone down on the counter while she makes her tea. “And how are you doing? How’s the plotting going?”

			“Good!” Maggie says. Then confesses, “Actually, I’m kind of stuck. I don’t really know how much of the Vivian stuff I want to put in.”

			“You should definitely put that in! It’s so good!”

			“But what if it’s…too depressing?”

			“It’s not too depressing! Not if you do it right! It’s vulnerable and real. There’s almost a Goldfinch quality to it. Have you read that book?”

			“ ’Course!” Maggie’s heart quickens. The Goldfinch won a Pulitzer Prize! To hear her book even being uttered in the same breath is surreal!

			“Remember the part where the boy went to live with that rich family?” Ingrid asks.

			“Yes!”

			“Yours is even more dramatic because your mom wasn’t even dead,” Ingrid says.

			Maggie smiles weakly. She knows Ingrid’s just critiquing the story, but it feels weird hearing her life described that way. She grips the phone and confesses the other thing that’s been weighing on her chest. “I just don’t know how my parents will take it…I haven’t even talked to them about it. And there are so many questions I have, like why did they trust Vivian?”

			“Have you asked them?”

			“No,” Maggie mutters. “It’s not exactly easy…interviewing your parents.”

			“You’re afraid. You don’t want to hurt their feelings. I get it. But remember, you can’t worry all the time about other people’s feelings if you want to make good art.”

			“That’s such a good point,” Maggie says. “I just…I don’t know how to bring it up with them.”

			There’s a long pause. Then Ingrid offers, “Tell you what, since you helped me out with the pitch, I’m going to help you with this. We’ll go interview your parents together.”

			Maggie thinks she’s kidding until Ingrid starts tossing out times she’s free.

			“You serious? But Pasadena’s like an hour away, and you’re so busy—”

			“I am really busy,” Ingrid admits. “But I meant what I said about helping you with this manuscript. I’ll see you there after my pitch.”

			A swarm of questions flies into Maggie’s head: Who does she tell her mom Ingrid is? What if she asks how they met? What if her mom’s bullshit detector goes off? But all she can think about in this moment is that Ingrid believes in her. She’s investing in her.

			“See you there!”

		

	
		
			30.

			Ingrid pulls up to the Wangs’ town house in Pasadena with a huge smile. The pitch went fabulously, thanks to Maggie’s help. Her pages were funny and punchy and had all the elements of a great story: high stakes, interesting characters, and surprising turns. By the end, Ingrid had the guys salivating and dying to hear more.

			“Boysober, what a concept! Did you come up with that?” Dennis, senior vice president of the studio, asked.

			Ingrid nodded, though she’d had no idea of the term before Maggie sent her the pages. “Yup! I think it works here.”

			“It totally works,” Charlie said. “This is going to be so much fun! My only note is that I just want a little more backstory from Isabella. What’s motivating her? Did something happen in her past that’s making her reject society’s notion of a happily ever after?”

			Ingrid took down the note, then turned their attention to the lead-actress slide. Besides Camila Veracruz, she’d included Margot Robbie, Jennifer Lawrence, Lily Collins, and Hailey Jane Madison. All the actors are white except Camila. Though the men were clearly partial to the other actresses, especially Hailey, they also didn’t force the point. Ingrid would like to think Camila’s perfectly timed post helped.

			By the end of the meeting, Bob was yelling, “Let’s do it!,” Dennis looked like he was seeing dollar signs, and all three guys were thinking of the huge international potential. She was on cloud nine until she saw Kyle walking around the house with a tape measure. God, was he still at it?

			She didn’t stay to find out. She just got in the car and drove to Pasadena. As Ingrid gets out of the car, Maggie starts walking over to her.

			“How was the pitch?” Maggie asks.

			“Amazing! They loved it!” Ingrid says. The two of them hug. “Thanks so much for all your help!”

			“I’m so glad! Does that mean they’re making it?” she asks as she leads Ingrid up the steps to the door. Then, without waiting for an answer, she blurts out, “By the way, my parents don’t know about our blood thing…”

			“Don’t worry, I won’t say a word!”

			They walk inside. Mr. and Mrs. Wang are just as Ingrid had pictured—warm and polite and bearing fruit. Mrs. Wang presents Ingrid with a platter of cut-up apricots. The Wangs are wearing matching baby-blue jogging suits, which Ingrid thinks is so adorable. Mrs. Wang has a blue face mask on.

			“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Wang! Maggie’s told me so much about you!” Ingrid says.

			Mrs. Wang points to the platter of cut-up apricots and offers Ingrid a toothpick.

			“Try!” Mrs. Wang says. “Apricot! Very good for digest!”

			Maggie and her mom take a seat on the couch. Ingrid sits across from them in one armchair while Mr. Wang sits in another. As Ingrid reaches for another toothpick, Maggie tells her parents all about Ingrid’s movies. She recites her entire filmography, ending with Summer Rain and adding, “which I just wrote the pitch for, and it got the movie passed through the studio!”

			Ingrid smiles awkwardly. She wouldn’t have put it that way. But she lets Maggie take the credit.

			“So I’ve been reading your daughter’s book,” Ingrid says, taking out a pen and notepad. “Have you read it?”

			“Not yet,” Mrs. Wang says, turning to Maggie. She gives her a light poke with her elbow. “But we very proud!”

			“Getting published by big publisher!” her dad adds.

			“Right!” Ingrid says, glancing at Maggie. “Yeah, it’s amazing. I’m actually helping her expand some of the stories. I just wanted to come and make sure we get some facts right. In her book, Maggie wrote about how hard it was for you to take care of her while also working in the hotels.”

			“Really?” Mrs. Wang asks, looking over at her daughter.

			Mr. Wang scratches his head. “I thought it was about a high-stakes blackjack game.”

			Maggie turns to her parents. “I told you, I’m not writing that anymore.”

			“So what are you writing, then?” Mrs. Wang asks.

			“About my life,” Maggie says. “What happened to me.”

			Ingrid reaches for her phone in her bag. “I’m sorry, do you mind?” She taps open her Voice Memos app. “I’m just going to record for my notes.”

			Mrs. Wang glances uneasily at the phone. But Maggie puts a hand on her mom’s knee. “It’s fine, Mom.”

			Gently, Mrs. Wang nods.

			“Can you just walk me through that time in your life? What was a typical day like for you?” Ingrid asks.

			“Typical day…get up, drop Maggie off school, or sometimes she walk. I don’t know why this is interesting for book.” Mrs. Wang casts a look at Maggie. “Just normal life. I go to work. I get home. That’s it.”

			“What time did you get home?”

			“Around nine p.m.,” Mrs. Wang says.

			“Wow.” Ingrid jots it down on her notepad. “That’s a long workday. And your husband?”

			“Same.”

			“We had no choice,” her husband pipes in. “That was only job we could find. I worked in restaurant. My wife worked in the spa.”

			“And what about Maggie?”

			“Maggie, she student,” Mrs. Wang says. “She in school. School just near. Every day, just walk to school, walk home by herself. Very independent. Do her homework. Sometimes she go to friend’s house. Everything fine.” She looks at her daughter, pointing to Ingrid. “They’re publishing this?”

			Maggie lowers her head. Ingrid can see why it’s hard for her to get into it with her mom. The woman clearly has no interest in unpacking that part of her life.

			Ingrid tries again. “Your daughter said that you let her go to a woman named Vivian’s house. Do you remember Vivian?”

			Mrs. Wang nods.

			“Can you tell me about her?”

			“She nice lady we met at church. Had very nice husband, very nice house, beautiful granddaughter—” Mrs. Wang says.

			“You’d never been to her house, Mom…” Maggie cuts in.

			Ingrid looks over encouragingly. Good! Get into it with her. Go deeper.

			“What do you mean, I never been to her house?” Mrs. Wang says defensively.

			Mrs. Wang turns to Ingrid and explains how even though she never personally went to Vivian’s house, she knew she had a nice home, because Vivian was a frequent customer at the spa, and one of Mrs. Wang’s coworkers had given Vivian a massage at her house. And anyway, it didn’t really matter how nice Vivian’s house was, she was just grateful to Vivian for helping take care of Maggie when she couldn’t.

			“You have to understand. I was working thirteen hours a day. I couldn’t just leave my job. The hotel was sponsoring our green cards,” Mrs. Wang says.

			Ingrid jots down this important bit of information. She glances at Maggie, who also looks like she hadn’t factored in the immigration visa component of this story.

			“Anyway, she was a fine lady. She went to church. She had a nice granddaughter.”

			“But you didn’t really know her,” Maggie says, looking up at her mother. Ingrid smiles, proud of her protégée for taking charge.

			“I didn’t need to!” Mrs. Wang says. “She did me huge favor. I know you don’t like Vivian, but I still thank her. She kept you safe. Just because she didn’t get you big present at Christmas—”

			“You think that’s why I left?” Maggie cuts in.

			“Wasn’t it?”

			Ingrid is spellbound.

			“No, it wasn’t,” Maggie says.

			“Did Maggie ever tell you about the dynamics between her and the girl she was babysitting?” Ingrid asks softly.

			“I know Vivian’s granddaughter was brat,” Mrs. Wang admits. “But Maggie staying home by herself was not healthy, either.”

			Ingrid chooses her next words carefully. “What was it like getting her call from McDonald’s? That’s where she went, after Vivian’s house that Christmas?”

			There’s a flash of fear in Mrs. Wang’s eyes. She turns to Maggie. “You’re writing about that?”

			A silence follows. Then, ever so gently, Maggie adds, “What was that like for you, Mom? Getting that call from me?”

			Ingrid is so impressed with Maggie’s courage.

			“I was terrified,” Mrs. Wang says, her gaze sliding to her feet. “I told her to go back to Vivian’s. She can’t stay at McDonald’s. What if bad guy coming?” She squeezes her eyes shut, then shakes her head. “But she kept saying no. So I told her stay in bathroom, not let anyone in.”

			“Why didn’t you come and get me?” Maggie asks. “Why’d you keep working?”

			Ingrid’s eyes open wide. She kept working?

			“Oh, baby girl.” Mrs. Wang starts crying. “I wanted to come! So much! We both begged our bosses.”

			Mr. Wang adds, “Boss said if we go, that would be the end of our green card application.”

			Maggie nods at her parents’ words, wiping her tears. Ingrid feels so bad for her. She can’t imagine what it must have been like to sit in that bathroom for so many hours. And to hold that question in for so many years.

			“And when you finally got there, to McDonald’s, and Maggie opened that bathroom door…what did you say to her?” Ingrid asks.

			“I say, thanks God!” Mrs. Wang exclaims. “I was so mad at her, but so glad she OK. She told me Vivian not giving her any presents. I say, silly girl, just because no presents, you don’t walk out onto street in Las Vegas by yourself! You know what could have happened to you?”

			“She hugged me so hard, I almost couldn’t breathe,” Maggie adds, reaching over and giving her mom a hug. Ingrid feels her eyes get wet. She’s so glad she came. It’s clear how much love is between the two of them, even now.

			“Can you imagine? We move all the way to this country, work like dogs…all for her. And if something happened to her?” Mrs. Wang turns to Maggie. “But she didn’t care. Our stubborn, wild girl.”

			As they’re hugging and embracing, Ingrid picks up on a really interesting part she just said. They worked like dogs for her. What’s it like growing up with that hanging over you? But before she can think longer on it, Maggie asks, “So what do you think? Are you going to option this, for real?”

			The question is so unexpected, and asked with such enthusiasm, that she’s caught off guard. As she stares back at the three Chinese people, their eyes lit up with hope, there’s no other way to answer it except with an enthusiastic “Yes!”

			Maggie erupts in screams and throws her arms around Ingrid. She whispers into her hair, “Thank you.”

			Ingrid hugs Maggie back, her body swaying with hers. She laughs at how happy Maggie is. She really can’t remember the last time she’s made anyone this happy. Not Kyle or either of her kids. Not even the actors and actresses she casts, who usually immediately start plotting their next movie. And it really is an incredible story. But more important, Maggie’s an incredible person. It hurt Ingrid to know she’d had to go through so much. For a second, she imagines herself as Vivian the church lady, leading Maggie into the room, except the entire room full of presents is for Maggie this time. She’s glad she can give this moment to the girl.
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			Standing by Ingrid’s car, Maggie tries to put into words how much it means to her…not just the option, but Ingrid showing up here. Teaching her how to dig deeper. Telling her parents that she believes in her story.

			“My whole life,” Maggie squeaks, “I’ve been trying to convince them that I can do this. That I am a writer. I can make this work, and I deserve to try.”

			“Of course you deserve to try,” Ingrid says softly.

			There’s a knot in Maggie’s throat. “But it’s not that easy, not when you have parents who have given up everything for you. It seems almost selfish to do what you want, like write a book, when there’s so many better ways I can pay them back. So many better ways to try and reverse all this trauma that my parents are counting on me to fix.”

			Ingrid puts both hands on Maggie’s shoulders and looks squarely into her eyes.

			“You’re allowed to be selfish.”

			Maggie nods desperately. “I know that now. These last few weeks, ever since meeting you, I’ve felt so alive. I know this story is in me. I can feel it in my blood. And the more I talk it over with you, the more I feel like I’m reversing my own trauma.” Maggie laughs, rubbing a tear from her cheek. “Maybe this is the real American dream. Just going for it! Not caring what anyone else thinks!”

			“Exactly. When you finally let go of external affirmation, that’s when you’ll go further than you’ve ever imagined. I’m so proud of you for carving out space for yourself.”

			Maggie smiles. Why did it feel so sinful to think of carving out a space for herself up until now?

			“As women, we’re constantly having to fight for our right to take up space,” Ingrid says. “To own our feelings. To be mad! To feel what we feel! To tell our side of the story!”

			“Exactly!” Maggie exclaims. “You saw my mom back there. She just didn’t want to hear it from me. Like the fact that she and my dad had it hard in those hotels somehow erases what I had to go through!”

			Ingrid nods. “And it probably was very, very hard for them. But you get to have both narratives—there’s space!”

			Maggie’s heart thumps with conviction. “You’re right. You’re so right.” She lingers. “And did you really mean what you said about the option? It’s happening?”

			“It’s happening.” Ingrid laughs as she reaches into her pocket, takes out her iPhone, and taps on the Stop button. The motion throws Maggie for a second. Has her phone been recording this whole time? Before she can ask, Ingrid’s already in her car. “Now get writing! I can’t wait to read more pages!”

			Maggie waves as Ingrid pulls away.

			

			—

			Maggie hurries back inside to say goodbye to her parents. Her mom is in the kitchen. She’s not exactly happy.

			“You’re not writing that part about Vivian,” Mom says, looking over from cutting up vegetables.

			“What are you talking about?” Maggie says, grabbing her purse.

			“The part about me not picking you up at McDonald’s.”

			“Why?” Maggie asks, pausing.

			“Because it makes me look like bad mom!” she cries.

			Maggie sinks into a chair. “But that’s what happened, Mom! I waited in there for hours—”

			“I don’t care that’s what happened. It’s a private story,” Mom says, returning to her wok. She throws in the vegetables. The wok sizzles, but it’s not as hot as Maggie’s face. Her mom’s worried about looking like a bad mom? What about then, when she actually gave Maggie to a stranger?

			“Well, I don’t know what to tell you, Mom. It’s part of the story.”

			Mom picks up her knife and points it at Maggie. “If you write this, I swear to God—”

			“Calm down!” Dad instructs, jumping up from the armchair. “She’s not going to write it…”

			“Yes, I am!” Maggie insists.

			Mom puts down her knife, takes off her apron, and walks over to the dining table. She plunges into a chair and starts wailing. Here goes. Maggie sighs. She should have known this wasn’t going to go well. But something awakened in her when Ingrid was here. She’s not going to let them guilt-trip her into silence.

			“All my suffering and sacrifice. Coming to this country. Rubbing people’s backs until my fingers blistered. And this is what you want to write about me?”

			“This happened to me, Mom,” she says, putting a hand defensively to her chest. “It’s something I’ve been through. And it’s not going to make people think you’re a bad mom. It’s going to make people understand what you went through. What we went through.”

			Mom sniffles, reaching for a tissue. “They not going to understand. They just going to see I left you at McDonald’s.”

			Maggie can hear the fear in her mom’s voice. She wants so badly to make it go away. At the same time, this is her story. “I’ll make them see. I’ll make them understand. That’s what a good writer does. I’m a good writer, Mom. Otherwise Ingrid wouldn’t have come here today.”

			“Otherwise they wouldn’t publish her book!” Dad points out.

			Maggie nods encouragingly.

			“That woman came here for her own agenda,” Mom finally says before turning back to her wok. “And don’t you forget it.”
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			That night, Ingrid gets an email from Maggie.

			So excited about our collab! Should we sign something, like a rights agreement?

			Ingrid smiles. Look at Maggie, getting all lawyerly. She can’t help but be proud of her mentee, even if a part of her wishes Maggie would be more patient and let Ingrid come to her instead of pushing. But an option agreement isn’t a guarantee that the movie will get made and doesn’t cost that much. If it’ll make Maggie happy to have it in writing, Ingrid will throw her a bone. She instructs Joel to draft up a typical two-year option agreement, but with a much smaller fee than she usually pays. Five thousand dollars instead of sixty thousand. It’s not exactly a competitive situation, and Maggie’s already shown how keen she is. That’s the price you pay for eagerness instead of patience.

			Maggie enthusiastically accepts, and they spend their third transfusion discussing how to flesh out the novella. Unlike Prisha, who objected to every new idea, Maggie listens intently to all Ingrid’s suggestions.

			The next day, when she starts getting pages in her inbox about the Vivian years, they’re better than she could have hoped. There’s a startling authenticity to Maggie’s writing.

			This is so good! Ingrid texts her.

			REALLY?

			I feel like a fly on the wall. Like I’m right there…feeling everything. And it’s FUNNY! I was laughing my head off at the part when you tell Charlotte you guys don’t have a stove and you cook everything with a hair dryer. But I think the real kudos go to how you portray Dodge, Vivian’s husband, what a sublimely complex character…he’s the only one who’s not mean to you, but he’s also so relaxed about the cruelty going on. It made me want to scream! I can’t wait to read more!

			Two seconds later, she gets a live shot of Maggie, teary-eyed.

			Ingrid takes off her reading glasses to snap a picture of the wet corners of her own eyes. That’s when she notices…the words on Maggie’s printed-out pages appear clearer without her reading glasses.

			She closes her eyes and then opens them again. She looks down at her phone without her reading glasses. Again, the words are crystal clear. She grabs a book on her desk and opens it up to a random page. That’s clear, too. She grabs a magazine. Clear, clear, clear.

			What does this mean? She sits at her desk, trying to remember the exact age she first needed reading glasses. It had to have been in her mid-forties. But that can’t be right. She’s only had three transfusions—in theory, that’s only supposed to rewind three years. She picks up her phone and is about to call Dr. Hayes when Charlie rings.

			“Hey!” he says. “Got a sec? Bob and I were just talking about the movie!”

			She answers yes while gathering more books and testing out her perfect eyes. It’s a miracle! Everything’s clear again!

			“So now that we’re fast-tracking this thing, let’s talk more about the writer.”

			“Absolutely.” Ingrid puts down the books and clicks into her spreadsheet of writers on her computer. The computer screen is clear, too. She puts her glasses on for a second. The words look weird. She takes them off and quickly rereads the other tab she has open. The article on Deadline, just released today, could not be more glowing:

			Fresh off her buzzy hit Uncharted (rumored to be an awards favorite), producer Ingrid Parker has partnered with FYC Studios to fast-track Summer Rain as part of her four-year producing deal with the studio. Plot details are being kept under wraps, but from what we hear, the project aims to put a modern spin on the iconic book and on the romantic comedy genre.

			“Who are you thinking?” Charlie asks.

			“I’d love someone like Samy Burch,” she says, clicking over to the spreadsheet. “Loved what she did with May December—so thought-provoking and edgy!”

			“A little dark, don’t you think? We want to keep this movie on the lighter side—”

			“No, for sure.”

			“But I did like the character development in May December. And I loved the whole sordid backstory. We definitely need that here, too. I keep coming back to why Isabella wants to break out of the mold so bad. What happened to her that’s making her want to make a whole new path for herself?”

			“I don’t think it’s hard to understand. She’s worked all her life to get to this point. She gets married to the perfect guy, and it’s not what she expected it would be at all,” Ingrid says, glancing out the window at Kyle. He’s still out there measuring! It’s been a whole week of him walking around the yard, planning his precious ADU, while she’s in here paying the bills, going over their finances with their investment advisor to make sure everything’s in order for the next big payment to Maggie, and touching base with Connor to see if he needs anything.

			“No, there’s gotta be a deeper reason…”

			Ingrid pulls up a new tab and starts WebMDing average age of a person needing reading glasses to pass the time. Personally, there’s nothing more boring to her than studio execs who think they know more about story than her. As Charlie talks, she learns the onset of presbyopia typically happens in one’s mid-forties. She texts Dr. Hayes, Can you call me? Something weird just happened.

			“Ingrid?” Charlie asks.

			“Sorry. I’m listening. Maybe something happened to her. Some kind of deep-rooted trauma,” she throws out, going into her phone settings and experimenting with reducing the size of the font. She’s had to increase the size several times in the last decade. Now, as she moves the dot, the giant A gets smaller and smaller.

			“Yes!” Charlie says. “Like what?”

			Ingrid leans back, considering her own upbringing. “Maybe her dad was a serial philanderer, always cheating on her mom. And her mom was so wrapped up in what people would think that she never even thought to leave. She felt this insufferable pressure to be perfect for her mom. She convinced herself she could make everyone happy if she just worked hard enough. But she never once asked herself what she needed to be happy…”

			“That feels a little dated. Do people work that hard to keep their families together anymore? Most people’s parents are divorced these days.”

			She blows at her hair in frustration, trying not to take it personally.

			“OK, fine, then she got recruited to join a crypto pyramid scheme. Is that modern enough for you?”

			“C’mon,” Charlie says.

			She throws five more ideas out, all of which are rejected. She’s rolling her eyes, trying to figure out how to get off with Charlie, when another call comes in. It’s Dr. Hayes calling her back. “Charlie, I’ve got to run.”

			“But wait, we have to figure this out—”

			Out of sheer frustration, Ingrid tosses out, “OK, how about her parents farmed her out to an abusive family they met at church?”

			She said it mostly for shock value, just to shut him up. But Charlie doesn’t laugh. Instead, he says, “Now, that’s good.”

			“No, I was just kidding! That’s not—”

			“Well, I love it. And I think Hailey’s going to love it, too!” he says.

			Ingrid feels the gravity in her study shift. She leans forward and gives Charlie her undivided attention. “Hailey Jane Madison?” She lets Dr. Hayes go to voicemail.

			“She called me as soon as she saw the news on Deadline,” Charlie says. “Ing, I know you have your heart set on Camila—”

			“I don’t have my heart set on Camila. It’s just we promised her the role. That was the condition for her not talking on late night about how she was so underpaid—”

			“You promised her,” Charlie reminds her. “And she hasn’t said anything. So I think we’re good. With Hailey attached, we’d get our pick of directors and writers. It would be a better movie. And if I recall correctly…you said yourself…you wanted to tell the best story that can be told.”

			Her face tightens at this reminder of their Zoom. Well played, Charlie.

			“Please, will you just talk to Hailey?”

			“Yes, of course,” Ingrid says.

			She leans back in her chair, sucking in cold air after Charlie hops off the call. She pulls up Camila’s headshot. She wanted so badly to give the role to her. To carry through on her promise and not ever have to worry that Camila would paint her in a negative light. But now, with Hailey leaning in, if she still insists on Camila, she’ll look weak. And if she wants to keep her deal, she can’t look weak. That much is clear, with or without her reading glasses.

			There’s only one play here.

			

			—

			“Hailey!” Ingrid greets the actress later that day. She clutches the phone nervously.

			“Ingrid, how are you? I was so excited to hear the news about Summer Rain! Congratulations!” Hailey gushes. “You know that’s my mother’s favorite book?”

			“Really? I didn’t know that!”

			“I still have her dog-eared copy of it! It just meant so much to her! I always promised her I’d audition for it if it ever became a movie.”

			“That’s exactly why I was calling. Hailey, you know I’d die to do a movie with you. But I just don’t know if this particular movie is the right one for you,” Ingrid says, picking her words carefully. “We’ve changed so much. The character Isabella, she’s not the same woman as she is in the book. She doesn’t want the same things! She doesn’t want to find a guy—”

			“I know! I heard you’re reinventing the whole rom-com genre! So what does she want?”

			“To figure herself out? And find companionship?” Ingrid says. She’s purposefully unconfident, like she doesn’t know if the new direction is going to work at all. “She’s had this…silly trauma from her past…it’s really random.”

			“Oh, what is it?”

			“This is going to sound ridiculous…but her mother couldn’t really take care of her, so she sort of just dumped her onto a random woman she met at church? And the woman was very psychologically abusive…”

			She squeezes her eyes shut, hoping what she said sounds god-awful and unappealing to Hailey.

			“Ingrid, I’ve never told anyone this,” Hailey says, taking a deep breath. “But I was abused by someone from my parents’ church growing up.”

			“You were?” Ingrid asks, floored.

			“Not sexually. But one of my mom’s friends made me do her hair every week.”

			“Oh.”

			“It was a lot of hair.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Ingrid offers, swearing inside. Fuck, now what?

			“Can we talk schedules? I have a tiny opening next spring to shoot. Sounds like you guys are pretty close with the script. Maybe it could work!”

			As Hailey rattles on about her schedule, Ingrid tells herself maybe she can find something else for Camila. Something even bigger once her deal gets renewed. Which, now that Hailey’s on board, it definitely will. She’ll be a hero to the studio. Charlie will once again owe her.

			This isn’t personal. It’s just business. And she tried. So, so hard. What more could anyone possibly have done?
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			Across town, Maggie’s fingers are pounding out her novel, sending each chapter to Ingrid as she finishes it. It feels amazing and cathartic, taking her life experiences and wringing out every drop of emotion into art! Ingrid writes back with gushing feedback and detailed, specific, and thoughtful notes. It’s enough to make Maggie never want to sleep, never do anything besides write.

			What’s real life, filled with mundane, silly tasks like getting groceries, when she can stay cocooned in her bedroom with words, letting her imagination fly, and finally doing the thing she was put on this earth to do?

			By Saturday, she’s finished two more chapters and has sent them off to Ingrid when Willa walks into her room to borrow her belt.

			“Maggie! When’s the last time you ate?”

			Maggie confesses she’s been subsisting on popcorn and Sprite. “But it doesn’t matter! Just read!” She turns and gives her laptop to Willa.

			“Dude.” Willa looks up when she’s done reading, her eyes teary. She puts a hand to her heart.

			“Really?”

			Willa nods sincerely. “It’s so raw. The way you described Vivian’s house. How you wanted everything they had but hated yourself for wanting it? Maggie, it’s amazing. I’m so proud of you.” Willa hugs her. “New York Times bestseller list, we’re coming for you. But first, you gotta eat.”

			“I know,” Maggie says, getting up from her bed and cleaning up all the popcorn bags.

			Willa reaches for her phone, tapping and searching. “Maybe we can go somewhere after my class?” Willa’s having her first class at the new acting studio she signed up at. Maggie’s so pleased her little gift cards are already making a difference.

			“No, we’ll go somewhere nice next week, after I get my $1.1 million for the fourth transfusion.” Maggie sucks in a breath. It’s an astounding amount of money, and they’re not even halfway through.

			Willa’s face changes as she’s looking at her phone. “What’s wrong?”

			Maggie leans over and sees Willa’s reading an Instagram Story from some Hollywood insider account. As Maggie reads the text on the screen, her face goes white.

			Update on Summer Rain! Plot is kept tightly under wraps but here’s what’s known: Insiders say the rumored spin on the rom-com genre is about a troubled young woman who goes on an epic journey to find friendship, companionship, and self-love after a traumatic childhood including being shipped off at a young age to live with an abusive family her parents knew from church.

			“Dude…isn’t this…?” Willa asks.

			“What is xoxohollywooddd?” Maggie takes the phone.

			“It’s a secret industry gossip account,” Willa says. “I check it for audition news. You don’t think Ingrid…”

			“No!” Maggie blurts out immediately. She’s shaking her head fiercely at the insinuation, protecting Ingrid. She can’t possibly have. But there’s no question that that’s Maggie’s story. The details are too specific. Church? Abusive family? There’s no way that’s a coincidence. Heart pounding, she screenshots it and sends the image to herself.

			Willa glances at her watch. “You know what, forget my class, I’m going to stay—”

			“No.” Maggie shakes her head. She’s touched by the offer, but it’s Willa’s first class. She hands Willa back her phone. “You should go.”

			“But if she took your story and put it in her other movie—” Willa starts to say.

			“No.” She flat-out refuses to believe. “That can’t be it. There has to be another explanation. Maybe someone at her office got the two projects confused. I don’t know!”

			“But if she did…” Willa continues to say.

			The idea is so horrific, Maggie practically pushes Willa out of her room, wishing her good luck in her class. She slides to the floor, back leaning against her door. Silently, she finishes Willa’s sentence. If she did, Ingrid just stole her writing.

			

			—

			That night, she works on an entirely different piece: a WTF email to Ingrid. The first five drafts she has to discard because they sound too pissed. But she is pissed. How could this have happened? Her book isn’t out yet! What if someone reads the Story on the gossip account and steals the idea and publishes their book first? Then she would be accused of plagiarism. She tries to write the email as succinctly and cordially as she can:

			Dear Ingrid,

			I saw the post on xoxohollywooddd about the Summer Rain plot. I can’t help but notice the similarities between the plot for the movie and my book. Can we talk?

			Best,

			Maggie

			It’s short and to the point. Nonconfrontational, but also not soft. But as she’s about to press Send, her finger trembles.

			What if Ingrid didn’t do it, but when she reads this email she gets mad and cancels the option? She’s already gotten mad at Maggie once over the agent thing. Maggie thinks of Ingrid’s words: Did you honestly think that I would just let you cold query when it’s all done and not help you get an agent? A shot of terror runs through Maggie at the idea that she might lose Ingrid’s trust. Her option. All of it. Then where would her writing be?

			On the other hand, what if she did do it? How awkward will it be to sit through seven more transfusions with someone who’s plagiarized from you, knowing they’re taking your ideas and your blood? She could sue, of course. She’ll have money for a lawyer, especially after her next transfusion. But would this even count as plagiarism? Ideas are taken all the time, aren’t they? Isn’t that why there are so many tropes?

			She doesn’t send the email that night. Sometime between eleven p.m. and midnight, Willa comes home. Maggie leaps off the bed to talk to her best friend, but Willa’s with a guy. Between their loud lovemaking and the even louder questions in her head, Maggie doesn’t sleep a wink. Instead, her fingers rub the needle marks on the inside of her arm as she wonders, How much can one person take from another?

			

			—

			“Willa?” Maggie calls, knocking on her roommate’s door in the morning. It’s nine a.m. She’s waited about as long as she can handle. She really needs to talk to her friend.

			A guy opens the door. He’s a good-looking, ripped guy their age, clean-shaven. And he’s naked except for his socks. Maggie immediately looks away. “Sorry!”

			“Willa’s sleeping, what’s up?” He tiptoes out, closing Willa’s door behind him. “You her roommate?”

			She puts a hand up to shield her eyes. “Can you…uh…please put some clothes on?”

			“My bad!” He quickly walks over to the kitchen and grabs a tissue box. He puts it in front of his junk, like that sufficiently counts as getting dressed in his opinion. “I’m Billy,” he says, extending his free hand.

			Maggie does not take it.

			“I’m an actor,” he continues. Maggie watches as he pours himself some coffee. Is he actually serious? Does he not see how uncomfortable she is? “It’s too bad you couldn’t come out with us last night. You could have met my buddy Joe. He has a real thing for your type.”

			“I’m sorry, and what type is that?” Maggie asks, crossing her arms.

			“You know, Asian lady in her thirties!” he says with a smile. “Could use a little help relaxing.”

			Maggie’s about to let him have it, but the thirties takes her out for a second. She dashes to the bathroom mirror. That’s when she sees it—a single bright white strand in the middle of her lush black hair. She plucks it immediately as Willa walks out.

			“I’m sorry, was I off by a lot?” Billy asks apologetically. “I mean, you look amazing—”

			“All right, you’re done here!” Willa says, throwing him his pants. A minute later, joining Maggie in the bathroom, she asks, “So what happened last night? You talked to Ingrid yet?”

			“Not yet,” Maggie replies.

			Right now, she has bigger issues. Namely, her hair’s turning white. Her normally dewy skin is now dull and flaky. There are tiny lines around her eyes and around the corners of her mouth. There’s officially no denying it.

			She’s getting older.
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			Just as Ingrid predicts, the studio is overjoyed to hear the news about Hailey. Bob calls Ingrid personally to congratulate her on her “commendable” job steering this project. Charlie hints to her agent that they can’t wait to talk about renewing her deal when the time comes. Now all Ingrid has to do is land Camila another project before the actress finds out.

			But first she has to get a great writer and director worthy of Hailey. The good news is, so far everyone seems to love the quirky backstory of the woman from church. It helped that Maggie’s pages have given her so much material to work with.

			Did she feel bad using Maggie’s pages as the new origin story for the movie? A little. But Ingrid reminds herself that ideas and backstories are swapped all day long in Hollywood. These little possibilities are just to get the juices flowing in the meetings. The real story is what the screenwriter will write, which they will come up with once they get hired. Even if a little spillover happens, well, she did option Maggie’s story, too. And she’s been working with her on it, actively helping her sharpen those pages. Who’s to say if it was Ingrid’s notes and suggestions or Maggie’s experience that made the pages sing?

			She’s finishing up her last Zoom of the day when Dr. Hayes calls.

			“How are your eyes?” he asks. He was shocked to hear that she can read just fine now without reading glasses, which she told him over the weekend. He didn’t know exactly why that would be happening, but promised to run tests with her latest blood work.

			“Still seeing everything perfectly,” Ingrid reports. “Did you find out why it’s happening?”

			“We ran the tests. Your biomarkers now resemble those of a woman in her early forties,” he reports excitedly.

			Ingrid puts a hand over her mouth. “How could that be? It’s only been three transfusions!”

			“Like I said, the treatment is different on each person. It could very well be that in women, the antiaging effects are more pronounced. But isn’t that exciting?”

			Ingrid tries to do the math in her head. If she’s knocked down ten years in three transfusions, where will she be after seven more? “You don’t think I’m going to end up being a teen—”

			“God no. This isn’t Benjamin Button. We’re just talking about your biomarkers, the health of your organs. Speaking of which, I’ve got more good news. You ready?”

			Ingrid sucks in a breath.

			“Remember that cancer signals test? We ran it again and the number of mutations is down. The treatment’s working!”

			Ingrid lets out a yelp. “Thank God!”

			She thanks the doctor and is eager to get off to go downstairs to tell Kyle the extraordinary news when Dr. Hayes adds, “One other thing, Ingrid. What are you and Kyle doing for birth control?”

			Ingrid bursts out laughing until Dr. Hayes reminds her that he’s not joking. Since she’s testing in her early forties, she should be careful. She hangs up with Dr. Hayes. She can’t wait to tell Kyle. She doesn’t know why she finds the idea of birth control so funny, but she does. For decades, it was the bane of her existence—always trying to remember when to take the pill or worrying whether or not Kyle pulled out in time. Now it just seems like a scientific marvel.

			Not that they have anything to worry about. Kyle had a vasectomy years ago. He even got a T-shirt for it from his doctor. It was of a sexy blonde looking over at a man, saying, You had me at fixed. Does he still have it? Maybe she should wear it when she tells him the news.

			She gets up and goes upstairs to their bedroom in search of the shirt. She walks into his closet. As she’s rummaging through his bottom drawer, she sees a credit card statement stashed in the back. That’s weird. It’s from their Citibank card, a card they never use. She pulls it out and starts examining it. As her eyes scan all the transactions, Ingrid fights the sinking dread in her gut. Then she sees it.

			Dreamgirls, Amsterdam Escort Services—$878. It’s from two years ago. A full year and a half before he cheated with those other girls.

			She collapses on the floor, clutching the statement. That fucker! He swore on his life it was only one time. And she believed him. Like an idiot. How many other times have there been?

			She gets up and storms down the stairs. Instead of talking to Kyle—she can’t even look at him right now—she grabs her keys.

			

			—

			Her hands are still shaking when she arrives at the nail salon. She takes a seat next to two women in their thirties, tells the staff she’ll take a pedicure, and starts pulling up every credit card statement for the last ten years on her phone, studying them like a homicide detective.

			As she’s scrolling, she hears one of the women next to her ask, “Your skin looks amazing. What’s your secret?”

			The question nearly brings her to tears. One of the reasons she did the transfusions was for him, so she could feel young enough and woman enough for him, and it makes her sick to admit that she ever thought that way for one second.

			“Being married to an asshole, apparently,” she mutters. One of the women reaches over and hands her a tissue. Ingrid takes it and blows.

			“It happens to the best of us,” the woman says. “At least you look stunning.”

			Her friend nods. “You know what you should do? Go to Erewhon, stand in line for a smoothie, drop your keys. Just watch how many hot guys come over and pick them up. Better yet, do it in front of your asshole husband.”

			Ingrid looks up from the statements. Her throat suddenly feels parched. Maybe a smoothie would be better than a pedicure. “Actually, I changed my mind,” she tells the staff. She throws down a twenty, thanks the women, and goes to her car.

			

			—

			The sights and sounds of so many good-looking young people all gathered in a grocery store is jarring. Apparently the bar scene has been replaced by the probiotic/coconut kefir scene. She wriggles her wedding ring off her finger and puts it in her purse, then picks up a package of strawberries, pretending that’s what she’s there for. Jesus, it’s expensive. No wonder she and Kyle don’t shop here. Ingrid puts the strawberries back and gets in the smoothie line, her eyes still glued to her phone as she continues looking through statements. So far nothing else looks suspicious. But who knows what other credit cards he might have? Can she ever trust him again? She puts a hand over her stomach, nauseous. Maybe a smoothie is not a good idea. But when she gets to the front of the line, she puts in her order anyway.

			As she moves over to the waiting section, she looks around. The men are cute, but, like, Connor cute. Way too young. What would Connor think if he saw his mom standing in Erewhon, dropping her keys and hoping some strange man picks them up? And for what? Just to prove that she is, in fact, still desirable? She knows that. She knows she doesn’t deserve this. She should just leave. Instead, she jams her hand into her purse, grabs her keys, and drops them.

			They land with a thud on the floor.

			She takes a step back, rolling her eyes and kicking herself for listening to those ladies. This is just going to be another disappointment. But to her shock, a tall guy with a head of beachy blond curls, who appears to be in his late twenties, comes rushing over.

			Her cheeks turn pink as he picks them off the floor and hands them to her.

			“Thank you,” she says, quickly putting her keys back into her purse. He smiles back at her, his adorable dimples deepening.

			OK, now you know. You did your little social experiment. Now you can leave. But she doesn’t want to leave. She wants to know what his name is. Who is this beautiful stranger? She figures him to be a local. Definitely a surfer. She notes he’s carrying a binder. Maybe he’s a student getting his PhD at UCLA? A surfer getting an anthropology degree, perhaps?

			He points at the board. “Which one did you get?”

			“What?” she asks, stumped. It takes her a second to realize he’s asking her what smoothie. “Oh! The strawberry glaze one.”

			“The Hailey Bieber Skin Glaze?” he asks. “Heard that one’s good. Never tried it.”

			“Never tried it, either.”

			He leans over. “Not that you need it.”

			She realizes he’s flirting with her. “Who says I’m getting it for my skin? I could just be into sea moss.”

			Surfer/Anthropology Guy laughs. A beautiful cackle. A few people look at them.

			“A girl who likes sea moss,” he says, his eyes dancing. “Now I’m intrigued.” She smiles back. He called her a girl. Interesting. He holds out a hand. “Alec.”

			“Ingrid.” She shakes his hand.

			His hand is warm, his grip strong. He hangs on to her hand for a second longer than he needs to. The ladies in the nail salon were right; this is better than a pedicure.

			“What do you do, Ingrid?”

			She tenses. The last thing she wants is to tell him who she is. She wants to forget. To escape. To linger in this nice alternate reality. “I’m in real estate,” she lies.

			His eyebrows shoot up. “Really?” he says, delighted. She prays he’s not going to start dropping names of real estate brokers she doesn’t know. He doesn’t. Instead, he says, “Then you must love beautiful homes.”

			“I do.” She nods.

			The Erewhon people call out Alec’s name. He goes and gets his smoothie, then walks back over to her, taking a sip. “You should come and check out my house, then. I’m hosting a little house party later in Malibu. We can hang! Maybe talk more about…sea moss?”

			She looks at him in surprise. “You want me to hang? With you?”

			As he reaches for her phone and puts in his number, she thinks, This is crazy. She should tell him she’s married and leave now. But as he leans over and gives her a hug, she clings to his ripped torso. Kyle did this to them, not her. This is what he wanted, or he wouldn’t have done it over and over again. It’s time she prioritizes her own happiness, too. She smiles and tells Alec she’ll try and stop by later.

			What’s one hour?

		

	
		
			35.

			Maggie’s all nerves as she waits in Dr. Samuels’s office.

			“Maggie!” he greets her. “How are the transfusions going?”

			“Good,” she says quickly.

			“No pain?”

			She shakes her head. The transfusions themselves are painless, but Ingrid taking her life story and plopping it into another movie? Excruciating. By now she’s had a couple of days to think about it, and she feels like she’s added five additional wrinkles. She hasn’t called or emailed Ingrid again about it, though she’s made up her mind to ask her about it at the transfusion tomorrow.

			“No physical pain,” she finally says. “But I have been getting wrinkles.” She scrunches her forehead. “And then there’s this.” She opens her hand and holds up the white hairs that she plucked.

			He glances at them. “You’ll need to go to a salon for that, but let’s see about your skin…” He touches her cheeks and the skin around her eyes. Then he takes her hands and examines the skin on them. “I do notice some slight fine lines.”

			Maggie winces at this painful confirmation. “How could it be happening so soon?”

			“Everybody reacts differently,” Dr. Samuels says. “And before you panic, just because you aged a lot in the first few sessions doesn’t mean you’ll keep aging at the same pace.”

			Maggie is relieved to hear this. Still, she bites her lip. “Is there any way we can slow it down?”

			He rattles off a bunch of suggestions: eat healthy, sleep early, wear sunscreen, don’t smoke. She nods but doesn’t say anything. His voice softens. “Maggie, we knew going into this procedure that aging would be a risk.”

			She had known. But now that she actually is aging, it seems a lot less groundbreaking and noble to help women de-age. She tries her best to put on a brave smile. This is what she signed up for. And tomorrow she’ll be getting $1.1 million. Enough to change her life. She is changing her life, and the fucked-up wrinkle that Ingrid may be stealing her story from her doesn’t negate that.

			“Not to worry. We’ll have you looking smooth and young again.”

			Maggie glances up. “How?”

			With a push of a button to signal his nurse, he announces cheerfully, “We’re going to get you a little Botox! It’s going to be great!”

			Thirty units of Botox later, she leaves the clinic with her sunglasses on, her skin numb, and a heavy heart at the fact that she’s going to have to do this every few months now, according to Dr. Samuels. He took a piece of paper and folded it a bunch of times for her, demonstrating that this is her skin now, and how if she doesn’t keep freezing it with literal poison, she’ll soon look like a pug. As she’s hurrying across the parking lot to her car, she hears “Maggie?”

			She turns around.

			It’s Bryce. God, of all the times to bump into him! She immediately puts both her hands up to block the pricks in her forehead.

			“Hey! Actually, I kinda gotta run—” she says.

			“How’ve you been? You never respond to my texts…” he says. Yeah, that’s because you’re blocked, she wants to say. Instead, she just shrugs.

			“I’ve been busy…”

			“Oh yeah? You writing?” he asks. She groans internally. Why does he always have to hit her where it hurts? A few days ago, she would have happily answered yes. Smiled and told his insecure ass her book has been optioned by a major Hollywood producer, thank you very much. Now it feels like he’s digging a knife into a scab that she hasn’t even had a chance to pick yet.

			“Yup,” she says, searching in her purse for her keys.

			“Good! I know you’re going to kill it. And if you’re worried about being on sub, it’s not that bad. We just went out with my book on Friday. Thought I’d be waiting forever, but my agent just emailed me.” He flashes his phone at her, with what she presumes is an email from his agent. “Looks like I’ll be going to auction.”

			She feels the ground open under her, and for a second, she wants to be swallowed up whole. But then she collects herself. She pushes a smile to her face. “Congrats,” she says, and quickly gets into her car. She drives off without another word, which she knows is shitty of her. Going to auction on your first book is a monumental achievement, even for assholes. But in this moment, all she can think of is her own book. How is it ever going to sell when Ingrid’s sucking out the best parts for her movie?

			She makes up her mind to tell Ingrid at the transfusion to stop it.

		

	
		
			36.

			Ingrid pushes the doorbell at Alec’s Malibu beach house. She almost didn’t come. She has no idea who Alec is. Just because some strange man can make her feel sexy for a minute and numb the pain of Kyle’s betrayal, doesn’t mean it’s smart. But then she saw the Deadline article that popped up, Hailey Jane Madison in Talks to Star in Summer Rain, and it made her throw back a scotch.

			She called up Charlie angrily. “Did you leak it?” He’d agreed to let her handle Camila gently, to minimize the blowback to both of them. Mostly to her.

			Charlie swore up and down it wasn’t him. “Must have been Hailey’s team. But I don’t think it’s a bad thing. Now that it’s all in the open, you can have a conversation with Camila.”

			She’s going to love that.

			“Cheer up. You know who called after the article came out? Harper Evanston. Apparently she and Hailey are close.”

			When Charlie mentioned the name of one of Ingrid’s favorite female directors, one she’s been trying to get a meeting on the books with for weeks, she warned him to stop playing.

			“I’m not. She wants to direct! Can you imagine Summer Rain directed by Harper Evanston, starring Hailey Jane Madison?”

			She could imagine it. She closed her eyes and pictured the think pieces. The critical acclaim. The Oscar noms. It was a vision so dizzying, it sent her on a complete adrenaline rush. Which is how she ended up on the steps of Alec’s beach house.

			She can hear people mingling on the rooftop above. The ocean breeze blows between her legs. She wore a strapless black jumpsuit for the occasion. Sexy but still professional. Could she pass as one of those hot young Realtors on Selling Sunset? She can, she decides.

			Alec opens the door, looking even more attractive in a half-buttoned white linen shirt and light blue shorts. He’s holding a dirty martini. “You came!” he says, grinning.

			Ingrid smiles. “Just for a bit. I can’t stay for long…”

			He takes her hand and pulls her inside, planting a kiss on her check. “Yes, you can,” he whispers into her ear.

			

			—

			One martini turns into three, turns into sea moss–infused shots, turns into Alec leading her up to his bedroom to show her some art after the party. By now it’s half past one, and everyone’s pretty much gone home. Ingrid knows she should leave, too, but she pictures Kyle in his hotel room in Amsterdam, and who knows wherever else, and she lingers a little longer. Alec comes up behind her and starts kissing her neck. He slips a finger under her jumpsuit.

			She should leave now. But his touch feels so good. She finds herself closing her eyes as he kisses her neck and shoulders and starts unzipping her jumpsuit. She turns around to face him as it drops to the ground. He takes in her fully naked body. She half expects him to say he’s changed his mind, but to her surprise, he comments on how beautiful her body is.

			“I want you,” he says against her lips. As he takes her to his bed, all she can focus on is how good it feels to be desired. To be enough.

		

	
		
			37.

			Maggie arrives at Ingrid’s the next day. By now the Botox injection sites on her forehead no longer hurt, but the confusion of having her story ripped from her pages has only swollen. She turns to Ingrid, trying to figure out the best way to bring it up.

			“So! Our fourth transfusion,” Ingrid says, smiling. Maggie notes how there are no wrinkles on Ingrid’s skin anywhere. She looks amazing. Jealousy stews inside her. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do with the money?”

			“I was thinking of using it to copyright my words,” Maggie tosses out. She studies Ingrid’s reaction. There’s no sign of recognition. Just a funny look. They wait until Teresa, the nurse, gets the machine going and leaves them.

			“Your words are automatically copyrighted, honey,” Ingrid says when it’s just them.

			“Really?” she asks, lifting an eyebrow. She quickly corrects her face muscles, remembering Dr. Samuels’s folded paper. Ugh, is this what life’s going to be like from now on? “That’s interesting.”

			“Why’s it interesting?”

			Maggie comes right out and says it. “Because I saw parts of my story being used to describe Summer Rain over the weekend.”

			Silence. Maggie waits, feeling the cold blast of the AC on her bare shoulders. She hadn’t meant to just blurt it out like that, but she hasn’t slept for days, and her soul’s distraught, and her anxiety’s high, and her ex’s book is going to auction, and she just needs to know, is it true?

			“Where did you get that?” Ingrid finally says.

			“I read it on Instagram…My roommate saw it,” Maggie says, pulling her phone out and showing Ingrid the screenshot of the Story. She hasn’t been able to bring herself to look up the actual gossip account on Instagram or follow it, but she’s pulled up the screenshot more times than she can count.

			Ingrid glances at it, then rolls her eyes. “I hope you know that account’s run by bored caterers from craft services. And it’s not going to be like you and Vivian at all! It’s going to be entirely different. We haven’t even decided on a writer yet. Whoever we go with, they’re going to have a totally different vision. I was just throwing out possibilities for some type of trauma, because that’s what the studio wanted…”

			As Ingrid tries to justify her action, Maggie can’t move. Her mind’s unraveling. Ingrid just confirmed she took a part of her story. Just went and took it. Didn’t even ask. She wants to scream into her fist. Wants to yank the IV out of her arm and run out of there. Instead, she says as calmly as she can, “But it’s my story.”

			“I know. And you’re going to get to tell it. If anything, this will make it easier for your book when it’s ready.”

			“How?” Maggie asks, wanting to laugh. Exactly how does stealing her story make it easier for her?

			“If Summer Rain does well, which it will, it’ll make it that much easier to push your movie through when the time comes. We live in a world of comps, Maggie. Why do you think we have so many remakes? And movies with similar plots? I mean, just look at the hits of the past hundred years. There’s The Thin Red Line and Saving Private Ryan. Superbad and Booksmart… ”

			As Ingrid starts naming movies, one after another, Maggie tries to figure out what to do. Should she leave? Get up right now and walk out? Forget the money, forget the option, and forget Ingrid helping her get an agent? Just fucking march out and never look back? Or should she suck it up and get over the fact that this happened to her for the sake of not closing the door on Ingrid and all the great things that she has given her…and can still give her? As she’s thinking, a third option pops up. What if she’s the screenwriter for Summer Rain? Then she can control the whole script and the parts that are based on her life—and it won’t feel like misappropriation.

			She’ll be the architect of her own literary destiny.

			As the blood courses through them, she starts plotting how to get there.

		

	
		
			38.

			“You played me,” Camila says, throwing the printed-out Deadline article about Hailey at Ingrid. It’s Saturday, and the office is empty except for the two of them.

			Ingrid puts her hands up to calm Camila down. Ingrid had just barely gotten home from the steamy night at Alec’s when Camila texted. For the last few days, she’s ignored all of Alec’s sexy texts, working overtime to find Camila another project, but unfortunately, everything else skewed too young, and now the actress is in her office, royally pissed.

			“Nothing’s been decided yet. Hailey called me to talk about the movie, that’s all,” Ingrid starts to explain. “It’s just talk!”

			“Then why’s it on Deadline?”

			“I have no idea! Maybe she leaked it! Maybe the studio did, to drum up buzz around the movie.”

			“Oh, no no no. Don’t put this on the studio. I’ll make sure you star and get paid every penny of what you deserve. The system’s broken. We’re going to fix it, me and you, you said.” Camila points at her. “Those were your words. And I believed you!”

			“You should!”

			Camila laughs. “You know, it’s women like you that are so dangerous. You pretend to care, but you’re out for yourself.”

			“Why would you say that to me?” Ingrid feels the hurt welling inside her. She tried everything in her power to help Camila. And she’s still trying. Isn’t that why she’s been scouring scripts for her? It’s so dehumanizing to try so hard for someone and be met with such hostility. “I’m your best and only ally!”

			“You’re not an ally. An ally is someone who puts their money where their mouth is. But you’re never willing to eat less.”

			Ingrid gasps at the horrendous accusation. “I am on your side.”

			“But you’re not.” Camila shakes a finger at her. “Being on my side is being willing to do something about the economic inequalities, the exploitation, the systems of fear and retaliation that do the work of upholding and oppressing, that make it impossible for me to speak up without worrying, without paying a price. Being on my side means not questioning me on whether I’m a team player because I said something. How does that make you different from a white man?”

			The color drains from Ingrid’s face.

			“They at least swear up and down they don’t see it. There’s no inequality. Pay disparity, what’s that? But you know it exists, and still you convince yourself it’s because I don’t work as hard. I’m just not enough of a household name like Hailey Jane Madison. That it’s luck or talent. It has nothing to do with luck or talent. It’s this right here.”

			Camila points at the floor.

			“It’s you not wanting to jeopardize what you’ve got—where you’re at, the scraps they’ve tossed you—for me.” She looks Ingrid up and down. “And you want to make a movie about feminism. I guess it’s my fault for trusting you. We aren’t in the same struggle.”

			Before Ingrid can utter a single word in her own defense, Camila turns and walks out.

			

			—

			Ingrid’s whole body shakes. She can’t move a single limb, can’t even leave her office to go home. All she can do is sit and pant, running through Camila’s words.

			They were so aggressive. Violent, almost.

			She felt the hairs on her neck standing the whole time, her lunch rising in her stomach, her cheeks throbbing like she’d been slapped.

			When, finally, the feeling returns to her limbs, she crawls out of her office.

			As she’s sitting in her car, trying to collect her thoughts and shake the ugliness of Camila’s words out of her ears—ugh!—she gets a notification from her Ring camera. She taps open the app and sees Maggie standing in her backyard. Kyle’s showing her where his dreaded ADU is going. The two of them are both holding burgers, deep in conversation. Heat crawls up her neck as she watches Maggie laughing at Kyle’s jokes.

			What is Maggie doing at her house with her husband?

			

			—

			Ingrid races home. She wants to text Kyle to ask what’s going on. But that would mean opening up her messages and looking at his text to her the night she slept with Alec: where are you? She didn’t say a word to him about the credit card statement or what she did after she found out. She convinced herself maybe she never needs to. Maybe they can just go on living together and occasionally dabbling in meaningless sex. But now, seeing him and Maggie talking intimately in her backyard, her jaw locks. Is this Maggie’s way of getting back at her for borrowing her story?

			She stomps across her lawn, following the sound of laughter and the sick smell of burgers to her backyard.

			“What’s going on?” she asks when she finally arrives poolside.

			“Oh hi!” Maggie says, jumping up from the grass. “How was the office?”

			“Fine,” she says, annoyed. “What’s all this?”

			“Maggie just stopped by. I thought it would be a nice day to barbecue. You want one?” Kyle offers, gesturing to the plate of burgers.

			She shakes her head quickly.

			“Can we…can we talk?” Maggie points to the inside of the house.

			Ingrid leads the way inside. Once in the kitchen, Ingrid pours herself a glass of white wine. Between Camila’s speech and Maggie casually hanging out with her husband, she drinks urgently to steady her nerves.

			“I’m sorry. Maybe this is a bad time—” Maggie starts to say.

			“It’s a fine time. What do you need?”

			“It’s about Summer Rain. I was wondering if I could maybe try out to be the screenwriter? If you guys haven’t settled on one yet?”

			Seriously now? Ingrid almost wants to laugh at the absurdity of events today.

			“No,” Ingrid blurts out, putting her wineglass down. “You can’t because you’re not a screenwriter.”

			Maggie looks down at her feet. Good. Let her be hurt. Maybe if Ingrid had blasted Camila with the cold, hard truth a long time ago instead of pandering to her, she wouldn’t be in this position.

			“Not formally. But I just thought, since the movie’s based on my idea and you’re using what happened to me…”

			Wow. Ingrid turns and dumps out her wine in the sink.

			“The movie is not based on you. That was just one tiny detail. You want me to change it? Fine, I’ll change it! If it bothers you that much—”

			“No, you don’t have to change it.” Maggie starts shaking her head. The whole of her seems to be shaking. “But I want the chance to write it.”

			Ingrid puts her fingers to her temples. She’s exhausted. “I’m sorry, I can’t make that happen. Contrary to what everyone seems to think, I’m not God. The studio would never go for it—”

			“Maybe if you just talk to them—” Maggie says softly.

			“What am I supposed to say? Let’s hire this girl who has no credits, no screenwriting experience, nothing to show? Let’s just roll the dice and let her write this huge movie? That’s just not how this works. You have to work your way up. You have to prove yourself, pay your dues! Like I’ve been telling you from day one, you have to be patient—”

			“I don’t have time to be patient,” Maggie blurts out. “I’m aging rapidly here!”

			To Ingrid’s alarm, Maggie pulls at the roots of her hair and shoves her head in front of Ingrid. “Do you know I have white hairs now? And I had to get Botox?”

			There’s a long spell of silence, during which Kyle walks in, carrying plates.

			Maggie lets go of her hair. Ingrid’s pulse thuds. Maggie takes a second to compose herself, then calmly walks over to her purse and gets out a bunch of papers. “I’ve already started coming up with more ideas for Isabella. Just give me a chance—that’s all I’m asking.”

			Ingrid glances at the pages. “I’ll share them with the screenwriter the studio hires,” she offers, picking them up from the table. “That’s about the best I can do. And maybe if they like them…maybe your ideas will wind up in the movie.”

			Silently, Maggie picks up her purse. She doesn’t say a word to Ingrid, but she thanks Kyle on her way out.

			As soon as Maggie leaves, Kyle shoots Ingrid a look. “Was that really necessary? Putting down a young woman?”

			Ingrid reaches for a jar of olives inside the cabinet. “Don’t even with me. Not today.”

			“She’s just starting out, Ingrid,” Kyle says. “You don’t need to crush her like a walnut. We need her on our side.”

			She slams the jar of olives down on the counter so hard she doesn’t hear Cassie walk in. “Yeah? And were you just starting out, too? No, you’ve been at this for a while, haven’t you?”

			“What are you talking about?” Kyle asks, his face reddening.

			She doesn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer. Instead, she just holds his gaze, watching him twist uncomfortably.

			“Mom?”

			They both turn to see Cassie’s stunned face.

		

	
		
			39.

			Maybe your ideas will end up in the movie. That’s the best she can hope for, apparently. Maggie was so upset on her way out, she crashed right into Cassie. The screenwriting books in Cassie’s arms went flying. As Maggie helped her pick them up, Cassie told her they were for her new screenwriting class, but she barely heard her. How could that have gone so badly? Ingrid didn’t even give her a thread of hope, not even an insincere I’ll see what I can do.

			“It was so embarrassing, Willa,” she says when she gets home. Willa looks up from OpenTable. They were supposed to go out for a nice dinner tonight to celebrate the fact that Maggie just got $1.1 million for completing four transfusions. Now she feels like a fool for wanting to celebrate giving blood to this woman, who told her—without flinching—that if she’s lucky, Ingrid will steal her ideas. “I was just asking her for the chance to write the script that’s based on my experiences!”

			“You should go to the studio,” Willa fumes.

			“No way.” She feels cold all over and grabs a throw blanket. She wraps herself up like a burrito, wobbles into her room, and collapses on her bed.

			“They should know it’s your story. I’ll bet legally you have some right—”

			“Legally? You know I can’t pull that card.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I still need her, Willa!” Maggie wails. “Not only is she paying for my whole life right now, but I need her for my book!” Her voice cracks. “Now everything’s fucked-up between us, and I don’t know what that means for the option, and I hate myself for still needing her help.”

			Willa reaches out a hand. “You don’t need her help.”

			“Actually…” Maggie shakes her head. She knows Willa means well, but she doesn’t need to hear her aspirational mantras right now. “I do.”

			“Repeat after me: I build my foundation and create the life I want.”

			Maggie puts a pillow over her head.

			“You just have to believe in yourself. Look at me, I’m going to acting classes! I’m taking control of my artistic journey!”

			Maggie almost blurts out, Guess what, those Visa cards that keep coming in the mail every day? It’s all because of Ingrid’s money! But she holds back the words just in time.

			Willa studies her face. “What?”

			“Nothing.” Maggie says she’s just tired. The transfusion took a lot out of her.

			Their doorbell rings. Willa throws Maggie a concerned look, then goes to open the door. A minute later, her parents are standing in her room with a bag of groceries from the Chinese supermarket.

			“What are you guys doing here?” Maggie asks, taking her fortress of blankets down and getting up from her bed.

			“We came to drop off frozen dumplings for you. What are you doing?” her mom asks. She glances at her watch. “It’s almost one!” Before Maggie can stop her, Mom goes and opens all her curtains. As a bright beam of afternoon sun hits Maggie’s face, she quickly looks away. But it’s too late. Mom sees the wrinkles and crow’s-feet under her eyes. “What’s wrong with your face?”

			“Nothing!” she cries. That goddamn Botox—why does it take so long to kick in?

			Willa calls out from the living room, “I’m going for a walk!” They hear the click of the front door closing softly.

			Mom reaches out a hand and tries to touch her face. “What happened to your skin?”

			Maggie tries to turn, but Mom grabs her hand and pulls her closer toward her. Mom gasps. “Maggie, you look like you forty years old!”

			“What?” Maggie exclaims, panicking. She lunges toward the bathroom. “No! I’m only supposed to be thirty-three!”

			Her parents’ eyes widen. “What you talking about?” they demand.

			Maggie panics, locking herself inside. “Nothing! It’s nothing!”

			Her parents pound on the door. “Obviously not nothing!” Mom cries.

			The pounding pulls her right back to when she was twelve, in that bathroom at McDonald’s. There’s a long line of people outside, asking her to open up, and she’s sobbing, wishing her mom would come quicker, wondering why she’s taking so long to pick her up, and hating herself for going to Vivian’s on Christmas. It was supposed to be a happy day. And what did she do? She dragged herself to the most humiliating place…all for a Coach bag. The bathroom floor was filthy, but not as gross as Maggie feels about herself right now.

			When Maggie walks out of the bathroom, mascara is streaming down her cheeks.

			“Tell me whole truth. What did you do?” Mom whispers.

			Maggie drops her head into her arms as the words come tumbling out.

			“I’m trading my blood for money…”

			

			—

			No one speaks a word at first.

			Maggie peeks up at her parents. Say something, she begs. But her parents just sit in shock. Dad’s the first to move. He takes her arms gently. At first, Maggie thinks it’s to hug her, but then she realizes he’s pulling up her sleeve. He’s checking her for needle marks, as if she’s some sort of heroin addict. When he sees the tiny jab marks at her arm, he sobs. The only other time in her life she’s seen her dad cry was when she finally opened the door at McDonald’s, but this somehow feels worse.

			“Why?” Mom asks.

			Maggie looks down. So they could finally have everything they deserve? So they would finally be proud of her? But that seems cruel and pathetic to say.

			“It’s almost over,” she says instead. “I have over a million dollars in my bank account. You want to see?” She starts pulling out her phone, but her parents aren’t interested. They push her phone away.

			“So that’s what all that money was?” Mom asks.

			“And all that stuff about your book getting published? It’s all…” Dad’s voice trails off. She can hear the pain etched in his voice. Maggie winces. It’s like getting run over slowly by a car.

			“What about going to see your publisher in New York?” Mom asks. “That was a lie, too?”

			Maggie nods. Her throat is bone-dry. “I can still make it happen,” she says. “The option—that’s real! Ingrid really wants to make it into a movie!” But even as she says the words, she’s not sure if she believes them. And she knows her parents definitely don’t. From this point forward, they’ll never trust a single word she says. “I was going to get there, one way or another, eventually. I just…I thought this way would be faster.”

			She grabs her mother’s hand, but Mom twists it free.

			“This not the way,” Mom says.

			“But Mom.” Maggie’s eyes well as she reminds her, “This way you can get your dental surgery on Wednesday. You were in pain, remember?”

			Her mom grabs her purse and turns to leave.

			“I will never get another surgery with that disgusting money. I’d rather live with my diseased gums. You understand?”

			

			—

			All night, Maggie tries texting her mother.

			Please, Mom, you’ve got to get the extraction on Wednesday, she pleads. You’re on a schedule!

			I don’t care about schedule.

			But this makes no sense! What’s done is done already! The money’s already THERE. Why are you taking this out on your teeth?

			I want you to stop.

			I can’t stop. I already signed a contract!

			Forget contract. Forget the money! Tell her NO.

			And if I don’t? You’re just going to leave the rest of your teeth rotting?

			Better rotting mouth than rotting heart.

			Maggie rolls her eyes. Typical. She was such a fool to tell her mom. To expect her to understand or to look at the situation rationally. Her mom can’t do rational. If she could, she would have never moved to this country with a little girl in the first place.

			She waits anxiously for Willa to come home, but her roommate’s taking an unusually long time. She texts Willa. Did she go to a class? She walks into her room to see if there’s a brochure with a schedule. She doesn’t find a schedule, but she finds a printout of every audition Willa ever went to, along with a breakdown of how much she spent on headshots, wardrobe, classes, and rent in LA. It hits Maggie that for all her roommate’s optimistic mantras, she’s just as scared it’s not going to work out.

			At the reminder of how hard both of them are fighting, resolve hardens inside her. Maggie has a new idea of how she can get to be the screenwriter of Summer Rain. One that Ingrid’s not going to like. But as she once taught Maggie, it’s not about our egos or feelings.

			She picks up the phone and dials Ingrid.
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			It was not Ingrid’s intention to spend her Saturday night watching Tasha’s new film at the DGA Theater Complex, but she knew Charlie would be there. She heard from a producer friend on Kelly Clarkson’s show that Camila’s in talks to come on the show next week. Ingrid needs to talk to Charlie immediately. She applauds politely when the film’s over and beelines over to him. As she walks into the reception hall, she bumps into Mel, the writer whose take for Summer Rain didn’t land with Charlie.

			“Mel!” she says, feeling suddenly apologetic when she remembers the way she delivered the bad news to her. “I’ve been meaning to call you. Things have been so hectic—”

			“You’ve been busy putting a badass movie together, I get it!” Mel says with a smile.

			It means so much to Ingrid to hear that, and coming from a Black writer, no less. A writer she had to let down, who is no doubt extremely disappointed but still manages to find it in her to be kind and think about what’s good for her in the long run. That’s the kind of attitude it takes to succeed. “Thanks, you’re a real gem. Let’s get a lunch on the books!” Ingrid smiles. She spots Charlie on the other side of the reception area, standing with Tasha, and keeps moving through the sea of people.

			As she walks, she sees a voicemail on her phone. She taps on the text transcript.

			Hey, Ingrid…it’s me. Maggie. I was just with my parents. They know. Call me back!

			Ingrid’s blood pressure skyrockets. They know? About the transfusions? Why would Maggie tell a thing like that to her parents? Her mind immediately goes to the worst. All the transfusions have to stop. Her cancer signals are going to return! She’s so seized with anxiety as she pictures herself lying in hospice, zonked out on morphine, that she almost falls on a waiter.

			“Ingrid!” Tasha says, rushing over with Charlie and steadying her. “Are you OK?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine!” Ingrid says. “Congratulations, Tasha! The film’s brilliant!” She gestures to Charlie: We need to talk.

			“Thank you! I never got a chance to congratulate you on Summer Rain. Charlie told me the new direction you guys are going in. Whose idea was that? Did you get a new writer?”

			“No…not yet.”

			“The reason I ask is I’m running a screenwriting incubator for new writers who identify as women! I’ll be picking six nonprofessional writers and training them on script development, pitching, everything! It’s going to be great! All they have to do is send in an original script that hasn’t been bought. Will you tell your new writers?”

			Ingrid is stumped for a second. Why would she send anyone to Tasha so they can learn under her and not Ingrid? But she puts on the biggest smile. “Yeah! Absolutely!” Ingrid says. “That’s very generous of you! I’ll be sure to spread the word.” She turns to Charlie. “Got a minute?”

			“Sure,” he says, following her outside.

			

			—

			Ingrid cuts straight to the chase when they’re alone. “Camila knows. She’s pissed. And now she’s going on Kelly Clarkson.”

			Charlie sighs and shakes his head. “Shit. When’s she going on? I can put in a call to her agent—”

			Ingrid shakes her head. They don’t have time to deal with agents. “I need you to call Variety and announce that we’re in discussions with Camila to star.”

			Charlie flips out when he hears, as she knew he would. “Are you insane? We’re miles down the road with Hailey!” Ingrid puts her hands up to calm him down. But before she can tell him why she thinks this is the smartest move, her phone rings. It’s Kyle.

			“Hey,” she answers. “I don’t have time to talk right—”

			“Ingrid, Maggie called me. Her parents know about the transfusions! What are we going to do?!”

			Ingrid hangs up the phone, terrified that Charlie might overhear. She’s deeply annoyed that Kyle blurted it out like that, but even more annoyed that Maggie’s calling her husband.

			She turns back to Charlie. “I don’t have time to get into it right now. I need you to trust me.”

			“Can I just say something here—”

			“Charlie, if there were any other way, I wouldn’t be recommending it,” Ingrid says bluntly. She gazes into his eyes, hoping that all the time they’ve worked together means something. “You know what she can do to us. To me.”

			“And you know this puts us in a corner. We’ll have to stop negotiations with Hailey, and that means Harper’s off the table—”

			“I will fix it. Trust me. Just run it.”

			He takes a long, deep breath. Finally he nods.

			“As a friend, I hope you know what you’re doing…” Charlie says gently.

			Ingrid feels the caution of his words as she heads to her car.
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			By Monday afternoon, Maggie’s freaking out. Her mom is still refusing to go to her surgery. Maggie’s still not gotten ahold of Ingrid. They’ve been playing phone tag all weekend. Every time Maggie texts, Ingrid writes back, Just come to the transfusion on Tuesday. We’ll talk there. But in order for her plan to work, she’s got to see Ingrid before they trade blood again.

			She reaches out on Instagram to Cassie, who tells her that her mom’s supposed to come to her screenwriting class this evening. Can I come? Maggie immediately asks. Sure, Cassie texts, and sends her the address.

			Cassie’s in the front, talking to the instructor, a brunette in a formfitting black dress, when Maggie walks in. Maggie scans the room for Ingrid but doesn’t see her. Maybe she’s late. Cassie introduces her to Emma, the instructor, who Maggie thanks profusely for letting her sit in. Then she turns to ask Cassie where her mom is.

			“I don’t know. She’s supposed to be here!” Cassie says, looking anxiously at the door.

			“All right, guys! Let’s get started,” Emma says to the class. “Ms. Parker will get here when she gets here. In the meantime, let’s work on our impassioned speeches, everyone!”

			Maggie turns to Cassie, who informs her that they’ve been practicing writing motivational speeches from the POV of their characters. “Mine’s a dancer in college who comes from a lot of privilege. She has opportunities most people dream of. But deep down inside, she’s really insecure and worries that she lacks authenticity. She doesn’t know if she is capable of true passion.”

			The vulnerability of Cassie’s veiled admission takes Maggie by surprise. “I think she’s capable of it.”

			“But how would she know, when so much of her life has been manufactured for her by her parents?” Cassie says timidly. “It’s the curse of privilege.”

			“It’s only the curse of privilege if she lets it be,” Maggie says. “But I think her acknowledging her privilege, not letting it define her—I think that’s its own authenticity.”

			Cassie smiles.

			For the next half hour, they all work on writing their monologues. Maggie keeps glancing at the door, hoping Ingrid will show up so she can deliver her own speech on why she deserves a chance to write the screenplay. At half past seven, she’s still not there. Emma turns to Cassie. “Is your mom on her way? Because if not, I’m going to call on volunteers to read their monologues.”

			Cassie glances at her phone, then frowns. “She just texted—she’s stuck on a Zoom and can’t leave. I’m so sorry, everyone.”

			The entire class lets out a heavy sigh, but no one is more disappointed than Maggie. She really wanted Ingrid to hear her out. When Emma asks for volunteers, no one raises their hand. Maggie slowly looks up. “I’ll go.”

			The instructor nods encouragingly. The whole class turns to her.

			Maggie closes her eyes. She tries to put into words the fire that burns in her. The reason she signed up to trade blood with Ingrid in the first place, the one that her parents can never understand. It’s not because of the money. It’s because of story.

			“Story is the thing that beats inside us,” she starts, “willing us to keep going.” She thinks of herself at nine years old, sitting in that oven of a car, waiting for her mom to dig through those donation bins. Putting her head down every time someone walked by. Telling herself that in ten years she’d be a famous author, and she’d wear the most gorgeous clothes, and she’d tell people this story of how her mom dug for clothes in the back of a church parking lot and they’d think it’s so cool.

			“I didn’t choose this art. But it’s in my fingers. It’s in my veins. And yeah, maybe it’s a little delusional sometimes thinking I can write something when I don’t have that much experience…”

			She thinks back to how she felt in Ingrid’s kitchen. A tiny beetle, staring up at this massive giraffe. Asking her to see her, please, just for a second. See what she’s taken from her, and acknowledge she can’t just take it.

			“But I have to be, to fight every doubt in my head. Every little voice whispering, Maybe you shouldn’t write this. Maybe you’re not good enough. That takes mad courage.” Maggie thinks of the other week, when she pleaded with her mom in her kitchen to please let her write her story. She thinks of herself at seventeen, showing Tonya her Williams essay that was about her. The awkward silence that followed. The guilt when it hit her that maybe Tonya didn’t want Maggie writing about her. The terror. Desperate to protect her essay, Maggie told Tonya it was just for the admissions people.

			“Who does that?” Maggie says. She takes a deep breath. “You do it because you want the world to see you, finally. Know what you’ve been through. Walk in your shoes and see you as you see yourself—a writer. Someone who deserves full recognition for your ideas. For your labor. Even though story is the thing you will die for, you want others to know that this labor, like all labor, is hard and takes courage and effort…and deserves to be affirmed, even if it comes out of passion and is something that you would do anyway. It’s still yours.”

			

			—

			“Damn,” Cassie says afterward, so overwhelmed she says she needs some air. Maggie suggests they get something to eat.

			They go to a Mexican restaurant. As they wait for their food, Cassie tells Maggie how much what she said meant to her.

			“The part about wanting the world to see you? Yes!” Cassie says. “I felt that so hard!” She pulls out her arm to show Maggie her goose bumps.

			Maggie chuckles.

			“You just inspired me to go for it,” Cassie says, smiling. “I’ve been debating whether to write a script based on my whole TA thing.” Cassie rolls her eyes. “It’s horrible, I know. Like, who even cares? But I have this idea for a horror script, and I think it might be kind of fun.”

			Their food arrives. “You should totally go for it! I want to try screenwriting, too,” Maggie says. Cassie digs into her vegan jackfruit taco.

			“You writing for my mom?” she asks.

			“Hoping to.” Maggie takes a bite of her taco and reaches for a chip. She cocks her head to one side, admiring Cassie. “What was it like growing up with Ingrid Parker as your mom?”

			“Um, terrible.”

			Maggie dunks it in some salsa. “Terrible?”

			“Just imagine your mom comparing everything you ever tell her to some better version of the script in her head. Every sentence. Every event. Every heartbreak.”

			Maggie’s stunned.

			“That’s why it took me so long to even think about writing.” Cassie reaches for a chip. “It’s impossible to make art when the art’s constantly being judged.” She pauses. “Which is why it’s kind of nice now.”

			“What’s kind of nice?”

			“Me being a fuckup.”

			“You’re not a fuckup.”

			“Mmmm, kind of am,” Cassie disagrees. “She’d have been there if I weren’t. That’s OK. I’ve come to accept it.”

			Maggie puts her taco down. “I know your mom doesn’t think of you that way.”

			Cassie takes a long sip of her soda and tilts her head. “How do you know my mom so well?”

			Maggie hesitates.

			“It’s OK, you can tell me,” Cassie says. “There’s pretty much nothing about my mom that shocks me.”

			Maggie’s eyes linger on the needle marks on her arm. “We…trade blood,” she finally says. “She and I are doing a medical experiment. That’s why I’m always over at your house.”

			The taco falls out of Cassie’s hand and onto the table.

			“Are you fucking kidding?” Cassie asks, gasping. “What?!”

			“Yeah.”

			“So she takes your blood?!” Cassie exclaims. Heads turn in the restaurant.

			Maggie puts a finger over her lips. “Shhh, you can’t tell anyone. It’s strictly confidential.”

			“How much is she paying you for this?” Cassie whispers.

			Maggie blushes. “A lot! Enough.”

			Cassie shakes her head vigorously. “I don’t think there’s any amount of money that makes this OK. It’s so wrong!”

			“I wanted to do it,” Maggie insists.

			“Why?” Cassie stares at her like she’s full-on deranged.

			Maggie thinks of her monologue today. There’s one very important part she forgot to mention. A part that Cassie would never be able to relate to. All those other writers in the room—the ones working two jobs, staring down the barrel of student loans—they can relate: Some of them will have to stop because it will be financially impossible to keep going. That’s the most infuriating part about this path. Writing is not simply a contest of who is the most talented. It is also a contest of who is the least starved.

			“Because I need the money,” she says frankly.

			“Fuck,” Cassie says, nibbling the rest of her vegan nachos in astounded silence.
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			Ingrid wasn’t ignoring Maggie’s calls. She just wanted to give the girl time to cool down, which in her experience is the best way to handle young people when they’re agitated. Plus, she really didn’t have a moment to spare the whole weekend. She was stuck on Zoom doing press, which is how she missed Cassie’s class. After the news of Camila being in talks to star in Summer Rain broke, Ingrid took as many interviews as she could, saying how much fun it would be for her and Camila to team up again. Then she waited.

			As Maggie’s car comes up her driveway, Ingrid watches from her window, stumped for a second when Maggie emerges with her daughter. They’re hanging out now, too?

			“Cassie, I’m so sorry, sweetie,” Ingrid says, running out to greet them. She tries to give her daughter a hug. “I got caught up. There was an urgent situation with the movie—”

			“Don’t touch me, Mom,” Cassie says, flinching away. She stomps up the steps.

			“Guess I’m not winning Mom of the Year.” Ingrid turns to Maggie, sighing. “Thanks so much for bringing her home. And I got your messages!”

			“Yes, I was hoping to talk to you about that,” Maggie says.

			“Of course.” Ingrid gestures to her house. “You want to come in?”

			“Actually, I can’t stay long,” Maggie says. “My mom needs me.”

			“How is she?” Ingrid asks.

			Maggie makes a face. “Not great. She still won’t go to her dental surgery. She’s really upset by the whole thing.”

			Ingrid nods. “Of course she is. She’s a mother. I would be, too. But I thought we talked about this—you weren’t going to tell her…” Before Ingrid can remind Maggie about her NDA and the contract they signed, Maggie utters something that makes her smother her words.

			“Actually, it isn’t just the transfusions that have her raging…” Maggie says.

			Ingrid waits.

			“That part did piss her off. A lot…She thinks it’s just awful, what we’re doing!”

			The terror thrashes inside Ingrid that the girl’s going to quit. Leave her out to dry, chock-full of cancer, not even halfway through. It ought to be criminal to make someone feel this vulnerable.

			“But when I told her you said I couldn’t write the Summer Rain script, that really hurt her.”

			The name of her movie uttered in the same breath as their transfusions makes Ingrid’s stomach flip. How dare she? Is Maggie medically blackmailing her? It takes every ounce of Ingrid’s restraint not to shove the girl back into her car.

			“I see. That would absolutely hurt, as a mother, I’d imagine,” Ingrid says carefully. “But these are two entirely different matters. One is contractual, between two consenting adults. And the other is up to a studio, about a movie that really has nothing to do with you. Have you tried explaining that to your mother?”

			“Totally. But you know my mom. She doesn’t really understand Hollywood,” Maggie says. “She just wants the best for me. You know, since she’s given so much up for me.”

			“Of course.”

			“And I just wish there was a way to make her see why I’m doing this for you! It’s not just because I’m contractually obligated. I also want to because we’re so close. I feel so connected with you.”

			“Me, too,” Ingrid offers, nodding.

			“Exactly. I mean, that’s why you would take my life and feel comfortable putting it into your movie, right? And why I should be the screenwriter?”

			As Maggie blinks innocently at her, Ingrid feels the base of her stomach drop. All her experience is telling her to walk away. Remind her they have a contract with a stiff penalty clause, and if she tries to break it, she’d better lawyer up. But the other part of Ingrid, the part that wants to live, pushes a smile onto her face.

			“Right. Exactly,” Ingrid says. “I’ve been thinking that, too.”

			“Really?” Maggie’s whole face lights up.

			As Maggie throws her arms around her, Ingrid thinks of jerking back. But she reminds herself she doesn’t have the time or wherewithal to start the treatments over again with someone new. Kyle calls out to them from the second-floor balcony.

			“Hey, Maggie, you staying for dinner?” he asks hopefully. “I made a macadamia-crusted halibut!”

			She could make Kyle into a macadamia-crusted husband right now for inviting the little devil to dinner. Thankfully, Maggie has the good sense to say no. “Thanks so much, Ingrid. You’re not going to regret this! You have no idea what this means to me.”

			“So I’ll see you at the transfusion tomorrow?”

			“I’ll be there!” She smiles brightly.

			Ingrid waves as Maggie drives off.

			

			—

			Back inside the house, Ingrid sinks into a chair, wedging her chin between her knees. Did she seriously just let Maggie manipulate her into letting her write the script? She thinks of Charlie and Bob and the whole studio’s reaction. Then she puts her hand over the needle marks on her arm. She fights the urge to run up the stairs and tell Kyle. But then she thinks about the pathetic way he stuck his head out from the balcony and invited Maggie to join them for dinner, and she goes to Cassie’s room instead.

			Cassie slams her laptop shut when Ingrid walks into her room. She looks at her with accusatory eyes.

			“How can you do that to her, Mom?” Cassie asks, sitting up in her bed.

			Ingrid rubs her temples. She doesn’t have the energy for a dramatic confrontation tonight. “Cassie, not now. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says, picking up a cashmere shawl from the floor and wrapping it around herself.

			“I’m talking about taking her blood!” Cassie shouts. “Maggie told me!”

			Panic leaps at her throat.

			“It’s so exploitative!” Cassie says. “It’s like forced organ harvesting!”

			“What the hell are you talking about?” Ingrid’s heart thuds in her chest. She doesn’t need this kind of judgement, from Cassie of all people!

			“Just because she’s poor and she has no money, it doesn’t make it OK!” Cassie wails.

			Ingrid bursts out laughing. Is that what she thinks of Maggie? Just a poor, innocent, wide-eyed girl?

			“Why are you laughing?” Cassie asks. “You should be ashamed, Mom!”

			“Oh, and what about you? Dolores, where’s my green smoothie? Dolores, wash my dress that I got chocolate on, right now!” she mocks.

			Cassie’s face turns bright red.

			“That is not the same thing.”

			“How is it different?”

			“Because I’m not taking her blood!”

			“But you are taking her time, her labor,” Ingrid points out. “If it weren’t for her, you wouldn’t have this perfectly clean room. All your clothes washed and folded and put away for you. You might actually have to do something yourself, which, let’s face it, is the real reason you came home, isn’t it?”

			Cassie’s nostrils flare. “You’re right, Mom. You exploit Dolores, too.”

			“Get up,” Ingrid commands.

			She pulls Cassie’s comforter off her bed.

			“What are you doing?” Cassie asks.

			“If you find everything I provide you so fucking exploitative, you’re cleaning the house,” Ingrid says, dragging Cassie by the arm.

			“What?”

			“Every single corner. The windows! The floors! The lounge chairs out by the pool!”

			“Mom, it’s nearly ten!” Cassie protests. “You’re being psychotic!”

			Ingrid turns and walks down the hall to the cleaning supplies cabinet. She grabs every kind of cleaner and mop and feather duster she can find, brings them back to her daughter’s room, and dumps it all on Cassie’s bed. Cassie screams. Both Dolores and Kyle come running in.

			“That’s enough, Ingrid!” Kyle warns.

			Cassie’s squirming away from the cleaning supplies on her bed like they might bite her. Dolores tries to pull the mop off the bed.

			“It’s OK, I can do it!” Dolores says.

			“No,” Ingrid insists. “She’s doing it!”

			That night, Cassie cleans every single room in the house as Dolores stands nervously next to her, supervising. Ingrid can tell Kyle’s shaking mad, but he gets into bed next to her. His hands jiggle as he tries to read his book. As Cassie sobs, going from bathroom to bathroom, Ingrid feels awful. But she hopes her daughter will learn she can’t just toss those words around. The real world is a cold, brutal, unfair, and terrifying place. Everyone is just out for themselves. And it might kill her to see it, but she must see it, must accept it: Everyone exploits others. If the tables were turned, Maggie would do the exact same thing to her. The girl wouldn’t hesitate for a second.

			And tonight proves it.

		

	
		
			43.

			Walking back into her apartment, Maggie sees Willa sitting on the couch. She exclaims to her roommate, “Guess what? I did it! I got Ingrid to give me the job! I’m writing on Summer Rain!” She gleams hopefully at her roommate. She could really use some love right now.

			She’d texted the news to her parents on the way home, and this was her mother’s reply:

			When are you going to realize, this dream of yours…it’s a sickness. It’s a disease.

			She almost threw her phone out the window, she was so furious. Instead, she tapped on Call. Her mom answered for once.

			“It’s my decision, and it’s what I’m doing. And I hope you change your mind about your dental appointment—”

			“I won’t. Not unless you stop. Your pick—save your writing or your mama.”

			Maggie pounded on her steering wheel. How could her mother make her choose like that? She was blind with fury, thinking of all the times her mom had pulled this on her. Emotionally manipulated her using everything she’d ever done for her. Well, not this time.

			“Goodbye, Mama.” Maggie choked out the words.

			Now, as she glances up at Willa, she sees her holding up some packaging. Maggie squints. That’s when she sees the Visa logo on the top left corner.

			“Have you been sending me the Visa cards?” Willa asks. She’s sitting cross-legged on the couch, and the way she’s looking at Maggie makes her want to disappear into its crevices.

			“I can explain.”

			“I told you not to do it.”

			“I know,” Maggie says. “I was just trying to help—”

			“I don’t need your help!” Willa says, tossing the scraps and jumping up from the couch. “How many times do I have to say it to you? I want to be the architect of my own life!”

			“And you will be! This doesn’t change that!”

			“It does for me. I don’t want a handout from you or anyone else. Why do you think I cam?” Willa asks.

			“I know that’s why you cam!” Maggie says quickly. She thinks back to the session she walked in on when that rude grandpa made Willa miss her audition. “But this way you don’t have to—”

			Willa narrows her eyes. “You think the way I make money is somehow beneath the way you make money…” Before she can stop herself, Willa blurts out, “At least I’m not selling my organs!”

			Maggie’s so shocked by the statement, she stumbles backward for a second. The shame coils inside her. When she looks at Willa again, her roommate’s already in her room. As Willa grabs a duffel bag, Maggie panics.

			“Where are you going?” Maggie demands.

			Willa ignores her and dumps clothes into her bag.

			“Are we not going to talk about what you just said?” Maggie asks.

			“I won’t be made to feel bad about what I do!” Willa says, doubling down. She pauses packing and glances up at Maggie. “And I won’t have a friend who lies to me, either.”

			Oh, is that how she’s going to play it? “I didn’t lie!” Maggie tells her. “I might have overstepped, but my intentions were good!”

			“You lied. You let me think those cards were from random fans. Do you know what was going through my mind whenever I got them? I was thinking, finally, those fools online appreciate me,” Willa says, pounding a finger to her own chest. “They want to support me. I got through to one or two of them with my emotions. With my craft!”

			Maggie tears up, hearing her roommate get so vulnerable.

			“You did,” Maggie tries to tell her. “You moved me. You’re the one who inspired me to even think I could write Summer Rain! To stand up for myself and get Ingrid to give me what I deserve! My whole idea for the movie is based on us! This, right here. What we have!”

			“Then why’d you have to mess with it?” Willa asks her.

			There’s a long, heavy silence. Maggie answers honestly, “Because I thought it was unfair…that I had all this money and you didn’t.”

			Willa swings the duffel bag over her shoulder.

			“For the record, I never once thought it was unfair. I was always happy for you,” Willa says before walking out.

			Maggie sinks to the floor, feeling like the world’s shittiest friend. She crawls to her room, a sob welling. She thinks of all the times she and Willa lay on the bed, holding each other, supporting each other’s dreams, telling each other things would get better. The world would see them for their talent. They were sure of it. But on this day when she finally gets her big break, there’s absolutely no one. Everyone she loves is gone.

			She reaches for her laptop.

			Story’s all she’s got now.
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			On the morning of their fifth transfusion, a bouquet of flowers arrives at Ingrid’s house from Camila.

			Saw the article on Deadline and your nice comments in the recent interviews on Uncharted. Have to admit, you surprised me. For what it’s worth, I am still open to working with you, too.—C

			Ingrid smiles, then tells Dolores to set the flowers up somewhere she can’t see them. She reaches for her phone and starts executing part two of her plan. She’s still on the phone with Sophie Halloway, Camila’s Uncharted costar, when Teresa and Maggie walk into her study. She holds up a finger for them to give her a second.

			“I agree, it was terrible of her to just throw you under the bus like that. And she didn’t even call you after? But listen, you can’t just wall yourself off. You have to get out there again. We need you for the movie!”

			Ingrid holds her breath, hoping Sophie will agree to what she has to propose.

			“You want me to do press?” Sophie lets out a long sigh. “No, Ingrid. I can’t. It’s too soon. They’re going to ask me about the whole Camila thing. I’m going to get butchered out there—”

			“Not if you reclaim the narrative,” Ingrid says. “It’s your movie, too. You did a killer job, and you deserve every penny of what you got paid. In what version of feminism is that not worth celebrating?”

			There’s a long pause. Ingrid can feel Sophie’s persistence waning. Stars, in her experience, can only sit on the sidelines for so long before craving the spotlight again. “What do you say to doing a sit-down profile piece for Vanity Fair?”

			“A profile piece in Vanity Fair?” Sophie’s voice suddenly changes. “I’ve always wanted to do Vanity Fair!”

			Ingrid smiles. She knew it would work. “And we could get Alexa Newton to photograph—she’s fabulous.” She’s already texting the famous photographer. “I’ll make some calls and set it up. I’m proud of you, Sophie. This is a good move.”

			“Thanks, Ingrid!” Sophie says.

			Ingrid gets off and turns her attention to Maggie.

			“Who was that?” the girl asks.

			She looks over, stumped for a second and wondering what she did to make this girl think they’ve been colleagues for twenty years and she has the right to stick her nose in all her business. She’ll have to evaluate that later. Today she has business to take care of. She pushes a smile onto her face and presents Maggie with Jack’s card.

			“This is my agent. He’s waiting for your call.”

			The girl looks speechless. She should be. Jack’s not just an agent. He’s a partner and the head of the entire movie department at one of the biggest agencies in all of LA.

			“For what?” Maggie asks, looking almost terrified.

			“You want the screenwriting job, don’t you?” Ingrid asks.

			Maggie nods but still looks confused.

			“To represent you.” Ingrid rolls her eyes.

			Maggie’s eyes turn to the size of marbles. “Me? Really? Thank you! This is unbelievable. Does he know?”

			“That he’s going to represent you?” Ingrid asks with a chuckle. “I think he has an idea. I talked to him.”

			She tries to hug Ingrid, but Ingrid immediately points to the IV lines between them and warns her with her eyes, Don’t.

			“Well, thank you,” Maggie says, awkwardly pulling her arms back. “This means the world.”

			“Good. Because it costs the world.”

			Ingrid lets her words sink in before turning her attention back to arranging Sophie’s interview.

			

			—

			After Maggie leaves, Ingrid changes into a sexy black-lace bustier she picked up for herself at Alexander McQueen. She heads up the Pacific Coast Highway toward Alec’s house. After the tense last few days at her house, she could use a pick-me-up. She’s been ignoring Alec’s texts all week, which she knows he isn’t thrilled about, but she really was busy. The Camila situation has been tricky to figure out, but now she’s back in the driver’s seat.

			A smile plays at her lips as she instructs Siri to text him.

			Hey you…sorry I’ve been swamped at work. Had a major deal that almost fell apart. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, either.

			She pictures the two of them making love in his beautiful beach house while the waves crash below them. Her ring slips off easily, and she sets it in one of her cupholders, making a mental note not to forget to put it back on her finger later. Alec writes back:

			U had me worried when I didn’t hear back. U are definitely going to get it when u see me.

			Can’t wait.

			I’m sitting here thinking about how u taste.

			The texts are so racy, Ingrid has to pull over.

			If it makes you feel any better, I’m wearing a black lace bustier right now.

			PIC NOW.

			Ingrid snaps a selfie and sends it to him.

			I’m touching myself looking at ur smokin hot bod.

			Actually headed up PCH to look at a house in your area now. Should I stop by?

			Right now?

			Ingrid waits. Three dots appear. Then stop. Then appear again.

			I’m sort of sick right now. Rain check?

			Ingrid stares at the text, stumped. One minute he’s touching himself, and the next minute he’s sick?

			Of course…are you ok?

			Yeah just a cold probably. It’s been chilly out here. All alone. On my bed that smells like you.

			Awwww. Poor Alec. Now she feels even worse for not texting him back all week. Should she at least get him some food? She thinks of Connor, who always appreciates when she picks him up some chicken soup from Fromin’s when he’s sick. There’s a restaurant not too far from here, Taverna Tony, a popular Greek place in Malibu. Maybe she can get Alec some soup from there.

			She waits twenty minutes for the chicken soup at Tony’s, then drives the rest of the way to Alec’s house. As she rings the doorbell, she hears music playing inside. She waits, imagining the look of surprise on Alec’s face as he opens the door, his mouth melting into hers as he pulls her in for a hug. Ingrid’s knees weaken at the thought.

			But when the door opens, it’s a girl standing there. She looks about twenty-two, and she’s dressed in a bikini top and cutoff shorts. She’s mid-laugh, holding a bag of tortilla chips.

			“Can I help you?” she asks.

			“Who are you?” Ingrid asks.

			“Babe, there’s a lady here to see you,” the girl calls out.

			Babe? Ingrid freezes. Alec rushes down the stairs, naked, with a towel around his hips, holding a beer. He’s not sick. He’s with some other chick. God, this is embarrassing. Ingrid turns and starts walking back to her car, hugging her soup.

			“Ingrid?” he calls out, following her. “Wait! What are you doing here?”

			“I…I thought you were sick.” She speed-walks.

			He points. “Wait, is that…soup?” he asks, glancing at the plastic to-go container in her hand.

			The girl in the bikini cackles. This is clearly hysterical to her. She’s probably wondering, What is this old hag thinking? What was she thinking, Ingrid wonders. Alec was just supposed to be a fling. And what did she do? She showed up with soup, like his fucking mom. She suddenly misses Kyle. Her stable bodega cat, who, for all his faults, at least never let her stand outside his door while a girl laughed at her.

			Ingrid runs back to her car, soup splashing everywhere, cursing herself for ever dropping her keys at Erewhon.
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			Pushing into the glass offices of ICA, Maggie takes in the view from the thirty-seventh floor. Her heart gallops in her chest. She takes a minute to appreciate just how immense a gift this is from Ingrid. She looks out at the Fox studio lot, at all the extras lined up around the block, hoping to get their shot at stardom. That could have been her as an artist, waiting in line forever. But instead, she’s up here, plucked from the masses. As much as she’s still mad at Ingrid for stealing from her, the woman delivered. Maggie is finally agented!

			“Right this way, Maggie. Your team is waiting for you,” the gorgeous blond receptionist says.

			Team?

			The receptionist leads Maggie into a conference room, where five people are seated around a table. All this time she spent praying for just one person to believe in her, and now she has five!

			“Maggie! Welcome! I’m Jack Stone.” Jack walks over. He’s a short white guy in his forties, with stylish glasses and expensive sneakers. Maggie gives him her firmest handshake and sits. He introduces her to the others. There’s John from Television Literary. Tom from Podcasts. Janine from Brand Management. Isaac from their Speakers Bureau, if that’s something she’s interested in pursuing later. They’ll talk.

			“Thank you so much! I’m so grateful to be here.”

			“Anything for Ingrid! She’s my best client!” Jack holds up a finger. “In fact, she’s pushing hard to get a meeting on the books for you and Charlie Cooper. He’s the executive vice president of the studio.”

			“I know Charlie!” she says.

			“You do?” Jack asks. He looks relieved. “That’s great! So you’ve worked with him before?”

			Maggie blushes, realizing she actually doesn’t know Charlie. She’s only sat next to Ingrid while she talked to him on Zoom during a transfusion…which she definitely can’t tell them about. “No…I just…I’ve heard of him from Ingrid.”

			“So you haven’t pitched him anything before?” Jack asks, slightly disappointed. Maggie shakes her head no. “Have you worked on any other projects that he might know of? Written a few samples? Any pilots?”

			Maggie shakes her head again. “I’m writing a novel, if that counts!” She sits up straighter. Hopefully, if she’s the screenwriter on Summer Rain, she can pull back some of her life story from the movie and put it into her book again. “Which Ingrid has optioned—”

			Jack smiles and cuts her off. “That’s wonderful. But what Charlie’s going to care about most is screenwriting experience.”

			Maggie nods, trying her best to portray total confidence, even as she can tell what everyone’s thinking—Give us something to work with here. You can’t have no experience. How’d you even end up in this room?

			“You’re going to have to really sell him, kid,” Jack says.

			“I’ll sell him.”

			“Of course you will. Ingrid is never wrong about people.”

			As the rest of her team tells Maggie about all the other exciting opportunities and possibilities they have for her if she lands this first job, Maggie quietly takes out two stacks of printed pages: her novel-in-progress manuscript and the thinner, stapled pages of her novella. She slips both across the table. “By the way, this is the novel I’m working on. It was a novella first—that’s what Ingrid optioned. But I’m expanding it. I’d love to have someone in your Books department take a look at it!”

			Jack glances at one of the other agents, then reaches slowly for the manuscripts. “Absolutely. We’ll get to this, I promise. But for now, I want the focus to be on your screenwriting for Ingrid. We really want to see you knock it out of the park!”

			“Of course!”

			She leaves the meeting pumped. She has an agent! A whole five-person team! They have other opportunities and plans for her! All she has to do is land Summer Rain—which she will. She snaps a selfie of herself in front of the ICA lobby and sends it to her mom.

			MOM!!! I’m now repped for screenwriting by Jack Stone, ICA!

			She waits and waits for Mom’s reply. When nothing comes, she sends the same news to Willa. It sits as Delivered. Maggie stuffs her phone into her pocket and hustles back to her car. As much as it hurts to have no one, she reminds herself she’s not doing this for anyone else. She’s doing it for herself.

			This is what she wanted. She clawed her way to this moment. She’ll fling herself off the building before she feels bad for it.
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			It’s been a minute since Ingrid’s been back to see her intimacy coach, Geneva. After the disastrous soup episode at Alec’s, she knows she has to talk to someone.

			Every time she thinks of her ridiculous behavior, she’s disgusted with herself. How could she have gone to the house of a stranger who picked up her keys off a dirty grocery store floor, thinking he might be the answer to her problems? It was so irresponsible and juvenile.

			And what about Kyle? After all that’s happened, can they ever get back to a good place? She’s so confused. Ingrid taps her feet anxiously as she waits for Geneva. She pulls up the Sophie Halloway Vanity Fair interview on her phone as she waits. It dropped over the weekend.

			“Sophie Halloway Knows Her Worth” is the official title. In the video interview, Sophie describes how painful it was to have her salary for her first movie—something she told Camila in confidence—get used against her, the death threats she received, and how Camila did not even call her back. Just as Ingrid predicted, a heated debate ignited on the internet over whether what Camila did was cool. Was it selfish using another woman to make a point? Someone who was just starting out in her career?

			By Monday, Camila and mean girl were trending, alongside Sophie Halloway and know your worth. The internet is fully invested in their drama. Ingrid feels a tremendous sense of heaviness and grief reading the article. Contrary to what anyone else thinks, she does not enjoy watching any of this. But it had to be done.

			Geneva walks in. Ingrid jumps a little from the couch. She puts her phone down.

			“Ingrid! I’m surprised to see you here! Kyle said you wanted to take a break.” Geneva plops down across from her, holding a notebook and a pen.

			“I’m sorry, take a break from you?” Ingrid asks. “Or from me?” She realizes the absurdity of the question, but they really haven’t communicated. She has a deep, sinking suspicion that Kyle can somehow smell her betrayal. But after his initial text, he’s never again tried to bring up the night she didn’t come home.

			“From me,” Geneva says, giving her a funny look. Her finger does a little circle in the air. “From this!”

			Ingrid lets out a breath of relief, then laughs. “No.” She shakes her head. “I want to do this. There’s just been…a lot on my mind.” She’s tempted for a second to tell Geneva about the statements she found—the root cause of her recent activities. But knowing Geneva, she’d milk that for at least twenty more sessions. Does Ingrid really want to unpack it and hash it out for that long? Isn’t it better to just forget and move on?

			“Why don’t we just work on you today?” Geneva suggests.

			“OK…What do you want to know?” Ingrid asks, shifting in her seat.

			“I want to hear about your childhood.”

			“My childhood? What does that have to do with me and Kyle?”

			“Everything! Our foundation when it comes to trust and relationships comes from our experiences as children. Whom we trusted. How it worked out.” Geneva’s gaze lingers on Ingrid’s hands, which at the moment are gripping the corner of one of her couch cushions so tightly, the whole cushion has changed shape. “I can tell trust is something you hold dearly.”

			Ingrid lets go of the couch cushion. “Yes. Trust is important to me. I can forgive almost anything else. But loyalty and trust…those are essential.”

			Geneva puts the pen to her chin. “Loyalty and trust aren’t the same thing…”

			“What?” Ingrid asks.

			“Loyalty is total commitment and allegiance to someone, whereas trust is based on a social contract that works both ways. I would say loyalty’s a much more imposing expectation than trust.”

			“Well, I think they’re the same.”

			“Interesting.” Geneva scribbles in her notebook. “And when did you first start feeling this terrified of broken allegiance?”

			Ingrid sits with the question. As peeved as she is that Geneva put it to her this way, she thinks back to her childhood. Her parents’ old dining table comes to her mind. Sitting around that table always made her antsy. Half the time, her dad was out with another woman. The other half, he’d sit stoically. Except when he was telling stories. Her dad was a gifted storyteller. She particularly loved the stories he told about the people at his work. They would make her giggle inside, but out of loyalty to her mom, she never laughed out loud. Loyalty is the highest form of love. She wonders if Geneva would even understand that. Then her phone dings. It’s a text from Kyle.

			Hey…call me when you have a sec. Connor had a little accident on his moped. Don’t worry, everything’s ok. He’s just a little shaken up.

			She jumps up from her seat, the shock ricocheting through her. She’s relieved Connor’s all right.

			“I’ve got to go,” she tells Geneva. “I’ll call you!”

			

			—

			Ingrid runs up the stairs when she gets home. She finds Kyle in their bedroom. “What happened? I came as soon as I could. Is he OK?”

			Kyle reaches out his arms to hug her. She walks into them. They cling to each other, united in their deep love for their son. “Yeah, he’s fine. He was driving to the beach on the thing, and the road was wet. The bike skidded and crashed onto the beach. Thankfully, he wasn’t hurt.”

			“That’s the end of that thing,” Ingrid says firmly to her husband.

			Kyle nods. “I told him already.”

			“And he heard you?” Ingrid asks, just to be sure.

			“I made it crystal clear to him,” Kyle assures her. He pulls her in tighter and puts his chin on her hair. “He’s a good kid. He knows.” It feels nice, holding her husband. She closes her eyes, thinking of everything they’ve built, the beautiful children they made, the life they share together. They’re a family. They’re a team. That means more than one stupid night, or multiple stupid nights. As she opens her eyes, vowing to let go of the past, something catches her gaze. A bouquet of lilies. “What’s that?”

			“The flowers? Maggie brought them over,” Kyle says.

			Maggie came over again? Ingrid stops hugging her husband and walks to the other side of the room. She examines the flowers. They’ve been snipped at the ends, which means Dolores must have cut them. Ingrid waits until Kyle’s out of the room before calling for her.

			“Yes, ma’am?” Dolores asks, walking in.

			She smiles. “Thanks for cutting the flowers,” she says, pointing to the lilies. “By the way, how long was Maggie over here for?”

			“About one hour, ma’am.”

			She tries to keep her breathing steady as she absorbs this.

			“And what was she doing?” she asks casually. “Where was she? In the backyard? The living room?”

			“She was upstairs.”

			Upstairs. The word makes her want to drain out all of Maggie’s blood from her body.
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			“Are those Louboutins?” Ingrid asks. Maggie blushes and tries to hide her distinctive red soles by planting her heels firmly on the carpet in Ingrid’s study.

			“I don’t know. Maybe?” Maggie lies. They’re absolutely Louboutins. Maggie made a real effort to get the same pair Ingrid has. They were $795 from Saks. A ridiculous amount to spend on shoes (even for a millionaire), but since she’s meeting Charlie today after their transfusion, she wants to look extra-impressive. “Why, do they not look good on me or something?”

			“No. They look fine,” Ingrid says, turning her eyes back to her phone. “Just surprised, that’s all.”

			“Anyway, did you get a chance to read my email with my thoughts on Summer Rain?” Maggie asks, changing the subject.

			“Yes, but I don’t think you should get into the specifics of what you’re planning on writing. You and I can discuss all that later, after you get the job.”

			“But what if he asks—”

			“By the way, what were you doing here the other day?” Ingrid interjects.

			“Oh yeah!” Maggie smiles. “I came over to thank you for introducing me to Jack and the team! But you weren’t home.”

			“Why were you upstairs?”

			“Cassie and I were talking about screenwriting.”

			Ingrid raises an eyebrow. “Cassie?”

			Why does Ingrid look like she doesn’t believe her? “She asked for my help with a script.”

			“But you don’t know how to write a script.”

			She says it so casually, like bananas are yellow. Or the sky is blue. You, Maggie, don’t know how to write a script. It takes a minute for the embarrassment to hit. When it does, Maggie’s toes suddenly feel hot and sticky inside her shoes. Is this Ingrid’s way of testing her? Right before the meeting?

			“I think you’ll be surprised.” Maggie smiles, trying to brush it off.

			Thankfully, Ingrid’s phone saves them. She answers it on the second ring.

			“Slow down, Camila…” Ingrid says. “No! ’Course I had no idea. I was just as shocked as you. I agree, it’s not a good look for anyone.”

			Maggie wishes the machine would be silent for a second so she could hear. Is that Camila Veracruz? She’s seen all the drama about Camila and Sophie Halloway and their pay spat, of course. She was rooting for Camila. It took massive guts to talk about the pay disparity in Hollywood—and how else can one talk about that without bringing up, well, said disparity?

			“I know it feels terrible right now. But you will get through it. I’m going to tell you exactly how to play this. You ready?”

			Maggie leans in closer.

			“You need to do something to change the narrative,” Ingrid says. “Summer Rain’s not it. It’s just going to add fuel to the fire. Do a play on Broadway. Something that shows people you’re a serious actress. You’re not in it for the money. You’re in it for the art. And most of all, you support other women.”

			The hairs on Maggie’s neck stand up straight. Did Ingrid seriously just suggest to Camila she should quit Summer Rain and do a play for art, all over an interview?

			“It’s your decision. If I were you, that’s what I would do. As much as I’d die to have you in Summer Rain, this is not about one movie. It’s about your career.”

			Ingrid gets off the phone. She turns to Maggie, whose mouth is hanging open, as the machine beeps. Ingrid calls out to Teresa that they’re done. Reaching for her jacket, she smiles at Maggie, making no attempt to explain what that call was all about.

			“You ready to go to lunch?” she asks.
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			It’s unfortunate that Camila had to call while Ingrid was sitting right next to Maggie. But to be honest, she didn’t care if Maggie overheard. The girl should know not to mistake her generosity for weakness. Ingrid can open doors. But she can just as quickly close those doors.

			Charlie’s already at Louká in Beverly Hills when they arrive. As Maggie slides into the space next to Charlie, Ingrid’s eyes do a double take. For the first time, she notices Maggie’s blazer hanging delicately off her shoulders. Not only are her shoes and clothes the same as Ingrid’s, her lipstick’s the same shade, too. Even the way she’s styled her hair is the same. How long has the girl been copying her style?

			“Maggie Wang. It’s so good to meet you!” Maggie says, shaking his hand.

			“Charlie Cooper, and likewise!” Charlie says, smiling. “So glad you could meet. Ingrid tells me you’re a novelist?”

			“Yes!” Maggie says. “I’m working on my first book. And I’ve been helping Ingrid out with Summer Rain.”

			Ingrid sits down. “She was there with me when I pitched it to Rebecca,” she tells Charlie.

			Charlie swivels a finger between them.

			“How did you two meet?” he asks.

			Ingrid and Maggie exchange a look. “She…queried me!” Ingrid announces.

			Charlie looks amused. He gives his drink a stir with his straw.

			“Wow,” Charlie says. “Must have been some pitch!”

			Maggie’s eyes twinkle. “Like the character of Isabella, I don’t wait for things to happen. I just kind of go for them! In fact, I have some ideas if you want to…” She starts reaching into her bag for some papers. What are you doing? Ingrid laughs nervously and gestures with her hand, Put that away.

			“I don’t think Charlie has time to read anything at this meeting…”

			“Oh, no, I have time!” Charlie says, leaning in.

			“Great!” Maggie says, handing him the pages. “These are just preliminary ideas. And we can totally change any of this! But I just thought I’d write them out—”

			Ingrid locks eyes with Maggie. Have you lost your mind?

			“These are great!” Charlie says, reading quickly. He points to something on the page. “I like how you’re giving Isabella agency. And I agree, she should have some funny job in Europe. Something totally random.”

			Maggie’s eyes widen. “Maybe she’s a DJ!” Ingrid almost chokes on her water. “For like, really sappy American songs they don’t really understand over there. Nineties love songs.”

			To Ingrid’s surprise, Charlie is into it.

			“Love that!” he says.

			“And maybe she interviews people on her show, and they’re all these couples and they’re really unhappy!”

			Ingrid is now full-on gawking at Maggie. She told the girl not to get into specifics! And here she is, spewing every little idea that pops into her head like it’s all confetti, the more the merrier, instead of a land mine that can get both of them killed if Charlie doesn’t like any part of what he hears. It’s so hard to watch that Ingrid gets up and excuses herself to go to the bathroom.

			Once there, she splashes cold water on her face, holding on to the edge of the sink as she stares at her reflection. She wills herself to get it together, march back into the dining room, and control her protégée, when she suddenly feels a gush of warm liquid between her thighs.

			What the fuck?

			She looks down at her white pants. There’s bright red blood seeping through them. Mortified, she dives into a bathroom stall. Is she getting her period? As she sits on the toilet and tries to mop up the mess of red with toilet paper, she curses herself for not bringing her purse in. She’d packed tampons for just this occasion, but of course, she never thought it would really happen. When at last her pants seem relatively dry, she sticks her head out of the stall. There’s no maxi pad or tampon dispenser in the restaurant bathroom. Cringing, she collects a thick ball of toilet paper and sticks it in her underwear. She ties her blazer around her waist and creeps out of the bathroom like an embarrassed seventh grader. That’s when she hears her name.

			“Ingrid?” a confused voice asks.

			She turns around, only to see it’s Alec. What luck, to bump into him here, in the middle of a crowded restaurant, with a toilet paper snowball in her crotch.

			“It is you!” he says.

			Ingrid catches Maggie’s curious glance at the two of them, and Ingrid tries to hide her face.

			“Listen, I feel bad about the other day,” Alec says, putting his hand on her arm. She stares at it. The hell is he doing? This place is crawling with industry people!

			“Sorry, wrong person,” she says, twisting free and walking quickly back to her table.

			Once back, she practically dunks her whole face in the bread basket, and she hears Charlie say, “Wow, that sounds incredible. I can’t wait to read it. Ingrid, why didn’t you tell me you were sitting on this insane memoir?”

			Ingrid peeks up. “What?”

			“Maggie’s book!” Charlie grins. “The one you optioned!”

			“It’s a novel, not a memoir, actually,” the girl says brightly. “I just feel like there’s more room for truth in fiction?”

			It takes every ounce of restraint for Ingrid not to yell STOP. What is Maggie doing? She hasn’t even gotten this job yet and she’s pitching him another project?

			“I couldn’t agree more!” Charlie turns to Ingrid. “Watch out, this one’s a firecracker! I can see why you’re excited about her.” Before she can say anything, he leans over and whispers, “By the way, Camila’s out.” Ingrid’s eyes light up with hope. Are you sure? “Just heard from her agent; she’s pulling out. Whatever you did—”

			“Is not important,” Ingrid immediately says.

			Charlie smiles at Ingrid and turns back to Maggie to ask her for more details about her book.

			

			—

			“Well, that went well!” Maggie says in the car.

			Ingrid nods. It did, miraculously. But it could have gone so horribly wrong, and the girl has no idea. “Don’t ever pitch the studio something again without running it by me first. Do you understand?”

			“I’m so sorry, I was just—”

			“You know the arms I had to twist to get you in?” Ingrid jerks her body, putting the car in reverse.

			“You’re right. I’m sorry. He was asking me what else I was writing and I just got excited—”

			“I don’t care how excited you got,” Ingrid says. “You run it by me first. That was wildly unprofessional.” As she puts the car into Drive, Ingrid grips her steering wheel, her knuckles white. Neither of them says a word when Charlie’s texts pop up on her car’s display.

			Oh my God, I love her! You want to give her a shot, fine by me!

			She can feel the heat of the girl’s excitement emanating from the passenger seat. She leans toward Ingrid, satin-rose lips parted, legs bouncing, restless, dying to say something, to celebrate together. But Ingrid keeps quiet. She needs Maggie to sit with the discomfort a little longer. To know none of this is by chance.

			Charlie owed Ingrid a favor, and Ingrid chose to spend it on Maggie. She needs the girl to feel it in her bones—Ingrid can make and break her.
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			Maggie gets the email as soon as she arrives home.

			Maggie,

			Great meeting you at lunch! Just spoke to your agent, we’re THRILLED to have you adapt Summer Rain! Send me pages as they’re ready! Excited to see what you come up with and super excited for your book too (pls send it to me when you’re ready). Welcome to FYC Studios!

			—Charlie

			She lets out a scream. She’s been so worried. Ingrid’s eyes were ice on the drive back, and Maggie thought she might try to talk Charlie out of hiring her. But now it’s done! She got the job! Ingrid was probably just nervous. Maggie will show her in the pages—she has nothing to be nervous about.

			Maggie writes back, cc’ing Ingrid:

			Hi Charlie!

			WOOHOO! I’m so excited to get started on Summer Rain! Thank you so much for giving me this opportunity!

			Warmly, 
Maggie

			Ingrid replies five minutes later to just her.

			BTW this goes without saying, do not send Charlie ANY drafts directly. When we deliver the script, it should come from me.

			Maggie has no intention of ever emailing Charlie without running it by Ingrid first.

			Roger that!!! Xo Maggie

			She opens up Final Draft, the software for screenwriting that Cassie says everyone in Hollywood uses. But as the neon-green program loads, she fights a heavy dose of imposter syndrome. She did a remarkably good job BSing her way through lunch, but this is her first screenplay ever. Can she really pull it off? She shoves the doubts back. Now’s not the time to chicken out—Drive it like you stole it, remember?

			She starts typing.

			INT. ISABELLA’S BATHROOM—DAY.

			

			—

			Hours later, Maggie reads over her first scene. She thinks it’s good. She swapped out the parts that were based on her own life and gave Isabella a more typical moody, rebellious teenager backstory. She wishes Willa were there to read it, to tell her if it’s any good. But Willa’s still not back yet, and it’s just Maggie and her words, bouncing off the walls of insecurity in her head. By Wednesday night, she works up the nerve to send it to Ingrid.

			Let me know if you like the opening scene! Xo Maggie

			Within an hour, Ingrid writes back:

			What happened to the church lady stuff?

			Maggie makes herself type out the words. I just thought the rebellious teenager stuff was more fun and relatable! You said you wanted the movie to appeal to the 13-24 female demographic, right?

			She holds her breath as she presses Send. Thankfully, when Ingrid writes back, she drops the point about the church story, but there’s a bigger problem:

			First off, the scene’s way too long. Have you planned this out? It’s not like writing a novel! A screenplay’s all about the economy of words. That’s why it takes years of practice. EVERY unnecessary page is wasted time and money for the studio—

			Whoa. Maggie’s mouth goes dry. Shit! Ingrid hated the pages! She shouldn’t have sent them to her so soon!

			This is Screenwriting 101. I shouldn’t have to tell you this stuff, the email continues. The best scripts pack an emotional punch with very few lines. That’s the difference between an experienced screenwriter and a novice, and believe me, the studio can tell.

			Maggie writes back immediately.

			Got it! I’m so sorry! I’ll totally start over. I’ll go and read other scripts. I’ll plan everything out and make sure the pacing’s better! Sorry again!

			

			—

			Maggie works around the clock, trying to read as many scripts as she can to cram years of experience into a few weeks. She’s determined not to let Ingrid down. Cassie was kind enough to send her all her notes from her screenwriting classes. By the next transfusion, she’s managed to cobble together an outline for Summer Rain. Ingrid takes one look at it and tosses it aside.

			“This doesn’t work,” Ingrid says.

			Maggie tenses.

			“OK…What exactly feels off to you?” she asks.

			“First off, it’s boring that the person she’s going to spend the rest of her life with is her old roommate,” Ingrid says. “What’s the point of going all the way to Europe if that’s what’s going to happen? It needs to be someone new and unexpected!”

			“Really? Because I think it could be really powerful and inspiring for viewers to see that companionship could be right there all along…” Maggie starts to say. Her voice trails off, though, when she sees Ingrid’s unimpressed expression.

			“It feels too small,” Ingrid says. “There’s not enough wish fulfilment. And also”—Ingrid reaches for the paper and points to a paragraph—“this whole part about the two of them wanting their companionship to be recognized so they can get covered by each other’s health insurance? What is that? People don’t think like that.”

			“I do,” Maggie argues. “It’s one of the reasons I agreed to the transfusion!”

			Ingrid looks stumped for a minute. “For health insurance?”

			Maggie nods.

			There’s an awkward silence.

			“Well, it’s not movie-worthy. It’s supposed to be a fantasy!” Ingrid says. “You’re making it too real. People don’t want real. They want atmospheric and delicious. That’s why Eat, Pray, Love worked! This needs to be the modern version of that.”

			Before Maggie can say another word, Ingrid takes a pen and axes entire pages of her outline.

			“Wait! Hang on a second! Can we just…?” Maggie pleads, trying to save her words. “It’ll still be atmospheric, I promise! But I just feel like it should be real, too. Think about it. She’s a young woman in Europe. How’s she even paying for it? Does she have a GoFundMe? Is she doing OnlyFans on the side?”

			“God no!” Ingrid makes a face. “She’s just there! People don’t care how she’s there. She’s just a DJ, like you said—”

			“Can you really afford to get around Europe on a DJ’s salary?” Maggie tosses out.

			“Can Carrie Bradshaw afford her Upper East Side brownstone on a columnist’s salary?” Ingrid argues back.

			It goes on and on like that until Maggie finally relents. Maybe Ingrid’s right. Maybe she should write the fantasy version that Ingrid is so convinced will sell better, complete with a Tuscan villa and a hot pool boy who doubles as a private chef. There’s just one problem: That’s not the movie she wants to write. And isn’t the whole point of being the writer so Maggie can write her vision?
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			Ingrid drapes a wet cloth over her face at her vanity, feeling drained after the transfusion. She doesn’t know why Maggie had to argue with her about the script. She already let her take out the parts about Vivian. It didn’t fool her for a minute that Maggie was trying to save that for her novel. But she let it slide. Now, if she’d just write the rest of the thing Ingrid’s way already! She’s the expert here.

			“How was it?” Kyle asks, walking into the bathroom.

			“The transfusion or the script?” Ingrid mutters, taking the towel off her face. She sees he’s got a bunch of tile samples in his hands, presumably for the ADU. She lets out an exasperated breath, glancing into the mirror. At least her skin looks nice. And her son’s safe. They spoke to Connor this morning. It felt good FaceTiming him with Kyle. Afterward, Kyle held her hand, the way he always does whenever they get off with Connor, the two of them bonded in their feelings of missing and worrying about their son.

			“I’m not worried about the script! Just read the outline downstairs,” Kyle replies, setting the samples down and washing his hands.

			Ingrid looks over, amused. “You read the outline?”

			“Yeah, the clean copy. Not the one that was all X’d up,” Kyle says. “I liked it! Thought it was real original! The part about hacking the tax benefits of marriage? Some brave social commentary!”

			Brave? Ingrid puts the towel back over her face and lets the water from it drip down her neck. She doesn’t need brave. She needs safe right now. Maybe with another writer she could do brave. But not a novice she made the studio hire.

			Kyle walks over and taps her lightly on the shoulder. “C’mon, that line about needing a family Costco membership as a single person?” He laughs. “You gotta admit that was funny.”

			Ingrid lifts a corner and peeks up at him. “It’s not supposed to be funny. It’s supposed to be fun! We’re trying to sell a female utopia!”

			Kyle shrugs, then starts massaging her shoulders. It feels nice, and she closes her eyes, leaning into his touch. “Couldn’t it be both? Aspirational while still saying something about the world we’re in now?”

			Ingrid tries to hold her tongue. If there’s one thing that annoys her more than studio execs who think they know story more than her, it’s husbands who think they know story more than her.

			“What’s wrong?”

			She doesn’t reply.

			“Is this about the way she got the job?”

			Ingrid nods. When she finally told Kyle what Maggie had maneuvered, he hadn’t initially reacted with the same ire as her. To him, Maggie was just throwing her hat in the ring. But he did eventually concede that he could see why Ingrid would be pissed.

			“I know you don’t like how it happened. But you’re here now. And it’s not a bad script.”

			Ingrid puts a hand over his, stopping the massage. As nice as it is, she doesn’t need him or anyone else telling her how to do her job.

			

			—

			Later that day, Ingrid finds herself in her daughter’s room. She and Cassie still haven’t spoken much since the housecleaning incident. She misses her. Crawling into Cassie’s queen bed, Ingrid pulls the soft comforter over her. She remembers getting it for her daughter in Laguna Beach. They used to go down to Pelican Hill together every year around Cassie’s birthday. It was part of her birthday month festivities. Ingrid remembers the two of them going into a store with a hundred types of balsamic vinegar. Cassie guzzled the chocolate balsamic vinegar and asked how it was possible that chocolate could be so sour. Ingrid laughed and told her that anything sweet could turn sour, too. Once again, she thinks of Maggie’s script and how disastrous it will be for her if it turns out mediocre.

			“Mom?” Cassie says, walking in. She’s holding some papers.

			“Oh hey, honey,” Ingrid says, sitting up.

			“What are you doing in here?” Cassie asks.

			Ingrid notes the distance between her and her daughter. She’s suddenly nostalgic for the days when Cassie was little. She used to live for Ingrid coming into her room. Now it’s What are you doing in here? uttered with a demanding frown.

			“Nothing…” Ingrid says, getting up. “I was just…stressed. You ever have one of those days?”

			Cassie walks slowly over to her desk and sets down the stack of papers.

			“What’s that?” Ingrid points.

			“Just some stupid thing I wrote.”

			Ingrid immediately reaches over for the pages before Cassie can stop her.

			My Creepy-Ass Goblin TA 
By Cassie Parker

			The title takes her a second to process. But then she flips through the script, reading as quickly as she can, before Cassie can grab it back.

			“Stop!” Cassie commands. “Mom! No!”

			“This is good!” Ingrid declares, holding it out of reach as she moves around the room.

			“No, it’s not. I uploaded it on this website for feedback for like three hundred dollars, and I only got a three out of ten rating…” Cassie says. “It’s trash.”

			Ingrid gawks at her. “You paid three hundred dollars for feedback? When you could have just gotten it from me?”

			Cassie gestures to her, Just give me back the pages.

			Ingrid hands them back to her. “Do whatever you want. But I wouldn’t give up on it. Change the title. Cut your action lines. But keep the dialogue. Your dialogue is good.”

			There’s a flash of surprise in Cassie’s eyes.

			“Really?” Cassie asks.

			Ingrid shrugs. “But what do I know? I’ve only made fourteen movies.”

			She catches a tiny sliver of a smile on Cassie’s face as she strolls out of the room.
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			Maggie channels all her energy into rewriting the script based on Ingrid’s ideas so she can be done with it and get back to writing her novel, which, she reminds herself, is what’s really important. The next two weeks fly by. Maggie gets another huge payment of $1.1 million. She sends her parents a Hermès teacup set as both an apology and a plea to talk to her again. But they just send it right back as Undeliverable. Maggie refuses to let herself process it until she’s turned in a perfect draft to Ingrid.

			Unfortunately, Ingrid seems determined to drag out the process. Everything Maggie writes now is not sharp enough, not witty enough, not specific enough, not universal enough. Her notes move like a tornado, spinning unpredictably with every hour. What has promise in the morning is quiet by lunch and feels forced by dinner.

			What is this drivel? Get rid of this whole part!

			You’re losing me. You’re boring me here.

			This scene feels totally contrived!

			These characters feel one-note to me! Did you ChatGPT this?

			She wouldn’t say that here! Not realistic.

			The character arc needs to feel EARNED. How is she getting everything she wants in Europe? Are we trying so hard to be edgy that we’ve completely lost touch with reality?

			Maggie bangs her head against the wall, tempted to reply, That’s what I’ve been saying all along! How is she getting everything she wants in Europe? But you said don’t make it realistic and lean into the fantasy!

			By now she knows it’s useless arguing with Ingrid. It only makes her notes more erratic. One night at three a.m., when Ingrid unleashes a particularly harsh string of texts, Maggie goes on Instagram. Curious to see if there’s any posts on Summer Rain with her name on them, she taps on the Hollywood gossip account. As she scrolls through all the posts, she stumbles on one that makes her sit up.

			Will Ingrid Parker’s deal be her last?

			She reads the post:

			Anon pls. Here’s the tea on Ingrid Parker. She plays like she cares about writers of color, while making them do endless rewrites for free. Diabolically demanding. Once blamed me for costing her a project because I had too many commas. PSYCHO! Stay away at all costs.

			Maggie can hardly breathe. She’d been racking her brain, trying to figure out if Ingrid was being overly harsh or if she herself is just overly sensitive. And here it is, clear as day. Ingrid abuses her writers, specifically writers of color. It’s not her inadequate, pathetic words that brought it out. No! The woman’s just unhinged! She writes a DM to xoxohollywooddd:

			Hey, just read the post on Ingrid Parker. I’m a new screenwriter working for her and I really need to contact someone who’s written for her before. Can you put me in touch with anon??

			By the morning, when she still hasn’t heard anything back, she can’t stand it anymore and comments directly on the post:

			Hey @xoxohollywooddd, new writer here. Please check your DMs!!! [image: folded hands emoji]

			She feels slightly nervous posting publicly, but she reminds herself Ingrid’s not on social media. Plus, the post is from so long ago. Still, she sends a text to Willa:

			Hey…I know ur still mad. But I have a situation I need ur help with! Can u call me back? I really really miss u!

			When her phone dings half a second later, she hopes it’s xoxohollywooddd, but it’s just her best friend’s auto-reply.

			Sorry, I’m driving!

			She drops her phone and hugs her knees. She wishes she knew what to do. Should she rewrite the script for the umpteenth time, the way Ingrid wants? Or should she stick to her guns and pen her version?

			

			—

			The weekend rolls around, and Maggie’s DMs sit unanswered. She’s starting to become terrified again that if she doesn’t show up to their ninth transfusion with fresh pages that Ingrid likes, she will hurl more insults at her.

			She calls her agent.

			“Hey! What’s up, kiddo?” Jack answers. “How’s the writing going?”

			“It’s…going,” she says, trying to find a diplomatic way to ask him, Is your best client a psychotic bitch?

			“Well, we just finished your deal! The studio’s paying you $30,500 for your first draft of your script, and another $11,000 for a rewrite!”

			She does the math in her head. $41,500. That’s the most she’s ever gotten paid for her writing. But now the anxiety clogs her throat at the idea that Ingrid will never let her get there. What if she’s permanently stuck in the cycle of endless rewrites, as Anonymous called it?

			“You guys making good progress? How’s working with Ingrid?”

			“Yeah, actually I wanted to talk to you about that.”

			“Isn’t Ingrid great? She’s the sharpest there is. And she’s not afraid to get in the weeds with you, which is what you want at this stage in your career!”

			“Uh-huh. But have you heard…though…from other writers…how she is to work with?” she asks cautiously.

			“What do you mean?”

			She has to tread carefully. Jack is also Ingrid’s agent. “Just in terms of changing her mind all the time about what she wants? Asking for a ton of rewrites?” There’s a long silence. Maggie starts getting extremely nervous that she said that about Ingrid. She looks for a way to defuse the situation. “You know what? Maybe I should just send you the script? I’d love to have your read of it!”

			Jack makes a regretful noise. “If you’re looking for comments from me, that’s not what I’m here for. I get you the deals. You’re back office. I’m front office. But don’t worry, you’re in excellent hands. I would listen to Ingrid and just trust the process!”

			Maggie slides down in her chair after they get off the phone. He wouldn’t even look at her words. That’s how much he cares about representing her.

			This sad realization brings her straight back to when she was twelve, sitting in Vivian’s kitchen. Charlotte was doing her homework, so Maggie took out hers, too. Her teacher had assigned her math word problems. They were hard to understand, so she read them out loud. She’d barely gotten through the first sentence when Vivian started laughing. Maggie had mispronounced the word acre as ack-ree. The mistake was so hysterical, Vivian could not stop laughing. She kept repeating it over and over again—An ack-ree of land!—and slapping her knee. With each slap, Maggie’s ears grew hotter—why couldn’t she just tell Maggie how it was pronounced? Why did she choose to humiliate her instead?

			At the memory of this, Maggie sits up at her desk. She refuses to let Ingrid intimidate and humiliate her way to a bad script. A rebellious rush travels through her as she opens up a new file in Final Draft, throws out all of Ingrid’s suggestions, and starts from scratch.

			This time, Maggie writes her version of the movie.
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			Ingrid seethes when Maggie shows her the new pages at their next transfusion. This is not what she wanted at all! While the character development’s arguably better in Maggie’s version, and there are some great one-liners, none of that matters. She didn’t listen! She just ignored all Ingrid’s instructions and bulldozed right over her. Frankly, this is the kind of diva move she’d expect after a writer scores their first Critics Choice Award or Gotham. Not now. Not when she’s just starting out. If she can’t listen to directions now, what good is she to anyone? As Maggie waits anxiously next to her, Ingrid tries to formulate the words to express the extent of her disapproval.

			But before she can say anything, Kyle pops his head in and asks Maggie, “You want me to make you a ginger shot?” Ingrid all but screams, “No, she doesn’t want you to make her a ginger shot!” Kyle scurries away.

			Turning to Maggie, she waves the papers. “What is this?”

			“I…I thought I’d try a different direction. Do you like it?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			Teresa glances over at them. Ingrid puts her fingers on her temples as she tries to communicate to Maggie that they do not have time to try “different directions.” This isn’t a fifth-grade science project. This is a real movie with real people attached! They’re on a schedule! Charlie’s expecting the script! Hailey’s deal depends on these pages being perfect! Everyone is counting on Ingrid’s endorsement of Maggie being right. As she’s talking, Ingrid jumps out of her armchair.

			She points to her desk. “Actually, can we do the transfusion there?”

			Teresa turns to gaze at Ingrid’s computer. “Sure,” she says, disconnecting them from the machine and moving everything over. Ingrid grabs an extra chair and puts it at her desk. Maggie sits down cautiously.

			“No, you sit here.” Ingrid points to her computer chair. Maggie switches seats, now seeming even more confused.

			As Teresa gets the two of them reconnected and the machine working again, Ingrid turns to Maggie. “Can you tell me the meaning of this? Why would you rewrite everything?”

			“I just…I wanted to try it! What about it do you not like?”

			“It’s unspectacular.”

			Teresa quietly excuses herself and walks out.

			“Am I getting closer, at least?” Maggie asks, biting her nails.

			“No.” Ingrid points to her computer and tells Maggie to pull up the Finder. “Why didn’t you just write it the way I told you?”

			“Because it didn’t feel organic to me,” Maggie says. “I just thought—”

			“Don’t think,” Ingrid says. “Just do.”

			“But isn’t it a writer’s job to think? To execute their vision?”

			Ingrid suppresses a cackle. “Is this the vision you developed after putting in ten thousand hours? And getting a film degree? And working as a writer’s assistant for years and then getting staffed on a show? That vision?”

			“No,” Maggie says in a quiet voice.

			She instructs Maggie to pull up her original outline for the script, based on Ingrid’s ideas. “Are you ready to do it my way now?”

			“Here?” Maggie asks, confused.

			Ingrid instructs her to open up Final Draft.

			“You want me to write the script in front of you?”

			“Why not? We have all morning.”

			Panic grips Maggie’s face. “What about the transfusion?”

			“You still have your hands,” Ingrid says.

			Maggie’s fingers touch the keyboard, then jerk back as though the keys are scorching hot. Ingrid commands her to keep going. She knows it’s aggressive, but she needs Maggie to get the message. Stop jerking her around. This is Ingrid’s movie. Just because Maggie pushed her way in, and Ingrid’s currently beholden to her because of her vulnerable health, doesn’t mean she can walk all over her. As Maggie starts typing, Ingrid leans in, watching over Maggie’s shoulder. Click-clack-click.

			“Are you…just going to watch me?” Maggie asks, pausing.

			Ingrid nods.

			“No.” Maggie starts pushing the keyboard away. “I’m sorry. It’s too much pressure. I’ve never written with anyone looking over me, let alone while getting a transfusion!”

			Ingrid shoves the keyboard at Maggie. “Give me a chance, you said. You’re not going to regret this, you said. Show me.”

			The room goes quiet. The ceiling fan spins above. They lock eyes.

			Maggie grabs the keyboard and starts pounding out the words.
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			It’s torture. With every cough, every grimace, every loud swallow of saliva, every slight shift of Ingrid’s butt, every suck of her teeth, every flit of Ingrid’s eyes, Maggie panics and pounds on Backspace. It’s so uncomfortable. It feels like going to the bathroom in front of your boss.

			She manages to finish five pages before the transfusion machine beeps. A wire got disconnected, thank God. As Teresa walks in to help, Maggie bolts for the bathroom, where she drops to the floor and hugs Ingrid’s toilet. She throws up her breakfast. She looks in the mirror afterward, splashing her face, staring at the dark circles under her eyes, the white hairs that now pop up faster than she can run to the salon. On top of that, her hip hurts. She can’t sleep more than four hours. She can’t handle alcohol. She’s becoming more middle-aged every day, and still, it’s not enough. Ingrid has to take more. How did she get herself into this fresh hell?

			Fingers shaking, she grabs her phone and searches up Jack. She’s done. She can’t go back in there and write like this. There’s no way.

			It occurs to her that even if she can get out of her writing deal, she can’t get out of her transfusion deal. She still has to sit through another bloodsucking session with Ingrid. Another wave of nausea comes on. When she’s done, she lies on the floor with her thin arms up, staring at all the little needle holes. She thinks of the penalty clause in the contract if she stops now: $200,000 plus the cost reimbursement. At the time, she thought nothing of cost reimbursement, but now, knowing Ingrid and what she’s capable of, she’ll bleed Maggie for every penny she ever gave her.

			For a second, she genuinely considers crawling out the window and just taking off. Running away with the money. Jetting off to a random country somewhere that doesn’t have an extradition treaty with the US. Maybe Cuba? Anything to not have to go back in there and continue coughing up words in front of Ingrid like some sort of monkey scribe. She thinks of something Cassie once said: It’s impossible to make art when the art’s constantly being judged. She feels so sorry for that poor girl.

			Taking her phone, Maggie checks her DMs again—still nothing from xoxohollywooddd—then calls Cassie. Cassie picks up on the first ring.

			“Hey! It’s Maggie. I’m at your house. Are you home?”

			“You’re not going to believe this. My mom read my script? And she actually said it was good!”

			The statement turns Maggie’s mouth sour with jealousy for a second.

			“That’s amazing! Hey, if you’re home, will you come down and hang out with us while we do the rest of the transfusion?” she asks. Maybe if her daughter’s in the room, Ingrid won’t continue her sick writing torture.

			“Sorry, I’m at Starbucks, writing,” Cassie says. “I have to finish this scene. I promised my mom I’d go to this thing later. It’s an industry event. Do you want to come?”

			“No!” Maggie says quickly. The last thing she wants is to spend more time with Ingrid today. At the thought of Ingrid waiting, she takes a deep breath, gets up, and emerges from the bathroom. She clutches her phone in her hand like a life jacket as she peeks into the study.

			Ingrid points to the seat next to her, like chop-chop. Blood drains to Maggie’s feet as she realizes this cruel exercise isn’t over. Teresa stands in the corner, waiting for Maggie to sit down so she can hook her up again.

			“I gotta go, Cassie,” Maggie says, swallowing hard. As she approaches Ingrid, she adds, “Good luck with the scene. I’m glad you’re able to get out of the house and find somewhere safe and peaceful to do your writing.”

			Maggie hopes Ingrid can feel the sharp blade of her words. The warning to stop.
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			As Maggie throws her a death glare and wishes Cassie a safe place to write, Ingrid’s reminded of a movie she once thought of making about a complete stranger who comes into this woman’s life and everyone in the woman’s life starts liking the stranger better than her. The stranger starts mimicking the woman, copying her mannerisms, style, and even her speech, infiltrating every part of her life until the woman can’t convince anyone else that she’s the original.

			“Sit down,” Ingrid snaps at Maggie. “You’re not leaving here until you produce something good.”

			With a shaking hand, Maggie reaches for the chair. Unfortunately, her body goes crashing onto the floor. Ingrid screams.

			“What the hell!” Ingrid yelps. “Did she just faint?”

			“Maggie!” Teresa yells, dropping the needles in her hand. She scrambles to the floor, trying to revive Maggie. She takes her pulse.

			Kyle and Dolores come running in. “What happened?” Kyle asks.

			“I don’t know! She just fainted!” Ingrid says.

			“Her pulse is weak,” Teresa reports, sitting beside her. She tries to lift Maggie’s head up. “Maggie? Can you hear us?” No response.

			Was it me? Did I push the girl too hard? Ingrid reaches over and puts her computer to sleep so no one can see the script she was making Maggie write.

			Kyle, meanwhile, scoops Maggie off the floor like he’s David Corenswet auditioning for Superman. He deposits her on the armchair by the wall, and Teresa fans her face. In the bright sunlight, Ingrid sees Maggie’s glistening gray strands. The sunken skin under her eyes. The girl looks old. Not that it matters to Kyle. She watches in sick fascination as her husband leans in close to her face, speaking to Maggie with such doting affection. “Maggie? Can you hear me, sweetheart?” he asks. Here Ingrid thought she could cheat fate by making herself younger. Instead, her husband’s cozying up to a wrinkled hack.

			When Maggie doesn’t respond, Teresa dials Dr. Hayes.

			“Hi, we had a little incident. I’m at Ingrid’s. Maggie just fainted. No, we didn’t complete the transfusion. They were in the middle, and a wire got disconnected,” she says. She checks Maggie’s pulse and tells it to him.

			“Maggie?” Ingrid asks, shaking her. The guilt mushrooms in her gut. She suddenly feels awful for making Maggie write in front of her.

			The girl stirs, opens her eyes, then closes them again. Teresa reports this to Dr. Hayes.

			“Should we take her to the hospital?” Kyle asks.

			Ingrid makes an are you serious face. “And what would we say?” Ingrid demands. Her eyes go immediately over to the transfusion machine. What does he propose they tell the doctors and nurses who ask about what they were doing?

			“The truth!” Kyle says.

			“She’s just tired. She needs sleep,” Ingrid tells him.

			“Wait, Teresa said something about your computer. Why were you guys at your computer?”

			Her face grows hot. “Nothing. I was just showing her something!”

			As Kyle and Ingrid bicker, Teresa gets off the phone with Dr. Hayes. She tells them that Dr. Hayes says Maggie should lie down. Once again, Kyle picks Maggie up like Superman. Maggie stirs as they’re walking into the living room.

			“What’s going on?” Maggie asks.

			Ingrid puts a hand to her chest. “Thank God, she’s conscious again!” she exclaims. To her husband, she adds sharply, “You can put her down now!”

			“I’m not putting her down.”

			Kyle continues holding her in his arms, taking his time as he walks slowly over to the other side of the living room, before setting her gently on the couch. Teresa kneels next to her. “Maggie, how you feeling, hon?” she asks.

			“A little dizzy…” Maggie says. Kyle immediately reaches for a couch cushion and puts it behind her neck. He’s about to reach for a blanket when Ingrid snaps, “Let me.”

			As Ingrid drapes a blanket over Maggie, the girl glances up at her. Her whole body seems to wilt. Then her eyelids drop and she’s out again.

			Teresa takes Maggie’s pulse and her blood pressure before nodding to them. “Let’s just keep her here.” She adds some pillows under her legs, then turns to Ingrid. “I don’t think we can finish the transfusion today.”

			“Wait, but what does that mean?” Ingrid asks. “We’re on a schedule.”

			Kyle cuts in, “Well, you’re going to have to wait.”

			Ingrid is mortified at the way her husband just snapped at her. What happened to the Kyle who cared about her health? Who told her he would do anything for her? She swallows the hurt and tells Teresa that’s fine. “I’ve got to go to an event anyway.” She glances at her watch, then at Maggie and Kyle.

			“We’ll be just fine,” Kyle answers.

			Ingrid studies Kyle. For a second, she’s tempted to call off her event just so she can stay and see whatever’s going on between the two of them. Something is obviously going on.

			But she’s late.
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			Maggie stirs, slightly disoriented for a second, then sees Kyle’s face. The realization that she’s still in Ingrid’s house hits her like a bus.

			“Maggie? How you feeling?” he asks, handing her a cup of tea. “You thirsty?”

			She looks over at Teresa. “What happened?” she asks. She tries to get up, but Teresa tells her to take it easy. That she’s fainted. God, how embarrassing. This day just gets better and better. Teresa hands her a large glass of water, and Maggie doesn’t know what to drink first—the water or the tea. She picks the tea.

			“Where’s Ingrid?” she asks, sipping the tea slowly. The honeyed warmth soothes her cracked lips.

			“She had to go to an event.” Kyle sits down next to her.

			“Did we…?” Maggie asks.

			“Finish the transfusion?” Teresa asks. “No…”

			“I meant the script,” Maggie says, still trying to figure out why she fainted exactly. The last thing she remembered was coming out of the bathroom. “Did she make me write more?”

			Teresa and Kyle exchange a confused look. The nurse excuses herself to go into the kitchen to call Dr. Hayes.

			“You hungry?” Kyle asks, taking a seat next to her on the couch. “You want something to eat?”

			Maggie shakes her head. She just wants to go home and throw a blanket over her head and forget this whole ridiculous day. The teacup in Maggie’s hand rattles slightly.

			“What’s wrong?” Kyle asks.

			Maggie stares down at her reflection in the tea.

			“It’s OK…you can talk to me. Is it the movie? Are you feeling too much pressure?”

			Maggie shakes her head. “It’s not the pressure. I can handle the pressure. It’s—” She stops herself.

			“Is it Ingrid?” Kyle guesses softly.

			At Ingrid’s name, Maggie’s chin quivers, and everything comes pouring out. She tells Kyle about Ingrid making her write in front of her. About her hostile emails. The round-the-clock texts. She tries to stop herself—he’s Ingrid’s husband for Chrissake—but she can’t keep it in anymore.

			“I’m trying so hard. But it feels like torture. I don’t know why she would make me write in front of her. It feels like she’s punishing me. Every time I try to follow my own instincts, she’s furious.” Maggie puts her tea down and covers her face with her hands. “Oh God. Please don’t tell her I told you any of this.”

			“I won’t,” Kyle says. “And I would definitely trust your own instincts about it.”

			Her head jolts up. “Really?”

			Kyle nods, looking down. It is both comforting and gutting that Ingrid’s own husband just confirmed that she’s a sadistic egomaniac. Maggie feels so sorry for him, to be married to her.

			“Just remember, you’re very talented…” he says.

			Maggie snorts. “I don’t know about that.”

			Kyle holds up a finger. Before she can say anything, he jumps up and disappears upstairs. He comes back with a bunch of papers, which he drops on the coffee table. “I’ve read your novella. And the first draft of your script. Ingrid left it on her nightstand. They’re both incredible.”

			Maggie truly doesn’t know what to say. “You read my writing?”

			“Loved it,” he says, his brown eyes smiling. “Every word! Your writing is fresh and hilarious and breathes new air into the world.”

			“That means so much to me. I’ve been feeling like such a loser.”

			“The way you describe the guilt of the young woman pursuing something for herself for the first time…There’s a direct connection between that and the father who tried to be a rock of support for his family, even though he felt so emasculated…God, you had me sobbing. You are an incredible writer.”

			Maggie’s chin quivers again. He doesn’t need to be so kind to her.

			“Be strong. I know Ingrid can be very intimidating, but she picked you for a reason.”

			“She didn’t actually pick me,” Maggie mutters. Maybe that’s the problem.

			“Doesn’t matter! You’re here now,” Kyle says, patting her hand. “This is your script. If you like it, you should just turn it in to the studio. You don’t need Ingrid’s approval, or anyone’s.”

			Maggie’s eyes go wide. It hasn’t occurred to her that that’s an option. He’s so right! She has the power to stop this torture. It crosses her mind briefly to ask Kyle about the anonymous post about Ingrid. Maybe he knows other writers she’s done this to! But she doesn’t want to push it with Kyle. He’s already been more than generous. She thanks Kyle profusely, tears welling in her eyes as she hugs him, and walks out.

			Once outside, she pulls out her phone.

			That’s when she sees a DM on Instagram from someone named Prisha.
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			Ingrid shouldn’t have left.

			The regret weighs on her as she’s getting her hair and makeup done backstage, preparing to go on Variety’s Power Players in Hollywood panel. She’d have bailed on it if she hadn’t told Cassie to come watch. She doesn’t know if her daughter’s out there in the audience, and she can’t tear her eyes away from the live view on her Ring cam to text Cassie. Why is Maggie not out of the house yet? Teresa already texted to say that Maggie’s awake, everything’s fine, and that she’s leaving. So what’s the girl still doing there?

			“You ready, Ingrid?” the host, a journalist named Michelle Barra, asks.

			Reluctantly, she puts her phone away. She walks out onto the stage and takes a seat. There are four other panelists besides her—all of them male. Two of them are showrunners; the third guy is a director. She gazes out at the room and smiles when she spots Cassie standing in the back. She gestures for her daughter to come sit up front, but Cassie stays by the door. The journalist starts with some general questions on how the rise of streaming has shaped the landscape of TV and film. As usual, the men hog the spotlight, going off about things that have nothing to do with the question being asked. Ingrid sneaks another peek at her Ring cam app. Still no sign of Maggie. When she looks up, she sees Charlie slip in from a side door.

			“What about you, Ingrid? Do you think we’ve reached a saturation point with the sheer volume of content available, and how do you make your projects stand out?”

			“They have to be exceptional,” Ingrid answers honestly. “There’s no other way. It’s never been so hard to get a movie made in my twenty-eight years doing this. And even harder for a movie to actually catch fire!”

			“So how do you make something exceptional?”

			“You have to enjoy pain.” Ingrid half covers her face while the audience cackles. “But seriously, you have to be relentless. I don’t leave anything to chance. I look at every line in the script. I’m thinking about every strategy. And sometimes…you know, it’s hard. You have to make some tough decisions. But it’s always in the best interest of the story. I always say—and my daughter will tell you—my job is to serve the story.” Ingrid smiles at Cassie, standing in the back.

			The host turns to Cassie and asks, “Are you a filmmaker, too?”

			“I’m…I don’t know,” Cassie replies, flushing. The cameras pan to Cassie’s face.

			Ingrid immediately chimes in, “Oh, she’s just being shy. She’s working on a killer script!”

			“Really? Can you tell us about it?” the host asks. “I’m sure the studio execs in the room will be very interested!”

			Cassie shakes her head. Ingrid laughs. Charlie looks on, amused. The host turns back to Ingrid. “But you can tell us more about Summer Rain, hopefully.”

			Ingrid sits up. This is what she came here for—to drum up early buzz for the project.

			“Yes! It’s going to be amazing! Like many of you in this room, I’ve been a fan of Summer Rain since forever.”

			“I hear you’re doing something really modern to it! Putting a new spin on the traditional rom-com genre?”

			“Exactly!”

			“Can you tell us more plot details?”

			“Unfortunately, not at this point—”

			The host leans over. “Just tell us this—by Ingrid Parker’s standards, is it going to be exceptional?”

			Ingrid catches Charlie’s gaze. He looks anxiously at her. With all her confidence and conviction, she answers, “Yes.”

			“I’ll be there opening night!” The host smiles.

			

			—

			Charlie walks up to Ingrid afterward. “Excellent job up there!” he says.

			She smiles, thanking him as she scans the room for Cassie. She spots her talking to a reporter. She waves eagerly at her daughter to come over and talk to Charlie instead.

			“So when am I going to see some pages?” Charlie asks, popping an olive into his mouth.

			“Soon, hopefully.”

			“But they’re good?” Charlie asks as Cassie walks over.

			“Uh-huh!” Ingrid says, turning to Cassie.

			Charlie doesn’t let her dodge the question. He leans over and whispers into her ear, “Ingrid, I hired Maggie on your recommendation—”

			Heat rises in her cheeks. She turns to face him. “And when have I ever let you down?”

			Charlie smiles, relieved. He turns to Cassie and greets her with a warm hug. “Cassie! What’s this killer script of yours, and how come you haven’t sent it to me yet?”

			As Cassie and Charlie chat, Ingrid goes back to her phone. She pulls up the Ring cam and waits impatiently. Finally, she sees Maggie leave her house, a full forty-five minutes after Teresa said she was leaving. This time, Maggie and Kyle are hugging. A long, tender embrace that makes her feel a homicidal rage, needle sharp.
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			All day, Maggie and Prisha trade DMs. Prisha tells her that she used to write for Ingrid, too. Ingrid met her at a comedy club. Like Maggie, Prisha thought Ingrid was a total dream producer who made all these important feminist movies. She said she was going to build her up, make Prisha the next Mindy Kaling. But as soon as Prisha started putting her own spin on the project, Ingrid got mad. She would make her rewrite drafts with only three hours’ notice.

			It got to the point where I couldn’t sleep! I couldn’t eat! All I could do was think about Ingrid. I even changed my ringtone for her, I think.

			What was your ringtone??

			The Jaws theme.

			Maggie cackles. That’s perfect. She taps on Ingrid in her contacts and changes her ringtone to the Jaws theme, too. She then presses Call on IG, desperate to hear Prisha’s voice. But Prisha rejects the call.

			Can’t. I’m at work.

			Maggie glances out her window at the pink morning light. It’s eight the next morning.

			Where are you?

			I’m in Scotland.

			Maybe Prisha went on a vacation after Ingrid? She can see her roaming around the castles of Scotland, sitting in cafés, writing away on her computer.

			Wow! That’s cool!

			No, it’s not. It’s cold, there’s zero diversity, and I work at a museum all day, giving old ladies tours of stolen shit from ancient Egypt.

			Maggie doesn’t know what to say.

			So why did you leave LA?

			Why do you think?

			Maggie inhales sharply. Her mind immediately flashes back to the call she overheard, when Ingrid basically told Camila to leave town. Did Ingrid destroy Prisha’s life so completely that she had to move to a whole other country?

			Nooooooooo. Because of Ingrid??

			She made sure I couldn’t get any work after that post. No studio would touch me. I couldn’t even get a gig writing for LinkedIn. Had I known she was going to incinerate my career, I would have never sent in that anonymous tip.

			Maggie feels almost sick reading the words.

			I am SO sorry! So what are you going to do?

			There’s nothing to do. I just have to wait it out and hope people forget. I’m telling you this as a warning—do not cross her. It’s not worth it, trust me.

			Maggie’s fingers tap madly, telling Prisha about her script. I don’t know what to do. I just want this job to be over with so I can get back to my book. I only took it so she wouldn’t steal parts of my life! But now I don’t know which version of the script I should turn in. She pauses and adds, Her husband said I should just go with my version.

			Her husband?

			Yeah…I was over at her house earlier. You won’t believe this. She made me write in front of her.

			Wait, like physically write ur script? In front of her?

			Maggie nods to herself, feeling nauseous all over again.

			Literally sit in her office and write while she looked over my shoulder. And every time I wrote something she didn’t like, she’d make this little hissing noise with her teeth.

			That’s actually violent.

			I wanted to die.

			Did u leave?

			Yeah, but not until after I had a long talk with her husband. Maggie suddenly hopes Prisha doesn’t think she has a thing for Kyle. He was just there. But he told me to turn in my version to the studio.

			No reply. Maggie starts to think maybe Prisha had to go on one of her tours. Then three dots appear.

			So he told you to go behind Ingrid’s back? Interesting.

			Maggie’s typing a response when she hears the front door unlock.

			“Maggie?” Willa calls out.

			Maggie throws her phone down and jumps out of bed. She runs over to hug Willa. “Oh, thank God you’re back,” she says, grabbing Willa’s carry-on suitcase and dragging it inside. “I’ve missed you so much!”

			“I’ve missed you, too. And I’m sorry for what I said,” Willa says. “I shouldn’t have said at least I don’t sell my organs—that was messed up.”

			“It’s OK. Where’d you go?”

			“Vegas.”

			Maggie gives Willa an odd look. That’s the last place she’d ever expect Willa to go, especially without her.

			“I was there for a reality TV open casting call.”

			“Did you get it?” Maggie asks excitedly.

			Willa makes a face, No. “But while I was there, I walked around. I saw the apartment buildings just like in your book. I tried to find Vivian’s house, and the McDonald’s, too.”

			“You tried to find Vivian’s house?” Maggie asks, surprised.

			“I was trying to understand why you would send me those Visa cards.”

			At the mention of the cards, the guilt seeps in. “Willa, I—”

			“Just listen,” Willa says. “I think I finally get it. You didn’t want me to look at you the way you looked at Vivian. Like she was better than you because she had all this money.”

			Maggie nods, deeply moved that her friend took the time to walk all over Las Vegas so she could understand her. She tells her friend to sit down. She fills Willa in on the last few weeks with Ingrid.

			“Maggie…that’s fucked-up.”

			“I know.”

			“I agree with Kyle. I think you should just turn it in and be done with it.”

			Maggie chews her lip. She tells Willa about Prisha and how Ingrid got her banished all the way to Scotland. “She’s going to be so pissed if I turn in my version. But I hate her version. Maybe I should just quit. Just tell the studio it’s not working out?”

			“It’s your first writing job! You can’t quit—”

			“You don’t know her…”

			“I know you.” Willa puts her hands on her shoulders. “Maggie, the whole time I was in Vegas, I was thinking about your book. Your words. Your story convinced me not to give up on us. Don’t you see? That’s the kind of writer you are. You can’t give up now. Just get in there and turn in your script! Don’t let her hold all this power over you!”

			Fuck it. Willa’s right. Maggie reaches over to hug her. “Thanks. Sorry again for the whole thing with the gift cards. I’ll never mess up like that again.”

			Willa hugs her back. “I know you won’t. Love you.”

			“Love you, too,” Maggie whispers.

			

			—

			Later, Maggie sits down in front of her computer and writes an email to Charlie:

			Dear Charlie,

			Submitting my first draft of my screenplay to you. Hope you enjoy the read. Looking forward to your notes! x

			Fondly,

			Maggie

			She’s about to attach her version of the script when the eerie sound of Jaws interrupts her. She jumps. She forgot she’d programmed it for Ingrid on Prisha’s genius suggestion. She lets it go to voicemail.

			When she presses Play, Ingrid’s words make her stomach flip. Hey, Maggie…it’s Ingrid. Just checking in on you to see how you’re doing. Are you feeling better? Unfortunately, I spoke to my doctor, and he says we’ll have to do the transfusion again, since we stopped midway. See you at my house on Tuesday?

			There’s no apology for the way she treated her. All she cares about is her damn transfusion. At the same time, Maggie asks herself, does she really want to cross someone that self-centered? Is it worth it to her? She pictures herself in Scotland giving tours of colonial loot with Prisha. And what about her book? Is she ready to give up on it? Because that’s what’s going to happen if she sends her version of the script directly to the studio. Ingrid will make sure she never gets published.

			She moves her cursor over to Cancel, closing her eyes and resigning herself to not sending anything in. Then she remembers throwing up in Ingrid’s bathroom. The hot shame on her face as Ingrid spit out the words You’re not leaving here until you produce something good. Her throat bunched tight as she read Ingrid’s texts at all hours, directions that changed daily. Who knows how long it’ll go on? She just needs another set of eyes, another person in the mix, so it’s not just her and Ingrid playing psychological warfare by themselves. As the sky turns inky black, she makes herself stay up and finish writing Ingrid’s version of the script. She works feverishly for the next few days. When it’s done, she doesn’t email it to Ingrid.

			She sends it straight to Charlie.
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			“Oh no, no, no, no, no,” Ingrid says, shaking her head as she opens up Charlie’s forwarded email. Maggie turned in the script without running it by her? She immediately clicks on the attachment. At least it’s the version she wanted. But still! It’s not ready! She hasn’t even had a chance to read the whole thing and give her notes. How could Maggie just cut her out like this? She calls the girl. Again, it goes to voicemail. Great sign of maturity!

			Ingrid jumps on text with Charlie:

			Don’t read it. It’s not ready. I didn’t know she was sending it to you—

			Charlie texts back:

			Too late. Already opened it!

			Shit! She texts Maggie:

			WHY did you send the script to Charlie? It’s NOT READY!

			No response. Ingrid gets out of bed and goes downstairs to find Kyle. He’s in the home gym, cycling on the Peloton.

			She confronts him. “You put her up to this, didn’t you?”

			“What?” he asks, taking off his headphones.

			She holds up the screenshot of their hug on the Ring cam. “Maggie just turned in her script to Charlie. What exactly happened here after I left?”

			“Nothing,” Kyle says, cycling faster.

			Ingrid puts a hand over his Peloton screen to get his attention. He stops cycling.

			“OK, we talked.”

			Ingrid takes a step back. No. She doesn’t want to believe it. Why would he sabotage her like this?

			“She was crying, Ingrid. She was like a wounded animal! I don’t know why you had to torture the poor girl!”

			“So you told her to go around me and turn her script in?” she cries.

			“I told her to follow her heart as a writer!”

			She can’t look at him. Can’t begin to process the magnitude of this betrayal. On top of so many others. She starts walking out.

			Kyle hops off the bike.

			“Ingrid, the girl fainted,” he says, following her to the kitchen.

			“And now I’m about to have a fucking stroke from hiring a no-name screenwriter to pen a dud script on the last picture of my deal!” Ingrid says, grabbing a glass from the cupboard and pouring herself some water. She gulps it down.

			“She told me about you making her write while you guys were doing the transfusion…”

			Ingrid shoves her glass to the ice maker in the fridge, trying to drown out his voice. The ice cubes fall all over the floor.

			“Why would you be so cruel?” Kyle asks.

			“Cruel?” she asks. “You want to talk about cruel? Me having to watch you fawn over her—that’s cruel. Oh, Maggie, here, have a ginger shot! Have another chickpea quinoa burger! Please, stay for dinner! Wanna hear some horribly embarrassing story about my wife?”

			“I was just trying to be nice!” Kyle says, turning bright red. Ingrid wants to grab the ice cubes and shove them in his mouth. She’s so sick of his nice-guy schtick.

			“Yeah, you’re so nice, you stuck it in multiple escorts across two continents,” Ingrid hurls at him. Kyle’s pupils contract. She rams a finger to her chest. “I found the statements. Do you know what that’s like? To know that you didn’t give a shit about me, over and over again?”

			Kyle takes a step back, bumping into the fridge. A few of the refrigerator magnets of all the cities they’ve visited together fall on the floor. He tries to grab her hand, but she jerks it away. He takes a deep breath. “Look, I’m sorry about what I did. Truly, I am. But whatever our issues, this isn’t about Maggie.”

			She wants to laugh. “You’re such an idiot,” she says, tears welling in her eyes. “Why do you think I’m doing the transfusions? I’m doing them for you! I thought, maybe if I wind back my age, my husband won’t stray anymore. Instead, all I did was give you another target!”

			Kyle is shaking now. “I’m not interested in Maggie! I showed her kindness—there’s a difference. I feel for her. I know what it’s like to be in the doghouse with you. And I didn’t want her to hate you.”

			Ingrid drops to the floor, pretending to pick up the ice cubes so he can’t see her face. What he really wanted to say was I didn’t want her to hate you, too.

			“Please, just let the stupid script go,” Kyle urges. “Who cares? It’s just a movie. But this is your health. That’s why I suggested she turn it in. I just thought…somebody has to be the good cop with her!”

			The freezing cubes stick to her hot fingers. She shakes her head at him, her dumb, stupid husband, who has a pathological need to convince himself he’s a hero.

			“You’re not a good cop, Kyle,” she tells him as she stands up. Her hands wrap tightly around the shards of ice as she tries to find the perfect words to hurt him back. She glances at the collection of memories on her fridge. “You’re a weak refrigerator magnet that will stick to anyone who gives it attention.”

			Kyle’s face burns. For a second, Ingrid thinks he’s going to take the glass of water in her hand and throw it at her. But he just walks away, leaving her standing there, dripping, broken, her hands purple.
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			Maggie barely looks at the texts from Ingrid.

			Have you lost your mind?? WHY did you send the script to Charlie?

			Please call me back!

			??

			I was SO specific with you—I will submit the script when it’s ready. Not you!

			Maggie, we need to meet.

			Calmly, Maggie replies:

			I think it’s best that we correspond via email from now on.

			Five minutes later, she gets an email.

			Maggie,

			Fine. Per your contractual obligations, I would like to remind you that you have your 9th transfusion with me on Tuesday at my home.

			—Ingrid

			Maggie’s breathing hitches at the mention of contractual obligations. She writes back:

			I’ll be there.

			

			—

			Stepping into Ingrid’s house, Maggie reminds herself there’s nothing to be scared of. The script’s in. She just has to get through two more transfusions, and Teresa will be there both times. Once Charlie has read the script, which hopefully he’ll love, Ingrid will have cooled down. Even if he doesn’t love it, he’ll give Maggie his notes, which will be professional and reasonable, and she’ll be able to talk to another person about it and not just be siloed with Ingrid. Then she’ll go off and rewrite the script, and when that’s done, she can finally go back to writing her book.

			She’d asked Prisha for advice on her book.

			I don’t even want her stupid option anymore.

			You could probably still use it to get a publishing deal, Prisha had messaged.

			I don’t want to use her for anything anymore. I’m done. The thought of this sick, selfish, racist white woman clinging to her last inch of relevancy making my book into a movie is so disturbing! My book is so personal!

			A cold sweat breaks out as she thinks of all the voice memos of her parents on Ingrid’s phone. The embarrassing, private confessions they shared about Vivian. She shouldn’t have let her mom confess all that stuff about letting her stay locked up in the McDonald’s bathroom. Now Ingrid can make her parents out to be monsters! Why had she trusted Ingrid so completely?

			Looking back, there were so many little signs.

			The way she took credit for Maggie’s idea in New York and told her it was necessary if she wanted to be great.

			The way she berated her for trying to find an agent for herself.

			The way she casually plopped Maggie’s story into her movie. Didn’t even bat an eye when Maggie asked her about it.

			The way she drove Camila out of Hollywood.

			The way she reminded Maggie at every turn that she hasn’t “paid her dues.” Every single piece of wisdom Ingrid ever doled out worked to uphold the status quo. To keep Maggie down. Unknown. All to herself. To maintain the uneven distribution of power from which she benefited, to ensure she was always on top.

			Why did Maggie not see it earlier?

			She sees Ingrid lying by the pool. The swirls of light dancing on the water’s surface make her think of Vivian’s house. The realization hits her: Ingrid is Vivian. Once again, Maggie fell for the same trap. She wanted this powerful white lady who had everything to like her. To save her. To fix all her problems. Just as she had when she was a child.

			But this time, Maggie’s not going to walk out in tears. She’s going to come out on top, even if it kills her.

			“Thought we’d do our transfusion out here today,” Ingrid says. She’s in a white bathing suit, her tanned, youthful body glowing in the sun. Maggie notes her taut abs, her lush hair. It’s been weeks since Maggie let herself look at her own naked body. She’s been terrified ever since she glanced in the mirror at Saks and saw her ass was noticeably flatter. Ingrid does not have this problem. As she gets up and reaches for the extension cord for the transfusion machine with one long, toned arm, she gestures for Maggie to sit next to her.

			Maggie takes a seat on the lounge chair. Teresa walks over and helps her roll up her sleeves. As Teresa gets the transfusion machine cranking, Ingrid sits there, snacking on a bowl of strawberries. The way she makes eye contact with Maggie as she eats each strawberry makes Maggie want to crawl out of her skin.

			Is Ingrid trying to re-create the scene from her childhood when Charlotte tortured her? Is this her sick way of punishing her for emailing Charlie?

			Maggie closes her eyes. Don’t react. Don’t get sucked in.

			She digs her nails into her palms during the whole transfusion. With every lip smack and swallow of the strawberries, Maggie feels the rage build inside her. When at last the machine beeps, her fists are so tight, it takes effort to straighten out her hand. As Teresa unhooks them from the machine, Maggie bolts for the house. She’s walking through the living room when she hears Cassie call her from upstairs.

			“Maggie!” Cassie says cheerfully. “You’re never going to believe this, but Charlie Cooper—you know, the head of my mom’s studio?”

			“Uh-huh!” Maggie says, her chest rising and falling at the mention of Charlie. She’s been obsessively checking her email, hoping he’d read her script quickly.

			“He wants to buy my screenplay! You think I should do it?”

			“That’s great!” she congratulates Cassie.

			“The only thing is I’d have to work with my mom…” Cassie says, slightly disappointed. “But maybe that’s not so bad.”

			Maggie debates whether to warn Cassie. She reminds herself that Ingrid wouldn’t treat her own daughter like that. Then again, would she ever give her daughter the credit she deserves? Maggie glances out the window at Ingrid by the pool. Ingrid would kill her if she knew what she was about to say.

			“Remember what you said back in screenwriting class?” Maggie asks. “About wanting to live authentically?”

			Cassie nods slowly.

			“I think you gotta be the architect of your own life, Cassie.”

			Before Cassie can ask her any more, Maggie turns and slips out the front door.
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			When Charlie calls asking Ingrid to lunch so quickly after reading Maggie’s script, she knows it could only mean one thing. Ingrid arrives at Matsuhisa in Beverly Hills, Nobu’s original place. She hasn’t slept well since the poolside transfusion with Maggie, when she made a point of gobbling up strawberries while the girl looked on, horrified. Up until now, she’s always seen Maggie as the victim in the story she told. Now she wonders what Charlotte probably felt, having to deal with this random girl who was taking over her life. It was enough to make her call Dr. Hayes, asking whether nine transfusions were good enough. He urged her to keep going. “You only have one more. Just finish up with Maggie. You’re so close.”

			Charlie’s already in the restaurant, sitting next to a stack of pages, which she presumes is Maggie’s script. She slides into the seat next to him, trying to stay optimistic.

			“Hi.” Ingrid smiles. “How are you?”

			They chitchat about the latest industry gossip. Ingrid orders a drink, then points casually to the pages.

			“So what do you think?” she asks.

			“To be honest?” Charlie asks with a regretful sigh.

			Shit. Ingrid gestures wildly for the waitress, trying to buy herself some time. She orders a bunch of random sushi and appetizers.

			“I know,” Ingrid says when the waitress leaves. “Well, it’s not ready. I told her not to send it, but you know this generation. They need constant feedback…”

			“I gotta say, I was surprised. When we had lunch, I really liked her ideas. I thought it was going to feel fresh and original and quirky,” Charlie says, reaching for his green tea. He points to the script. “But this just feels…old. And forgettable. I feel like I’ve already seen this movie.”

			Ingrid fiddles with her chopsticks. Old and forgettable. Ouch. The script wasn’t ready, but it wasn’t that bad. But experience tells her it’s pointless arguing with an executive who’s dead set on panning something. So she nods and fiddles with her soy sauce dish. “Right…”

			“In the end, I wasn’t sure what this movie was trying to say. Go to Europe, and all your problems will be solved? Find a villa, and a pool boy will make you dinner?” He scratches his head. “That doesn’t sound like the next chapter in feminism to me…Am I wrong?”

			“I mean, I think it’s supposed to be a fantasy…” she mutters.

			The waitress arrives with their edamame. Charlie picks up a green bean. “Well, I just wasn’t feeling it.”

			As Charlie goes on and on, explaining all the parts that stuck out to him as being far-fetched or out of touch, Ingrid forces herself to grin and bear it. She has a logical rebuttal to everything he’s saying, but she knows none of it matters. He’s already decided the story doesn’t work.

			“I guess I’m just trying to figure out what happened here. You had to have seen the script going sideways.” Charlie studies her. “Did you try to work with her?”

			The soybeans harden in her throat.

			“Of course I tried to work with her.”

			“So she was inflexible. She wouldn’t listen, was that it?” Charlie continues.

			As Charlie takes another sip of his green tea, Ingrid carefully considers her options. She can tell him the truth, which is that Maggie has another version of the script, one Ingrid doesn’t like. But one that arguably feels fresher. Charlie might like that one. Though it’s equally possible he might not, and then he’ll be wondering how she let Maggie arrive at two bad scripts. He’ll wonder if there’s a better producer for the project. She will be forgettable, not just the script.

			And then where will they be? What will happen to Summer Rain and all the other big, feminist movies she still needs to make? To the hard-earned progress she’s achieved at the studio? What is the point of throwing both of them under the bus when one of them could be saved?

			And so she preemptively says the words she knows Charlie is thinking anyway.

			“I think we gotta think of other options.”

			“My thoughts exactly.”

			She hates herself for this next part. “Luckily, I’ve been meeting with other writers.”

			Charlie’s whole face brightens.

			“Remember Mel? Now, I know you didn’t like her take, but after I bumped into her at Tasha’s premiere, I had lunch with her. She’s got a new pilot that she just sold to Netflix. She’s young and dynamic and a total team player. I know she’s interested in writing the script. I think she could infuse it with the quirky, chaotic fun that we’re looking for. But we gotta jump on this before her show at Netflix moves forward.”

			Charlie beams, holding up his green tea. “That’s what I love about you! Always thinking ahead.”

			Ingrid moves her frozen fingers around her hot tea. As they clink glasses, she tells herself she’s making the right move for the story. It’s not personal, it’s business. There will be other opportunities for Maggie. At least her foot’s in the door now. She got her first gig. She got paid. She got an agent. With this on her résumé, she’ll get more jobs, maybe get staffed on a show, and slowly climb her way up. Ingrid’s fingers are starting to warm when Charlie brings up Cassie.

			“By the way, did you know Cassie turned down my offer on her script?”

			“What?”

			“Yeah, I just heard. Apparently she’s applying to Tasha’s incubator program,” Charlie says. “Which, I have to say, is very impressive. It takes a great deal of maturity for a young person to say, hold on, I want to learn everything I can from other people before putting something out there.”

			As Charlie blathers on, Ingrid doesn’t hear a word. All she can think about is the fact that her daughter picked Tasha over her.

			She feels dead inside.
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			Maggie’s writing when she gets the email from Charlie. These last few days away from Ingrid have been a godsend. She’s back to working on her book. She’s been helping Willa with her scenes for her auditions. Slowly but surely, she feels herself coming back to life. Then she gets the email. The subject line is: Re: Your Script. It’s going to be OK, she tells herself as she clicks it open.

			There’s no message inside. Only a Zoom link.

			Quickly, she dashes over to her bathroom mirror and grabs the root coverage powder she bought off the TikTok Shop. It promised instant gray coverage. She dabs it onto her hairline in an attempt to cover up the stubborn white hairs that keep sprouting. She calls out for Willa to check if she got them all, then remembers her roommate’s out at the store. Maggie takes her laptop to the living room, which has the best lighting. Lighting, these days, is very important, given her dry skin. She sits down on the couch. Taking a deep breath, she clicks on the link. Charlie is in the Zoom, waiting.

			“Hey, Maggie,” Charlie greets her. She gives him a nervous smile. They chat about the nice weather and their weekend plans, but Maggie can tell from his body language that he’s just as impatient as she is to get to the point. “So I’ve had a chance to read your script and I…didn’t love it.”

			“Oh!” She nods, still smiling. “That’s OK, what didn’t you love about it?”

			“It just didn’t quite land for me. I was hoping for something that matched the energy of the book. The book is so unapologetically honest—that’s what made it groundbreaking. But this script just felt…like it was neither here nor there.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” Maggie says, sitting up. She pulls up the other version of her script. “Actually, I had this whole other—”

			Charlie puts his hands up to stop her. “I don’t think we need to get into another creative conversation right now.”

			Maggie nods, trying to hide her disappointment. Maybe he’ll schedule another meeting next week?

			“I just wanted you to know how much I enjoyed reading your work. I think you have such a huge future ahead of you,” Charlie says. Maggie furrows her brows. This is weird. This sounds like a see you later speech.

			“Thanks, but this is just the first draft,” Maggie reminds him. “I get a rewrite, don’t I?”

			There’s a long pause. “Listen, Maggie, you know my door’s always open to you, but on this particular project, we need to be moving on.”

			“What?” Maggie blinks. “But I get a rewrite…” Her voice is suddenly desperate. “Isn’t that a part of my deal?”

			“Don’t worry! We’ll still pay you for it, but we just need to take this in a different direction. I’m sorry again, Maggie,” Charlie says.

			As he waves and clicks off, Maggie stares in confusion at the screen. WTF just happened? The fury pounds in her as she stands with her computer. Ingrid must have gotten to him. But before she can figure out what to do, she feels her vision start to fade. Her head throbs. As everything goes black, the laptop in her hands falls. She tries to hang on to the bureau, but her body tumbles to the ground.

			

			—

			The first person she sees when she wakes up is Willa.

			“You’re awake!” Willa cries, putting her arms around her. “OMG, thank God!”

			Maggie looks around her. She’s in a hospital room. The wires and beeping machines come into focus. A doctor in a white coat with red hair rushes over. She checks Maggie’s eyes.

			“Maggie? Can you hear me?” the doctor asks.

			“Yes,” she mutters, reaching up with a hand to rub her throbbing forehead. Her eyes flit over to her parents, who are rushing over from their chairs. Maggie reaches out a hand to her mom. “Mom…you’re here!”

			“Yes, of course we here!” Mom puts her arms around her. “Willa call us! You OK? How you feel?”

			“A little out of it. What happened?” Maggie asks the doctor as Dad hands her a small bag of rice crackers. “Eat,” Dad urges.

			“You fainted, and a bureau crashed on top of you,” the doctor says, reaching to check her head and her pulse. “Don’t worry. Just a minor concussion. But it was good of your roommate to bring you in, just to be sure.”

			Maggie gives Willa a grateful look as she eats a cracker.

			“Have you ever lost consciousness before?” the doctor asks. Maggie glances at her name tag—Dr. Alvarez, Attending Physician, UCLA Ronald Reagan—and nods.

			“The other day, when I was…” She avoids her mom’s gaze. “Getting a transfusion.”

			“I’m sorry, a transfusion?” Dr. Alvarez asks. “For what?”

			Mom informs the doctor, “This older woman take her blood every week!”

			Sheepishly, Maggie tells the doctor what she and Ingrid have been doing, but is quick to add it’s almost over.

			“I’ve never heard of this procedure before,” Dr. Alvarez says. “Who authorized it?”

			“Ingrid’s doctor. Dr. …Hayes.” Maggie closes her eyes, remembering. “It’s new. It’s supposed to make Ingrid younger.”

			“And where are you guys doing this? Which hospital?” Dr. Alvarez asks, jotting down notes.

			“We get it done at her home,” Maggie says. “With a special machine. And a nurse, of course.”

			“I’m going to have to look into this. I haven’t heard of blood transfusions on humans for antiaging. Let me give Dr. Hayes a call and check out the research.”

			“You think this is what causing fainting?” Mom asks.

			“No,” Maggie insists.

			Dr. Alvarez closes her notepad. “I’ll get to the bottom of it. For now, just rest.”

			After she leaves, Willa excuses herself to give Maggie and her parents a minute. Maggie looks up at Mom. She grabs her hand. “I’m so sorry.”

			Mom takes a damp towel and dabs Maggie’s face.

			“It’s OK,” Mom says. “Me and Daddy just happy you’re OK. We thought something happen to you.”

			Maggie’s throat pinches. “Something did happen to me.”

			For the first time ever, she tells her parents what really happened in Vivian’s house. Not just that Christmas morning, but all the times she went over and the way they mocked her and toyed with her. How mad she was at her parents for sending her there and how terrified she was to tell them. She didn’t want her mom to have to lose her job to take care of her, because then they’d be even more broke. Bravely, she tells them the memories and worries that have been sitting in the recesses of her psyche, crushing her.

			Afterward, Mom hugs Maggie, crying with her daughter. “I’m so sorry. I feel so responsible. I was just trying to give you a good life, with everything you deserve.”

			“I know.” Maggie’s voice hitches. “But the thing I realized when I was at Vivian’s house? I already had everything I needed. I had two loving parents who gave me their whole hearts.”

			Dad joins the hug. They’re a wet sandwich of arms and tears.

			“You sure do,” Dad says.

			“I’m so sorry for all the pressure on you,” Mom says. “That not fair. You were just kid.”

			Maggie’s breathing quickens. Is her mom…apologizing?

			“I should have listened to you more. Not just tell you how hard it was for me.”

			For the first time ever, Maggie feels lightness. She feels relief. She feels the freedom of not having to be strong all the time in front of her parents. The joy of finally getting to be a full human! Flawed. Messy. She tells her mom about getting fired from the movie. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s time I let my stupid dream go.”

			Mom grips her daughter’s hand firmly.

			“Why? Just because of one movie?” Mom asks.

			“Because maybe you’re right…It is a disease,” Maggie says, her stomach twisting as she thinks of how horribly low she felt after the Zoom with Charlie.

			Softly, Mom mutters, “Don’t listen to me.”

			“But I do listen. You’re all I care about! Making you happy. Making you and Dad proud. Trying to erase the impossible debt…the pain you guys suffered by coming here,” Maggie says, her voice wobbling.

			Mom tucks Maggie’s hair behind her ears. “But you can’t. The pain is part of my life. And it will always be there, no matter what you do.”

			And there it is. The truth that Maggie didn’t know she was waiting for.

			“All you can do is live your life. And if you love writing, you love the words, that’s enough. You don’t need movie boss give you permission. You are the permission. You carry your own power…in your bones, in your blood, in everything you went through, every shirt you got from donation bin, every kindness a stranger gave us, every wrong. Every long hour you had to wait for me to come home. Every book you ever borrowed from the library. Every time you came back from Vivian’s big house and you told us you like our tiny little apartment full of roaches better. You know how much that meant to me? You are the story that saved my life, you know that?”

			“Oh, Mom…” Maggie clings to her mom on the hospital bed, feeling the walls, the ceiling, the sky expand, crying for all that they finally understand about each other…and all that has been set free.

			

			—

			Later that night, Dr. Alvarez walks into Maggie’s room. Mom, Dad, and Willa have already gone home for the night.

			“I spoke with Dr. Hayes,” Dr. Alvarez says. “I understand this is a new, trendy procedure in Silicon Valley, based on promising research on rats.” She gives Maggie some printed papers.

			Disgust crawls up Maggie’s chest. “Rats?” Ingrid never mentioned anything about rats.

			“I know that Ingrid’s precancer signals were what started this, but—”

			“Wait, what precancer signals?”

			“They didn’t tell you?” Dr. Alvarez asks, shocked. “They were in Ingrid’s blood. She wanted to see if she could get rid of them.”

			“No! She never said anything about cancer!” All of a sudden, her hospital room is spinning. “It was always about aging!”

			“Well, aging is highly correlated with precancer signals. But the part that worries me is in the research. The younger rat gets older and inherits the medical problems of the older rats.”

			“You mean…” Maggie swallows. She can’t even get the words out.

			“No need for alarm,” Dr. Alvarez immediately says. “We ran your blood work and you don’t have any elevated markers for cancers yet.”

			Yet!

			“But your blood work does resemble that of someone in their late forties.” Dr. Alvarez presents her another piece of paper. “Your heart, your kidneys, your liver. I would suggest you stop the transfusions immediately. And possibly consult a lawyer.”

			The sound of Jaws interrupts them. Maggie snatches her phone from the table and looks at the text.

			Just heard from Charlie. I’m so sorry. I know it probably stings a lot right now. But once you’ve had a chance to process, I’m here. I hope there’s a path forward for us to keep working together and finish your contractual obligations.

			The last two words send a shiver up Maggie’s spine. The bitch is still not done taking from her. She starts typing a long string of cusswords, then stops. She has another idea.
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			Ingrid’s at the ICA Women in Hollywood rooftop party, holding a martini. She’s in a blue, one-shoulder Tom Ford cocktail dress. She didn’t want to come, but after Cassie uploaded her script to Tasha’s incubator this morning, Ingrid damn near cried. She hopes if she talks to Tasha in person, she’ll understand. Her daughter’s young. It was simply a rebellious act, though she’s fairly certain Maggie put Cassie up to it. Surely, Tasha will be gracious enough to give the script back.

			But before she can even find Tasha, she sees Maggie walking into the party. The girl’s in a floor-length black dress with bead trim. She looks nice, Ingrid will admit, but how did she score an invitation? Then she remembers they have the same agent. Jack must have invited her. Ingrid gives her a little wave, but the look on Maggie’s face is ice.

			“You poisoned me,” she blurts out.

			Ingrid almost spills her drink. Her eyes warn Maggie to shut up; they’re in front of her colleagues! As the other guests look their way, Ingrid tosses back her martini and grabs Maggie’s hand. She drags her to an empty stairwell.

			“What the fuck is the matter with you?” Ingrid demands when they’re alone.

			Maggie slams a hand on the steel railing. “I want to know the same thing! Did you really think you could just take someone off the street and give them your cancer?” she shrieks. Before Ingrid can respond, Maggie reaches into her purse, takes out their contract, and throws the pages at Ingrid. To her horror, the papers plunge down the stairwell, falling onto thirty-seven floors. Maggie just threw their confidential contract all over ICA for anyone to find.

			“I’m not going to have this conversation here,” Ingrid says, so disturbed she can barely speak. “If you want to talk, make an appointment with my lawyer. You knew there were risks. That’s why you’re getting three million dollars.”

			Maggie grabs her arm. “I was just at the hospital. I have the heart of a forty-seven-year-old! My organs are old!”

			She’s screaming with such vigor, Ingrid can feel Maggie’s spittle on her face.

			“I don’t know what to tell you. We set you up with the best doctor we could. He walked you through everything. You had plenty of time to do your due diligence. And I don’t have cancer, I have precancer signals, which every older person in the world has!”

			“You didn’t think of telling me that?”

			Ingrid feels her throat tighten. But she ignores the question.

			“May I just remind you, nobody made you do this. You begged me to give you the chance, not someone else!”

			“I didn’t know!”

			“You knew. You just don’t want to live in a world of facts. You could have done more digging. Instead, you want to live in an alternate reality where it’s everyone’s God-given right to be a millionaire. So you snatched the deal. You didn’t want to earn success the hard way; you wanted to jump the line! Just like you did with the screenwriting!”

			Maggie lets go of Ingrid’s arm and takes a step back.

			“So it was you,” she says. “What did you tell Charlie?”

			“That you rushed. It wasn’t your finest work. If you would have just listened to me—”

			“I did listen to you! I listened to you until I couldn’t hear my own voice anymore!”

			Ingrid shakes her head. “Don’t put this on me. I know it’s convenient. But your script didn’t stink because of me. Just like your book didn’t fail to attract an agent because of Estelle Lu. Your words just weren’t good enough. I’m sorry.”

			Maggie’s laugh erupts in the hollow stairwell. “Is that what you told Prisha, too?”

			Ingrid feels herself shriveling as Maggie rams her fingers into her purse and pulls out her phone. She taps on Instagram and shows Ingrid all the DMs between her and Prisha. Ingrid’s heart hammers.

			Then, ever so slowly, Ingrid takes her own phone out from her clutch and taps on Instagram. She shoves it in Maggie’s face: all the chats between her and Maggie. “There is no Prisha.”

			Ingrid wishes she could frame Maggie’s face. Did she really think she wouldn’t see her little comment on the post? She might not have social media, but Roxanne does. She asked her assistant to monitor that ridiculous post ever since it went up, just in case. She didn’t actually think anyone would be so stupid as to write a comment on it publicly! It only took two seconds for Ingrid to make an account on IG. She’s so glad she did. Of all the gems Maggie said about her in their DMs, the words sick, selfish, racist white woman, clinging to her last inch of relevancy are forever burned into her skull.

			Maggie takes a huge step backward, almost tumbling. “You’re Prisha? Why would you pretend to hate working for yourself?”

			“Why would you believe it?” Ingrid tosses back at her. “After everything I’ve done for you and given you—all that time we spent together. The millions I gave you! The backflips I did for you to get the job after you blackmailed me using my health. Do you know how cruel that was?”

			Maggie’s gaze plunges.

			“You want to talk about sick and selfish,” Ingrid says, “that’s sick and selfish! I did everything you wanted, and you still ate up every lie about me. You would have believed anything over the truth, which is that your writing’s mediocre!”

			“Shut up,” Maggie commands.

			The girl turns to leave, but Ingrid holds the exit door closed. “No, I won’t shut up. Why did you believe all those lies about me?”

			“Because you took and you took and you took! You took my blood and my story! You took my sanity and my family!”

			“You took my family!” Ingrid hurls back. “You turned my husband and my daughter against me!”

			“You took my words, my experiences! Stole the words right off my pages and expected me to smile!”

			“You took my love.” Ingrid pounds her chest. She’s blind with tears now.

			Maggie looks away. “Don’t say that,” she whispers.

			It’s too late.

			“I will say it,” Ingrid wails. Her legs and arms go limp as she tells Maggie the thing that has been choking her throat. “I mentored you! I cared for you! I saw myself in you, and you squandered that love. Why? For the hope that someone more important would pay attention to you? If you had just been a little more patient, I would have given you everything! Why wasn’t that enough for you?”

			Ingrid waits in the cold, sterile stairwell with her whole exposed heart. She’s blind with tears and shame, but she needs to hear it from Maggie. She needs to understand what happened in their story.
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			“That’s not love,” Maggie finally mutters. “Love is not keeping someone’s talent so tightly under your thumb that they can’t breathe. It’s not taking from them, appropriating their story because you can. It’s not making someone prove their total loyalty to you before you will help them.” She lifts her eyes slowly to Ingrid’s. “That’s a prison.”

			Ingrid turns, hiding her face.

			“You didn’t mentor me,” Maggie continues. “You took from me. You stole the one thing in the world that was all mine—my love for writing.”

			Ingrid laughs.

			“You really think if you had any confidence, any vision as a writer, I’d be able to take it from you? All you had were some hollow words strung together by a pretty face.”

			Something in Maggie cracks. Maggie lunges toward Ingrid and shoves her. Ingrid stumbles, but it’s not enough to make her fall down the stairs.

			Ingrid throws her a wild look. “You gonna push me down the stairs now?”

			In that moment, Maggie realizes she could shove Ingrid right down the stairs and no one would know. The stairwell is empty. She looks around—there are no cameras. She could easily say Ingrid fell. That she’d had too much to drink. Everyone saw her with the martini in her hand before she came in here with her. She’d be freeing every future writer from Ingrid’s wrath forever. As Ingrid’s mocking laugh rings through her head, she plays it out—Ingrid landing at the bottom. The blood pooling from her skull. Maggie running out and telling Jack that Ingrid fell while trying to pick up the papers that flew all over the staircase. What’s he going to do? Not believe her? Say one of his clients killed another one of his clients? Kyle and Cassie would believe her. Everyone would believe her.

			There would be a funeral. All of Hollywood would turn out. Ingrid would finally be remembered as the badass producer she so desperately wants to be. It would be the best ending to their story. The only ending that makes sense.

			Even Ingrid would agree.
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			TWO YEARS LATER

			Maggie arrives at Vroman’s in Pasadena, a bookstore five times the size of the tiny store where Estelle Lu held her reading. It’s packed. Some three hundred people are piling in, squeezing into snug seats to listen to Maggie read from her buzzy first novel. She sneaks a peek from the greenroom they made for her backstage. She sees her parents out front, snapping pictures. She waves at them and at Willa, who’s sitting right next to them. Willa gives her a thumbs-up.

			The New York Times called her book “a triumph.” Publishers Weekly called her “a new literary star, brilliantly mixing humor with a searing interrogation of race, privilege, and art.” But it was Vanity Fair’s review that made her tear up: “Wang strips away the glamorous facade of Hollywood to reveal a twisted relationship between a powerful white female producer and the ambitious young Asian American writer she exploits. It will make your blood boil.”

			Yes, she wrote about herself and Ingrid and their transfusions. She wrote with the fury of someone who was seconds away from committing murder before realizing she had something even sharper than death. She had words. Words that could cut. Could make eyes boggle and fists shake. Could live on past Ingrid, even if she did five more transfusions. Words that were forever.

			She ran out of the stairwell and went straight to her computer, putting aside her coming-of-age novel, because this story was more urgent. For four straight months, she pounded out the unhinged tale. She took everything that happened and weaved it into a novel, changing all the names and all the identifying details so she could get around her NDA. She then fired ICA as her representatives and went back to the querying trenches. This time, the literary agents reached out immediately.

			Maggie’s phone dings.

			Amazing news!!! Her new agent texts about another foreign rights deal. German offer just came in! That’s 26 translations!

			OMG! [image: heart eyes emoji] I’ll call u later, I’m about to go on!

			GOOD LUCK!

			Maggie puts her phone away as she hears her name called. Applause fills the room, and she walks out onto the stage. She’s in a black minidress, sleek heels, and a silk bomber jacket. Her long, toned legs step confidently to the podium. She takes off her jacket. A few loose strands fall from her messy bun. Lately, she’s been wearing her hair up more, and she doesn’t bother to cover her grays any longer. She wears them proudly, as she wears her wrinkles. She’s ditched the Botox. Put away the serums. She’s owning her story, and she’s never looked better.

			She looks out at the audience, smiling at her parents. She sees Charlie and Tasha in the back with Cassie. Cassie waves to her. Tasha’s incubator was just the thing Cassie needed to get out of her mom’s shadow. She’s writing screenplays for multiple studios now.

			It was Cassie who brought Maggie’s book to Tasha and who lobbied the producer to make it into a movie, with Maggie as an executive producer and Cassie writing. Maggie agreed to sell Charlie the rights on two conditions: that he give her and Tasha creative control and that he tell her what really happened with Summer Rain. When Charlie told her about his conversation with Ingrid at the sushi restaurant, it confirmed what Maggie always suspected: Ingrid would betray anyone for her own gain. Now Maggie finally gets to tell her story.

			“Thank you all so much for coming,” Maggie says. “It means the world to me that you’re here!”

			“Go, Maggie!” Willa calls out.

			She gives her friend a big, cheesy smile.

			“This book was literally my blood, sweat, and tears,” she says. Fingers shaking, she opens the book. “I want to start with a reading from chapter 17. ‘Remember, there are only two ways to get ahead in this world—you either make something or take something,’ Margaret said.”

			As she reads them the moving scene inspired by the plane ride to New York with Ingrid, she feels her voice tighten. She hasn’t spoken to Ingrid since that day in the stairwell. She wonders what Ingrid must think of her daughter writing a movie about her ugly behavior. Of course, no one but Ingrid knows.

			Well, except one person. Rebecca Thomas. Maggie sent an early copy of the book to the author, along with a note: “Still trust her?”

			Rebecca never wrote back. But a few weeks later, she saw a Story by xoxohollywooddd:

			Summer Rain is not moving ahead at FYC. Rumor has it Ingrid Parker lost the rights. Summer Rain was supposed to be a smash hit for FYC. The studio declined to comment, but insiders say that the studio is not extending Parker’s production deal.

			Maggie looks up nervously when she’s done reading. Multiple hands shoot up.

			“I gotta ask,” a woman in a blue shirtdress says. “Was any of this true? Did you actually trade blood with someone?”

			Maggie smiles. Wouldn’t they like to know? So far everyone who’s read the book has thought the transfusions were made-up. Even Charlie and Tasha don’t believe they happened, figuring Maggie’s dyeing her hair white to help with publicity for the book and that Ingrid just found a great plastic surgeon. This is LA, after all.

			“I’m afraid I can’t answer that. I wrote it as a cautionary tale as to what can happen in a world where the rich can buy youth…can snatch health and trade age…The one thing they can’t buy is our story.”

			A hand goes up. She can’t make out the person, but she takes the question.

			“But it’s not your story, is it?” the voice asks.

			Maggie’s face drains of blood as the person moves into the light. She sees Ingrid. The possibility briefly crossed her mind that she could be here tonight, but Maggie convinced herself, No way! She’d be delusional to come. Not with her daughter and Tasha and her ex-boss Charlie there! As she stares back at the woman she almost killed, she tries to stay calm. Ingrid looks well. Her skin’s glowing. Her arms are toned. She’s sporting a new bob. You’d never guess from looking at her that she’s a fifty-five-year-old who escaped cancer.

			“What do you mean?” Maggie asks innocently.

			“The novel is about both Margaret and Annie. You wrote intimate details about both their lives. Did you think of the ethics of that? How it might affect the people involved?”

			Maggie grips the podium. She knows what Ingrid’s getting at—Maggie put the details of Ingrid and Kyle’s relationship in the book. She always felt bad about that, especially after Cassie told her that her parents recently separated. Was it because of her book? Maggie doesn’t know. For the record, she did try to write one draft without going into Ingrid’s relationship with Kyle. But Ingrid explicitly accused Maggie of turning her husband against her. It was clear that was why Ingrid was so paranoid about her; therefore, it seemed inextricably linked to what happened and impossible to leave out. Also, it just made for a better story. As Ingrid taught her, you can’t worry all the time about other people’s feelings if you want to make good art.

			“If Margaret were real, I’d ask her the same thing,” Maggie says, her eyes traveling to the scars on her arms, the physical price she paid for this story, that she’s still paying. “Did she ever consider the consequences of her actions on other people? Did she care? Or did she just think about herself?”

			“I assure you, she was never thinking about just herself,” Ingrid replies.

			As the audience bounces back and forth, looking from Ingrid to Maggie, Maggie’s fingers grasp the book, desperately guarding her name on the cover.

			“That’s what you got wrong about her. Actually, you made a lot of mistakes,” Ingrid says. “You should have ended it with Annie pushing Margaret down the stairs. That would have been a way better ending.”

			Maggie is stunned. Did Ingrid just spoil the ending at her book launch? At the same time, she wants to laugh. Ingrid’s still doing it. Still trying to impose her own vision on her! But now Maggie’s stronger. She doesn’t have to accept Ingrid’s opinion, or anyone else’s, as superior just because she’s more experienced. She knows her ending’s better. The fact that Ingrid would rather fantasize about her own death than bear the discomfort of seeing Maggie rise from the ashes proves it.

			“Thank you for the note,” she says, her voice clear. “But my words, my sweat, my blood—they’re mine now. And no one will ever take them from me again.”

			Ingrid’s face burns.

			“Next question.” Maggie smiles.
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			Discussion Questions

			
				1. When Maggie is introduced, she is seeking advice from a writer she admires, Estelle. Why was it so important to Maggie what Estelle thought of her writing? Ignoring what you later learn of Estelle, what do you think of the advice Maggie received? Was her reaction justified, and would your opinion be different if the two didn’t have a connection?

				2. Why do you think this story pairs up Maggie Wang and Ingrid Parker? What similarities and differences do you see between the women and their relentlessness? Of the two, who was ultimately more feared, and who was more fearless?

				3. The story seems to show that no matter their age, women are at a disadvantage in their professional lives. Do you agree with that? Do you feel that Ingrid’s decision to do something about her fading position was courageous? Admirable? Conniving? All three?

				4. How would you feel if it were Maggie who first found out about the experiment and sought out Ingrid? Do you think the story would still work? Why or why not?

				5. Antiaging experiments are a real thing happening today. If these experiments prove to be effective and safe, and someone wanted to sell their youth for a sum of money, should they be allowed to?

				6. Do you think that Ingrid would have been a good mentor for Maggie without the experiments? What informs your thinking? What does being a good mentor entail?

				7. Similarly, what does it mean to be a good assistant? How much should you do to prove yourself to be a value add? And where do you draw the line between “paying your dues” and exploitation?

				8. Ingrid encourages Maggie to dig deeper and write her own story. Do you think that Maggie was ever in control of that story?

				9. At some point, the dynamic between Maggie and Ingrid begins to shift, and Ingrid points out that everyone exploits. Do you believe that’s true? Are Maggie’s actions exploitive? Do you think that if the tables were turned, Maggie would have done the same thing to Ingrid? Why or why not?

				10. “Writing is not simply a contest of who is the most talented. It is also a contest of who is the least starved.” Reflecting on this line, do you agree with Maggie? How much is one’s ability to make art influenced by one’s socioeconomic position?

				11. The title, The Take, has a few meanings. What was your interpretation of the title before reading the story? What was it after? What do you think is the biggest thing that the two women take from each other? Give to each other?

				12. If Ingrid’s health weren’t in question and Maggie accepted a deal that was just about aging, do you think these experiments would have been a good deal for her? What would have made it one?

				13. Reflecting on your own life, have there been times when you felt you were taken advantage of by someone you admired professionally? What would you tell your younger self about how to handle the situation?
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