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      To those who stood in front of their mirror with a pair of scissors wishing they could transform every part of themselves.
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      The practice of shaping one’s jaw by adjusting the placement of the tongue in the mouth. Typically, one will put their tongue just behind their upper front teeth to achieve the effect of a slimmed jawline. Certain risks are involved with this activity, such as misalignment of the jaw, pain within the jaw, and loose or chipped teeth from the pressure. Those interested in this practice should first consult with their respective doctor, orthodontist, or dentist.
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      Although Vix had only 30 thousand followers, her latest post of her freshly waxed dewy body in a violet bikini attracted 100 thousand likes—the highest she had ever received. She watched with wide doe eyes as all the little red hearts trickled in, and, with each one, her body felt that much warmer. Soon after came the comments, many of which consisted of compliments from undisciplined horny men or self-shaming teenage girls whining about how ugly they looked in comparison. The brand commented with a series of heart-face emojis, followed by, “Thank you Vixxxxx we <3 you!” Shortly after, they DM’d her an offer to send her more designer swimsuits, shipped straight from their sweatshop factory in northern Morocco.

      She accepted them, of course. She had been eying their one-piece red swimsuit with the plunging neckline for quite a while, but that $175 price tag was too steep for her budget right now. Her pocket-sized studio apartment, high above the streets of DeLongpre Avenue, painfully reminded her of her ever-dwindling bank account. The pathetic strings of LED lights she had hung around the windows and over her kitchen countertop did next to nothing to brighten up the beige space. No matter. There were plenty of places to go—even on a sleepy Wednesday night.

      She pushed away her blush-pink sheets and crawled off her queen-sized mattress, then traipsed over to her closet. The doors creaked open, and she inhaled the musty smell from inside. She eyed the speckled black strips that dripped down from the ceiling. They were small and subtle; something too insignificant to worry about but concerning enough to leave a lingering question.

      She reached into her closet and removed her best pair of boyfriend jeans, her platform raven-black high tops, and her va-va-voom red corset. Was it appropriate to wear out in the streets of downtown Wichita? Nope, but perfectly acceptable here. Encouraged, in fact. And what her mom and Gran didn’t know would only make her more desirable to the sleazy wretches who offered pretty, vapid girls modeling contracts.

      Only Vix wasn’t vapid. She thought of herself, proudly (as in Taylor Swift Reputation-era fashion), as a snake. Capable of molting her skin and personality to conform to whatever situation that arose in her pathway to stardom. What that stardom was, she didn’t know. Singer, actress, or model—maybe all three. Wherever her fame carried her, she would go with it. She had decided that for herself a long time ago, and despite her mother’s desperate pleas to stay in the Midwest, Vix had rejected all desire for a quiet, comfortable life. Come hell or high water, she was going to do what it took to become a star—no matter if she had to beg, borrow, or steal the hearts of thousands of faceless strangers.

      She clipped on her silver hoop earrings and examined her look in the mirror. Almost. She turned her head from side to side and applied a fresh shade of lipstick to match her vivacious top. After running her tongue over her teeth, she smiled—devilishly sharp and polished.

      She was dressed to kill.
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        * * *

      

      BUBBLES INC. was the boba shop around the corner from where she lived. $15 a cup was a steep price to pay for a drink, but it was worth it for the ‘gram. The shop also made their own custom taiyaki, and when she stepped through the door, the smell of sugar-sweet eggy batter filled her nostrils: a direct assault on the low-cal keto diet she had enacted only two weeks before moving to California. Guiltily, she ordered both the taro-flavored drink and the dessert; the chocolate-drizzled matcha flavor satisfied all her cravings. While awaiting her order, she pulled out her phone and pretended to look busy, but really, she was trying to figure out where the best light was in the room.

      Damn. Everything in here made her look washed out. The raccoon circles, courtesy of too many late nights drinking diet rosé from Whole Foods, were distinctive in the stark, white lighting. It made her pores—black and stubbly like the insides of her thighs—look bigger. If she had a magnifying glass, she could see inside herself. Speaking of? She made sure no one was watching, and she tried to rub her legs together to scratch them. Apparently a full-on Brazilian was no match for her Italian genes. She felt the prickly little hairs, deep in the recesses of her body, starting to reform. The tiny, phantom red-hot pains drove her attention to the places that would surely develop ingrown hairs.

      There go the new bikini pics, she thought.

      When her order was called, she retrieved it and sat down. She snapped a few pics on her phone and fussed with the various filters to bring out the colors. She selected a new one—Mania—and applied it to her photo. It was vibrant and highly saturated, and, after she adjusted the contrast, perfectly balanced. She smiled as she pressed upload but couldn’t move to eat or sip until the first few hundred likes came in. #foodporn. Always a hit.

      Midway through her first bite of delectable ice cream, she heard someone call her name—a familiar voice, fried and high pitched. When Vix turned to look in her direction, she fought to keep the bile from rising in her throat. Josslyn Brooks, her ombré lavender hair freshly blown-out and curled, stared at her from across the small store. She stumbled forward in wedges that were so high she nearly tripped head over heels.

      What a shame, Vix thought. If she fell, she’d break those stupid legs of hers in two. Long, tan, and not a scar or bruise on them. Sharply chiseled muscles as if carved by Michelangelo himself. No number of hours on a steady bike or lunges could ever give Vix legs half as nice. Her thighs were flaccid, jiggly, and round—they often reminded her of a dead baby pig’s torso, if said baby pig had been bleached in the sun for eighteen hours.

      “Girl, I thought you were on a diet!” Josslyn chirped, removing her sunglasses.

      For the briefest of moments, her eyes scanned over the boba and taiyaki almost longingly. But then she popped a chunk of spearmint gum in her mouth and pulled out her phone instead. Horrified, Vix stared at Josslyn, wishing she would somehow spontaneously combust or get bored and leave. She set down her ice cream sandwich and smiled at her intrusive frenemy.

      “How are you, Joss? Still working on getting that payment from the last sponsor?”

      Joss looked up. “You mean BeautyMilk? Oh, no. They paid me. You know how invoicing works.”

      Vix had only ever been paid to work with brands five times and had never once had to worry about invoicing those companies. They all PayPaled her. Josslyn was a same-day-deposit-in-the-bank-account kind of bitch, evident by her name-brand bag and clothes dripping with logos. Holy shit, was that a new Dolce and Gabbana?

      Calm. Vix willed herself to maintain patience. Snake. She smiled warmly at her.

      “I’m so glad to hear that. I’ve heard some real horror stories.”

      “You got any sponsorships as of yet?”

      “You see the bikini pic I posted earlier today?”

      “Oh, from your trip to Long Beach? Yeah.”

      “They’re going to send me more swimsuits in the mail.”

      Josslyn blinked. “And?”

      And? “They wanted me to model them. It’s their new collection.”

      A sigh—and a pang in Vix’s chest. Josslyn set her bedazzled phone face down on the table and gently patted her hand. It was so condescending, but her smile was so soft and affectionate. Snake, snake, snake.

      “Honey. You cannot let these brands take advantage of you. They wanna pimp you out, they gotta pay.” She shook her head. “You want to be a model, right? How are you going to build a portfolio without photos from a brand account?”

      Wasn’t her Insta her portfolio? But that stupid smile said otherwise. Vix’s facade faltered. She averted her eyes from Josslyn, and that was when she went in for the kill.

      “Have you gotten any modeling opportunities since you moved here? It’s been what, three months?”

      Three months, nearing four. Vix could only nod, ashamed.

      “What kind of numbers are we doing?”

      “30K on Insta, maybe 10K on TikTok. About 5K on Twitter.” Twitter was always challenging, since it was the place where she had to be the most outraged to gain any kind of traction. Negative engagement went farther there, and that conflicted with her carefully curated TikTok and Insta personas that centered on sweetness and sexiness.

      Josslyn winced and sucked in air through her teeth. “Ooh. Sweetie, there is no reason why you shouldn’t be pulling in those sponsos. You gotta put yourself out there.”

      Vix caved. It was no use. Josslyn smelled the weakness in her game like blood to a shark. She picked up her sandwich again for comfort. “I’ve been trying, but no bites.”

      “Oh honey. And you’re renting that place around the corner from here, right?” A series of tongue clicks. Tut, tut, tut. Ramming the shame in even harder. “You’re doing alright for yourself? I mean, I’m assuming you’re living off ramen like we all do when we first move here, but please tell me you’ve at least got running water and aren’t, like, burning candles so you can see at night.”

      “Uh. . . I mean, I’m doing social media for Firestorm Games. So that gets me by okay.” That was a complete lie. The job only paid her $15 an hour and offered her, at most, 10 hours a week. She was burning through her savings faster than the Catholic Church had blown through the Holy Land during the Crusades. “But. . . I would love any kind of job. Modeling or otherwise.”

      Josslyn’s Tiffany Blue eyes widened. She looked around the shop, as if to make sure the bored teenager working at the counter wasn’t listening. Then she reached across, grabbed a napkin, and using a pen from her purse, wrote down a social media handle.

      “Insta?”

      Josslyn shook her head. “Twitter. You gotta DM them first.” She pushed the napkin over to her. “You heard of influencer houses, right?”

      “B-but Joss, I already have a place to live.”

      “I know, I know. But it’s like. . . like a guild! Like SAG, but more casual and family-like. You get in, and they hook you up. I think you gotta sign a contract or some shit, but after like, a certain number of months, you’re free to go if you want.”

      “What do they do?”

      “Girl.” Josslyn smiled. “They hook. You. Up. This house is called Bleach Babes. Y’know. Cause they’re all bleach blonde?”

      Vix could not bring herself to laugh at the joke that was barely a joke. “So? Jobs? Gigs?”

      “Yeah. And they live in a house in the hills. Now, it’s not a mansion, but it’s in a gated community, so it’s pretty sweet digs. I mean, this is Insta money, not Emmy award-winning actress money. But you could do well for yourself. Hook-ups.”

      She clapped her hands together to emphasize the last two words. The ice cream sandwich in Vix’s hands dripped green goodness onto the steel table below. Josslyn wrinkled her nose and tousled her hair.

      “You might want to cut back on the sweets if you’re going to be a model, babe.”

      That night Vix dumped the rest of her boba tea down the toilet. The black tapioca pearls, like little ships in a storm, struggled against the crashing waves as they were sucked down the drain.
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        * * *

      

      One quick Google search brought up tens of thousands of search results for the Bleach Babes. Magazine covers, ET spotlights, and carefully curated Instagram stories all made Vix’s heart flutter with excitement. Josslyn may be a bitch, but she was at least a smart bitch. As Vix scrolled through the first page of results, she found something interesting: #LeilaniLost. She opened the hashtag on Twitter and was flooded with a series of pleas for information, cries for help, and photos of a sun-kissed girl laying across a bed, a coy smile on her face. Indie musician and songwriter Leilani Laurenta, a member of the Bleach Babes who, at the time of her disappearance, had just become the newest member of a now defunct all-girl pop group. The missing persons investigations case for her had closed almost a year ago. For a brief second, Vix felt a twinge of danger, but oddly enough, she found it more alluring than worthy of anxiety. Rich, hot, and a sense of mystery? These girls were it. They were the missing factor to her online persona, to the entire trajectory of her career.

      A series of Twitter DMs later, Vix had the address of the house. She dressed in her model finest: a black bodysuit, paired with black jeans in a slightly different shade, and her tallest black boots. She had learned from a blog long ago that this sort of outfit would make her appear slimmer and taller. Far too nervous to drive, she ordered an Uber, although her credit card alerts aggressively warned her that she was inching closer to her limit. Ping, ping, ping, you broke ass bitch. Spending thirty bucks on a drive when she already had her little 2005 Honda Accord but didn’t want people to know how shitty it was. No. She had to be glamorous. Modelesque. To become the snake.

      The Uber driver’s name was Mohamed, and he greeted her with a bright smile even when she did not acknowledge his presence. She slid into the backseat of his Pacifica Chrysler and buckled up, then turned her attention to her phone. She was well-aware that he kept staring at her in her rearview, although she did not look back at him. She only glanced up once—to look out the window when the car started climbing the steep hill that led to the gated community. The gate itself was constructed with immaculately shaped bricks in every shade of red imaginable.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He had bright white teeth, but a gap-toothed smile—the kind that looked good on rich British girls with fake freckles and dyed-red hair. In another life, he could’ve been in a toothpaste commercial. “I’m surprised you’re dressed in all black in this weather.”

      Vix smiled politely. “Yeah. I might have a modeling gig.”

      “Oh, that’s exciting.” He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “A model. Crazy the kind of people you meet in this city, honestly. Y’know, last night, I kid you not, I drove home the singer of that new band. Y’know, the one with the hit single? They won’t stop playing it.”

      Vix didn’t listen to the radio, and embarrassingly, stuck strictly to her curated Spotify playlist. But she played along. “What band?”

      “Uhh. . . I think it was Traveling Earls. Something like that. They have the song, Need to Forget You? Something like that. It was originally written by that girl. . . Layla or something.” He drummed his hands on the steering wheel and sang-hummed the tune with a deep, soulful vibrato.

      
        
        I need to forget you

        But I don’t know how

        It feels like every time I turn around

        You’re right there staring back at me

        And even though I want to, I can’t leave

        I need to forget you

        But I don’t know why

        Each step I take, I want to die

        Torn apart inside

      

      

      When he finished, he stared at Vix in the rearview mirror, waiting for her approval. She gave a polite smile, and he launched into a detailed explanation of the night’s events, talking about how he picked up the band from this-and-that club, took them to In-and-Out, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. It was clear he was lying, and poorly at that, but Vix continued to indulge him. Asked questions about his star-studded encounter. Was sweet. Then slowly pretended to have more pressing engagements on her phone until he got the hint.

      He did say one more thing though, just before she got out of the car. “Have I seen you somewhere before?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. Are you an actress?” Smiling again. “I only ask because my daughter Zahara likes it if I bring her autographs.”

      “Well, maybe one day if I end up an actress, I can give her one.”

      And with that, she shut the door and walked away. She pulled up her phone and opened her app, questioning whether or not to leave a poor review. But the sight in front of her was too distracting to concern herself with such petty things.

      The house sat upon the crest of the hill, nestled comfortably between two other equally large houses. The driveways were lined with cobblestones, the roofs a red Spanish tile, twinkling bright in the heat of the California sun. Mission style architecture with trimming a dark mahogany rich and red like Vix’s chipping nail polish. Wait. Chipping? Oh shit. Dread rose in her chest as she approached the house’s front door, moseying past a sparkling clean silver Maserati. That’s what she had missed. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She had failed her mission before she had even knocked.

      But she was the snake, and the snake could camouflage. She knocked on the door and folded her hands against her body. She scrubbed away the polish with her nails and pushed back her cuticles with ferocious strength, rendering them red and raw. After a few moments, the door opened, and behind it stood a young woman with trademark bleach blonde hair. In her other hand she held a DSLR on a gimbal. She was pretty, with sharp cheekbones. A long Grecian nose in the center of a perfectly symmetrical face. Bleach Babe number one: Iona Stathopoulos. Spiritual yoga instructor and self-proclaimed wellness mentor. Two hundred fifty thousand followers on Insta.

      “Name?”

      “Vix,” she said. “I’m like, so excited to meet you.”

      A smile crinkled across her face. “Like, totally. You’re supposed to meet with Margo, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool, I’ll go get her.” Iona did not move but turned her body three quarters towards the stairs and then shouted at the top of her lungs, “Margo! She’s here!”

      A pause. Iona sighed, as if she had expected Margo to appear instantaneously, and since she hadn’t, it was a profound disappointment. She shook her head and stepped back, allowing Vix to enter.

      “Shoes.” Iona snapped her fingers and pointed at Vix to take off her boots.

      Vix bent down and tried to unzip them, but these were nearly thigh-high, and they also had a thick platform base. She looked up to ask Iona for a chair, but the girl was gone, bouncing off to another section of the house. Vix shut the front door behind her and with heated cheeks, sat on the floor so that she could take them off. But the zipper stuck on the leg of her pants, and try as she might to wrestle with it, it wouldn’t come loose. She gritted her teeth and pulled, her little speckled nails digging into the mesh of the zipper, and with a furious cry, she ripped it free.

      “She told you to take your boots off, didn’t she?”

      The woman spoke in a low, molasses-rich voice. Vix looked up with wide eyes. Another bleach blonde, older than she was but with a perfectly sculpted body, and eyes even bluer than Josslyn’s. Her lips, plump with filler, formed a pouty, sultry smile. The woman wore a white maxi dress with spaghetti thin straps. Her collarbone was immaculately smooth, and her cleavage was tasteful but not slutty. This was her. The one with over three million followers. The one who was on the cover of Vogue Sweden, was the Cover Girl of the Year 2011, was ranked number sixteen on the Top Fifty Most Fashionable in Hollywood. The only daughter of the late Astrid Nilsson, famous supermodel extraordinaire.

      Margo Eriksen.

      She pushed back a strand of her hair and tucked it behind her ear, patiently yet impatiently waiting for Vix to finish taking off her boots. Vix did, feeling rushed and embarrassed. She scrambled to her feet and stuck out her trembling hand. Margo looked down. Vix winced.

      “V-Vixen Morello. Margo, it’s such an honor to meet you.”

      Margo gazed intensely at her for another moment. It made Vix want to throw up. But then the sugarcoated smile returned, and soon she felt the heat of Margo’s palm against her own. And the texture. By God, this woman had hands as smooth as polished glass, and fingernails just as sharp and shiny and healthy. What kind of vitamins was she taking?

      “Pleasure to meet you, Vix. Thank you so much for reaching out.” She looked over her shoulder, presumably in the direction that Iona had gone. She spoke in a hushed murmur, soothing yet serious. “You’d never know this about her, but she’s a little OCD. If she lets you in the house, she makes you take off your shoes. Anyway, why don’t we go into my office to chat?”

      Margo’s office was a massive room, at least twice the size of Vix’s whole apartment. Massive floor to ceiling bay windows allowed ample sunlight to trickle in. A wall divided the space in half, separating a small series of bookshelves from the desk and ring light on the other side. A lonely tripod, pointed at the office chair, waited for its camera. But most peculiar was the artwork, hanging on the wall behind the desk: a lineless, abstract work of a bleached deer skull, its antlers protruding long and proud. It seemed vaguely macabre in nature, almost out of place for the office, but at least adhered to the color palette of the overall space.

      Vix took a seat in the egg-shaped chair across from the desk. She sunk down so low, she thought she would fall through, and she scrambled to adjust her posture. Margo noticed. Small smile. Curious arch of her freshly threaded brow. She sat down and opened her phone.

      “So. . . Wichita, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m a Minnesota girl myself. Though you probably could’ve guessed.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t have. . . uh, known. You don’t do the thing with the o’s. You know?” Vix laughed. “Dontcha know?”

      Margo blinked, unamused. “We don’t talk like that. I meant that I’m Scandinavian. I’m assuming you know I was on the cover of Vogue Sweden?”

      “O-oh! Yes! I’ve. . . been a follower of yours for a long time.”

      That was a lie. Vix had only learned about her after her Google search, and further, she had only recognized Margo because she was Astrid’s daughter. If Margo called her on her bluff, she could always claim that she was following her on her alt account. Then again, would Margo have noticed one measly follower out of the three million she had? Did she have some sort of vetting process that would’ve double-checked for that sort of thing?

      “That’s lovely. Always nice to meet a fan. So you told me you want to break into modeling? Is that really what you want to do?”

      “Y-yeah, honestly. I’m down to do anything. I have gotten a few requests from brands to cover their stuff, but none have paid me so far. And my friend Joss said that was common, but. . . I don’t know. I’m not getting any modeling jobs or paid for any brand requests.” Vix shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. “That’s why I’m so excited for this opportunity with you. I mean, you’re so talented. You built an empire from scratch, busted your butt to get where you are—”

      Margo hung her head and held up her hand. “Stop.”

      Vix stared. Margo raised her head to meet her gaze, unimpressed.

      “I can tell you,” she said, “exactly what your problem is.”

      Vix leaned closer.

      “You’re fawning. Do you know what fawning is?” Margo propped her chin up on her hand.

      “Uh. . .” Vix trailed off nervously. “I don’t. . .”

      “Fawning is when you try too hard to be nice to someone. Happens when you perceive someone as a threat. It’s what you’re doing now, and you do not do that to me.” She leaned back in her seat and folded her arms, appraising her. “I invited you into my home to help you, and because I saw your potential. So don’t you dare walk in here and think you can throw yourself at my feet to get in my good graces, then later gossip about me to get ahead like a passive aggressive little shitheel. I’ve been doing this for years, I can see right through it, and so can others. It’s pathetic, and it’s why people will either not like you or take advantage of you.” She took a deep breath. “So let’s start over. Who are you really, Vixen Morello?”

      Vix shook her head. “Just a girl from Wichita.”

      Margo snapped her fingers and pointed at her, like she was a dog who shat on the carpet. “I’m warning you.”

      “But really! That’s who I am.”

      “Who are you, Judy fucking Garland? I can’t sell Wichita.” She spoke the word in a hiss, as if it was a curse. “You know what girls from Wichita get? Put on the varsity cheer squad, knocked up by their high school boyfriend, and forced to fuck a stupid man for the rest of their lives so they can keep the lights on and get their T. J. Maxx credit cards paid. So tell me Vix, is that you?”

      “If you’re asking me if I fuck stupid men, then yeah. Sometimes I do,” Vix replied. Gone was the vocal fry and sugar-cookie voice. Her eyebrows rose. Rude. She clapped a hand over her mouth, but Margo smiled and nodded her approval.

      “And why?” Margo asked, leaning closer to her. “Why do you fuck stupid men?”

      Vix swallowed. The framed front covers of magazines, each with a different Bleach Babe, seemed to stare back at her menacingly. Knowingly. The variety of colors of outfits, some pastel, others neon and springy, seemed to bleed and blend together on the wall behind Margo, like a nauseating kaleidoscope. She recognized Leilani’s face, beaming and bright and full of life. But even the reminder of a missing girl paled in comparison to the most intense object on the wall: the deer skull painting. Although it didn’t have eyes like the models, it seemed to stare right into her soul, filling her with a sense of deep dread, but somehow, still anchoring her in place, as if bewitching her. She kept her eyes on the painting as she spoke.

      “Because I like having that control—I like the power that comes with knowing I’m smarter than them. And because stupid men plow you better. Smart guys overthink everything when they fuck you.” Vix folded her arms and stared at the floor, deep in thought. “The last smart dude I tried to fuck overthought everything so much he scared himself impotent. But on the bright side, smart guys will have all the money to pay for dinner. So you gotta fuck both types of dudes to keep a balance.”

      Margo clapped for her. And Vix felt proud. A heated blush blossomed across her cheeks.

      “That’s the kind of honesty I expect from you if we’re going to work together. You give me honesty, and I’ll give you honesty in return.” Margo reached into her desk and withdrew a menthol cigarette. Vix’s eyebrows rose, deeply surprised. She knew plenty of people who vaped, but not cigarettes. “May I?” Vix nodded, and Margo outstretched her hand, gesturing to her phone. Vix unlocked it and placed it in her grasp. Margo proceeded to swipe through. “So, rundown of your accounts. Twitter, Insta, TikTok?”

      “Yep. Trying to get more active on TikTok.”

      “You gotta be good at it to be on TikTok. Are you funny? You write good jokes? Do cute dances?”

      Vix winced. “I mostly stitch things and react to stories.”

      “Meh. Skip it then. You got anything else I should know about? Secret Twilight stan YouTube account from when you were ten? Poorly written fanfiction on Supernatural’s AO3? An OnlyFans?”

      Vix bit her lip. “No YouTube. Made an OnlyFans once to see if I could sell some pics of my feet for cash but it didn’t. . . pan out. I deleted it.”

      “You deleted it?” Margo puffed on her cigarette and blew a cool cloud of minty smoke into the air.

      She nodded. “Yeah. Deleted it. And it was never linked to my other socials. Like I said, it was a cash grab. And all I ended up grabbing were creepy messages from 40-year-old men with sunglasses holding fish in their profile pic.”

      “It’s fine if you still have one. Francesca—she’s a member of the house but doesn’t live here for obvious reasons—she’s an adult film star and model. The reason why I ask these things is so that I can figure out how to work your image.” Margo smirked. “So I guess porn is out of the question for you?”

      Vix seriously considered this. “I mean. . .”

      “If you wanted to do it, you would say yes right away. You don’t, so that’s fine.” Margo squashed the smoking end of her barely-touched cigarette into her pink ashtray. “You look a little confused dear, so why don’t I pass the floor to you? Ask me anything.”

      “Um. . .” Vix fidgeted in her seat. “Joss didn’t really tell me anything about. . . what you guys do. Are you an agent? A manager?”

      “One could say I’m a manager, although for legal and personal reasons, I prefer not to use that word,” Margo replied. “Agents come with a lot of regulations within the entertainment industry, managers less so. I prefer to think of myself as a career mentor. I found that by doing that, as opposed to providing representation, I’ve been able to have healthier professional relationships.”

      Her calculative phrasing scarcely registered to Vix, who was entranced by both Margo’s beauty and her blunt professionalism. “I started the Bleach Babes in 2018 after I made Vogue. I realized that collabs, as I’m sure you know, do well for numbers and engagement. So I figured, what better way than to put all of us in a house together? At first it was only the five of us, and then less, and then some more, and then finally it grew into this. . . community. Not all of us live here of course, but many did at one point.”

      “Oh, well I have an apartment. But um, it is a month-to-month lease, so. . .”

      “Well, it’s all dependent on how serious you want to take it. You want to do modeling exclusively? How big do you want to be?”

      “Like. . . ?”

      “The modeling world is a lot bigger than it feels, Vix. You’ve got your high fashion—people like me.” As if it wasn’t obvious by her pristine features and envious legs. “And then you’ve got your commercial—the girls who show up on the H&M ads. And then you’ve got the weird ones, and then the just-about-everything-in-between ones: teeth, hand, skin. It’s a big, big world.”

      “I’m too short to be a fashion model, but I could definitely do. . . commercials. I would love that.”

      Margo nodded. “And that fits with this brand you’re pushing for yourself, right? Wichita-Girl-Turned-Big-Beauty-Star?”

      “I didn’t realize until now that was my brand.” Vix blushed again. The way that Margo stared at her so knowingly made her feel naked. It stirred something uncertain and frightening, yet intoxicating, inside of her. “I guess you could say I built my persona based off of what I thought people wanted.”

      “Ahh. So you think of yourself as a social chameleon?”

      A smirk tugged at the corner of her lips. “I think of myself as a snake. Because they can shed their skin and become something brand new.”

      It felt so strange to admit this to someone else out loud. But Margo’s eyes sparkled, and she nodded like she appreciated her honesty.

      “I’m glad you told me that. That’s certainly. . . beneficial. But as you can tell, it runs you into some problems. You’re a smart girl, clearly, but you think too far ahead, and think too much about others. If you’re going to be in the modeling world, you need to be less of a people pleaser. True fashion icons set trends. If you bow to everyone’s interests, then you will lose your sense of self. And you won’t make it.” She drummed her fingertips against the desk. “You have potential, and you need my help. But I need to see more to make this work.”

      She reached into a filing cabinet behind her, and pulled out a fresh, crisp NDA. She slid it across the table for Vix to sign, along with a glittery pink pen. Gingerly Vix picked up the pen, but she hesitated to put it on the paper. The legalese was printed in a bold, black, and Gothic font—regal, intimidating, and far beyond Vix’s reading comprehension skills.
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