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CHAPTER ONE



It Happened One Night


ADVIKA SRINIVASAN COULDN’T TAKE HER eyes off the Oscar. It was tottering on the edge of the bar, its golden bald head catching the light in the midst of a swirl of conversations and shouted drink orders. As she nodded at requests of “martini” directed to her face and “Scotch, neat” to her chest, Advika still found her gaze drawn to the gold statuette, disbelieving that something could seem so magnificent and mundane at the same time. Only when she was making a martini for a pink-haired woman wearing a feathery blue dress did she stop to wonder why an Academy Award was perched there for so long. By the time she poured four glasses of champagne and a tray of tequila shots, it was gone.


The awards show had ended an hour ago. Yet new waves of people kept streaming into the Governors Ball from the nearby Dolby Theatre, and as this was the first official after-party following the Oscars, the undulating, sparkling mass all seemed intent on getting drunk. Luckily for Advika, her station was out of the way of the main scrum, situated next to the unofficial smokers’ patio at the far north edge of the ballroom. She liked that this gave her an outside view of the revelry, which was spotlit in violet by an impressive array of lotus-shaped lights twirling above.


Interspersed amid the tuxedos and haute couture gowns were flashes of gold. That was where most people were clustered, around the people clutching trophies, their faces overtaken by enormous smiles. Advika envied their joy—the kind so pure and overwhelming that it’s impossible to hide, so why bother trying. She shook her gaze off the throng, willing herself to focus on her job, so that there would be another job, and another one after that.


The steady stream of patrons to her bar continued for another half hour before finally dissipating. As she contemplated taking her break, someone arrived at the party whose presence electrified the crowd, and they all seemed to surge en masse toward the movie star—because of course it was a movie star.


“What’s going on?” said Dean, her co-bartender. He towered a foot above her, which meant his body odor drifted down on her like a treetop shedding leaves.


“Ramsey Howell,” Advika said. She briefly spied the actor’s blond hair and the Oscar in his hand before he was swarmed by well-wishers. An awed, excited chant of “Ramsey’s here” went up and circulated in the air, a low, persistent buzz that kept heads swiveling in his direction.


“Oh!” Dean scratched behind his ear. “Um, be right back, then,” he said, bending down to shout in her face. But instead of walking to their break area, he joined the party guests flocking toward the actor.


“Wait! No.” But it was too late. Dean’s scarecrow height and narrow shoulders quickly disappeared among the people crowded into the ballroom.


Dean was a newbie, but she hadn’t pegged him as a total amateur. How did he even get this gig? Advika wondered, hopping from one foot to another, her toes numb from having squeezed them into black one-size-too-small loafers she had hurriedly purchased hours earlier from Payless. She gripped the edge of the bar with slippery fingers and debated whether she should take off her shoes, worrying that once she did, her feet would rebel against going back in.


With Dean’s desertion, there went Advika’s hopes for taking her break. To distract herself from her foot pain, she imagined that she was one of the party guests rather than a mere bartender. If Advika were invited to the Oscars, of course she would be there as a nominee. And as long as she was daydreaming, she might as well make herself a winner too. She didn’t know much about designers beyond the big names: Versace and Oscar de la Renta and Ralph Lauren. But for her moment in the spotlight, Advika would choose an up-and-coming Indian designer, and the form-fitting gown would be a brilliant shade of crimson with tasteful gold accents, which she’d wear along with stylish but comfortable shoes—maybe a custom pair from Converse? Her makeup would be simple—just soft, red lips and winged eyeliner. It would be the kind of look—dramatic, elegant, a touch whimsical—that would get her on all the best-dressed lists, despite being a mere screenwriter.


Usually, when Advika let herself daydream about winning an award, it would be about the speech she would give: touching yet funny, eliciting laughter from the front row of A-listers, and by the end of it, they’d be wiping away tears as they applauded. The camera would then cut to Advika’s handsome partner, who would jump out of his seat and give her a standing ovation, as everyone around him marveled at how supportive he was of her. It was a fantasy she had envisioned for herself since her junior year of high school, and the shape of it had barely changed over the past ten years. (The one swap she made was having Emma Thompson present her the award instead of Brad Pitt.) But to be at the Governors Ball, in the midst of actual winners high on their own achievements, watching several famous women exchange embraces in between gabfests, gave Advika a new, aching dream. She didn’t want to just win; she wanted to be a part of all this. Not just a tourist, given a day pass into the Hollywood dream, but an esteemed member of this community, ensconced in an inner circle.


More revelers arrived at Advika’s station. She forced a smile as she looked past the twentysomethings who seemed to be around her age, standing on her outraged toes and trying and failing to spot Dean. As she busied herself pouring drinks for the impatient partygoers, who obviously didn’t know or care that she had to handle their orders by herself, Advika thought of her most recent screenplay. She wanted it to be good enough to get her into this room as a guest, or at least the guest of someone successful. But even though Advika loved her screenplay and replayed the scenes in her head constantly (while driving to work, at work, in the shower, and making ramen for dinner), it didn’t mean that anyone else would too. The screenplay was by far the best thing she had ever written, and as far as Advika knew, she’d be the only one ever to read it.


“Can you, like, do a heavier pour?” A brunette with heavy bronzer and a miniature nose told Advika after she handed her a Negroni. “We’re not at some cheapo bar.”


“Of course. Sorry.” When confronted by rude customers, Advika avoided eye contact at all costs. Because if she didn’t, she would see the smug expressions on their (almost always white) faces and lose it on them.


“These people, man,” her date laughed, scratching his chin with his middle finger.


The group walked away without giving her a tip. Advika stifled a groan, her body tense from the new surge of pain biting her feet. She wiped away a thread of sweat above her upper lip, feeling as if everyone in the ballroom had seen how those guests had made her feel lesser than. An encounter like that only magnified how small her life had turned out. Especially on a night like this, when there was no way not to be attuned to the disparity between the haves and have-nots, the famous and the nobodies, the beautiful people and those who served them.


An Oscar, wearing a cape fashioned out of a black cocktail napkin, popped up inches from Advika’s nose.


“Scotch and soda. Por favor.”


She jumped back, startled. A silver-haired man with an elegantly undone bow tie grinned at her, and he was still holding his statue up, as if the award were asking for a drink. At the same time, a large group of bearded men, their faces flushed as they hollered and clapped each other on the back, made an unsteady beeline toward her. Judging by their science teacher looks and puffed-up bravado, she surmised they had been favored to win the Academy Award for something technical—special effects, or perhaps sound mixing—but lost in an upset. Advika made a pfft sound, annoyed and nervous about the approaching drunken horde. The silver-haired man saw where she was staring, and turned around to speak to them.


“Gentlemen, why don’t you…” was all she heard him say. The beards looked at her quizzically but then collectively turned away, leaving her alone with the strange, handsome man. In the ballroom’s dim lighting, he sort of looked like a tall, lanky George Clooney from the Ocean’s Eleven poster, as if he too starred as a charming rogue in heist films. Even though the man was at minimum twenty years older than her, Advika found herself magnetized by him. He had the cocky yet endearing confidence of a movie star headlining his own hit franchise, training all of his attentions on her as if she were his co-star instead of an extra. He’s very keen on you, her sister, Anu, would have told her if she were there, in a dramatic fake British accent punctuated by a giggle.


“I was here earlier, but you didn’t notice me,” the man said, flashing a dazzling, gap-toothed smile. “So I thought it might help if I dressed him up a bit. It’s a little vulgar, isn’t it, for him to parade around without a stitch of clothing?”


“I… guess?” Advika poured his Scotch and soda, and as she handed it to him, their fingers briefly touched, giving her a pleasant jolt. “Congratulations, by the way,” she said, nodding at his award.


“Oh, this?” He chuckled. “It’s always nice to win one. Shows that the folks here still tolerate me well enough.” He turned around and briefly surveyed the crowd. Three women in black gowns and sensible pumps stood in a semicircle a few feet away. Advika noted how they took the man in, as if he were a gallon of ice cream on a sweltering day. She briefly made eye contact with the one in the middle, an older blond woman who had been actually biting her lip while staring at him. The woman (a talent manager, likely, or some kind of studio flack) looked away, embarrassed, and Advika returned her attention to this man who apparently made the over-forty ladies salivate.


The man swung back around, and the women huddled together to whisper.


“I like it over here. It’s not too crowded, and I don’t have to shout to be heard. Maybe I’ll hang out here for a while, help fend off other drunken losers. Wait, that’s not kind. Nonwinners.” He gave her a crooked grin.


“Sure,” Advika said, carefully rocking back onto the balls of her feet to give her toes some relief. Where was Dean? Everything below her ankles was about to mutiny.


“You’re on the job; maybe we shouldn’t bother you.” The silver-haired man cocked his head to indicate he was speaking on behalf of himself and his statue. Advika caught a glimpse of the name emblazoned on the bottom, but with the lighting so dim, all she spotted was the letter J.


“No, it’s fine.” As if Advika would tell an Oscar winner to leave so she could take her break already. Not that she exactly wanted him to leave either—even though she had no idea who he was. Advika’s pain was clouding her thinking, which was surely why she didn’t recognize him. But by the way the industry women, who were inching forward with birdlike steps, were wowed by J, he must have had some power in Hollywood. He didn’t carry himself like a sound mixer or composer or film editor, all of whom Advika had served that night, creating a game for herself by trying to determine their jobs based on their behavior and snippets of conversation. J was a Somebody with a capital S, but he didn’t strike Advika as a director. Perhaps he was a producer?


“Excuse me.” The blond woman had practically leaped over to J’s right, her elbow knocking into his Oscar. “I just wanted to say congratulations. I adored your film.”


J turned to face her while smoothly pushing his trophy away from her arm. “Is that so?” He took a sip of his drink and then flashed Advika a bemused look, raising his eyebrows and making a “yikes” expression with his lips. Advika responded by giving him a small smile and a shrug. Their fleeting, wordless exchange was oddly invigorating. Advika was used to being invisible in situations like these, mini-dramas that lasted for the entirety of people waiting for their drinks. But J acted as if this woman had intruded on the two of them.


“Your movie was so deserving,” she gushed. “I’m so glad all this Oscars So White nonsense didn’t ruin your chances.”


“Seriously?” Advika muttered under her breath.


“It’s just a travesty, how that tweet hashtag thing was trying to take attention away from the nominated films. I’m sorry, but you can’t nominate an actor because he’s Black, brown, green, or whatever.” The woman shot Advika a withering look before retraining her gaze on J. “It should just come down to the performance, don’t you think?”


Advika kept her face neutral with all her might, stopping herself from reacting more than she already had. She was supposed to be the equivalent of wallpaper at events like this. But it was disappointing that despite the amount of conversation about diversity and representation that #OscarsSoWhite had received in the weeks leading up the awards show, this awful comment was the only mention Advika had heard about it all night. She snuck a glance at J. Would he agree with this idiot woman? Advika steeled herself for his response, waiting to be let down but hoping not to be. And based on the way the woman was staring at him with furiously blinking eyes, they were both equally curious about what J would say.


But J offered no reply. Instead, he merely gave Advika another knowing look, the corners of his mouth briefly pricking up. Advika sagged with relief. J thought she was a nitwit.


“My name’s Lynn, by the way,” the blond woman persisted. She held out her hand, which J shook as if touching raw meat. “We met at the SAG after-party last week?” Then Lynn turned to Advika. “Champagne, with a splash of vodka. But it has to be top-shelf.” The dismissive tenor of her voice went silken as she returned to J. “So listen. I’m not usually this bold, but my friends”—and here she gestured at the two women watching them with rapt attention, their feet slipped out of their heels—“put me up to this. They know I’ve had the biggest crush on you since—”


“My dear, I’m not interested. But thank you.” J took his Oscar and stepped to the side, where Advika had just poured a dollop of her bar’s cheapest vodka into Lynn’s champagne flute. Lynn grabbed the glass like a microphone, large drops spilling out as she stomped away. J chuckled under his breath.


“That really doesn’t happen to me anymore,” he said out loud, more to himself than Advika. “At least not that overt.” J shook his head and ran his fingers over the lapel of his tuxedo jacket. “What were we talking about?”


“You said you’d look out for me, help me fend off the sad sacks who didn’t win Oscars like you.” Are you flirting? Anu’s voice popped up in Advika’s brain.


“Ha,” J responded. He raised his finger and mouthed, One sec, as he pulled out his phone from his breast pocket. As J turned his back to her again, Advika admired his silhouette: lean, yet also broad shouldered. He almost looked like an Oscar himself, except the trophy had a rectangular head and J’s was more squarish. He had what Advika liked to think of as “Goldilocks height”: not too tall, not too short, but just right. If they danced together, she wouldn’t have to wear flats or stand on her tiptoes. Instead, Advika’s chin would graze J’s shoulder, which meant he could press his cheek against hers as they danced. Advika slammed her palm hard against her forehead, as if she could push the absurd concept of dancing with J out of her mind.


He swung toward her once more, then pretended to tip his hat at her, as if he were a cowboy wearing a Stetson. She blushed. Advika waited for him to say something, her gaze going to his bow tie, too nervous to meet his eyes. But J said nothing, only taking another sip from his drink. Surely he couldn’t be waiting for her to speak. What could she possibly even say? Advika pulled her foot out of her right shoe and pointed it behind her, as if she were a flamingo. The agony of one foot diminished while that of the other increased. So she was already in a highly agitated state when she realized that J was now peering at her chest with the intensity of someone taking an eye exam trying to read the letters on the last row. Living, and especially working, in LA meant receiving these kinds of glances on a near-daily basis. But to be outright stared at in this audacious manner was so bizarre she wanted to laugh.


“No name tag. So I guess I’ll just have to ask you your name,” he finally said, looking up at her apologetically, as if it were his fault he didn’t know it.


“Advika,” she mumbled. She couldn’t recall the last time a stranger had asked this of her, and she fumbled the syllables in her mouth, as if her own name were a new language to her.


“I’m sorry, my dear. I didn’t catch it.”


“Advika,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the brief tidal wave of applause as Ramsey winded through the center of the party.


“Aretha?”


“Sure!” she shouted back. What was the point in correcting him? The silence stretched between them as the noise swelled when the actor crossed just mere feet away from Advika’s station. She had been searching the crowd gathered around Ramsey, hoping to catch sight of Dean, when J surprised Advika by circling behind the bar to stand beside her. She quickly returned her right foot back into her shoe and stifled a shriek of pain.


“Here comes young Mr. Howell,” he said into her ear, pointing his Oscar in the direction of the crowd. “Or not so young anymore, is he?” They both watched as Ramsey and his entourage entered the smoker’s patio, seeming to take a quarter of the party with them. “There’s always a prince who feels the crown is owed to him,” J mused, the violet lights giving a warm tint to his silver hair. “And this one finally got his.”


Despite the sensation of her toes being fed into a meat grinder, Advika tingled with excitement. Unlike seemingly everyone else in the Dolby Ballroom, J had not been captivated by the movie star or his Oscar-winning performance. Advika had seen The Executioner’s Final Reply, and twenty minutes in she knew that the gruesome medieval drama was Ramsey’s Hail Mary, a bid to score the best actor prize that had long eluded him.


“But it’s such a crock, right?” Advika met the silver-haired man’s eyes and felt a frisson of connection between them. “He’s the kind of guy who pretends he doesn’t want accolades and awards, but he was so thirsty for them.”


“Ha, yes. Exactly. So I assume you don’t think he’s the best actor of your generation?” J took a sip of his drink, his middle finger tapping the glass as he did so.


“He’s not from my generation, but I think he’s very good. I just wouldn’t have given him an Oscar because he ate a raw bison heart and screamed at everyone like a belligerent toddler. The CGI dragon was more realistic than his performance, honestly.”


The silver-haired man chuckled. “I’m Julian. You’re hilarious.” He held out his hand, and before shaking it, Advika wiped her damp palm on her pants. He held on to her hand a beat longer than necessary, and she looked away, embarrassed.


“Would you like another drink?” she asked. Julian was still standing next to her, crossing the invisible line separating somebodies from nobodies. This development was so discomfiting, with a splash of thrilling, that Advika needed to reestablish that boundary by reminding him she was just a service worker.


“Allow me,” Julian said, sweeping a bottle of Scotch from behind the bar to refill his glass. “I hope you don’t mind me joining you back here,” Julian added with a wink. “It’s better company.” She blushed, and the tingling sensation intensified. “Would you like one too?”


Advika shook her head, feeling her face grow hot. As Julian busied himself making a new drink, Advika pinched the inside of her wrist to remind herself she wasn’t dreaming, that this terrifically good-looking man was ignoring Hollywood’s biggest party to chat with her. Which again brought her back to wondering who this man was, exactly, and why he would spend so much time talking with her. And what had he won the Oscar for? Unlike everyone else holding gold, he seemed pretty blasé about his award. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he ambled back into the party and forgot to take it with him.


“So,” Julian said, “obviously you’re a fan of movies. What is it you like so much?”


Advika glanced briefly at him, then at his Oscar, glowing like a small flame on a starless night, somehow managing to still look dignified despite wearing a superhero cape made out of a cocktail napkin. To have it in such proximity made Advika feel as if she were about to speak to the movies themselves. Like a worshipper at a temple speaking directly to her deity, Advika answered Julian’s question by addressing his award.


“It’s the structure. The rising action, the falling action, the resolution—I can follow it like a line on my palm. Everything else can surprise you—the acting choices, the score, the direction, the plot twist even—but not the structure. When nothing else in the world is predictable, you can anticipate when each story beat will happen. If you know what kind of movie you’re watching, like a rom-com, you can almost time it to the minute. I like that. Nothing else in the world feels more comfortable to me than knowing the rhythms of a movie.”


Advika had never articulated that out loud before, because no one had ever asked her. Dazed by her own admission, she was about to look up to see Julian’s response, when there was a sharp rap on her left shoulder: Dean had finally returned. He was breathing heavily, his forehead dotted with sweat, and his smell had gone from trash can to garbage dump.


“You can take five now if you want,” he said, bending down toward her ear. Then Dean looked past her and gushed, “Julian Zelding!” He fiddled with something tucked in the back of his waistband that looked like a rolled-up screenplay.


“Don’t,” she hissed. Startled by Advika’s admonition, Dean seemed at a loss for what to do. Still awed by Julian, he gave him an awkward military salute.


“Stand down—I’m not your captain,” Julian told Dean with a bemused smile. He picked his Oscar up off the bar and nodded at Advika, indicating he was about to leave. Advika’s jaw tightened. She wanted so badly for him to stay, especially now that she knew his name and that—based upon Dean’s response to him—he really was a Somebody. A Somebody whose name seemed so familiar, but she still couldn’t place it.


“Excuse me!” And now Lynn was back, her half-empty champagne flute squeezed tight in her fist. “Did I not ask you for top-shelf vodka? This tastes like dog shit.”


“Oh. Right.” The night was beginning to take on the farcical absurdity of a Marx Brothers film. Who would stop by next—Ramsey Howell? “My mistake. Can I get you another one?”


“Like I’d trust you to tie my shoe, let alone make my drink.” Lynn nodded at Dean. “You make it.” She set down the champagne flute carelessly, and it toppled on its side, spilling all over. Dean stared dumbly as Advika grabbed it before it could smash to the floor. She set it down behind the bar, and as she did so, she registered that Julian, and his Oscar, was gone.


“Taking my break now,” Advika announced, leaving before either Dean or Lynn had a chance to respond. Let stupid, wandering Dean deal with entitled, overserved guests. Advika limped off toward the swinging doors that would take her through the kitchen to the employee bathrooms. How she longed to chuck her loafers in the trash, and the whole night along with them. Advika never, ever drank on the job. But she was seriously considering downing a shot of tequila after she returned from her break. It might be the only way she could stand doing this job for several more hours.


Because to have had Julian’s attentions, even for a brief moment, showed her how starved she was to be seen. Even now, walking past party attendees who barely acknowledged her presence reminded Advika how much her life had shrunken down to basics: work, eat, sleep, survive. And although she had been thrilled at the opportunity to work her first Governors Ball, the whole job had turned into a bright red arrow flashing in her face, a stinging reminder of all the ways she was a failure.


Advika felt fingernails dig into her skin as someone grabbed her forearm. She stumbled back and her foot connected with the square toe of a leather heel.


“You,” Lynn said, pulling Advika around to face her. “You just don’t walk away from me like that.”


Advika was too in shock to respond. The fingernails went in deeper.


“I’m going to report you to your manager. You have no right to be so rude to me. You practically poisoned my drink!” Lynn swayed slightly, and her grip loosened. With their faces so close together, Advika could now see that this woman, with her unfocused eyes and smeared red lipstick, was full-on drunk, as if she had just downed several tequila shots in succession. “You don’t treat people this way. Do you hear me?”


You’re going to let her treat you this way? Anu’s incredulous voice echoed in her head. Sure, Advika thought. Nothing matters. I don’t matter.


“Ladies,” Julian interjected. Advika’s heartbeat sped up, and she was so jittery with relief she was near tears. “Mind if I join this conversation?”


Lynn finally let go of Advika’s arm. “Why, Julian—I thought you had left,” she slurred. “Could we chat? I think we got off on the wrong foot. I’m just such a fan, you know.” She lifted her left leg as if trying to do a high kick. “I’ve been told I have foot-in-mouth disease. Ha ha.”


“Let’s go get you a drink. A real one,” Julian soothed, placing his hand on the small of Lynn’s back. Advika watched them go, tears streaming down her cheeks and bouncing off her chin. Get the fuck out of here, Anu’s voice admonished. Advika fled the ballroom, through the swinging doors and the kitchen buzzing like a shaken beehive, past red-faced chefs and sous chefs chopping and sweating and shouting at each other, and through another door into a nearly empty hallway. For the first time since early that afternoon, Advika was not surrounded by a sea of other people. It should have been a relief to finally have a moment to herself, but instead the stillness only magnified her isolation. One of the overhead lights flickered in a menacing way, the dim fluorescent bulb making a bzzz sound as if announcing the arrival of a monster creeping toward her with unhurried steps. Advika shivered as she ran her fingers over her forearm, wincing at the three tiny half-moons left in her skin by Lynn’s fingernails. From down the hall, Advika heard a door creak open. She was just about to escape to the sanctuary of the women’s bathroom when she heard Julian speak.


“There you are.” He strode toward her, his Oscar glinting in his hand. “Are you okay?”


Advika found herself unable to immediately respond, so stunned she was to see him. She hiccupped, then looked down at her cursed feet through tear-streaked eyelashes.


“Yes,” she finally managed to say.


“I worked as a waiter about three lifetimes ago,” Julian said with a sigh. “There were so many times I had to bite my tongue, when all I wanted to do instead was throw a punch. And once, I did.”


“Really?” Advika said, looking up with surprise. Julian had the refined, debonair comportment of James Bond crossed with a European prince. He did not look like someone who ever had to wipe down sticky tables, plunge toilets, or refill drinks.


“This man decided to express his unhappiness with the temperature of his steak by trying to shove it down my throat. Instead, my fist met his mouth. I lost the job, but not my dignity.” He shrugged modestly, a cheeky grin lining his face. “No regrets.”


“Wow,” Advika said. The lighting in the hallway, which just moments ago had the hallmarks of a horror movie, now cultivated the intimacy of candlelight. Julian’s presence had the effect of standing near a fireplace after being rescued from a blizzard, the surging warmth not just restorative but lifesaving.


“Did she hurt you?” Julian’s eyebrows creased in concern, and his eyes traveled to Advika’s arm, which she was still cradling.


“Oh, it’s nothing. I just can’t believe she’d grab me that way.” A charred, slightly garlicky aroma emanated from the nearby kitchen, and Julian’s mouth twisted into a comic grimace.


“It looks like the kitchen staff isn’t having a good night either,” he said. Advika felt her lips tremble into a nervous smile. “The people in this town can be obscenely awful and selfish, especially to the people who work the hardest and deserve their ire the least.” Julian placed a gentle hand on Advika’s shoulder. “I am so sorry you had to endure that. And I’m very sorry that I inadvertently brought that woman into your orbit. I had her escorted out of the party.”


Advika gasped. “You did?”


The door opened again, accompanied by a strong burnt odor and flurry of tense voices.


“Let’s go somewhere where we can have a proper conversation,” Julian said, his eyes twinkling. “Without any more interruptions. What do you say?”
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Advika had worked eight major after-parties in the past two years: Grammys and Golden Globes, Elton John benefits and AFI tributes. But this was her very first Governors Ball, and the very first time an A-list guest had asked her to step outside to have a chat. Not to mention whisking her away to a rooftop overlooking the entire city.


“Your bartender friend will be fine without you. The party’s starting to wind down,” Julian reassured Advika as they stood side by side in front of a glass-walled observation deck situated atop the ballroom. “Everyone will be heading to the Vanity Fair party soon. The only people left in there will be… well.” He said the word “well” as if it was understood what he meant, and so Advika nodded as if she did.


Julian had mistaken her quietness for concern over leaving Dean and her post at the bar for too long. But really, she was still flummoxed that this particular Oscar winner had taken an interest in her. That, except for searching for a name tag on her blouse, he had kept his eyes firmly locked on hers, as if an Indian girl dressed in black with sweaty armpits and a half-slumped ponytail was the most invigorating sight he’d ever seen.


When Dean had first squealed Julian’s name, she had experienced a vague glimmer of recognition, but his identity still remained a mystery. Only when they got outside, when she got a glimpse of his name newly engraved on his Oscar—JULIAN ZELDING, PRODUCER, BEST PICTURE, WEST OF THE GUN—did she realize who he was. Hollywood icon, producer of five best picture winners and ten nominees. His first Oscar win had been in 1974, more than a decade before she had been born.


Advika had always heard Julian’s name as part of the industry chatter at her various day jobs. But she had no idea what he looked like until tonight. And now that she was able to really look at him without the distraction of her job and other party guests, it wasn’t just his IMDb page that kept her in sort of a stunned stasis. How could a senior citizen be hot? There was Anu’s voice in her head again. Teasing, yes, but also awed. Because he was extremely hot. Paul Newman–as-elder-statesman hot.


“Your name again, my dear?” Julian tapped the Oscar’s head as if it were his pet. “I didn’t catch it when we were inside.”


“Advika.” Her voice whimpered like a dying balloon. To try to seem less nervous, she leaned back against the wall, hoping she seemed cool and collected, rather than in serious pain from her $19.99 loafers.


“Advika,” Julian said, reclining against the wall with her, then taking a cigar out of his jacket pocket. Before lighting it, he set the Oscar down on the ground, the gold statue idling between them like a third wheel. “That’s beautiful. Is it Sanskrit?”


“Yes,” she said, although she wasn’t really sure if it was Hindi or Sanskrit. Maybe both? It’s not like her parents ever told her. She had Googled it once but promptly forgot. But she always remembered her name’s meaning, and after some prodding, she told Julian with a mumbling, blushing pride that her name meant “unique.”


“Unique? Well, I can see that. I noticed you the moment I walked inside.” The combination of the cigar smoke and his cologne enraptured her, the scent as rare and heavenly as if bottled from the dewdrops of redwoods. She found herself inching closer to him until her heel tapped his Oscar, and she drew back immediately.


“Thank you,” Advika said finally, perhaps waiting a beat too long to respond to his compliment. But Julian’s attentions were no longer focused on her anyhow. He was staring out into the blue-purple sky, arms folded, lost in thought.


“Handing out Academy Awards at a mall,” he said with a sigh, more to himself than to her. “I miss the Shrine.”


“The Shrine?”


“The Shrine Auditorium. Beautiful venue, very glamorous. That’s where they used to hold these things. That and the Dorothy Chandler. Then they built this monstrosity,” Julian said, waving at the neon lights and billboards surrounding Hollywood & Highland. The entertainment and shopping complex was where both the Dolby Theatre and the Dolby Ballroom were perched like the Mount Olympus of cinema, hovering out of the reach of mortals snapping photos of the Hollywood Walk of Fame five floors below.


“I like it,” Advika said softly. He gave her a questioning look. “I know it might be like a New Yorker saying they like Times Square, but it’s true.” Emboldened by Julian’s surprised chuckle, Advika continued, getting more animated as she went along.


“LA should have a place like this. It’s all a little too plasticky and generic, I know. But my parents used to talk about how when friends and relatives visited them in the eighties, they’d get disappointed there was no real quote-unquote Hollywood to visit. Just the Walk of Fame and Marilyn Monroe’s handprints at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. My parents hated coming to this area, because they said it was always too hot and grimy. But look at this.” Now it was Advika who waved her hand in the air, as if casting a spell. “When people think of Hollywood now, it’s a real destination. Not just an ancient wooden sign up in the hills. They can come here and feel close to the magic.”


She smiled even as her big right toe screamed inside its shoe. Advika shifted her weight so that her right foot balanced on her left. The pain had become agonizing, but she couldn’t acknowledge it, not when this movie producer was gazing at her like she had just revealed the secrets of the Sphinx.


“So what’s your dream, Advika?” he said in a warm, gravelly tone that reminded her of hot charcoal on an open grill. “Actress, writer, director. Or producer, perhaps.” He waggled his eyebrows like Groucho Marx at this last suggestion, as if it were a shared joke between them.


“None of the above,” she replied, tugging at her shirt collar. The unexpected question had left Advika feeling exposed, and she couldn’t bear to talk about her pitiful aspirations with someone of his stature.


Julian chuckled. “The way you talked about your love of films earlier, I know that can’t be true. Besides, beautiful people who work these parties didn’t move to Hollywood for a career in the service industry. They want something. They’re dreamers, like me.” He ruminatively puffed on his cigar, then blew smoke rings into the balmy February night. “What do you want to do?”


“Write,” she said, unable to mask the mortification in her voice. “I write screenplays.”


“What kind?”


“Comedies, mostly.” She thought of her laptop, home to three screenplays, only one of which had been read by anyone connected to the industry. Feeling like a fraud, she quickly added, “Right now, I’m trying to get staffed on a TV show, though.” She had only had a handful of interviews for writer’s assistant positions in the past several months, but that seemed more realistic to share than her flatlining screenwriting career.


“TV? Interesting,” Julian said. “I don’t believe I’ve seen a television series since 1992. As you can see,” he said, pointing at the Oscar between them, “I have another preferred medium.”


He had spoken with the polite diffidence of someone who had thought she held great promise, but was now disappointed by her. Advika’s shoulders sagged. This was it. The night’s plot twist had been amazing, nearly miraculous, and now it was over. Off she would go, back to her bartending alongside a surly Dean and pouring drinks for more assholes like Lynn. Her night couldn’t end this way. She tried for a Hail Mary.


“I like Columbo,” Advika said, turning to face him, subtly arching her back to better show off her chest.


“Ah, yes, I have seen that one.” Julian pulled out his phone, glanced at the screen briefly, and returned it to his jacket pocket. “But that show is from my time, not yours.”


“Reruns,” she said with what she hoped was an alluring smile.


“Ah, ha.” Julian flashed a toothy grin, his blue eyes amused. “What do you like about it?”


“Peter Falk is hilarious. He’s, um…” Julian took her in with an appraising, perhaps even appreciative, stare. “I like his shtick. The rumpled coat, the pestering questions, how often he brings up his wife for no reason. And how he always has the upper hand. Just as the murderer thinks he’s off the hook, Columbo will turn around and say, ‘Oh, just one more thing.’ And that question nails ’em. He outsmarts them every single time.”


Julian laughed, and victory surged through Advika. The night still had a chance.


“My sist—” she added, and the words became dust in her mouth. She swallowed and heard Anu’s voice again. Why’d you have to go and ruin it by bringing me up?


“Your sister what?” Julian asked quietly. He took her hand in both of his own, and the soft warmth of his palms against her own filled her with so much emotion she nearly started to cry. Advika willed herself not to give in to the grief that threatened to loosen itself from behind her heart. After counting down from ten, she finally was able to answer him.


“My sister. My twin, Anu. She hated Columbo as much as I liked it. Which is what made it fun to watch together.” A long, choked pause. “She u-used to imitate his voice to m-make me laugh.”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Julian said into her ear, the scent of the cigar on his breath eliciting goose bumps on her arms. Advika nodded and whispered a thank-you.


Below them, limousines resembling dark, languid sharks moved slowly down the valet lane before flowing into a street clogged with glinting headlights. Julian let out a little sigh, then dropped her hand. Advika retrieved it and placed it against her heart, which was beating so rapidly it filled her eardrums. She watched him bend down to pick up his Oscar, resignation washing over her. She had failed. It was over.


He took a few steps away from her, then turned around with the cigar dangling from his lips, one eye squinting just like Columbo. “Oh, just one more thing,” he said in a pitch-perfect imitation of Peter Falk. “Have dinner with me?”
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Over burgers and milkshakes at a diner in East Hollywood, Advika learned that Peter Falk had been one of Julian’s poker buddies. He first heard the actor try out his infamous catchphrase while setting down a winning hand, winning Yul Brynner’s horse in the process.


“A horse?” Advika said, dipping a French fry into a tiny pond of ketchup. She knew Yul Brynner was an old-time movie star, but couldn’t remember what he starred in, and she didn’t want to ask and betray her ignorance.


“We’d bet all sorts of things, just to make it interesting. One time I bet a major role in my next picture. Luckily, I won, or else Jean-Claude Van Damme would have starred in The Feast of Souls instead of Sean Connery.”


His peculiarly hearty laughter, reminding Advika of a hiccupping bear, echoed around the empty restaurant. On their drive over in Julian’s cream-colored Bentley, he had dashed out a series of texts, his index finger moving across the screen with astounding speed. The diner’s lights had flicked on just as they pulled into the deserted parking lot close to 11 p.m. A yawning waitress had opened the door to let them in, and the Formica table at which they were seated had been slightly damp, as if someone had just hurriedly wiped it down moments before.


Julian’s phone, which lay on the table next to his Academy Award, buzzed. He picked it up, scrolled down the screen, and frowned. As he was reading, his phone vibrated again. With a sigh, he stood up and took the call. “One moment,” he told her. Advika and the Oscar watched him walk down the diner’s narrow aisle and out the door.


Admit it, she heard Anu’s voice say. He’s old. Like, real old. And it was true: inside the diner, with its bright fluorescent lighting, Julian still had a rakish handsomeness to him, but his resemblance to Paul Newman had drifted toward the final credits of the actor’s IMDb page, when he was playing charming but cranky grandpa types. In the dim lighting on the rooftop and inside his car, Advika hadn’t felt their age difference so acutely. But watching Julian across the table from her, she couldn’t help noticing his thinning blondish-silver hair, the deep laugh lines that traced from nose to chin, and the small white whiskers blooming out of his left ear. Google him, Anu’s voice implored.


With jittery hands, Advika took her phone out and searched “Julian Zelding age.” The search results showed he was sixty-seven.


“Ha,” she whispered to herself. “He’s not that old.” She did the math. They were forty-one years apart.


That’s still pretty old, her sister huffed. Advika grimaced. She was surprised that Julian actually looked a little older than his age. Because it seemed everyone, especially with money, had discovered their own fountains of youth in Los Angeles in the form of plastic surgery and Botox and expensive skin treatments that kept them all looking preternaturally youthful. Julian seemed to have eschewed that, which Advika told herself was pretty cool. He was a rebel, an iconoclast. He believed in aging gracefully, a welcome rarity in this city. And even with his noticeable wrinkles and receding hairline, Julian was the first man who stirred feelings of attraction in Advika in three years.


His Academy Award, looking as if it were standing guard by his milkshake, gleamed under the bright white lights. Advika stared at it, marveling at how close she was to the ultimate symbol of Hollywood achievement. Her hands twitched at her sides, but she didn’t dare touch it. Instead, after making sure Julian was still outside, she went on YouTube to find a clip of West of the Gun winning best picture. On stage were three people: a tall redhead at the center, and Julian and a bearded white man flanking her. As the woman rattled off a list of names, Advika kept her eyes trained on Julian. He seemed pleased, but not exploding with glee like his fellow Oscar winners, both of whom seemed to be about twenty years younger than him. When the orchestra played them off the stage, Julian immediately strode away while the other male producer attempted to shout his thank-yous over the insistent swell of strings.


Julian returned to the table, and Advika quickly slid her phone under her thigh.


“If I never hear the word ‘congratulations’ again, or at least for a year,” he said, chuckling, though his eyes were unsmiling. “It just stops losing its meaning after a while.”


Advika politely nodded. She hadn’t heard the word since graduating from college, and she wasn’t sure if she’d ever hear it again. Seeming to sense her dejection, Julian pushed aside his plate and leaned forward, his elbows on the table.


“Tell me about yourself, Ad… Ad-veeka. Am I saying that correctly?”


“Uh… sure.” She waved her hand, embarrassed. Advika hated when the pronunciation of her name became a part of the conversation. “And there’s not much to tell.”


“I find that hard to believe.” He smiled widely, then looked past her and shook his head slightly. Advika turned around to see the back of their waitress’s wiry figure as she headed through the kitchen’s swinging doors.


“Your life is much more interesting.” She nervously tapped the floor with her socked feet, her cheap loafers abandoned inside Julian’s luxury vehicle.


“I disagree,” he laughed. “And I’m easy to Google,” he added with a hint of slyness, and she blushed. Perhaps he had been watching her from outside earlier and had seen her frantic on her phone.


“Well, what do you want to know?”


“What’s your favorite film?” Julian raised his palms. “I ask with no judgment. One of my all-time favorites is Citizen Kane. But another favorite is Clash of the Titans. The one from the eighties, with Sir Laurence Olivier and the, well, let’s call them primitive special effects.”


“Really?” Advika sputtered, delighted. She had seen a YouTube video essay only a few weeks ago dissecting why it was one of the schlockiest movies of all time. “Not to judge,” she added, raising her palms too.


“I make no apologies,” Julian said with a wry grin. “It’s just about what makes you feel good.” He slid off his tuxedo jacket, his white shirt perfectly tailored for his lean frame, each square button shining like onyx. “So, Advika, what movie makes you feel good?”


“Bend It Like Beckham.” Her hands sank to her lap, and she bit down on her lower lip.


“The soccer comedy.” He didn’t sound dismissive or judgmental, just a little confused. Then he broke out into a smile. “Oh, of course.”


Julian’s expression, a light bulb not just of recognition but understanding, buoyed Advika. She told him about seeing Bend It Like Beckham for the first time when she was fifteen, and how the sight of someone who looked like her on the big screen—specifically, the main character Jess’s brown skin, dark wavy hair, and tomboyish way of dressing—had been like an electrical charge.


“We’re not used to seeing ourselves onscreen, any screen. But here was this movie about an Indian girl, and she gets to be the main character. And I could relate to how she was torn between her love of family and her love of soc—Well, they call it football in the UK. I had always loved movies since, like, forever, but to see myself represented up there… I can’t even describe it. It wasn’t a perfect mirror for me and my life, but it didn’t have to be. I just felt… seen. And nothing on TV or in the movies had made me feel that way before. The day I saw Beckham was the day my writing dreams were fully born.”


Advika drummed her fingers against her lips, as if astonished by what came out. But what really surprised her was how Julian was able to draw all of this out of her, the deep marrow of what she considered her essentialness. Anu had known all of this, of course. When her sister was still here, sharing her thoughts with her twin was like writing in a diary. Anu had represented a safe space, and then she was gone. And Advika collapsed in on herself, not knowing how to communicate her innermost thoughts with anyone, not even in an actual diary.


But that unabashed flow of opinions and feelings had been awakened by Julian. He wanted to hear what she had to say. Advika sat up straighter and smoothed down her hair.


“Movies can be so powerful,” Julian said, briefly glancing down. “Life changing, even. I know that very well.” Their eyes met, and Advika’s heart fluttered. “My world opened up because films awakened my imagination and let me imagine a better world. And a better version of myself.” Even while in college studying film, Advika had never met someone so keyed into her specific frequency about movies and how they were her North Star.


After a few moments, he picked up a fry from his plate and playfully dabbed it in the dollop of ketchup on Advika’s plate. Tickled, she reciprocated this move, eyeing him slyly. He chuckled, and the two went on like this for a few minutes while talking about their other favorite movies, until all their fries were gone. With his last fry, Julian had traced the letter A, followed by an exclamation point, in his leftover smears of ketchup. Advika, delicately licking her salt-edged fingertips, thrilled at this small gesture, and she filed this away as something she could have one of her characters do in a future screenplay. But what Julian said next deflated her.


“Tell me more about your writing.” He wiped his hands with his napkin, then balled it up and tossed it onto his plate.


“Oh.” Advika slumped down in her seat. “Like I said, I wrote three screenplays. Plus, a couple of spec scripts for when I went out for some TV writing jobs.”


“So you have an agent.” Julian nodded approvingly.


“I did, once,” she said in a forced upbeat tone, as if she didn’t find this line of questioning humiliating in the slightest. “I won a major screenplay writing contest in college, and through that I got an agent. But he dropped me about a year later.” Her face burned at the memory of the three-line email. Not even given the courtesy of a conversation or a phone call. There was a time she had it memorized, but now she could only recall him saying she was “a sparkling talent” whose work didn’t have “broad appeal.”


“And the TV spec scripts?”


“It was a fellowship thing to diversify writers’ rooms.” She paused to take a long sip of her water. “I didn’t get any of them.”


“Hollywood is the ficklest of the fickle,” Julian said, shaking his head. “But I hope you’re not giving up.”


“Not at all.” Advika beamed with a confidence she didn’t feel. “I still write. I’ll never stop writing.” She thought of mentioning #OscarsSoWhite, and how she hoped the outcry over the lack of diversity in that year’s nominations could initiate a change in the industry to be more inclusive of people like her. But Advika decided against it, not wanting to invoke the specter of Lynn and her asinine comments. “In the meantime,” she added with a self-deprecating grin, “I do the clichéd Hollywood thing to make ends meet, as you saw tonight.” To remember how they met was to remember the terrific imbalance between them: age, income, prestige. She picked up the remains of her half-eaten hamburger, which was cold and mushy, then dropped it back on the plate. “Can we change the subject?” She nodded toward his Oscar. “What it’s like to hear your name called out as a winner?”


“I’ll show you.” Julian stretched out his arms as if taking a big yawn, then startled her by dropping them in one swift movement to loudly drum the table.


“And the winner for best original screenplay is,” he said dramatically, continuing the drumroll so that the Oscar, plates, and cutlery all vibrated on the table, “Advika…?”


“Srinivasan,” she said shyly.


“Advika Srinivasan!” he bellowed. Cheers and applause erupted nearby, and they saw their waitress, plus a line cook and busboy, whooping enthusiastically behind the diner counter.


“I promise I didn’t ask them to do that,” Julian said, his eyes shining with delight. He stood up, picked up his Oscar, and handed it to her.


With confused laughter, she accepted the award, which had a welcome weightiness to it. She looked at the statuette’s blank expression and saw her smile reflected back in its tiny gold face.


“So,” Julian said, sliding back into the booth opposite her, “how does it feel?”


Advika looked at him, then the Oscar. “Like a million fireworks spelling out my name.”


Julian flicked his right hand, and Advika heard retreating footsteps as the diner emptied to only leave the two of them. “The way you talk about films, it just gets me. Right here.” He patted his heart three times. “You remind me of myself when I was younger, ambition and insecurity constantly warring inside me. My ambition won. And yours will too.” Advika, surprised, gingerly set the Oscar down next to her own milkshake. The overhead fluorescent lighting dimmed, and the diner took on a warmer, familial glow.


“Do you know why I approached you tonight at the Governors Ball?” She shook her head, looking at the cross-shaped wrinkle between his eyebrows, unable to meet his gaze directly. “In that room full of preening blowhards, you had this… childlike wonder. Like being there meant something to you. But at the same time, your heart seemed to be breaking. You would smile so brightly, and then your face would drop. I watched you cycle through that over and over, between elation and melancholy.” Advika, wide-eyed, pressed both hands against her cheeks, as if to check to see if her face was still showing those emotions. “You reminded me of someone I once knew,” Julian added, his voice breaking slightly. “And I… I just needed to make sure you were okay.”


He was silent for a moment, as if weighing something. Then he stood up and slid into the booth next to her, his leg touching hers. Julian smoothed down a tendril of Advika’s hair and in one gentle motion tucked it behind her ear. The electricity of his touch rippled through her, and she shivered.


“I’ve known loss just like you,” Julian said, his voice now hovering just above a whisper, his gaze as magnetic as a tractor beam. “And that’s why I think there’s this connection between us. I think you feel it too.”


“Yes,” she breathed. His hand alighted briefly on her shoulder, then lightly traced down the edge of her arm, to the inside of her wrist.


“I’m besotted by you, Advika.” His finger danced a middle eight on her palm. “I’ve been blowing off people all night—my team, my colleagues, my friends—because this night didn’t become important to me until I met you.” Advika was shocked to feel herself tear up. It had been so long since she felt seen. Since she felt desired. Julian moved closer to her, cupped her chin between his thumb and forefinger, and kissed her.


Anu’s voice was somewhere in her head, fighting to be heard. But Advika pushed it away, pushed it all away, and kissed him back.















CHAPTER TWO



Something Wild


SHE DIDN’T GET HOME UNTIL five thirty in the morning. Advika and Julian had made out in his Bentley like teenagers on the way to prom, while the vehicle coasted west through the empty streets of Los Angeles. She was shocked by how natural it felt to have her body intertwined with his, and even more so by his physicality. He might look like Paul Newman in his twilight years, but his body was muscular and firm, and he had a spry energy that even Advika’s last few flings had not possessed.


Despite his protests, she insisted he return her to her car in the parking lot a few blocks away from where the Governors Ball was held. Before they parted, she gave him her phone number, not truly believing he would call her. But that was okay, she told herself as she drove down a freeway that was just starting to see its first rush of morning commuters. It was enough that the past few hours had even happened.


Advika’s adrenaline from the crazy turn the night had taken kept her awake during her thirty-minute drive to her apartment in Echo Park. After pulling into her parking spot, Advika caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror. She and Anu were fraternal twins, with her sister an inch taller and having a more willowy build, yet they had the same oval-shaped face, deep-set eyes, and pronounced widow’s peak. Advika most often felt her sister’s presence by looking at her own reflection. But this time, thankfully, she only saw herself. Her hair, pulled out of its ponytail by Julian’s eager caresses, sproinged around her head like a fuzzy crown, and her lipstick had faded entirely, her lips a pink blur that stretched past the corners of her mouth. You totally look like you were sucking face, Anu’s voice taunted. Advika ignored it. She didn’t want the night’s magic to wear off, even though she knew it would dissipate as soon as she walked through the front door. Which it did.


“Where’ve you been?” her roommate, Olive, said with a yawn when Advika crossed the threshold. Olive, wearing a low-cut top and baggy pajama bottoms, sipped a cup of coffee over the shipwreck of dishes cluttering their sink.


“Worked late. Governors Ball, remember? And I guess you’re working early.” Her roommate was a barista at a super-popular coffee shop in Santa Monica, favored by screenwriters much more successful than Advika.


“Ding ding ding.” Olive dropped her mug onto the mountain of dirty dishes mostly made up of her coffee mugs and an entire set of porcelain rice bowls that had her surname inscribed in Mandarin with red lettering. Why Olive treated something that seemed like family heirlooms as if they were fast-food containers was beyond Advika’s understanding.


“All right, then.” Their dishes standoff had been going on for over a week, and Olive showed no signs of caving. But at that moment Advika was too exhausted to care. “I’m going to go collapse.”


“Are you okay? You look… off.” Olive dropped her pajama bottoms onto the floor, then reached for her miniskirt hanging off the oven handle between two dish towels.


“Off?” Advika brushed her fingers over her lips.


“Yeah. Like dazed.” Olive peered at her, and Advika stepped backward, bumping into the wall. “Like you’re coming down off something.”


“Just exhausted.” Elated. “Long shift.” Hours of laughter and deep kisses. “You know those Hollywood types.” Unbelievable gossip, confided solely to her. “I’m beat. Have a good day.”


“Yeah, okay.” Olive was rummaging through the hall closet, already distracted by her morning routine, and Advika hobbled over to her room and shut the door.


Advika’s bedroom faced west, but her sole window was a long rectangle above her bed, so she only got a tantalizingly small glimpse of the sky as the day brightened into morning and deepened into dusk. At the moment, the window rectangle was a tight gray frown, reflecting the early morning fog. The walk-in-closet-sized space had just enough room for a twin mattress, a desk, and an oak bureau foaming at the mouth with half-yanked-out pants and tee shirts. The Advika of several hours ago, ironing her blouse while wearing only a beige bra and black dress pants, rushing a dash of red lipstick over her chapped lips, forgoing eye makeup because she was running late, seemed so far away now.


Her phone’s battery had dipped into the red, and so she shut it off before charging it. Then Advika slowly undressed, stripping to her underwear before crawling under the covers, not even bothering to wash her face or brush her teeth. Her body, from the top of her head to her still-stinging toes, cried out for sleep. She crushed her face into the pillow and tried to process the events of the past few hours. Advika recalled the warmth of Julian’s hands on her bare back, and his lips on her neck. In those moments, entangled in each other, intoxicated with each other, the age difference didn’t matter. She could imagine her sister interrogating her about this wild night, asking her point-blank if she would be attracted to him if he were just a “professor or an accountant or something else lame and boring.”


And of course not, Advika would have told Anu. She couldn’t deny that a huge part of Julian’s allure was his connection to Hollywood. Not his power in the industry, necessarily, although that did have an impact too, but that he was a walking encyclopedia of movie history. During their meal at the diner, he must have shared at least ten anecdotes about old-time and current stars, casually tossing the information while she lapped it all up, often gasping with delight. She had been touched that he had trusted her with these amazing stories—not that she had anyone to share them with.


Advika mentally scrolled through her list of phone contacts: childhood friends from Sherman Oaks, assorted high school pals and college buddies, co-workers past and present (“Carl Wine Bar,” “Delilah Catering,” “Javie Boba”), a smattering of aunties and cousins from across the country. She barely talked to anyone, rarely having the energy to even respond to the “Just checking on you” or “Hey, wanna come over for dinner?” texts, and so those had now trickled to nearly nothing. The Oakies, whom she had grown up with in Sherman Oaks, stubbornly held on the longest, as she knew they would, but eventually even they drifted off, caught up in the currents of their own lives. Advika wished she knew how to do the same.


She simply didn’t know how to operate in the world as just herself, without the loving, maddening presence of her three-minute-older sister, the one who sneaked them into nightclubs when they were underage, the one who had the first kiss and first boyfriend and got her driver’s license first, the one who was always Advika’s compass for any direction she wanted to go. Even if sometimes Anu, with her signature blunt bob hairstyle and purple lipstick, didn’t agree with and sometimes mocked Advika’s choices, she had been a sounding board and safe space. To lose her unmoored Advika so severely that two years after Anu’s death, she pictured herself bobbing in the ocean like the movie with the scuba-diving couple abandoned in open water as great white sharks circled underneath them. Advika was barely holding on, her chin only just above the current, the sharks nipping at her feet. Her night with Julian was the first time since Anu’s funeral that she felt herself not merely treading water but actively kicking her feet and starting to swim.


So Julian was old. He was a stranger. But Advika couldn’t ignore the sparks spinning inside her from his lavish attention. I get to have this, she thought, curling her fist under the pillow, the words reverberating in her mind as she gave herself up to sleep.








[image: image]











Advika awoke nine hours later. By the time she pulled her face out of her pillow, reaching a stiff arm to search her bedside table for her phone, it was a little after 3 p.m. She drowsily pulled herself up, her bangs plastered to her sweaty forehead, and threw off her pale blue comforter. Despite the fact that it was February, LA was in the midst of a heatwave, and to save money, she and Olive had agreed not to use the air conditioner. But doing so turned Advika’s bedroom into a sauna. She stood up on her bed and eased open the window a crack, letting in fresh air. Then she flopped back down, phone still in her hand, while she rummaged through a pile of clothes at the foot of her bed, pulling out a tank top with FINAL GIRL written on the front in red-edged black font.


“Okay, time to let reality back in,” Advika said out loud, lying on her stomach on the narrow bed. She turned her phone on and closed her eyes, her thighs and legs not as sore as they would have been had she worked a full shift.


Her phone buzzed in her hands. The screen showed her messages upon messages upon messages: texts, WhatsApp messages, social media notifications, emails. And a single voicemail. She let out an audible ugh, then churned through them with sweaty fingers.


After reading all of them, and listening to the voicemail, her world had bent on its axis, gravity no longer keeping her upright.


What Advika had lost:


Her job. (The high-end catering company where she had worked for the past three years had fired her for leaving in the middle of the shift. Advika had known this was a possibility when she walked out on Dean, but she’d hoped that Julian’s magic dust and connections would somehow keep her employed. Her boss’s voice had been terse and tinged with incredulity, a high school principal having no choice but to expel a star pupil.)


Her apartment… eventually. (Advika and Olive had learned a few months prior that their landlord was upping their rent by several hundred dollars, which neither of them could afford. The two had asked him if they could stay on month-to-month after their lease ended in March, until they could find a new apartment. It was a long shot, and it had not worked, as the email officially let them know they must vacate by the end of next month.)


What Advika had gained:


Attention. Too much of it.


When she had her night out with Julian, first at Hollywood & Highland and later at the diner, she had wondered if anyone had noticed them together. If anyone would care that fresh off his fifth Oscar win, a high-profile movie producer was seen chatting with a “mystery woman.”


The answer was yes and no.


Because they had left the party a little early, Advika and Julian were not aware of what became the biggest story coming out of the awards show. A best supporting actor nominee named Elyosious Payne had imbibed too much at the Governors Ball, wandered out to a nearby side street, and climbed on top of a dumpster, where he did a handstand for several minutes on end. The incident was caught on a security camera and leaked to TMZ. And in the foreground, Advika could clearly be spotted walking by, slightly limping and smiling stupidly, completely unaware of what was happening about thirty feet behind her.


About fifteen seconds after she disappeared from view, the actor fell off the dumpster, landing on his bottom, his legs and arms splayed out. Payne hadn’t been seriously injured, only bruising his tailbone. So his drunken fall earned gleeful headlines like “Payne in the Butt,” and the footage was being broadcast everywhere. Advika stared at the influx of messages asking if that was really her—the Oakies and old college friends, former co-workers and a few aunties too. And even though her Twitter and Instagram accounts had been dormant for years, she received several notifications asking, “Is this you, @advikasri88?”


She couldn’t deal with the barrage of messages—not yet. It was around 4 a.m. in India, so it was possible her parents hadn’t seen the video. Not that they’d have much to say about it, because all she did was appear on a black-and-white security camera looking giddy. But somehow they would find a way to be disappointed in her. Will this be what brings them back? Advika half wondered, half hoped before dismissing the thought as childish.


After Anu had died, her parents had filed and won a wrongful death suit against the high-rise where the twins had lived for only three months. The balcony’s glass railing was found to have been shoddily and hastily built and “under no circumstance should have given way from Ms. Srinivasan leaning against it.” Two million dollars was the sum her parents had been awarded—and in a way, the money was what caused the final fracture in their now family of three. Because in her eyes, Advika’s parents had fled their grief, and their former lives, by retiring and moving back to India, without at all considering how this would affect their remaining daughter.


They used to be close, the four of them. The Srinivasans were the kind of close depicted on Disney Channel sitcoms. Mukesh was the goofy, well-meaning dad who liked to pretend he was exasperated by being outnumbered three to one but who not so secretly loved it. Rupi, lively and vivacious, thrived on the chaotic harmony of their home. She often likened managing the house and her family’s schedules to conducting an orchestra. Anu’s and Advika’s childhoods were marked by their mother’s delight in dressing them in identical candy-colored dresses and frequent visits to Disneyland, for which they had an annual pass. Their parents also had a weekly movie night in which they rewatched their favorite Indian dramas and Bollywood films from their youth. Occasionally, the daughters would be roped into watching with them. During these movie nights, the sisters would wait to see if their parents would hold hands, Anu elbowing Advika and the two exchanging private giggles whenever this rare occurrence would take place.


Even though their mom and dad favored swoony romantic melodramas, they were the rare Indian parents who didn’t seem concerned about Anu’s and Advika’s marital prospects. Mukesh and Rupi had met while attending college in the States, and so both prized education above all else. In all other ways, they fit the archetype of traditional Indian parents: forbidding dating until Anu and Advika turned twenty-one, emphasizing SAT courses and extracurriculars that would look good on college applications. The teenage years were high on dramatics, especially between Rupi and Anu—Mukesh and Advika would witness their arguments while exchanging “here we go again” glances. Once the twins had graduated from college and started forging their paths as adults, the foursome became a tight unit again. The day after the twins turned twenty-two, Mukesh and Rupi floated the idea of introducing them to single Indian men from good families, but Anu had laughed so hard (while wearing a thin, glittery scarf to cover the hickey on her neck) that their parents all but gave up on marriage talk soon after.
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