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To Jennie









There are only two ways to get ahead in this world—


you either make something or take something.










1.



Maggie Wang is late.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Honest.”


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


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


Estelle answers with a flat “No.”


Maggie almost doesn’t hear her at first.


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


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


Maggie nods, trying not to cry.


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


“Twenty-three,” Maggie corrects.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




How’d it go??





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


Great! she writes back.


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




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





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




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





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


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


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


“Thanks,” she mutters, clinging to Willa.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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










2.



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




Emailed you re: Summer Rain





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


Hey Ingrid,


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


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


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


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


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


Best,


Charlie


Fuck! She curses Charlie, trying his cell.


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


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


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


“Where are you?” she asks.


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


“No shit you can’t,” Ingrid mutters.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Mel’s Summer Rain take.”


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


“No, unfortunately. He didn’t.”


“Nooooooo. Why?”


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


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


“Just get a meeting on the books.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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










3.



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


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


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


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


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


“No,” Maggie says, flushing.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Bryce spits out his beer. “What?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I’m sure you are—”


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


Maggie blinks. “What?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“No,” Maggie says firmly.


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


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


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


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


Fuck it, let’s do this.


She reaches for the door and pushes inside.










4.



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


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


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


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


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


Her phone rings.


“Charlie?” she answers.


But it’s Cassie.


“Mom, it’s me,” she says.


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


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


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


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


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


Cassie gasps. “No!”


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


“Now I don’t even want to tell you.”


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


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


“What kind of message?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Then you shouldn’t have sent it!”


“Mom!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What?”


Dr. Hayes sits down and reaches for her file.


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


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


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


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


“Precancer signals,” she repeats.


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


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


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


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


“And this test found damage?” she asks.


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


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


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


Dr. Hayes hesitates.


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


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


“What kind of treatment?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Not yet.”


Ingrid can barely breathe.


“Can we get the machine?”


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


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


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


“Though?”


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


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


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


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


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


Wait, he’s just going to give up?


“What if I find someone else—”


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


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


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


“Then I want to try it,” Ingrid says.


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


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


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


Dr. Hayes looks genuinely sorry.


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


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


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


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


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


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


“They still need me. Please, Alex.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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










5.



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


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


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


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


Her heart lurches.


“Be honest, now,” Estelle teases.


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


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


Maggie looks over at Bryce. Nice phrasing.


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


What is happening?


She watches as Bryce takes the seat next to Estelle.


“Feels weird being up here,” he says.


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


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


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


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


“It is a naked experience,” Estelle agrees.


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


OMG. Are they … flirting?


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


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


Fuuuuck.


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


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


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


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


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


“If there’s time,” Estelle adds.


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


Maggie turns and slips out of the bookstore.


[image: ]


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He starts gently kissing her.


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


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


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


He slips a finger between her thighs.


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


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


“Slow down,” Maggie tells Bryce.


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


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


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


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


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


“What did you do?” Maggie asks.


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


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