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EMMA


JO JONES IN THE RUNNING FOR SILVER GIG, THE HEADLINE on the screen said. Right beneath that, in italics, it read, But should she be?


Emma huffed as she scrolled through the article for the fifth time. She didn’t normally spend her mornings reading gossip columns about her boss, but earlier that week, Jo had had a meeting with the studio producing the next Agent Silver movie. As her assistant, Emma knew which appointments were on Jo’s schedule but not what happened within them. She wanted to know how the meeting had gone.


The article didn’t clear that up for her. Jo was on the short list, at least, but was apparently a terrible choice. No experience writing a movie, certainly not an action flick. It was like they forgot she was the showrunner of TV’s top drama five years running. Sure, Innocents didn’t have explosions or fight scenes—except that one time in season 2—but it was good. It was quality television. Jo had the Emmys to prove it.


Not good enough for this columnist, though. He didn’t come out and say it was because Jo was a Chinese American woman. Instead the article was filled with worries about too soft a touch and a concern she would somehow miss the truly American essence of Silver. Emma rolled her eyes. Jo was born and freaking raised here.


Emma wasn’t going to tell Jo about the column. While it might be good for Jo to know what people were saying about her, it would also be an unnecessary distraction that did nothing but hurt her feelings. Emma wouldn’t bother her with it. Jo had more important things to do with her time anyway.


The click-clack of Jo’s heels came from the hallway, and Emma quickly closed the browser tab. She stood, tucking her long hair behind her ears. By the time Jo rounded the corner, Emma was ready with her coffee and a smile.


“Thanks,” Jo said, taking the latte without breaking stride. That didn’t bode well for the day. Neither did her ponytail, high and tight enough to look severe. “Clear the afternoon for the both of us.”


Emma stopped analyzing Jo’s hairstyle choices and grabbed her tablet off her desk. “Sure, boss,” she said, pulling up Jo’s schedule as she followed her into her office. Most of the afternoon was blocked off for writing. All Emma had to cancel was a check-in with an assistant producer. “What do we got?”


“Dress fitting.”


Emma stopped in front of Jo’s desk and looked up at her. She tilted her head, confused. “You need me at a dress fitting?”


“Given that it’s your dress fitting”—Jo took a sip of her coffee—“that would be ideal.”


She set her purse on her glass-top desk, her long black ponytail swinging as she leaned over to take her laptop out of the bag.


“Excuse me?”


“You’re coming to the SAG Awards with me on Sunday,” Jo said. She sat behind her desk. “You’ll need a dress.”


Working for Jo, Emma was used to expecting the unexpected. In her nine months as Jo’s assistant, she’d dealt with paparazzi and hate mail, overnight shoots and fans who’d loved Jo since she first appeared on their TV screens almost three decades ago at thirteen years old. Emma went to events with Jo, too, but those events were usually studio parties or advance screenings. They were things Jo needed her at for work-related purposes. They weren’t the SAG Awards.


“I’m coming to the SAG Awards with you?” Emma’s voice was higher pitched than she’d like it to be.


Jo arched an eyebrow at her. “Is that not what I said?”


Emma nodded once. “Um. Why?”


“I don’t want to talk about that damn movie,” Jo said, fluttering her hand like it wasn’t all that important.


So much for keeping Jo’s focus off the Agent Silver rumors.


Maybe Emma shouldn’t push it, but Jo always told her to ask questions if she didn’t understand something. “And I’m helping with that how?”


“You can cut in if anyone tries to talk about it,” Jo said. “You’ll be a buffer.”


Right. That seemed reasonable. Emma had been a buffer for Jo on multiple occasions, though never at an awards show with a red carpet and a bunch of famous people. But if that was what it took to be good at her job, she’d do it.


Emma had liked her three years as a production assistant in the props department.


Being Jo’s assistant was better.


Sure, there was getting coffee and picking up dry cleaning, but there was also scheduling meetings with TV’s top players and mitigating problems, smoothing over ego issues. Emma helped Jo assemble production teams, had to know everyone’s personality to figure out who’d work well together. She had her hand in every pot. The only thing she wasn’t involved in was the script writing, which was fine with her.


Emma liked knowing how the whole thing worked. She knew every part of the machinery of the show. Five years ago she had basically flunked out of film school, and look where she was now.


Getting asked to accompany her boss to the SAG Awards.


Maybe this was the next step in her career. An opportunity to network, to make connections that would help her when she eventually moved on from this job. She’d rather watch the SAGs in her pajamas on her sister’s couch, but she could go with Jo. It would be fine.


“Okay. I’m coming to the SAG Awards with you.”


Jo looked up at her, intent. “You’re not going to fangirl out over some actor and embarrass me, are you?”


“No, Ms. Jones,” Emma said immediately. “Of course not.”


“Even if you see Lucy Liu?”


The eyebrow pop accompanying the comment told Emma that Jo was teasing. Normally, Emma might joke back, but her mind wasn’t working quickly enough this morning.


“Even then.”


“Good,” Jo said. “We’re leaving for the fitting at one.”


She opened her laptop. It was a dismissal, and Emma knew it was, but it took her a moment to leave Jo’s office anyway.


So. Emma was going to the SAG Awards. With Jo. In two days. Okay. That was normal.


She wrote an email to the assistant producer about the canceled meeting, but her mind stayed mostly on the awards, the dress fitting. She shot a text to her sister to invite her over that night. She had a feeling she’d need to talk.


Then she put her phone away and got to work.


JO LED HER PURPOSEFULLY through the store. It was an appointment-only boutique. When Emma had used Jo’s name on the phone that morning, the shop’s completely booked afternoon had suddenly opened up. Emma kept her eyes straight ahead as they walked, didn’t want to look as obviously out of place as she felt. Some of the clothes must cost more than two months’ rent.


She followed Jo to a staging area of sorts in the back of the store. There were three mirrors with a small platform in front of them. A couch sat off to the side, and dresses were displayed on hangers hooked at various heights on the opposite wall. In front of them stood a tall Black woman, her box braids in a bun on top of her head. She grinned as the other two approached.


“Jo Jones, as I live and breathe,” the woman said, stooping considerably to drop kisses on Jo’s cheeks.


“Victoria,” Jo said with a smile. “How have you been? How was the wedding?”


“Beautiful,” Victoria said. “Everything was perfect, even the gift that was too expensive from someone who has never met my son.”


Jo dipped her head slightly in acknowledgment.


“Enough talk, though,” Victoria said. “I know you’ve got your mind on the clothes.”


Jo didn’t disagree. “This is Emma,” she said.


Victoria shook Emma’s hand, looking her up and down. “Jo said you were a tall brunette, but, girl, you are so much more.”


“Thanks?” Emma said. It came out like a question.


“Can I get you a drink?” Victoria asked. “Champagne? Wine? Water?”


Emma had never been to a clothing store that offered you a drink. She declined. Jo raised the stainless steel tumbler she carried everywhere—Emma knew from refilling it that it was generally either coffee or water.


“Okay then, let’s get to the dresses,” Victoria said. “I have some already picked out, but we don’t have to stick with them if you want something different.”


They all turned to look at the gowns hanging on the wall. Emma swallowed. They were fancier than anything she’d ever worn. There was a black gown that was skimpy on top but princess-poufy on the bottom, a mermaid-style dress as bright red as Jo’s lipstick, an empire-waisted strapless gown the color of café au lait, and a white dress with flowing fabric and huge, multicolored flowers painted along one side.


Jo made a noise of displeasure.


“I specifically said no—” She stopped. “V, the black dress is not the style I requested.”


“Have a little fun, Jo. Let the girl decide for herself.” Victoria turned to Emma. “You like this one, sweetie?”


Emma glanced at Jo, then looked back at the dress. “They’re all beautiful.”


“C’mon, try it on first.” Victoria ushered Emma over toward the dressing room and hung the hanger of the black dress on a metal hook. “You’re gonna look great. Call for me if you need any help getting into it.”


Victoria closed the door behind her.


Emma breathed. She twisted her hair into a quick bun and used the hair tie on her wrist to secure it.


Okay. So. Dress number one. She first put it on without taking her bra off, but that wasn’t going to work. The bra came off. The dress was way more low cut than she was comfortable with. She looked good, sure, but she was basically dressing for a work event, and this was in no way appropriate.


She reached for the zipper to change back into her regular clothes without even showing Jo and Victoria, but there was a knock on the door before she could.


“Need help, honey?” Victoria asked.


“No,” Emma said. “No, I’m—good.”


She couldn’t get away with not showing them, she guessed. She had to squeeze the bottom of the princess-style gown to fit through the dressing room door. Victoria oohed with obvious delight and directed Emma over to the mirrors. Jo, seated on the sofa, looked up from her phone and immediately looked back down. Emma wanted to put a hand over her chest. She felt way too exposed.


“What do you think?” Victoria asked.


Emma looked at herself in the three mirrors Victoria had put her in front of.


“It’s, um, a little low cut for me?” Emma swallowed. “Not that there’s anything wrong with low-cut dresses. They’re not bad or anything. It’s just not my style, you know? I’m just—I’m not—”


Victoria laughed. “Fine, Jo, you were right. Higher necklines only.”


Emma looked at Jo in the mirror. Still looking at her phone, she raised one hand in acknowledgment. “I’m always right, V.”


Victoria rolled her eyes at Emma, still chuckling. “Okay, let’s get you into the next one,” she said, thrusting the red dress at her. “And I just thought of another one you might like—I’ll be right back.”


She disappeared, and Emma headed back into the dressing room. As Emma tried to unzip herself, she caught sight of the price tag on the dress. She opened the dressing room door without thinking.


“Jo,” she hissed, and normally she didn’t call her boss by her first name, but these were desperate times.


The distress must have been obvious in Emma’s tone; Jo was beside her in half a moment.


“What?”


“This dress is five thousand dollars,” Emma whispered. She didn’t want Victoria or any other employee to realize Emma wasn’t rich enough to even try on these clothes.


Jo rolled her eyes. “No wonder Victoria pulled it for you. Trying to up her commission, apparently.”


“I cannot afford this,” Emma said.


“Well, you’re not buying it anyway. And it didn’t suit you.”


It didn’t, but Jo’s words made Emma fidget for some reason. She straightened up, had a few inches on Jo regardless of her boss’s ever-present heels. “Right. It didn’t look good on me.”


Jo’s lips pressed into a thin line. “You’re not usually one to fish for compliments, Ms. Kaplan,” Jo said, though Emma hadn’t meant to fish for anything. “And you’re the one who said it was too low cut.”


But Jo did, too, apparently. Told Victoria beforehand it wasn’t right. Emma was grateful that her boss knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t be comfortable at a work thing in a dress like that. Not that she’d be comfortable anywhere in any style of dress that cost five thousand dollars.


“I can’t afford something a quarter of this price,” Emma said. “I know this place is expensive, but surely there’s something cheaper.”


“As I said, you’re not paying for it.” Jo turned and walked back to the sofa, sitting down again and pulling up her phone.


Emma flushed with understanding.


“No, Ms. Jones,” she said. “That’s too much.”


Jo looked up, raising both eyebrows at Emma. “Do you have another way to get an appropriate outfit for the SAG Awards? Please, Emma, I pay you well but not that well. Bryce Dallas Howard may like Neiman Marcus off-the-rack gowns for events but that doesn’t mean I’ll let my assistant be seen in one.”


Jo stood out against the cream-colored couch. Black hair, blacker clothes. Emma wondered what her SAGs dress was like. Jo’s everyday style tended toward grayscale. Simple, no nonsense. At events, though, she was a revelation. People still talked about her light blue strapless ball gown with pockets from the Emmys years ago. Emma was going to have to find something outstanding to fit in with Jo on the red carpet.


“Why are you still in that?” Victoria asked, returning with a royal-blue dress draped over her arm. The color was so spectacular, Emma’s hands itched to reach for it.


“Can’t get the zipper,” Emma said.


“You couldn’t help the girl out?” Victoria grumbled at Jo. She hung the blue dress by the others and came over to unzip Emma.


“I want that one,” Emma said, pointing to the blue gown. Now that it was hung, she could see it fully, high boatneck all the way to the slight train where it was longer in the back.


“You can try it after the red,” Victoria said.


Emma didn’t look away from the blue one. “But I love it.”


Victoria laughed at her but switched the dresses.


Just taking the gown off its hanger made Emma love it more. The material was soft and smooth, cool against her fingers. The back was mostly open, with a thick X of fabric crisscrossing it. The zipper was hidden in the side, and she could get it herself. The fit felt perfect. Emma ran her hands over her hips and couldn’t help but smile.


When she came out of the dressing room door, Victoria shrieked with delight and Jo stared. She just stared at her, blinking a few times, and Emma felt powerful. Her smile grew.


“Oh, baby, that’s it,” Victoria said. “And I haven’t even seen the back, turn around, turn around.”


Emma chuckled. “Let me get in front of the mirrors first.”


It looked as good as it felt. Emma beamed at her reflection. She turned her back to the mirror, and that was even better. It was more skin than she’d usually show, but she didn’t mind since it wasn’t cleavage. She took her hair out of the bun to fall in messy waves past her shoulders.


Victoria whistled. “What do you think?”


“I love it,” Emma said.


“Jo?”


Emma looked at Jo in the mirror. Her boss was watching her, eyes unblinking in a way Emma wasn’t sure was good or bad. Jo glanced at Victoria instead.


“She’ll need heels.”


Emma held in a sigh. She wanted Jo’s opinion on the dress. Jo was right, though—the fabric pooled on the floor. Emma would trip over it without heels.


“It’s pretty damn good, though, right?” Victoria pressed, but Jo stayed noncommittal.


“As long as Emma’s comfortable.”


“You’re hopeless,” Victoria said. To Emma, she added, “What size? I’ll go find you heels. Don’t change into a new dress yet.”


“I don’t need to try on another one,” Emma said. “I want this one.”


Victoria nodded. “Shoe size?”


“Nine,” Emma said, and Victoria slipped away.


In her haste to get into the dress, Emma had forgotten to check the price. She found the tag. Twenty-five hundred dollars. Cheap, comparatively. It was still a ridiculous amount of money for her boss to be spending on her. Jo had a ridiculous amount of money, though, and she could do with it as she pleased. Emma had no reason to turn down a fancy dress. She’d already admitted she wanted this one.


“It’s too much,” she said anyway. “For you to buy a dress for me when I’ll only wear it for one night.”


Jo looked up at her. “It’s nothing,” she said. “I’m inviting you, Emma. I’m not going to make you pay to come.”


“Jo, I—” Emma sighed.


She wanted the dress. She wasn’t even that nervous about having to go to the awards anymore. This dress fitting went better than she expected; maybe the awards would, too. But the idea of Jo spending $2,500 on her put this weight in her stomach she didn’t like.


“Do you not want to go?” Jo asked quietly, not quite looking at Emma.


Emma answered with no hesitation, probably out of habit of making things easier for Jo. “No, I do, I just—”


“It’s settled then,” Jo said. “This dress, yes? It’s beautiful.”


Emma nodded, smiling. “Yeah, boss.”


THEY BOUGHT THE DRESS—AFTER Emma snapped a few pictures of herself in the mirrors—plus a pair of heels Emma would have to practice walking in all weekend. It was barely halfway through the afternoon, but Jo directed Chloe, her driver, to drop Emma off at her car in the parking garage.


“Ms. Jones, they’re still shooting. Don’t you want me on set?”


“I think I can survive a few hours,” Jo said. “Especially since I’m monopolizing your Sunday. The suite you booked for me to prep? Come by between ten and eleven. Hair, makeup, jewelry—everything will be taken care of. We’ll have your dress there, so you don’t have to worry about it all weekend.”


Emma hadn’t even thought about getting ready. She chewed on her bottom lip and nodded at Jo.


“I’ve got the Producers Guild Awards tomorrow,” Jo said, though of course Emma already knew that. “I’m not doing the red carpet there, and I thought the SAGs would be more—” She paused. “Fun for you. We’ll be sitting with the cast, of course, so you won’t feel too out of your element.”


Because being dressed in a $2,500 gown with hair, makeup, and jewelry, all paid for by her boss, would apparently be offset because she was sitting by people she knew. Really, the PGAs would be better for Emma, both in relation to networking and in relation to not having to walk on a red carpet. But Jo needed her at the SAGs, so she’d go to the SAGs.


“Sounds good,” Emma said quietly. “I’ll see you then.”


She thanked Chloe and, for the first time in years, drove home while they were still filming.


She texted her sister again, told Avery to come over when she closed the bakery, and to bring Cassius, the snuggliest of Avery’s three rottweilers.


“YOU KNOW YOU’RE GOING to make Billie and Roz jealous if you only ask for Cassius,” Avery said as she arrived.


“I’ll take them all to the dog park next weekend to make up for it,” Emma said, petting Cassius before hugging her sister.


Avery gave the best hugs. She always said it was because she was fat and had some cushion to her, and Emma didn’t exactly disagree, but she thought it also had something to do with how much love Avery put into her hugs.


“How was your day?” Emma asked.


“Good,” Avery said. She dropped her keys on the table by the door. “Bakery was busy. Twins have been wild. I’m glad I’m not in charge of them tonight. Are we ordering food?”


“Thai’s on its way,” Emma said.


“From that one place?”


“From that one place.”


“I love you.”


“I know,” Emma said, settling onto her sofa. She patted the seat next to her. “Maybe this means you’ll let me snuggle with Cassius on my couch?”


Avery shook her head. “Cash is literally never going to be allowed on the furniture.”


“He’s literally allowed on it whenever I dogsit,” Emma muttered.


“What?”


“Oh, nothing,” she said with fake nonchalance, laughing when Avery narrowed her eyes.


“Whatever.” Avery plopped herself down next to Emma and took off the bandana she always wore at the bakery. She scrubbed her fingers through her shoulder-length brown hair. “What’s up? Are we still doing the SAGs at my house Sunday? Dylan is under strict instructions that he’s in charge of the kids for the evening.”


Emma laughed nervously. Of course her sister led with that.


“About that …,” Emma said. Avery tilted her head at her, and Emma decided to rip the Band-Aid off. “Jo needs a buffer so people won’t talk to her about Agent Silver—I don’t know if you saw that gossip column about how apparently she’s not good enough to write it or whatever”—Emma rolled her eyes—“but she needs a buffer. So she’s taking me to the ceremony.”


“The ceremony?”


“The SAG Awards ceremony.”


Avery blinked. “You’re going to the SAG Awards?”


Emma nodded.


“That’s awesome!”


“I guess?”


“C’mon, Em,” Avery said. “That’s going to be really cool. It’s a little weird your boss is taking you when, like—hasn’t she not taken a date to an awards thing since she was a teenager?”


Emma went red immediately. “Oh my God, Avery, I’m not her date.”


“You know what I mean,” Avery said, leveling Emma with a stare. “But also, like—that’s how it’s going to look.”


“Just because she takes a woman means everyone is going to suddenly decide she’s gay? Anyone who actually knows who I am is going to know I’m her assistant. And no one else is going to care.”


“If you say so.” Avery shrugged. Her eyes widened. “What are you even going to wear?”


Emma cringed, because she still felt like Jo buying her the dress was too much, and she was sure her sister would, too. “Um. A dress. I got it today.”


“You got a dress for the SAGs today? What, after work? It’s barely past six.”


“No,” Emma said. “This afternoon.”


“Jo let you take the afternoon off to get a dress?”


“Not exactly.” Emma sighed. She might as well just say it. “Jo and I went to a dress fitting, and she bought me a dress.”


Avery stared at her sister. Emma tried not to make excuses, knew Jo could do whatever she wanted with her money. And Jo was right, anyway; it would be rude to invite Emma and then make her pay.


“I’ve got pictures of it,” Emma said, reaching for her phone on the coffee table. “She’s taking care of bringing it to the suite where we’re getting ready and stuff so I don’t have to worry about it.”


“You’re getting ready together, too?”


“Yeah,” Emma said, more lightly than she felt. “She always gets ready in a suite. It makes sense for me to, too. I mean, I don’t know how to do my hair or anything for something like this.”


“Dude,” Avery said. “She wants to wife you.”


“What?”


“She totally wants to wife you,” Avery said. She ticked items off on her fingers as she listed them. “Buying you fancy things, spending time with you outside of work, showing you off in public.”


Emma grabbed a throw pillow and made it worth its name, hitting her sister in the face with it. “That’s ridiculous!”


“Is it, though?”


“Yes!” Emma exclaimed. “My boss does not want to wife me. She’s probably not even queer.”


“Just because she’s not out doesn’t mean—”


“Whatever.” Emma rolled her eyes. “We’re talking about the SAGs, not speculating about Jo’s sexuality. She invited me so she doesn’t have to deal with people asking her about the movie.”


“Maybe she shouldn’t be doing the movie if she doesn’t want to deal with people asking her about it.”


“Hey!” Emma snapped, still sensitive about the article claiming Jo wasn’t good enough for Agent Silver. “We don’t even know if she is doing the movie, anyway.”


Cassius put his head in Emma’s lap, seemingly distressed by the raised voices. Emma set her phone down again to scratch behind his ears. She could tell her face was flushed.


“You’d totally let her wife you,” Avery said. “What with your crush on her and all.”


Emma gave up, sliding onto the floor to fully cuddle with Cassius. He immediately put half his body weight on her.


“I do not have a crush on her,” she said.


“Em, you basically had a shrine to her on your wall as a kid.”


“I had pictures of inspiring women!” Emma said. “Maya Angelou was on that wall, too. You think I have a crush on Maya Angelou?”


Avery shrugged. “I have a brain crush on Maya Angelou.”


“How does your husband feel about that?”


“He has a brain crush on her, too—why do you think I married him?”


“Look, yes,” Emma said, “I think Jo is amazing and brilliant, but it’s, like, a mentor crush. Not an actual crush. Like how I felt about Professor Allister in college.”


“Or”—Avery drew out the word—“you have a thing for older women.”


“I do not.”


Avery made a face like she totally didn’t believe her. Emma rubbed Cash’s stomach.


“Your mom’s a jerk, did you know that?”


“Let me see the dress,” Avery said. “I promise I’ll stop teasing you for your crush on your boss.”


“Your mom doesn’t get to see my dress, does she?” Emma said to Cassius. “Nope, because she’s a big—hey!”


Avery had reached over and plucked Emma’s phone from where she’d left it on the couch.


“Em.” Her eyes were wide as she looked at the phone. “Em.”


Emma put her chin on top of Cassius’s head and tried not to blush. “It’s pretty good, yeah?”


“Emma, you look amazing,” Avery said. “Oh my God, am I going to see you on TV? Are you going to, like, do the red carpet and all?”


“Oh no, they wouldn’t show me,” Emma said. “They’re only going to show stars and stuff, obviously.”


“Yeah, but if they show Jo, you’d be next to her! I could see you.”


Emma’s throat went tight at the possibility of all those cameras on her. She thought of her inhalers—one in her purse, one next to her bed—and wondered if she could bring one with her. But she didn’t have a clutch or anything to carry. How was she going to bring things? What did one even bring to the SAG Awards? She was so not prepared for this.


“Hey,” Avery said. “It’ll be fine.” She rubbed a hand along Emma’s arm. “The only time they’d show you would be, like, as Jo’s arriving, right? The celebs all go down a fancy red carpet to get their pictures taken, and the people who go with them are only there if they’re famous. Or, like, someone’s mom and so it’s cute. You’ll go some other way that they send the plebeians.”


Emma rolled her eyes at her sister, though she appreciated Avery distracting her.


“I’m less of a plebeian than you, at least,” she said. “Given you’ll probably be in a onesie on your couch.”


“Touché.”


Even if there were cameras on her, it would be okay. Hollywood was all about who you knew. Granted, knowing Jo Jones would be pretty damn helpful when it came to moving on from being an assistant, but the exposure Emma would get from a high-profile event like the SAGs couldn’t hurt. She’d be fine.









2


[image: image]


EMMA


EMMA STOOD IN THE HALLWAY IN FRONT OF THE SUITE DOOR for ten minutes. She knocked at exactly 10:30 a.m.


The door opened right away. A short man with dark hair, close cropped on the sides and long on top, stood behind it. He grinned and gestured her inside.


“Are you the infamous Emma?” he asked.


“Emma, yes. Infamous, not so much,” Emma said.


The man led her into the living room area. The suite was huge—it even had an upstairs. On one side, there was a spiral staircase Emma didn’t trust her clumsy self to climb. Behind the staircase was a closed door that Emma assumed led to a bedroom. The other side of the room opened to a dining area. The living room itself had floor-to-ceiling windows, two couches, an overstuffed chair, a full-sized piano—God knows why—and a chaise near one of the windows, where Jo sat serenely as someone did her nails. She was a picture of luxury in a pink silk robe. She smiled at Emma from across the room. Emma waved, then dropped her hand to her side, wondering how dumb it looked.


“Jo’s never had someone else for us to style; you’re infamous,” the man who let her in said. “I’m Jaden, by the way. I work with Kelli, who I think you know.”


Emma only knew Kelli from phone calls setting up appointments. She did Jo’s makeup for events where there would be media.


“That’s me,” a woman said. She stood at a table covered with makeup products. “Nice to put a face to the name.”


Emma smiled. “You, too.”


Kelli was much older than Emma had expected. She sounded so young on the phone, but crow’s feet peeked through her flawless face of makeup.


“As soon as Mai finishes touching up Jo’s nails, it’s your turn,” Jaden said. “Do you know how you want to wear your hair?”


“Um,” Emma said. She had googled hairstyles all day yesterday but kind of figured the stylist would have something picked out for her. “I like it down?”


“I can work with that.”


Emma felt a bit like a doll then. Jaden played with her hair—over this shoulder then over that shoulder then half-up, half-down—inspecting her with each adjustment. Kelli brought over makeup palettes, holding each up to Emma’s face to figure out what worked best with her coloring. Someone appeared with a glass of water. They disappeared before she could get their name. Emma trusted these people—Jo always looked great at events—but she’d never been primped like this before.


It settled down eventually. Mai came over to do her nails while Kelli worked on Jo’s makeup. Emma let Mai pick the color of her polish. She stayed mostly silent throughout, only speaking when spoken to. She wanted to tell Jo she was robbed at the Producers Guild Awards last night, but she didn’t know how to bring it up.


“I thought you said she was talkative,” Kelli said, and Emma looked over at her.


“She usually is.” It was the first time Jo had spoken since Emma arrived.


“She said you’d probably talk our ears off,” Kelli told Emma.


“Whatever happened to beautician-client privilege?” Jo asked.


Kelli rolled her eyes at Jo. “It’s not that you have to talk,” she said to Emma. “But you don’t have to be afraid to, either.”


“I’m not afraid to talk,” Emma said, thrown by the idea of Jo discussing her with other people. “Nor am I particularly talkative?”


Keeping her eyes closed as Kelli applied shadow, Jo waved a hand at Emma. “You always have a gaggle of PAs around you.”


“Because I’m friendly,” Emma said. She made her voice go sweet. “And if they want to complain about their overbearing boss—”


“Watch it,” Jo said, but there was no heat behind it.


“I listen,” Emma continued. “And by being friendly, I get things done. You catch more bees with honey, you know.”


Jo rolled her eyes and Kelli tutted at her. “You want me to stab you in the eye with this brush? No? Then keep still.”


It was more fun after that. Emma seemed to have won the stylists over. Jo was relaxed, easygoing. She wasn’t terrible at work or anything, but she was always focused and serious, and Emma wasn’t used to seeing her so laid-back. Emma tried to stay relaxed, too, though whenever she let her mind stray to the ceremony later, and the red carpet beforehand, her pulse spiked a bit.


To keep herself calm, she asked the stylists questions. Kelli had been doing Jo’s makeup for events for more than twenty years. Mai’s mother did Jo’s nails for the first Emmys she ever went to, back when she was fourteen. That was the year Emma was born.


Lunch arrived as Emma’s nails were finishing drying. Mai made her let everyone else get a plate before she was allowed to, just in case.


Emma salivated over the spread while she waited. It was a variety of appetizers. There was toothpick caprese salad and spring rolls and three different types of bruschetta.


“Is that seriously pigs in a blanket?” Kelli said as she loaded her plate. “Jo, are you losing your refined taste?”


“I love pigs in a blanket!” Emma said.


“I believe they’re technically cows in a blanket,” Jo said. “They’re kosher.”


“Sweet!” Emma said, even though she didn’t keep kosher. She would’ve eaten them anyway, but it was nice Jo took it into consideration.


Kelli smirked and Emma shrugged at her. Pigs in a blanket were delicious, kosher or not, refined or not.


When Emma finally was allowed to get her plate, she piled it high, couldn’t say no to anything she saw. There wasn’t enough room. She would have to come back for dessert.


“You know, Ms. Jones,” she said, “not to advocate nepotism or anything—but my sister owns a bakery. Next time you need mini cupcakes.”


“Does she now?” Jo asked. She had zero pigs in a blanket on her plate.


“Yep,” Emma said. “Floured Up, over in WeHo.”


“Talk to craft services tomorrow,” Jo said. “See if we can’t get her some business.”


Emma grinned around the bite of spring roll in her mouth.


JADEN DID EMMA’S HAIR after lunch. He talked the whole time. When he broke for a moment to find some product in his bag, Emma glanced over at Jo, who was getting her toenails done.


“And you said I was going to talk their ears off?”


Everyone laughed, except Jaden, who either didn’t hear or at least didn’t seem to mind. Once he’d found the product, he was back to explaining this fight his sister had with his mom earlier in the week.


After hair came makeup. On a normal day, Emma wore a swipe of mascara and lip balm, maybe concealer if she had an especially bad pimple. She was a little afraid of Kelli and her menagerie of liquids and powders and brushes. But Kelli was gentle, and she explained everything she was going to do before she did it, like she could tell Emma needed to know what was going on.


Kelli worked on her eyes, and Emma was surprised at how comfortable she felt, here in a suite with her boss and all these stylists, getting ready for an awards show. She had her inhaler in her purse—and she still wasn’t sure how she was supposed to carry anything to the ceremony—but she wasn’t feeling anxious for the time being, so maybe she wouldn’t even need it.


Kelli finished brushing something onto Emma’s lids. “Open,” she said.


Emma opened her eyes. She opened her eyes and saw Jo across the room, in nothing but Spanx and a bra. Emma immediately closed her eyes again. Kelli cleared her throat.


“Open.”


Emma opened them again, studiously not looking at Jo. All of her comfort disappeared. She was glad for the layers of foundation and whatever else Kelli had already put on her cheeks—maybe the way Emma blushed wasn’t noticeable. Kelli seemed too focused on Emma’s eyes to care much.


It wasn’t that Emma saw anything she shouldn’t. She would’ve seen more had Jo been in a swimsuit. It was just—it was a lot of skin. And it wasn’t that Avery was right, because she wasn’t. Emma did not have a crush on Jo. But Jo was an objectively beautiful woman, all creamy skin and surprisingly long legs for such a petite person. So Emma was a little flustered, was all. She was glad when Kelli told her to close her eyes again.


By the time Kelli finished, Jo was nowhere to be seen. Emma breathed a sigh of relief.


“Your dress is in that bedroom,” Kelli said, gesturing to the door on the right. “I’ll bring in jewelry choices when Jo’s picked hers.”


Emma hadn’t considered jewelry. She didn’t consider it much then, either. She simply went to get dressed. It wasn’t until she was adjusting the zipper and Kelli and Jaden came in with a box that Emma realized just what “jewelry” entailed.


“It’s Martin Katz on loan,” Kelli said.


Emma stared at the open box. She couldn’t do anything else. There must have been tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of dollars of diamonds. Emma almost sat down on the edge of the bed. She was grateful she hadn’t put her heels on yet.


“I …,” she said, and couldn’t come up with anything else.


Jaden reached right into the box of diamonds and picked out a bracelet. “Girl, wear this,” he said. “You don’t need a necklace with that high neckline. Let’s find you some earrings, too.”


Emma looked at the bracelet he held out to her. It was strand after strand of small diamonds. Jaden shook it in her direction, but she just stared, slack jawed.


Kelli took pity on her and reached for the bracelet. “First red-carpet jitters is all,” she said, fastening it around Emma’s wrist.


It wasn’t red-carpet jitters—first or otherwise. This had more to do with the fact that the bracelet probably cost more than her entire wardrobe, all the clothes she owned put together. What if she lost it? What if a diamond fell out? She could be a buffer. She could be good at her job. But she couldn’t possibly wear this.


And then Jaden held up earrings, little dangling teardrops.


“Yes or yes?” he said.


“You guys, I can’t—” Emma started.


“You can,” Kelli said gently. “Put them on.”


“We did not spend hours making you up so you can get scared of some rocks and not look perfect, babe,” Jaden said.


Put that way, it was easier for Emma to wear the earrings. She had to—it would be rude to not look her best after everyone worked hard to make her look good. She focused on that rather than on how much the jewelry must cost.


And she did look good. Once she had the earrings in, she slipped on her heels and checked out the full-length mirror. She had been a little afraid, before this, about fitting in. She had been afraid she’d look obviously out of place with all the glamorous celebrities on the red carpet. But she looked the part, her hair in perfect chestnut waves over one shoulder. The bracelet balanced her look from the opposite wrist, and the earrings sparkled. She looked like she belonged.


“You guys did a great job,” she said.


“We did,” Kelli said. “Also, you’re just pretty.”


Emma smiled and rolled her eyes.


They went back out to the living room of the suite, and there was Jo, no longer in Spanx and a bra. Now she was in her dress, and that was worse.


She looked like a princess—no, like a queen. Absolutely gorgeous.


Emma hadn’t seen Jo’s dress in advance, and she was bowled over by how lovely it was. It was yellow, beautifully bright, daffodil yellow. There was still a lot of skin, with the off-the-shoulder sweetheart neckline and Jo’s hair in a side updo. Strands of diamonds cascaded around Jo’s neck and over her collarbones. The ball gown bottom half of the dress fell just past her knees, and she was barefoot for now, but Emma was sure there was a pair of her signature four-inch heels somewhere nearby.


“Ms. Jones,” Emma said, no longer concerned at all with how she herself looked. “You look beautiful.”


Jo smiled, acknowledging the compliment with a nod. “Your clutch is on the table by the door,” she said. “It’s already stocked with hand sanitizer, makeup for touch-ups, and tampons, just in case.”


“You’re a lifesaver,” Emma said. “I had no idea how I was going to bring anything.”


Emma headed over to move her inhaler and phone from her purse to the clutch. Jo clearing her throat made her pause.


“You look nice,” Jo said.


Emma’s face warmed. She looked at the floor, smiling. “Right. Thanks. Will we be leaving soon?”


“Yes, but there’s no rush,” Jo said. “If we show up late enough, we can hopefully slip inside fairly quickly.”


Emma nodded like she had any idea how to slip inside a Hollywood awards ceremony.


THE RIDE OVER WAS interminably long until suddenly it wasn’t, and they arrived.


Emma stepped out of the car—carefully, because she was in a long dress and heels that still felt a little too high for her, even after the practice in her kitchen. She stepped out of the car, and there were already cameras. People were shouting. She didn’t know where to look, didn’t know where to go.


Jo was at her side then, a tight-lipped smile and only a glance in Emma’s direction.


“What are you waiting for?” Jo said. “Move.”


She was as straightforward as ever, because this was normal for her. Emma, meanwhile, didn’t actually move that much, just stepped aside to let Jo lead the way. It was part deferential assistant behavior and part “I have no idea what I’m doing” behavior.


Emma had grown so comfortable in the suite. The relaxed atmosphere made it feel more like a spa day than preparing for an awards show. But this—this was wild. Watching on TV didn’t capture how many people were actually there. People directing traffic, people directing foot traffic, people taking pictures with really expensive cameras, fans taking pictures with their phones from afar. There was a tent full of people, and Jo’s publicist popped out to greet them. Amir gave Emma a cursory hello before focusing on Jo, who made it clear she wasn’t doing any interviews. Emma just tried not to trip over her feet. It was loud and busy and she would really rather be on Avery’s couch.


She didn’t need anyone else to know that, though. She needed to look like she belonged here, because she would, one day. She tried to keep a small smile on her face as she followed Jo.


Of course, then she didn’t get to follow Jo anymore. Because Avery was right about the red carpet—Emma was sent one way, away from the photographers, while Jo went down the other, posing every few feet. The show was set to start in twenty minutes, so the carpet was emptying out and Jo moved quickly. Emma held Jo’s clutch and shuffled along, never getting ahead of her boss. Everyone focused on the famous people, not on all the boring people who came with them. Emma wasn’t in the spotlight anymore, and her heels were easier without as much pressure to be perfectly graceful in them.


She wasn’t quite calm, though, because while she had promised Jo she wouldn’t fangirl out over anyone—well, she wasn’t fangirling. She wasn’t. But Annabeth Pierce was two people ahead of Jo on the red carpet, and Emma might have been fawning a little. She’d loved all of Annabeth’s movies since her breakout a little over five years ago. Her dress was this sleek white gown with a sparkling pattern in the front. Emma barely paid attention to Jo until Annabeth finished the red carpet and headed for the door to the theater.


When she finally did look back at her boss, Emma narrowed her eyes. Jo looked stiff. Uncomfortable. Her smile was fake. Not the “I’m getting my picture taken and being forced to smile” fake, but the “if I smile through this, maybe it will end sooner” fake. Her cheeks were tight and her eyes wider than usual, like she was actively trying not to furrow her brow.


Emma heard a voice from somewhere in the crowd. She wasn’t sure if it was a photographer or a fan, couldn’t tell where exactly it was coming from as the person shouted about Agent Silver. Another voice then, asking if Jo was worried that backlash had begun before anything was even official. Jo moved toward the last posing area on the red carpet, and people kept yelling.


This was what Emma was there for, right? She was supposed to be a buffer, was supposed to be keeping people from asking about Agent Silver. Jo put her hand on her hip and looked more like she was grimacing than smiling.


Emma moved without thinking. She maneuvered herself to the real red carpet, the red carpet where the celebrities were. Jo didn’t notice Emma until she was barely three feet away, suddenly unsure what her next move should be.


Jo’s smile remained tight. “What are you doing here?” she asked through her teeth.


Emma took a step closer. “I’m supposed to be a buffer.”


It was then that she registered how many cameras were pointed in her direction. People were still yelling at them, asking her name, telling them to smile. Emma needed exposure, but this was too much. Her throat went tight. She stepped backward, ready to flee to the safety of the other path, but Jo wrapped a hand around her wrist and held her in place.


“Just smile for a second and let them take a picture,” Jo said. “Don’t be weird.”


Emma tried really hard to smile like a normal person. “Don’t let me fall on my face. I don’t know how to walk in these heels.”


“Right, of course,” Jo said. “You’re an Amazon.”


Emma stiffened, and Jo tightened her grip on her wrist.


“I only meant you’re tall,” she amended. “Compared to me? Of course you’re an Amazon.”


Someone appeared and fixed the train of Emma’s dress, disappeared just as quickly.


“Anyway,” Jo said. “The Amazons were mythological women warriors, so really it’s a compliment.”


Emma smiled, a real smile, without even thinking about it. “Didn’t they kill all men who entered their lands?”


Jo slid her a glance, smirking slightly. “See? Definitely a compliment.”


Emma giggled, and Jo grinned, and then just like that, they were ushered on. Jo let go of Emma’s wrist and placed her hand gently on her lower back instead, directing her toward the theater. Emma had survived the red carpet. She had even forgotten she was there for a moment. She tried to think of neither the number of pictures that now existed of her nor the gentle stroke of Jo’s thumb against the skin of her back.


Emma’s phone buzzed inside her clutch. She wondered if Avery had seen pictures of her already, if she showed up in the red-carpet coverage.


“Shall we?” Jo said, gesturing toward the doors.


Emma put her phone on do not disturb and followed Jo into the building.
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JO


A PHONE CALL FROM HER PUBLICIST BEFORE JO ARRIVED at the studio was never a good sign. She rolled up the privacy window between her and Chloe, then answered the phone.


“Good morning, Amir.”


“Yes, right, good morning,” her publicist said. He didn’t bother with small talk, which Jo appreciated. “Have you seen the response to your red-carpet stunt?”


Jo bristled. “I wasn’t aware I had pulled any kind of stunt.”


“People think you and your assistant are dating.”


Jo couldn’t help a short laugh.


“I’m not joking,” Amir said. “We have to get ahead of this.”


“Amir.” Jo tried to keep the incredulity out of her voice. He was only trying to do his job. “There’s nothing to get ahead of.”


“This rumor is going to get legs,” Amir said. “And we don’t need to give anyone any ammunition when it comes to reasons you shouldn’t be involved with Agent Silver.”


He never bullshitted her, she had to give him that. Amir didn’t sugarcoat his opinion.


“I don’t comment on my love life,” Jo said. “And I’ll be officially announced as writer and producer of Agent Silver on Thursday—that’ll be enough to make them forget about whatever this is.”


“Since you aren’t actually dating your assistant”—he said it with less certainty than Jo would’ve hoped—“this isn’t technically your love life. A short denial, nothing special.”


“I know Judy stressed that there would be no such denials before she handed you the reins here.”


Judy had been Jo’s publicist since she was thirteen. Not commenting on her love life began because no teenager needs that kind of public scrutiny. Jo grew up, but the no comment policy stuck. Nothing changed when Judy retired two years ago.


“Ms. Jones, you do not need any more bad press at this moment,” Amir said. “A short statement would be an easy fix.”


Amir obviously couldn’t see her, but Jo shook her head anyway.


“A short statement after almost thirty years of never commenting would not be an easy fix,” she said. “You know better than that.”


Amir sighed. Jo could only assume it was because she was right.


“Perhaps Emma could—”


“Do not involve Emma in this,” Jo said.


“She’s already involved. And most of what’s being written isn’t particularly complimentary.”


Jo’s fingers twitched. The thought of Emma being disparaged in the media made her consider letting Amir make a statement.


“Leave it be,” she said instead. “It’ll pass.”


Amir sighed again, but he didn’t fight her. They said their goodbyes as Chloe pulled up to the studio.


From the look on Emma’s face as she stood by her desk with Jo’s coffee in hand, she’d seen the rumors. Jo made a split-second decision to pretend she herself hadn’t.


“Thank you,” she said, taking her coffee.


Emma followed her into her office, which wasn’t unusual. She often gave Jo a rundown of the schedule for the day first thing. But today, as Jo put her bag down and hung up her jacket, Emma simply stood there, twisting her fingers together.
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