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            Chapter 1

         

         Rose Josten sat at a table under a patio umbrella gazing out at a sea of pugs. She wouldn’t have been able to pick hers out of the crowd except for the Gucci dog coats her sister Gigi had given them in honor of Rose’s birthday. Thirty-eight. Rose was not in middle-aged pug lady territory yet, but middle-aged pug lady territory was visible in the distance. Her dogs were visible in the distance because they were wearing coats with bows that made them look like fat butterflies.

         Rose’s three sisters—Gigi, Ty, and Cassie—sat around the table, sipping lemonade from commemorative Portland Pug Crawl pint glasses.

         “Designer labels are part of the capitalist conspiracy.” Ty, the youngest, hopped up onto her chair, folding her skinny body—she hadn’t inherited the Josten curves—onto the seat like an elf on a mushroom. The comment wasn’t directed at Rose. “Resist the machine.” Ty pulled at her T-shirt, which read, conveniently, RESIST THE MACHINE.

         Gigi waved her perfectly manicured nails and dropped her voice to a stage whisper. “Rose is turning thirty-eight and all she has are those two little mutants. I had to go big.”

         “I can hear you,” Rose said.

         “Gigi, don’t tease your sister.” Cassie had four kids, and it was hard for her to turn off her maternal instincts. “And thirty-eight is a great age.”

         Thirty-eight was exactly 2.8 years less than half the average life span of American women. Rose had checked.

         “They are not mutants,” Rose added. “They are the product of three thousand years of inbreeding. You’re looking at the birth of GMO. And I have everything I want.”

         Her dogs. Her health. An Athena profile that got hits when she bothered to set her status to SEEKING. A townhome that looked like a page from the Pottery Barn catalog because everything had come from the same page in the Pottery Barn catalog. And a job that allowed her to buy seven-hundred-dollar end tables without thinking about it. And she’d bought the Artisan Hand Painted Earthenware Vases and the Faux Silver Dollar Eucalyptus Branches, too. She probably had over three hundred dollars in Faux Silver Dollar Eucalyptus branches. (That was definitely part of the capitalist conspiracy.) And she had her sisters. Their never-ending four-way texts. Their long talks. Their laughter. Birthdays and holidays and evenings in Cassie’s she-cave. Complain about her life and she’d earn herself a Wikipedia page titled “First World Problems.”

         “But are you sure you don’t want to do more for your birthday?” Gigi asked. “I know how you feel about flying, but LA is just an hour away. I have Ativan.”

         Like that would keep the plane from crashing.

         Also the flight to LA was two hours and ten minutes. Rose knew. She’d just sent her assistant there to discuss supply-chain logistics with the Crestwell Transportation Company.

         “Crush Bar is having a Pants Off Dance Off,” Ty suggested. “It’s a dance party where people don’t wear clothes. You might meet someone.”

         “Naked wearing only my shoes,” Rose said. “Please tell me people wear their shoes.”

         “So that’s a yes?” Ty asked.

         “Optimist. That is an I celebrate YOU doing that. And there’s nothing better than hanging out with my sisters and a million pugs.”

         The tide of pugs moved toward their table, swarming around Gigi’s chair. Gigi eyed them the way she eyed bad haircuts that she’d like to get into her salon for fixing up.

         “This is all I want,” Rose said.

         This moment. Rose took a deep breath, part of her mindfulness practice, and released it slowly. The spring sunshine. Ty and Gigi play-bickering and Cassie mothering them all. The herd of adorable dogs. The promise of dinner at her favorite Thai place. The three days she’d taken off work…to do what?

         “I’ve got everything I need.”

         She felt a familiar pang of longing. This was her life. And it was wonderful, and it should be enough.

         “I think Cupcake’s eating out of the trash,” Rose said.

         She wasn’t just deflecting her feelings. Her dogs, Cupcake and Muffin, had flapped their designer wings over to the banquet of delicacies spilling from an over-full dumpster. Rose hurried over.

         There were ketchup packets and beer-soaked napkins strewn about. Cupcake and Muffin had never had anything so wonderful. It was Michelin-starred. They saw Rose coming. They loved her, but they had to make a choice: their mother and goddess or a paper tray that had once held a hamburger. With surprising speed, Cupcake picked up the tray and dodged left. Muffin, realizing the desperation of the situation, swallowed half a hot dog whole, then wedged himself between the dumpster and the warehouse building behind it. Rose knelt and reached for him.

         “You bottom feeder. You living trash compactor.” She grabbed Muffin’s bow, but he slipped away. “I am very disappointed in your life choices.”

         Muffin had the audacity to wag his tail cheerfully, just an inch out of Rose’s reach. The air behind the dumpster smelled like the underworld.

         “I will not accept that it was your brother’s bad influence.” The calm, reasonable tone that convinced clients there was only one good course of action and it was the one she had suggested did not work on Muffin. “There is a shred of free will left in that walnut-size brain, and you could have used it.”

         Behind her, she heard metal clang. She stood up quickly. A woman had emerged from a steel door in the warehouse wall.

         “Can I help you find something?” the woman asked.

         She was pretty, with curly dark hair shaved on the sides and pulled back in a ponytail. She was about Rose’s age, but she wore ripped skinny jeans and a Siouxsie and the Banshees T-shirt faded enough to be a 1990s original, a look that should have been reserved for twenty-somethings in a band but looked good on her nonetheless. Ty would have fallen in love with her immediately. Rose could admit this wasn’t the kind of woman you wanted to meet while fishing around behind the trash, but she’d long since gotten over being nervous around attractive women…if she’d ever been nervous around attractive women. It was possible she’d missed that developmental stage. Maybe Ty had gotten all the nerves-around-women genes.

         “Just getting this demon out of the trash.”

         The woman blinked against the sunlight. She looked like she’d been up for days. The door closed behind her, the words STEWART PRODUCTIONS stenciled in gray paint on the metal. Excited to meet another human, Muffin bounded out from behind the dumpster. Rose scooped him up.

         “Why are there so…” The woman lost her words. She rubbed her eyes, looking perplexed. “There’re hundreds of them.”

         “It’s a fundraiser for the Humane Society,” Rose said.

         The woman reached out and petted Muffin, who had never met anyone so wonderful.

         “So you’re making bad life choices? But there was so much good stuff back there.” The woman ruffled the wrinkles on his forehead. “How could your mother take that away from you? How could she stand in the way of joy?” The woman shot Rose a friendly, albeit fatigued, smile. She tweaked the bow on Muffin’s coat. “Gucci.”

         “How did you guess?”

         “The G.” The woman showed her the pattern on the underside of the bow. “Is it this year’s season?” The quirk of her smile said that she was teasing.

         “Probably. It was a birthday present.” Rose rolled her eyes. “For me from my sister. Does that make it better?”

         “Better than what?”

         Being 2.8 years away from middle age and the kind of person who owns designer dog coats?

         “Better than taking them to Nordstrom and then having the coats tailored?”

         “Oh, you should always tailor pugs,” the woman said to Muffin, ruffling his neck fat. He goggled at her adoringly. “They have such big, manly shoulders, and such little spindly waists. I had a hairless cat.” The woman looked up. “We had sweaters custom-knitted for him, but, to be fair, that was my ex. I would have been fine with off-the-rack.”

         She grinned, and the smile made faint laugh lines around her eyes and creases beside her mouth. She was definitely attractive. Tall. Lanky. Braless (not that Rose noticed) in a way that said I forgot to put on a bra not I want to show you my nipples. She had the sexiness of a cool hipster without the annoyingness of a cool hipster because she wasn’t twenty-two and didn’t take herself too seriously.

         Rose liked how quickly we turned into ex.

         Which was none of her business.

         She reached for a reason to prolong the conversation. Could you give me the name of your cat-sweater knitter? Do you come here often? I’ll buy you a beer? Can you hold this dog while I look for his evil twin? For a moment, with the sun shining and the city glowing with new spring, it felt like anything could happen. Maybe she’d walk back to her sisters and by the time she reached them, she’d be the kind of woman who went to LA and danced naked in sneakers.

         The woman gave Muffin a parting pat.

         “Remember”—she directed the comment to Muffin—“you’re not overdressed; everyone else is underdressed.” To Rose she added, “Have fun.”

         Then she was walking away with a slight limp and two enormous laptops Rose hadn’t noticed before tucked under her arm. And Rose was Rose Josten, senior associate at Integral Business Solutions, faithful sister, fearful flier, thirty-eight, holding a dog in a Gucci coat covered in dumpster grease.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Ash Stewart leaned forward on the couch, the only piece of furniture in her spacious, atrium-style living room. Buying furniture was so taxing. A television and Xbox sat on the floor in front of her. She blinked as she met an untimely demise. The rocks protecting her stronghold exploded as Amphib the Destroyer and his minions swarmed. Her health status dropped to zero.

         “Go again?” Ash’s friend Emma sat cross-legged on the sofa, looking like a prep school boy in her rugby jersey.

         “How do you do it?” Ash tossed the controller on the sofa. “You don’t even play Death Con Six.”

         The game’s theme song played. The screen asked if they wanted to restart from the last chapter.

         “You’re old.” Emma grinned. “I’ve been playing since I was in the womb. You got an Xbox when you were, like, an adult.”

         Ash was forty. She should defend forty. Forty was prime of life. But she’d stayed up until four a.m. drinking Mountain Dew, which should have made her feel like one of Emma’s young gamer friends, but it didn’t.

         “I was playing Super Mario Bros. before you were a dirty thought,” Ash said.

         “You want to play Pong?”

         Who knew the word Pong could be imbued with so much loving condescension?

         “Damn you, Gen Z.” Ash picked up her beer.

         “Millennial by one year,” Emma said. “You want to play again?”

         “As much as it’s nice to be crushed by a man with a frog’s head…” Ash nodded to the screen. “No.”

         On-screen, Emma’s character flexed his muscles, waiting for the game to resume.

         “I need to get back to work.” Ash sighed. She had to bring the rough cut of the Portland Outfitters commercial to the owner to see if it struck the right balance of hip and rustic. Then she had to study Senate candidate Grayson Beller. Shooting his campaign ads would be good money, but she wasn’t going to work for him if he had some cut-school-funding, kill-the-trees voting record. She had to finish storyboarding the Wag and Browse Bookstore and Dog Kennel ad. If there was any way to make that not sound like the strangest combination ever, she’d find it.

         And then there was the other project. The most important one. The impossible one. Her movie: Inevitable Comfort. Her last chance at getting back into directing when no producer would touch her except maybe, just maybe, iconic, iconoclastic, devil-may-care billionaire Irene Brentworth. The longest of long shots. Ash should stop thinking about it.

         “And I’ve got to get us ready to shoot that historic preservation bit in St. John’s,” she said, continuing the to-do list out loud. “There’s the lighting…maybe a new filter for the Canon 4K…make sure we’ve got everything charged. I should go back to the studio. Did I plug in the Canon 4K?”

         “There’s something interesting about that,” Emma said.

         “What’s that?”

         “That’s my job.”

         Yes. Technically. Emma was her cameraperson. And yes, Emma was awesome. If something needed to be charged or repaired or updated or light-tested or sold on the black market or conjured out of thin air by sheer force of will, Emma would have already done it, which was why Emma felt fine playing Amphib the Destroyer all afternoon. All afternoon was how long Ash had promised Emma she’d relax. But all afternoon? That was a long time to go without the distraction of work.

         “Amphib the Destroyer wants to dominate you again,” Emma said.

         “I can’t take the pain.”

         “Okay.” Emma drew out the word like Ash was in trouble. “I have a different game.” Emma logged Ash out of the Xbox and pulled up her own credentials on autofill. “You’ll like it. It’s really slow…like the nineties.”

         A moment later, a pastel farm scene appeared on the screen. Balloon-like animals bounced in place.

         “I think you’re more of the bunny.” Emma clicked the bunny and nodded for Ash to pick up the controller.

         “A kids’ game?”

         “Nope.”

         The bunny wrinkled its nose. “I’m hungry. Let’s get some carrots,” it said.

         “Really?” Ash raised an eyebrow.

         “Go on.”

         Ash moved the joystick. The bunny bounced slowly out of the frame.

         “Slow down and enjoy the day,” it said.

         Sunlight streamed through the two-story windows. The hardwood floor gleamed. (The almost total lack of furniture showcased the hardwood.) The smell of pines blew in from the forested hill below Ash’s deck and her spectacular view of Mount Hood. There was a lot of peacefulness floating in on the breeze, a lot of time for thoughts.

         Ash moved the joystick again. The bunny floated away.

         “Woah, too fast,” it said. “Let’s breathe together. In.” The bunny inflated as it drifted back down. “Out. In. Out.”

         “The game teaches you to slow down and breathe,” Emma said.

         “I don’t need to slow down and breathe.”

         “Literally anyone who says they don’t have to slow down, has to slow down. Namaste.”

         Coming from Emma, namaste sounded like something you called to your teammates before you tackled someone. Emma threw an arm around Ash’s shoulder.

         “Work-life balance. You’re such a millennial…by one year.” She shook Emma off with a smile so Emma knew she was just playing. “Work-life balance is where success dies.”

         “It’s biofeedback,” Emma protested. She waved the game controller. “It’s because science.”

         “Is Death Con Six biofeedback?”

         “I’ll give you some biofeedback.” Emma gave Ash a friendly shove. “Play.”

         The buzz of Ash’s phone saved her from the floating bunny.

         Ash flipped the phone over. Her heart stopped. BRENTWORTH OFFICE flashed on the screen. They were calling to say no to Inevitable Comfort. They’d heard the logline. They’d read the treatment. But no, they hadn’t read the script. No, they hadn’t advanced the idea to Irene Brentworth. A romantic comedy with a queer disabled ex-firefighter was too niche. Maybe if it was a man or an able-bodied woman, think Lara Croft Tomb Raider except a firefighter in the Pacific Northwest with bigger breasts and one arm that was a machine gun.

         “Ash Stewart Productions,” Ash answered.

         “This is Mark from Irene Brentworth’s office.”

         Ash mouthed Brentworth. Emma’s eyes went wide.

         “I…yes…I mean hello…”

         Time slowed down. Ash tried to catch her breath. In a second, she was going to know. Was it advertisements for life or did she have a chance at filmmaking again? A second chance at her career. A chance for all her crew to soar. Yes, she hoped they’d stay with Stewart Productions, but after a Brentworth production they could do anything. And maybe they’d all stay together. They’d look back on today as the start of an empire. But Brentworth wasn’t going to back Inevitable Comfort. Ash had to face the news. This was the moment when she had to give up the last shred of hope.

         “Brentworth would like to see the whole pitch deck,” the man said, a little wearily. “That’ll include green-locked script, budget, any actors you’ve attached, résumés for any crew you want to bring with you, storyboards, marketing plan, comps. And a ten-minute proof of concept.”

         “Yes. Of course. I…let me find a pen.”

         Emma rolled her eyes and opened the voice recorder on her phone.

         “Tell it to me,” she whispered.

         “Okay, um, yes,” Ash said. “Can you say that all again?”

         She knew what went in a pitch deck. It was just that every cell in her brain was busy celebrating and panicking at the same time. She was going to pitch to Irene Brentworth. She couldn’t handle it. She’d crack. She’d fail spectacularly. She’d win. She’d be one of the best directors in the world…again. Her ex-wife would come back. We were good together, Ash. Let’s make movies again. She’d never have to film another screaming used car salesman commercial again.

         She repeated the items the man listed.

         “Brentworth would like to see you at three thirty p.m., June tenth.”

         “Of course.”

         “In LA. I’ll email you the details.”

         The man hung up. Ash stared at her phone.

         “I…we…that…” she said.

         June tenth ricocheted through her mind like a bullet. She couldn’t do a proof-of-concept film that fast. She didn’t have actors. She hadn’t scouted locations. She barely had enough crew to make commercials. And the business side of filmmaking. That had always been her ex’s job. Victoria was the producer. Ash was a director. How did you even figure out a budget for a film?

         “Irene fucking Brentworth wants to hear your pitch!” Even Emma, who managed to look cheerfully nonplussed about everything, stared at Ash, mouth agape. “You did it.”

         It had taken years to write the script. A year to work up the courage to tell Emma she hadn’t given up her dream of being a director…to which Emma had offered an anticlimactic No shit. Ash had labored for months over the treatment and longer over the logline. How could it be that hard to write two sentences? And Brentworth was going to hear their pitch, and if Brentworth wanted the movie she’d fund it. People would fall in love with the leads and their story of redemptive love.

         Was it possible?

         “I have to text everyone I’ve ever met,” Emma said. “We have to have a party.”

         “We don’t have time for a party. We have to get to work!” Ash leapt off the couch. “I’m going to the studio. No more floating rabbit.”

         “You have to play with the floating rabbit,” Emma said more seriously than those words should ever be spoken.

         “I don’t have time.”

         Emma was quiet for a moment, then very slowly, in a tone Ash had never heard her use before, she said, “We’re not going to finish the pitch deck in time, and we’re not going to get the money.”

         “Trust me,” Ash said. “I’m going to throw myself into this one hundred percent. Every. Waking. Minute. I will make this happen.”

         Emma stood up, too. She put her arms around Ash in a real embrace. Ash stiffened. Emma didn’t do real hugs. She gave noogies and headlocks. Those Ash could tolerate; the soft weight of Emma’s arms made her stomach tighten.

         I’m fine.

         “You,” Emma said quietly, then released Ash, “are the reason we won’t win the pitch.”

         Her words hit Ash in the gut. Everyone else in Hollywood knew Ash as the woman who tanked a twelve-million-dollar movie because she couldn’t get her shit together. But Emma never reminded her. Emma never said anything mean. She teased. She poked at Ash like a little sister trying to get her big sister’s attention. But behind that was the no-nonsense love of a good friend. She never went too far. But this was too far.

         “I can. I’m fine,” Ash snapped.

         “You’re an amazing artist and an amazing employer,” Emma said. “And when we’re shooting something, even if it’s just that guy who yells at you to buy new tires, you bring everything you’ve got. But you’re dropping the ball. You’re saying you’ll do things, and you forget. You’re doing half our jobs for us, or trying to.”

         “Is it because I messed up the reservations in Burns?”

         “That hotel was a biohazard, but no. It’s not Burns. It’s this.” Emma gestured to the Xbox.

         “It’s dead to me,” Ash said. “No more Death Con Six until we’ve won the pitch.”

         “You don’t get it. We want you to play Death Con Six. Pilot, me, Jason, the whole crew, we want you to stay home for one day and let us do our jobs. You’re dropping the ball because you’re trying to do everything yourself. You have to relax. Go to a party at the Aviary. Get on Athena. Go on a date. Watch some of those weird ASMR videos you like.”

         “Don’t yuk my yum.”

         “I want you to watch videos of some woman handling cantaloupes.” Emma put her hands on Ash’s shoulders and gave her a little shake. “It’s weird, but I love you, and you love cantaloupe woman. And you said she helps you relax.”

         “I don’t love her.”

         “I’m calling in the friend card. Something’s got to change.”

         Of all the people she had known in her life before the accident, Ash wouldn’t have guessed it’d be the scrappy young production assistant who’d stick around. But Emma had. Like a stray puppy that followed you around until you fell in love with it.

         “We have to get you some help,” Emma said.

         “I don’t need help!” Ash said louder than she meant to. She flashed back to the last morning with her ex. I can’t spend my life taking care of you, Ash. Ash cleared her throat. “I’m fine. And the friend card isn’t about business. It’s when you need someone to pretend to be your girlfriend at your sister’s wedding.”

         “The friend card is about anything.” Emma folded her arms. “That’s the whole point of the friend card. Whatever it is, whenever it is…I call the friend card and you do whatever I ask.”

         “So what are you asking? Drop our customers? Don’t do the pitch?”

         Emma was not going to pull some your-mental-health-is-more-important-than-this-film bullshit, was she?

         “I’m not sure what I’m asking,” Emma said. “But when I do, you have to say yes, and it’s going to have something to do with you taking a break and not having a heart attack.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Ash waited until she was sure Emma was out of the neighborhood and not lingering in the scenic viewpoint pull-off waiting to catch Ash going back to work, then drove back to the studio. She worked for a few hours, poring over the script, looking for the scenes she wanted to use for the proof of concept. But Emma didn’t have any reason to worry. Ash only stayed for a couple of hours. A few hours. Okay, seven hours. Ash left the studio at two a.m. Maybe it was three. Or four. She didn’t look. There was so much to do. She would have stayed longer, but inevitably Emma would have come in early and caught her and given her another lecture on work-life balance, which would be wasted on Ash because Ash didn’t want work-life balance.

         She wanted to win this pitch. She wanted to make movies again.

         Around five, she stepped out of the studio, laptops in hand. She paused on the concrete step, checking to make sure she had her keys before letting the steel door close behind her. She glanced at the dumpster. She couldn’t help but smile, even if she was oscillating between panic and feverish, self-destructive ambition. She couldn’t forget the woman pulling her dog from behind the trash can, and it had been years since Ash had noticed a woman. And if the woman had just been pretty or just had a nice ass, Ash wouldn’t have noticed in the first place, let alone thought about her now when she should be working harder than she ever had in her life. Or at least spinning her wheels very, very fast.

         It was the dignity with which the woman had fished out her dog. Leaving aside the dumpster and the sticky pug, she’d looked perfectly polished in a linen blazer. Her light-brown hair fell to her shoulders in soft waves, looking natural and also like she’d never had a hair out of place. It was the hair of a politician, the kind who funded arts in schools and could throw down on the Senate floor. She was tall and curvy. She took up space with a languid grace that said I could kick your ass in the boardroom, but I don’t feel like it right now. All that could have been pretentious. She was wearing white linen to an event that seemed to involve drinking beer and watching pugs scavenge fair food. But there was something in her wry, amiable smile that said, Yes. I know. I’m the woman wearing linen to the Pug Crawl. It had made the lecture she’d directed at her dog even funnier than it would have been otherwise. I am very disappointed in your life choices. Ash had almost felt like the woman was trying to make her laugh. And it was that blend of authority—the woman was clearly the boss of whatever she did in life—and good humor that kept her passing through Ash’s mind. Not that that meant anything, even though Emma would probably say Ash thinking about a woman was an emotional breakthrough.

         Ash took a deep breath, maybe the first that day. The spring air was sweet, even in the warehouse district where she’d rented the cheapest studio space she could find. She breathed in the smell of distant flowers. Her heart ached as she made her way down the empty street toward the lot where she’d parked her car. It was a beautiful night, even here in the industrial zone. It would have been nice to have someone to turn to and say, Can you smell the spring? She pushed the thought away.

         Back at home, she opened the fridge, took out a protein shake, and carried it to the deck. Portland glittered below a line of trees. Here the smell of blossoms mingled with wet earth. The stars twinkled. It’d be getting light soon. She had to get some sleep. She finished the shake and dropped the carton in the sink, then headed for bed. She stripped and put on a long T-shirt. Then she reached under her bed for her virtual reality headset.

         The ASMartist Ash liked—the cantaloupe woman, as Emma called her—didn’t film in VR, but Ash still liked the feeling that there was nothing in the world except her and the woman known to the ASMR community only by her handle: Cherry Covered Apron. No one knew her real name. Comments on her website hung in limbo waiting to be approved by the administrator.

         Ash selected Cherry Covered Apron’s longest video, settled the headset over her eyes and ears, and lay back in bed. The video began with the woman’s sweet voice welcoming her.

         “I’m so happy you’re here, sweetheart.”

         She lingered on the s’s. The sound slid over Ash’s skin. It tingled in her ears and then down her arms, up her spine, and along the tight muscles of her shoulders, relaxing them slowly.

         “You’ve had such a stressful day.”

         No one had ever seen Cherry Covered Apron. The videos showed her from the hips up and chest down, mostly focused on her hands and whatever object she was touching. In this video it was walnuts. She stirred the hard shells against one another. The rhythmic clacking became a wordless mantra. Click. Click. Click. It was like a lullaby. Some of her videos were more erotic. There was no pretending Cherry Covered Apron’s fingers squishing around the cantaloupe seeds didn’t look sexual. But this video was chaste, like a backrub from an old friend…if Ash had been the kind of person who let friends give her backrubs.

         “You’re safe with me,” Cherry Covered Apron whispered.

         She must have had an amazing microphone. Ash could hear the dampness of Cherry Covered Apron’s lips as she spoke. Cherry Covered Apron could have kissed the microphone and there wouldn’t have been any feedback or distortion. It was gorgeous sound, and Cherry Covered Apron had a lovely voice. A lot of the other ASMartists were just feathery, like someone trying to sound sexy when they didn’t feel it. But Cherry Covered Apron’s voice was rich and kind and meaningful.

         “Sweetheart,” she drawled. “Close your eyes.” The walnuts clicked together. “You feel totally at peace.”

         Ash felt her heartbeat slow to a normal rate.

         “You work so hard. Listen to the sound of my voice and let go. I’m scooping you up in my arms, sweetheart. You’re so special.”

         If only. Ash closed her eyes behind the VR headset, letting Cherry Covered Apron’s voice caress her. She wasn’t embarrassed about liking ASMR even though she protested when Emma mentioned it. Yes, it was weird to fall asleep to the sound of a stranger telling her she was special while rattling walnuts in a bowl, but it was innocent and private. It wasn’t like she went to WinCo and fondled walnuts in the bulk aisle. She just fell asleep pretending that a woman with a beautiful voice cared that she was tired.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Rose’s assistant, Chloe, was already at work at eight, looking comfortable in her prim tweed suit. Rose set a coffee on Chloe’s desk.

         “You’re the best.” Chloe looked up with a smile. “You know you can never leave Integral, not until I retire.”

         That was a daunting thought. Chloe was only twenty-five.

         “Anything interesting?” Rose asked, nodding to Chloe’s computer and the emails Chloe scanned for her every morning.

         “I’ve got one to beat the marijuana sushi delivery business.”

         Anyone could request Integral Business Solutions’ services. That didn’t mean everyone got them. It certainly didn’t mean everyone could afford them. The office kept a running list of the funniest submissions to come through the client inquiry portal. Ridiculous dreams that would never come to fruition.

         “Go on.” Rose leaned against the doorframe, sipping her black Americano.

         “It’s an advertising production company. Stewart Productions. Normal enough, but it’s not Stewart who contacted you, and it’s not about making advertisements.” Chloe read from her screen. “My boss, Ash Stewart, doesn’t know I’m writing to you. I promise I’ll tell her before you start consulting for us.”

         “That usually helps,” Rose said.

         “I work for Stewart Productions. It’s an advertisement production company: local shops, political campaign stuff, IG reels for influencers. Boring stuff. What we all want to do is make movies, especially Ash. It’s her dream. BUT WE NEED AN INTERVENTION. That last part is in all caps, by the way.”

         “Ooh. An all-caps intervention.” Rose shook her head. “Are we going to blindfold her and take her to the wilderness?”

         “Maybe.” Chloe read on. “Ash is a director, and she’s written an amazing script. It’s all about love, forgiveness, suffering, our connection to nature, and it’s really funny, too.” Chloe glanced over the rim of her glasses. “I love funny movies about human suffering. She goes on, She sent her logline to Irene Brentworth’s office. You probably haven’t heard of her but if you were in the film industry you would have. She has a ton of money, and if she backs your project, you’ve made it. But she almost never calls you back, and if she does you have to be ON.

         “Ash sent her the logline and Brentworth’s office actually CALLED. All caps. They want to see a full pitch deck and a proof of concept in a MONTH. Also all caps. That basically means you need to know everything you could possibly know about the project, figure out how you’ll sell it, and film a sample of it. The problem is Ash is an amazing director, but she doesn’t know how to do all that producer stuff. But she’ll try, and she’ll try to do it by herself because she’s got a hang-up about her ex-wife and asking for help. She’s going to have a heart attack and die. Then I’m going to have to make the film in her honor, and it’ll be crap. I’ll always wonder if I could have saved her, which is a lot of emotional baggage. So I’d like to meet with you as soon as possible. We’ll be able to pay you when we get the contract with Brentworth. I can’t wait to meet you. Your résumé looks amazing. Sincerely, Emma Gilman.”

         “Complicated,” Rose said.

         “PS.” Chloe finished the letter. “Trigger warning: The movie is very sex-positive and consent-based. There’s a scene with ferns.”

         “Right.” Rose drew the word out. “Ferns. I’m out.”

         An advertising company pitching a comedy about sex, suffering, and ferns to a fickle investor. A boss who didn’t know her associate was trying to hire a consultant. (What did Emma Gilman do at Stewart Productions anyway?) Emma who was already planning the emotional baggage she’d have if her boss died.

         Who was Rose to judge? If nothing else, Ash and Emma had interesting lives.

         “Shall I send them the usual?” Chloe asked.

         Thank you for your interest in Integral Business Solutions’ services. Unfortunately, we are not able to take on all prospective clients et cetera et cetera.

         Emma’s letter was so earnest.

         “I’ll write to her,” Rose said. “Maybe I can recommend someone else or a book on healthy workplace relationships.”

         
              

         

         Rose put it off. Real work called. It was four o’clock before she knew it. A knock on the wall beside her open door broke her focus.

         “Working hard as always.” It was the founding partner, Howard Melnor. “Happy hour,” he added cheerfully.

         Once-a-week drinks in the elegantly decorated front office was Integral Business Solutions’ version of family dinner. Once a week, on company time, with free top-shelf alcohol, everyone gathered and talked about the same things they talked about by the watercooler but with snifters of Uncle Nearest Whiskey in hand. Rose usually spent the time gazing out the window, twenty-four stories down to the bustling street.

         Everyone at Integral Business Solutions was nice. They had 2.2 kids. They liked the Blazers. Their dogs were named Rufus. Howard Melnor played golf, didn’t cheat on his wife, was a little cultish about his alma mater, Texas A&M, and treated all the associates with respect and professionalism although no one had been able to train him out of calling the women gals. It was a nice place to work, a perfectly fine place.

         “Listen up, everyone,” Howard said, drawing the group’s attention.

         Rose turned from the window.

         “I think a little announcement is in order,” Howard said. “Rose?”

         Rose looked around. It wasn’t her birthday. She wasn’t getting married.

         “Rose is too cool to brag,” Howard went on. “Beltliner International Dehydrated Foods saw Rose’s proposal for their corporate restructuring plan, and they love it. Rose, here’s to you landing the biggest client this year.”

         Oh, that.

         “Or should I say the biggest client ever,” Howard added.

         Cheers and congratulations went up.

         “And she’s not even a partner,” one of the other partners said.

         Someone else said, “I wonder how long that’ll last.”

         “That is something we will have to discuss,” Howard said with melodramatic seriousness.

         As if there was a question.

         Of course she was making partner.

         She would study Beltliner, run all aspects of their operations through her twelve-point metric, and help the company optimize their profits with values-aligned strategies for growth potential. Then she’d make partner, work half as hard, and make twice the money…for the rest of her life. The thought settled in her stomach like a ball of ice.

         “Are you going to Philadelphia?” another colleague asked.

         On-site visits were central to the Integral Business Solutions’ Collaborative Solutions Method.

         “There’s no need for Rose to go to Philadelphia,” Howard said.

         Everyone knew Rose would rather die than get on an airplane. The two things were basically the same. Die or get launched into the air in a tube filled with pressurized oxygen and gasoline and die when it crashed to the ground. Why waste the money on a ticket?

         “Everyone goes on-site,” someone said, but they weren’t being mean. They were just setting Howard up for the comeback.

         “When you’re as good as Rose, you can Zoom in from your basement and they’ll still want you.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         Rose let herself into Cassie’s house without knocking. Cassie’s oldest daughter, Delilah, looked up from her laptop and whatever macabre game she was playing with her best friends, all of whom lived in Finland. (No one could explain that.) The girl pointed at her eyes and then at Rose in an I-see-you gesture that barely escaped from beneath heavy black bangs. Rose blew her a kiss, which Delilah pretended to ward off with fingers in a cross, then returned. Cassie’s husband, Kenneth, walked by with the twins under each arm. Cassie sat at the kitchen table with her arms wrapped around her middle boy. He was clutching his favorite American Girl doll, who now sported a kind of sideways mullet.

         “The twins cut her hair,” Cassie explained and kissed the top of his head. “It’ll be okay, sweetie. Aunt Gigi will fix it.” Cassie waved to Rose. “Gigi and Ty are already here.”

         It was Thursday night in the she-cave. Rose trailed her fingers along the smooth banister that led to the cozy attic room. She’d made the down payment on this house. She didn’t personally want to live in a six-bedroom bungalow with half an acre of lawn that needed mowing, fertilizing, dethatching, weeding, and resodding. There were nuclear power plants lower-maintenance than that lawn. But she loved the house for Cassie. She loved watching the kids race across the grass.

         Rose paused for a moment before opening the door. She could hear Ty and Gigi bickering cheerfully. Inside her sisters sat on opposite ends of the couch, their legs stretched out next to each other.

         “They all got their jewel boxes cleaned up,” Gigi was saying.

         “Vulva!” Ty wailed.

         “You mean the lavender candy bag?” Gigi grinned. “Or are we talking about the love oyster?”

         Ty threw her head back in despair.

         “My new waxer is amazing. The bride said it didn’t hurt at all. Azalea Salon is going to be Portland’s number one premier waxing salon.”

         Rose flopped down in her favorite easy chair. “Are you talking about Brazilians again?” she asked. “I can’t see how it didn’t hurt at all.”

         “Pain makes you feel alive!” Gigi said.

         “Being chased by cougars makes you feel alive,” Rose said.

         “Waxing perpetuates the myth that all women should look like porn stars,” Ty complained.

         Gigi pointed an accusing finger at both of them. “Don’t tread on my dream.”

         Cassie appeared in the doorway.

         “Girl doll okay?” Rose asked.

         “Maybe Gigi can make the style work for her.” Cassie shook her head. “Poor kid. Middle kids have it hard.”

         Gigi waved the comment away. “How about mentoring you all into adulthood. Now, that was hard.”

         There was a heartbeat of silence. Gigi was the oldest, but it hadn’t been like that. It was Rose, the second oldest, twenty at the time, who’d held it all together when their parents died. Cassie glanced at Rose. Ty leaped up and squeezed herself into Rose’s chair and gave her a kiss on the cheek the way she had when Rose was walking her to elementary school on Rose’s way to class at PSU.

         “Fine. We’d all be monumentally fucked if it weren’t for Rose,” Gigi said.

         They all laughed. Cassie got a box of wine out of the mini fridge. She filled four vaguely skull-shaped goblets. Her daughter, Delilah, had made them in ceramics class, and she hadn’t perfected her black-magic chalice making. Cassie took her place in the big armchair. She’d nursed all her children in it before she and her husband moved it upstairs to be the throne of the she-cave.

         “To Rose,” Cassie said. She took a swig of wine then treated them to an animated telling of the saga of the American Girl doll and her plans for restorative justice among children. Ty described a story one of her students had written at the McLaughlin Academy where Ty taught as a graduate teaching fellow getting her MFA or at least pretending to write the novel that would earn her an MFA when…if…she finished it. Gigi elaborated on the Brazilians until Cassie covered her eyes and said, “Do not take me all the way into the flippits and flappets,” and Ty buried her face in a pillow, moaning, “It’s called the vulva.”

         Cassie poured more wine into their skulls. There was a comfortable lull in the conversation. They all smiled at the sounds of Cassie’s children playing downstairs.

         “What about you, Rose?” Cassie asked. “Any word on the partnership?”

         The sisters told one another everything. But with the box wine warming her, the twilight fading in the skylights, happiness radiating out of every floorboard of Cassie’s house, Gigi and Ty bickering about vulva versus lady bits…Rose didn’t want to spoil the evening talking about work. But there was no getting around it.

         “Howard told the office I’m getting it.” She offered her sisters a smile that felt convincing.

         “That’s wonderful.” Cassie leapt up and gave Rose a hug, enveloping Rose in her #1 MOM sweatshirt. “I’m so proud of you. I knew you’d make it.”

         “If they didn’t give it to Rose…” Gigi made a cutting motion. “I know people.”

         “You don’t,” Cassie said.

         It was best they all believe that.

         “I thought I’d get it,” Rose said, looking down at her lap, “but there are a lot of qualified people at the firm, so it’s nice to hear they’re excited about me.”

         “They’d be totally wrong not to give it to you,” Cassie added. “But sometimes life isn’t fair. I’m so glad it’s fair this time.”

         “We should do something with your hair,” Gigi said. “Or maybe permanent eyeliner. I want to celebrate this. You are a true glass-ceiling-busting boss lady.”

         Rose hadn’t tried to bust the glass ceiling. She’d tried to make money to put Ty through college, to help Cassie buy the house, to subsidize Azalea Salon before it turned a profit. She looked at her sisters. Their faces glowed. They were happy for her. Not figure-of-speech happy for her, really truly happy because this was Rose’s dream and Rose had made it!

         Because Rose had spent every day since she switched her major from music to business convincing them that she wanted this so there’d be nothing to take the shine off Cassie’s banisters, nothing to make Ty feel guilty about the student debt she didn’t owe, nothing to make Gigi offer Rose a lifetime of free Brazilians in exchange for everything Rose had done.
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