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About The Shot

How much would you sacrifice for another shot at the perfect life?

Producer Mara Bolt is the queen of reality TV. Ambitious to the point of ruthlessness, Mara will do anything for ratings. When she meets Kristy Shaw, Mara is certain she’s found the star of her newest series, The Shot.

Kristy is languishing in her small hometown and a dead-end job, pining for her first love, Max Irving. The Shot offers her a Total Body Transformation – extreme plastic surgery to render her unrecognisable – as a way to recapture Max’s affections under a new identity. But there’s a catch: if she doesn’t secure his heart in thirty days, she must have her surgeries reversed, and go back to her previous life.

As cameras start rolling, Mara and Kristy both feel there is something happening behind the scenes – something that threatens to reveal old wounds and create new secrets. If they are going to keep the show on track, they must repress the truths and desires that lie just beneath the surface.

The Shot is a rollercoaster read about our obsession with beauty, the trappings of success, and the desperate, outrageous lengths we will go to for love and ambition. It asks the question: where is the line between entertainment and exploitation?
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‘Now, there’s an idea. There’s a part of me, the producer side, that knows it would be epic television, good or bad. It could be like the Hindenburg – the greatest disaster ever – but even then that would be great TV.’

~ American host of The Bachelor when asked if he’d consider casting his ex-wife of twenty years as the ‘Bachelorette’


PROLOGUE

MAKE-BELIEVE

When I was four years old, I put on the fluffy brown cat Halloween costume I’d worn the previous year, and I pretended to be a kitten for a week straight. And I’m not talking for a little bit here and there, between playing with dolls and coloring, I’m talking an entire week, nonstop. When my parents talk about it, they still seem scarred. It was, my mom says, cute for about five minutes. It lasted thousands of minutes.

I only answered to the name Fluffball.

I insisted on eating all my meals on the floor, kneeling on all fours, lapping.

I answered every question with a sinister meow.

I would curl up on my parents’ laps and paw at them.

I refused to take the costume off.

I refused to bathe.

I cajoled them into dangling toys for me to bat with my hands and feet. When they refused, I bit and snarled and scratched. Fluffball could be mean.

I had first decided to be Fluffball on a Saturday morning, and my parents hoped that by the time Monday rolled around and I was dropped at day care, I’d drop the act. But no. Fluffball had other plans. My mom had just turned the key in the ignition, and was about to make her escape, when a frantic minimum-wage day-care attendant pounded on the car window. She wasn’t paid nearly enough to deal with Fluffball.

My parents tried everything to snap me out of it. Bribes of toys and treats were offered. Threats to take away toys and treats were made. I was ignored. I was begged. My mother says the low point for her was when she referred to me as Fluffball without even thinking about it. She’d capitulated. Fluffball had won. Fluffball was exhausting. Fucking Fluffball.

And then, a week later, I stopped.

Fluffball was gone, and I was Kristy again.

But where did Fluffball go? Was she gone gone? Or had she just been absorbed into the socially acceptable parts of my personality? Distributed throughout my identity? My mom says she read an article that explained that I’d simply experienced a very pronounced but totally normal bout of deep imagination play – more commonly known as make-believe. Apparently it’s good for us when we’re little. Not so much when we grow up.

I don’t remember that week. But, from time to time, out of the blue, I still have the urge to drink milk from a dish, or to curl up in a ball in a shard of sunlight on the floor. To purr. I don’t, of course, because that would be insane.

And besides, it’s already quite crowded in here.


PART ONE

PREPRODUCTION


ALL THAT WANTING

Wanting things is a sick feeling; all Kristy Shaw does these days is want things.

From the moment she clocks in at Irvings to the moment she walks out of its cool air-conditioning and drone of easy-listening muzak back into the humid mosquito-buzzing night she is in a constant State of Want. The Queen of Wantsville. Wanty McWanterton. She wants the perfumes in their bottles and vials like potions out of Disney movies – eye of newt, virgin’s tears, unicorn blood. She wants the cosmetics arranged like glittering candies and cupcakes in glass cases. She wants the frou-frou high tea with the polished silver service and the posh little sandwiches – one slim slice of cucumber, hydroponic watercress, crustless – at the Irvings café where everyone speaks in conspiratorial whispers about lives Kristy can’t fathom, shopping bags at their feet like sleeping dogs. She wants to cling to the bling twinkling under lock and key. She wants the expensive jeans, as shredded and distressed as she feels. She wants the creamy sheer blouses that pour over you like melted butter and the skull-printed scarves and the heels with the coveted red soles. Most of all she wants to have it all so easily and effortlessly that she can move around the world as if she doesn’t actually have it at all, to be cavalier and glib about her bounty. She wants it all. She wants it so badly she feels bile rise in her esophagus. And above all, she wants Max. She is nauseous with the Wanting.

Every day when Kristy clocks in to begin her shift, she has the same thought: This is a cruel fucking joke. She got the job her senior year when she and Max were still together, three years ago now. During her first day in the handbag department, while being trained by the foul-breathed, birdlike Irma who’d worked at Irvings Department Store since its ribbon cutting in 1964, Kristy daydreamed about the day when she’d be her boss, when she and Max would take over from his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Harold and Rose Irving, and continue the family business. Their future kids – first a boy, then a girl – both named after a natural phenomenon or a city – River and Paris, Storm and Florence – would grow up playing hide and seek in the lingerie and pajamas department on the third floor, crawling under the silk hems of robes, racing under a canopy of lace and cotton, flannel and linen. If there was anything Kristy might want – a new lipstick, some pillowcases, maybe a juicer – she could just take it, because she would be a Mrs. Irving then too, and things would be her right. That was Kristy’s plan, anyway. Apparently Max had plans of his own that didn’t involve her.

She knows she shouldn’t have been surprised by his subterfuge, his ability to have coordinated his northward migration without her knowing; there had always been two Maxes. There was the Max who belonged to the posh estates of the Puerto Seguro Lagoon, to ski trips and the yacht club and tennis lessons, and the Max who belonged to her. The two Maxes were rarely, if ever, in the same place.

It is her Max she is thinking about now, as she feels herself reducing to vapor under a ruthless sun, dissipating bead by salty bead of perspiration. They’re not welcome – these thoughts of Max. They are relentless intrusions. Memories that taunt and jeer. See, they tell her, see what you lost? She glances across the dirty plastic table – smeared with greasy fingerprints and the crumbs of other people’s muffins – at Denise, who is lost in her phone. She shifts her gaze and studies the frozen Starbucks confection in her own hand, and a memory says: You have traded Champagne for watered-down sugar, sun for shade, work for rest, Max for Denise.

She is remembering a blazing hot summer day like this one, when Max had texted her a one-word question: Adventure? She’d responded with a gif of a girl jumping up and down enthusiastically. Fifteen minutes later she was in his car and he was driving them west toward the St. Johns river. They sang along to the oldies’ station. As they got further and further out of town, the melodies became staticky and warped, which only made them feel freer, more unbound. Max would never sing like this in front of anyone else but her, she knew. He’d never let his guard down, or be silly, or risk embarrassment in the company of other Lagoon kids.

He’d snagged a bottle of Champagne from his parents’ well-stocked cellar and packed it, along with some hastily made ham and cheese sandwiches, into a cooler which he carried along the narrow trail down to where the river had carved a rest area for itself, where its rushing current slowed and swirled and deepened into a swimming hole. Kristy, walking behind him, swatting gnats out of her face and slapping mosquitos on her arms, marveled at the cord-like muscles on his back – a tangled knot of snakes – visible through his sweat-soaked t-shirt, and the way he passed through alternating shafts of golden syrupy light and dense mossy shadow, flickering like a hologram.

They’d spent the day skinny-dipping in the cool, fresh water. They’d drunk their Champagne – Kristy’s first – straight out of the bottle, under the shade of a tupelo tree, and Kristy felt her whole body go pleasantly fizzy. They ran ice cubes along the napes of each other’s sweating necks. Max lingered over the little birthmark at the base of her skull, half-buried in her hair, and kissed it. They napped on top of the blue tartan picnic blanket he’d brought, their limbs entwined like the roots of the mangroves all around them. They woke up hungry and ate their sandwiches, holding them with both hands like children while they dangled their feet in the water, feeling the lazy current pass between their toes. Max squeezed her hand and pointed to a manatee, its wide back festooned with shimmering drops of sunlight, gliding past them, stilling their pulses with awe.

It had been a perfect day.

Max was good at creating days like this: out of time, away from their real lives. Days where they talked – about school, about sports, about movies or funny YouTube videos they’d seen – Did you see the guy try to cannonball into a frozen swimming pool? They’d explored hypotheticals – Would you choose invisibility, flight, or telepathy as your superpower? (Max chose telepathy, which bewildered Kristy, who was terrified by the idea of knowing what people really thought of her. She chose flight.) Would you go live in a colony on Mars even if it meant you’d never come back to Earth again? (Kristy a breathless yes, Max a resounding no.)

They enjoyed debating the ethical quandaries they’d learned about in school – the Prisoner’s Dilemma (they promised each other that if they ever got caught robbing a bank together, they’d both confess and share the sentence, rather than hang the other one out to dry), the Experience Machine (they agreed that they would rather experience real life, with all its pitfalls, than live like the plugged-in humans in The Matrix) and the Trolley Problem, which gave them more trouble. The question was whether you, standing at the controls of the railcar, would continue down the track with five people standing on it – killing them all – or flip the switch and barrel down a different track, killing just one person instead. As they discussed it, it became clear that the question was really about whether doing nothing was just as bad as doing something. In this formulation, doing nothing killed more people than doing something. But doing something roped you in, made you a killer. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t your fault that there were people on the tracks to begin with. They never did settle on an answer to that one.

They avoided topics about more concrete matters, topics that might veer into territory that would expose their vastly different worlds – their mothers didn’t even shop at the same grocery stores, let alone attend the same events or make the same kind of plans for school holidays. He never invited his friends along, or encouraged her to bring Denise. And while he didn’t hide the fact that they were a couple when they were at school, there, in front of his friends and teachers, he was a different Max. He did seem to enjoy the way the Lagoon girls looked at him when he had his arm around Kristy, but he found a way to claim her while at the same time maintaining a certain distance between them in the halls of Puerto Seguro High School, never allowing their bodies to merge, their breath to sync, their fingers to knit together in front of anyone else. There were no witnesses to her private Max. Nobody, she thinks now, to verify that he’d even existed.

‘What I don’t get is why he’d break up with me on graduation?’ she’s lamenting to Denise for the umpteenth time. Just saying the words aloud is enough to make her saliva turn to seawater. It had been in the sea that he’d told her. The morning of graduation they’d met – as they often did – for a swim at Seguro Beach before school. Most mornings they would run toward the ocean and launch themselves into the warm water, diving under the waves for as long as they could before rinsing off under the cold beach shower. She’d loved the feeling of the waves crashing and roiling above her, the fear that came with every dive – Will I go deep enough? Or will I be taken and tumbled like a stone? – followed by relief when they broke through the water, breathless and smiling at each other, just enough time to fill their lungs before the next wave came. But that last morning, their caps and gowns in their backpacks on the sand, they’d swum beyond the crashing waves, past the break into the calm sea. It was there, treading water, that he’d said, ‘I’m leaving tomorrow, Kris.’

‘Where are you going?’ she’d asked, tucking a wet strand of hair behind her ear.

‘To New York,’ he’d said, and she saw that he wasn’t smiling anymore.

‘Like, for the weekend?’ she’d asked, troubled by the shadow that had passed over his face.

‘No, Kristy,’ he’d said, ‘for school. For college. So at least four years.’

All she could do was stare at him dumbly, her legs kicking furiously under the calm surface of the water.

‘So, I think we need to, you know, break up.’ And then he’d taken a deep breath and gone under, leaving her to wonder at the space where he’d just been, and when he resurfaced a moment later, she saw it all over his face: relief.

She looks at Denise now, hoping that maybe this time her friend will have the words that might work on her heart, that she’ll tell her something that will make it make sense.

As always, they are taking their lunch break under a green Starbucks umbrella across the street from Irvings, their caramel Frappuccinos sweating through the plastic cups. Denise lights a cigarette, inhales, and exhales out of the corner of her mouth. She’s already developing the telltale lines around her lips: smoker’s lines like old lady Irma. Kristy has always found smoking repellent. Denise smacks her sandal against her heel in time with the music. Kristy knows this song, but can’t place it . . . that red-headed fairy lady with the breathy voice singing about the dog days of summer.

Denise and Kristy have known each other since they were knobbly-kneed kindergarteners in hand-me-downs. Denise and her family used to live in the same trailer park as Kristy, and their mothers had spent long mornings sitting together on plastic lawn chairs under the shade of the park’s only tree – a sprawling, generous southern live oak that they all refer to as The Queen who, for her part, seemed to take pity on them, her shade-poor subjects, and spread her wide leafy canopy and network of tangled branches over them, sorry that she couldn’t do more. The two mothers would drink Mountain Dew or weak, sugary coffee while Kristy played with Denise and her two older brothers; intense, sweaty games of freeze tag, hide-and-go-seek and red rover, replete with scraped elbows and days-long grudges. And the darker games of childhood, too; games of death and resurrection – light as a feather, stiff as a board – dares to venture alone into unlit bathrooms and say Bloody Mary three times into the mirror.

‘You don’t have any brothers or sisters?’ Denise had asked her all those years ago, two gummy gaps where her new front teeth hadn’t yet emerged. ‘No,’ Kristy had told her, ‘my mom says I’m all we need to be a family.’ This, of course, was the line that Kristy’s mom had told her whenever Kristy broached the topic of siblings. Pulling her onto her ample lap, Deborah Shaw – who always smelled to Kristy of pancake batter, something doughy and sweet, yet raw and unfinished – would tell her that God had seen fit to give her a daughter who was worth three, and that she, Kristy herself, was what had single-handedly transformed them into an Official Family. Kristy basked in this knowledge, feeling quite proud of the achievement – awed that her mere existence could have such an impact on the lives of grown-ups. It would be years before she learned that her mother couldn’t have more children – that Kristy’s birth had begun with injury and rupture that had brought her mother to the brink of death.

When Denise’s dad was promoted to the head of janitorial services at Puerto Seguro General Hospital, her family had packed up and moved from the park to the Terrace, a social upgrade that even seven-year-olds understood; actual brick houses instead of aluminum ones, real grass lawns instead of artificial turf. Denise had never rubbed it in and had always been a loyal friend to Kristy, which only adds to the guilt Kristy feels when she looks at Denise now, unable to cauterize the blood-hot judgment that pours out of her when she regards her best and oldest – and only – friend.

This particular afternoon, Denise’s belly is squishing out between her too-tight halter-neck top and plastic belt, all of which she’ll cover with the Irvings blazer when they go back inside. Kristy often feels embarrassed for Denise in ways she can’t quite pin down. There is something very nineties hot mess about her, the tangled hair extensions, the out-of-style chokers, the terrified smile. But it’s Denise’s freckles that Kristy has always found astonishing. Her face is overwrought with them, her arms and legs positively teeming. Pale, coffee ice cream–colored freckles on even paler skin; always shiny with the sunblock she’s constantly rubbing into herself. Her hair and eyelashes are white-blonde, her irises an opaque, frozen blue. All of this serves to give her a kind of anomalous beauty, in spite of her misshapen Play-Doh nose and her beady eyes that are just a smidge too close together. Boys seem to pay a lot of attention to her, though. Kristy thinks that’s because she puts out a bit of a vibe. Kristy knows she’s being mean, and tries to steer her thoughts toward more fair and generous waters. She knows she was lucky to have had Max as a boyfriend. If she hadn’t, she probably would have ended up putting out the same vibe as Denise does, maybe even gotten herself into the same kind of trouble. The particular kind of trouble – the kind her mother still refers to with the old-timey phrase ‘in the family way’ – that Kristy didn’t think could find Lagoon kids like Max, only Park and Terrace kids like Kristy and Denise, as though they were the sacrifices, the bait that kept the cloistered Lagoon kids safe and innocent.

Denise was kind of a local celebrity for a while, but not in a good way. She got pregnant in their junior year by none other than Mr. Noonan, the hunky substitute science teacher who wore board shorts to school and kept his saltwater-softened hair shaggy and unkempt. It made the local news; Mr. Noonan went to jail for statutory rape and Denise dropped out of school to have Meegan. She started working at Irvings the same week as Kristy.

‘I just want to know why,’ Kristy prompts Denise again, ‘why wait?’ It’s a rhetorical question, Kristy knows in her heart of hearts. There is no answer that will ease or comfort her. What’s worse – not that she’d admit this to Denise – is that she also knows, quietly and painfully, that Max had been, in his own way, preparing her for his departure throughout the last few months of their senior year. He had told her he was applying to colleges across the country. He had told her he had decided he’d like to be an architect, even if it disappointed Harold and Rose and their plans for Max to take over Irvings. He had urged her to at least consider community college, or some kind of training course. There’s a lot you can do without college, Kris, he’d said. You have options. But despite all those breadcrumbs, she hadn’t allowed herself to follow the trail to its logical conclusion. She’d never expected that he’d get so far down a new road, hammer out so many details of a new plan – student housing and internships, fraternities and sports try-outs – without telling her, until what he was telling her was goodbye. Like, goodbye goodbye.

‘I’ve told you why,’ Denise says with faux exasperation. ‘It’s because Max is a boy. And boys are dumb. Dee You Em Bee.’ Denise has a habit of spelling out words for emphasis, usually easy, four-letter ones. ‘You need a man like my Jimmy.’ She smiles to reveal yellowing teeth coated in whipped cream.

‘It still freaks me out when you call him that.’

Denise’s head is tilted backward, mouth wide open as she shakes and jostles the plastic cup, urging the last dregs of her Frappuccino to slither into her throat. The word feeding passes through Kristy’s mind as she watches Denise’s neck constrict as she swallows, looking like some kind of hinge-jawed reptile. And again, a surge of guilty repulsion.

‘What? Jimmy?’ Denise taunts through a mouthful. ‘What do you expect, that when he gets out and we get married I’m gonna call him Mr. Noonan for the rest of my life? Jeez Louise.’

‘No. I dunno. You’re right. Heard from him lately?’

‘Called last night, actually.’

‘I didn’t think he was allowed to call you?’

‘He’s not, technically. But they don’t really monitor it. He says his lawyer told him that the fact we’re in love might actually help him. Now that I’m a legal adult and haven’t had, like, a mental breakdown or anything, I might be able to testify at his next parole hearing. Talk about how much we love each other and that Meegan needs a daddy and all. Who knows . . .’ She trails off, squinting across the street to where Irvings waits in all its heritage-listed glory, a haughty 1874 carved into the limestone archway above the big glass doors. They both slap at mosquitos and Kristy feels a rivulet of sweat make its way down her spine into her butt crack.

Fucking Florida.

‘Well, that’s good, I guess,’ Kristy says weakly. She’s never figured out the right way to talk to Denise about Mr. Noonan – Jimmy – and leaves every conversation they have on the topic feeling vaguely implicated in something dark and sticky. At the time, the news reporters on TV, Kristy’s own parents, and obviously the court that sent Mr. Noonan to jail all seemed to agree that something bad had happened to Denise. That she’d been harmed, that she was a victim. They used the word rape (statutory, Denise was always quick to add), which made Kristy’s stomach contract. But Denise didn’t see it that way at all. She talked about the whole thing as if Mr. Noonan’s age and the fact that he was their teacher (substitute!) were mere details, and irrelevant ones at that. To hear Denise speak of it, all of the people in charge had made a big fuss about nothing, and were missing the whole point: that Denise and Jimmy were in love! Ell. Oh. Vee. Ee! So who was right? Kristy often wondered. The judge who sent Mr. Noonan to jail? Her own parents, who were horrified when the news came out? Or Denise?

‘Hey,’ Denise says cheerfully, ‘did you hear about the shark attack?’

‘What? No. Here?’

‘Yeah, girl. Do you ever watch the news?’ Denise never squanders an opportunity to present herself as the more mature of the two of them, to compensate, in some small measure, for the fact that she hadn’t graduated, to prove that dropping out of school didn’t make her stupid. For her part, Kristy never challenges Denise’s brief moments of superiority; that would just be mean. ‘Great white off Seguro Beach yesterday, took this surfer’s arm completely off. He’s in the hospital now. No swimming allowed until they catch it. Apparently there’ve been a few sightings.’

‘Jesus, that’s crazy,’ Kristy says, staring off into the distance. There had been a time when this news would have been relevant to her personally, where it would have impinged on her and Max’s morning swims. But she hadn’t been back in the water since that last swim with him. The beach was still safe and untainted – he hadn’t broken up with her on the sand – but the water was forever contaminated. She’d probably never swim again, she thought dramatically.

Kristy sucks the last of her frozen sugary coffee through her straw; the cold freezes her brain. She starts in again: ‘I just mean, why wait until we graduate? Why not tell me before? He clearly knew he’d gotten into college. It was all planned out. He’d known for, like, weeks.’

‘He’s an asshole.’

‘Yeah. I love him, though. I can’t help it. I miss him so much, Dee.’

Denise just looks at her, slack-jawed and slouchy. Kristy can see the saggy nursing bra she still wears long after weaning Meegan, and the sheen of sweat across her cleavage. For the second time during their lunch break Kristy wishes Denise was more fashionable, more poised. It is Max’s voice in her head, she knows. Max who – upon learning what had happened between Denise and Mr. Noonan – had said he wasn’t surprised at all. Kristy wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but she knew there was only room for one misfit, one outsider, one Park or Terrace girl in Max’s life, and that was Kristy. Or, she reminds herself now, it had been.

She was fine with the fact that Max had never invited Denise to hang out with them. Denise, with all her bold scrappiness, her not-giving-a-fuckness – traits which Kristy saw in all the other Park kids but could never seem to muster in herself – would have revealed Kristy to Max in some way. Denise couldn’t be trusted not to say something embarrassing in front of Max, share some memory or offer a bit of Park gossip that would have implicated Kristy as being cut from the same stained and secondhand cloth as Denise. So just as Max had gone to great lengths to avoid the trailer park and pretend that Kristy had simply fallen from the sky, Kristy had also erected elaborate barriers between her life at home and her life with Max.

For her part, Denise had hated Max. She was suspicious of the fact that she’d never personally seen any proof of his alleged greatness. ‘Don’t you think it’s weird, Kris?’ Denise had asked her. ‘That he, like, hides you away? That you guys never do anything with other people?’ Kristy didn’t know how to explain to Denise that she preferred it that way, too. That she and Max lived on their own little planet when they were together, like the Little Prince and his flower.

A blast of cold air reaches their backs as a patron exits the Starbucks behind them and the moment of chilly reprieve, which sends a wave of pleasurable goosebumps up and down her body, strikes Kristy as the best thing that will probably happen to her all day.

‘It’s been three years,’ Denise finally says, authoritatively. ‘It takes exactly half of the total amount of time you were with someone to get over them. That’s a scientific Eff Ay Cee Tee. How long were you guys together again? Three years?’

‘Two. All of junior and senior year.’

‘Yeah, right.’ Denise’s face begins to fall as she processes the calculations. ‘So, as of today it’s been exactly three years since he broke up with you . . .’ Denise is crestfallen now, sorry to be the bearer of bad data: ‘You maybe should have been over him, like, two years ago, scientifically speaking . . . But, I mean, everyone’s different.’

Kristy thinks about this. It is clear that Max is over her. He probably has another girlfriend by now, or has at the very least slept with other girls. And, she has to admit, three years is a lot of time. But Kristy has the ominous feeling that time doesn’t work on her the way it does on other people. Max, she is sure, is moving through time at the normal rate, collecting experiences like a fast-moving river collects twigs and dead leaves, tumbling forward, carving and changing the landscape. But if time is a river, Kristy feels as if she’s been marooned on a boulder in the middle of it. She can see the water rushing forward, carrying everyone else in its rapids, spiriting them along while she watches, leaden, stuck.

Their heads turn in unison to watch a group of girls walk into Irvings. Girls from school. Girls they know. Girls from Puerto Seguro Lagoon. That’s the worst part of working there, Kristy reckons. Worse than the awkward run-ins with Max’s parents. Worse than not being able to afford anything. Worse than the fact that her mom and dad tell her she’s lucky to have a career at Irvings – as if selling purses to rich people is a career. Worse than the dead leather smell she can’t get out of her nose. The very absolute worst part is when the Lagoon girls from school come in and look at her with that mix of pity and scorn, and a hint of something else . . . a prediction fulfilled? Expectations met? A look that says that this is the natural order of things.

At least when she was with Max it was only scorn, and grudging jealousy. They all wanted him, and why wouldn’t they? He was handsome, a star athlete, smart and funny. And rich. Puerto Seguro royalty, really. What her mom calls old money, which always makes Kristy think of brittle, moldy dollar bills walking around with little canes and bifocals. What really didn’t make sense was why Max had wanted her. The girl who was the very definition of ‘the other side of the tracks’ – the trailer park, both parents on disability. They even have the requisite three-legged dog, Mercy. Not even fucking kidding. Kristy’s face would always redden with shame when she thought of how much her life resembled the lazy cliché, the after-school special cautionary tales.

What had he seen in her? That’s the mystery she is still trying to solve, searching everywhere for clues. Kristy is certain that if she could just understand what they had been about, what the seed of their love was made of, then she could recover it. If she can believe anything he said, which she desperately wants to, it’s that she was special: Not like all the snobby beach girls from the Lagoon, he’d said. And funny: God, it’s so nice how normal you are, not like all the prissy girls from the Lagoon. And pretty . . . ish: I love that you’re so plain, in a good way, like, natural. Not all made-up like the girls from the Lagoon. Lately, though, she’s beginning to think he chose her precisely because it drove the girls from the Lagoon batshit crazy and made them want him more. Like dating her was one delicate degree away from developing a meth habit or washing windshields at stoplights, and only they could rehabilitate him. And, if rumors are to be believed, which she desperately hopes they’re not, all her specialness and humor and plainness weren’t enough to keep his dick out of the Lagoon girls’ pants.

Doesn’t really matter anyways. He’s gone, she thinks while she picks her wedgie and moves sluggishly across the street, back to Irvings to finish her shift, and I’m still here, working for his parents and living with mine. Fuck my life.

‘Kristy, is that you?’

‘Yeah, Mom, it’s me.’ As if it would be anyone else.

‘We’re in here.’ As if they’d be anywhere else.

The TV is on too loud, as always. Her parents are in their places: Mom on the couch, her bad knee – swollen and arthritic – propped up by a stack of pillows; Dad in the La-Z-Boy, his oxygen tank standing guard like a faithful Great Dane. Kristy kisses her mom on her head, and Deborah reaches up and pats Kristy’s cheek without looking away from the television: Everybody Loves Raymond. Everybody but Kristy, apparently. She kisses her dad on his cheek and he makes a kind of loving grunt before going back to his biography of Winston Churchill. She loves them, but they look like a pair of sea lions lounging on rocks – perfectly cylindrical – if sea lions liked bad reruns and had an obsession with World War Two.

When she’s not busy being embarrassed, Kristy is often amazed at her parents’ relationships to their bodies. All that Kristy thinks about is her body: what it does, and what it doesn’t do, what it is and what it isn’t, what it obeys and what it refuses. What it can afford to wear and what it cannot, where it can go with ease and where it is unwelcome. Where her body is in relation to Max’s body . . . nine hundred and thirty-nine miles, as the crow flies. For Kristy, her body is very much separate from her, like a pet she is trying desperately to train and restrain. And, like an untrained pet, Kristy’s body bites and claws at her all day long. But her parents seem to have no awareness of their bodies, or if they are aware of them it’s in the way they are aware of the couch on which they sit, or the bed on which they sleep; an object that holds them. They are incidental, her parents’ bodies, purely functional vehicles required for ticking off another day of their repetitive lives.

Her mom blames her knee injury on the time she slipped on a pile of off-brand Froot Loops (Fruity O’s!) that had spilled in the cereal aisle at Seguro Family Grocers (it was like a trap waiting for me!) fifteen years ago. For her dad, it’s his bad lungs from the fumes at the printing press where he used to work until it closed down.

She believes her dad’s story. The press was Puerto Seguro’s primary industry for like a hundred years or something. She learned about it in school during Local History Week and even took a field trip there in fifth grade. Snaking through the floor of the enormous brick and concrete building, a line of ten-year-olds gawped at the enormity and magic of machines spitting out big sheets of paper – this one is for newsprint! This here is for magazines! This is how a book gets bound! Children are easily hypnotized by gears and pulleys, iron and steel creating letters and images, stories and pictures. They stopped in front of the oversized press used for the ads that go on the sides of buses and giant billboards and there was her dad, pushing buttons and monitoring progress with a serious, smart look on his face. He was thinner then, with a neatly trimmed beard and wire-rimmed glasses. When he saw Kristy he smiled and waved and she burst open with the easy love of children. ‘That’s my dad!’ she sang to her classmates, and pointed up at him, making sure all her friends saw him. That was the last time she’d felt a sense of pride about one of her parents.

Looking at her dad now, she wonders if that had been the last time he’d felt pride in himself, too. When was the last time she’d smiled up at him like she had on that field trip? When was the last time she’d shown him off? Her parents have long since stopped trying to encourage Kristy to invite her friends over; her attempts to find new and novel excuses to avoid it embarrassed them all. When she was younger, the thought of inviting anyone other than Denise over to their trailer was enough to make her break out in hives. What would Kristy and her so-called friends even do in this tiny, utilitarian space, more shelter than home? Where would her parents go? Their two-bedroom, one bathroom trailer is not a place with private nooks, not an environment that fosters the conspiratorial activities of teenage girls. Best to just avoid it.

The press where her father had worked used to print all the major newspapers and magazines in northeast Florida until they slowly went bankrupt on account of The Website, as her dad calls it, as if the internet were just one single carnivorous website feasting on ye-oldie printing presses, gobbling up jobs like Pac-Man. Hundreds of people were fired, and a lot of them sued for lung damage. It turns out the owner of the press had willfully opted out of upgrading the ventilation system in accordance with industry standards. Her dad was part of a class action lawsuit that won him enough money to never have to work again, as long as he and Kristy’s mother live within their means. Hence the fact that they still live at the trailer park. Kristy’s pretty sure her mom slipped on purpose just to keep her dad company. So, sure, Kristy acknowledges, they have their reasons – their officially accepted injuries and their chronic pains – but they could try harder. They could care.

It’s the same way she feels about Denise: that these people she is bound to could at least try not to play right into the assumptions people make about them. When Kristy is at Irvings she pays close attention to the way the customers dress, the way they carry themselves, how they never question that anything they desire is just a tap of a credit card away. She tries her best, using her staff discount on sale items, to fit in. Once, when serving a woman from out of town who she was sure she’d never see again, Kristy lied and said that her parents owned Irvings, and she was home from college working for the summer. ‘One day,’ Kristy had told her, handing back her credit card and the bag filled with the fifteen-hundred-dollar purse the woman had just casually purchased, ‘I’ll have to take over, so they want me to learn the ropes now.’ The woman had believed her so easily, which had given Kristy a momentary jolt of confidence before bitterness grabbed her by the ankles and pulled her back down. See, the bitterness told Max, I could have done it. I could have kept up . . . if you’d given me a chance.

The trailer smells like grease and salt. ‘There’s KFC in the kitchen if you want some, honey,’ her mom says.

‘Thanks.’

Mercy gets up from her place at Kristy’s dad’s feet and follows her into the kitchen. A cardboard bucket of deep-fried chicken pieces is leaking oil onto the kitchen counter next to a smaller bucket of mashed potatoes, a tray of biscuits, a cup of gravy, and an untouched carton of purely symbolic salad, iceberg lettuce so devoid of nutrition it is practically white.

‘Auntie June bring this over for you?’ Kristy yells from the kitchen. Her parents don’t drive unless they absolutely have to. When they do, it’s a slow, agonizing ordeal involving two walkers, back-up oxygen, lots of breath-catching breaks and a drama or two involving cars parked in a disabled spot without the requisite sticker. Her parents seem to sniff them out, blocking the offending vehicle, engine idling, waiting for the criminal to return from the pharmacy or the bank or wherever, and then refusing to let them pull away until they’ve apologized. And meant it. Needless to say these exchanges don’t always go well.

They’d never go into town just to get KFC.

‘Yep!’ her mom yells back from the living room. ‘Sends you her love.’ Kristy sneaks Mercy a bit of chicken then makes herself a plate and brings it back into the living room. Her mom kind of heaves herself up to make a bit of room for Kristy at the end of the couch and mutes the television. ‘Did you hear about the shark attack?’

‘Yeah, Mom. I see the news,’ Kristy snaps, chewing the rubbery meat.

‘Well, just stay out of the water until they catch that monster.’

Kristy nods and chews aggressively. Her mom sticks her cold toes under Kristy’s thigh, which Kristy can’t stand. She growls at her until she removes them. Mercy’s head twists at the sound of Kristy’s growl, and she thumps her tail against the floor in applause.

‘How was work?’ Her mom tries again, still staring at the TV screen.

‘Fine,’ Kristy says through a mouthful of dry, crumbly biscuit. Mercy is drooling and staring at her, her only front leg pawing at the air.

‘Sell anything?’

‘No. Slow day.’

‘Oh, well, that’s too bad. Par for the course in your career, though, isn’t it? You’re nice to the customers, aren’t you? Not all Mopey Molly, I hope?’

Kristy’s jaw tenses. ‘Yeah, Mom. Just a slow day.’

‘Did you see Mr. or Mrs. Irv–’

‘MOM. Can we not? Can we please have one night where you don’t ask about them? To answer your question, I didn’t see the Irvings today, but even if I had, it’s not like we’re friends or anything. They don’t, like, treat me different.’

‘Well excuuuuse me for living,’ her mom says, pursing her lips and unmuting the TV. They watch the rest of Everybody Loves Raymond, two episodes of Friends and Law & Order in silence.

She can’t sleep. It’s so freaking hot. She expects these sweaty nights in August but not in early June. She knows she won’t be sleeping tonight. She’s stuck in a feedback loop of Max. Alternating between missing him (his lips, his chest, his voice) and hating him (his lips, his chest, his voice). She looks at her phone: two am. She turns on her bedside lamp, waking Mercy, who looks at her expectantly from where she was sleeping at the foot of Kristy’s bed. Kristy loves this dog: her marbled mutt’s coat, her pink nose, one blue eye and one brown, and, of course, her three-leggedness.

Kristy gets out of bed and makes her way to the living room, Mercy following, and sinks down into her father’s giant recliner. Turning on the TV, she flips through the channels until she finds a documentary on black holes. Score, Kristy thinks. These are her favorite. Anything to do with the cosmos, with astronomy, even the ones on UFOs and aliens – she can’t get enough. The dreamy artist’s renditions of nebulae and galaxies, like colored ink mixing and swirling in the darkest of darks, the soft narration, the yoga-studio music, all of it soothes her, and fascinates her.

If you were unlucky enough to fall into a black hole, the narrator is saying in a soft baritone, it would be a very unpleasant way to go. It would be death by expansion, or rather, death by being pulled apart – bone by bone, limb by limb, every molecule in your body being torn away by gravity. The notion stirs Kristy, the pain of this theoretical death is not enough to drown the unnerving impulse she feels that if she were standing on the precipice of a black hole, she might just go ahead and jump right in. Not because she wants to die, but because she desperately wants to know what happens after. What would become of her? Would all the atoms formerly known as Kristy reconstitute themselves and make her something different? Something better? To find out seems worth it. She’s seen enough of these documentaries to know that nobody actually knows – a fact which astonishes her. It seems wild to Kristy that you can make a living just professionally guessing, spitballing ideas about things that nobody really knows for sure, about things that may not even exist. You can make money and get big important jobs – you can be interviewed for a documentary about black holes – just by presenting an idea.

Theoretical physics, she knows this is called, the Discovery Channel having given her a mini education on the topic. Her brain seems to just click with this stuff, when there are graphic animations depicting string theory or dark matter. She always finds that she understands – at least in a basic, fundamental way – without much effort; so unlike how she used to feel when she was in the classroom. Why couldn’t learning always be this way? She finds that with imagery and artistry, with the slow cadence of a narrator, her mind switches on. So different from the way that the words in books, equations on chalkboards and the aggressive text of standardized test sheets always seemed to wobble and pull apart – as if they’d fallen into a black hole.

Before she knows it, the credits are rolling, and she is still wide awake. Her phone tells her it is 2:56 am. Rather than lulling her to sleep, the documentary has only made her more alert. She turns the TV off and looks down at Mercy, who knows what she’s about to say. It’s their middle of the night secret and she’s game. More than game – all the muscle and sinew in her little body ache for it.

‘Let’s run, girl,’ Kristy whispers and Mercy leaps off the couch, tail whipping to and fro. Kristy throws on her shorts and a sports bra, laces up her shoes, grabs a bottle of water, and girl and dog sneak out of the trailer noiselessly. If her mom and dad knew she went on these night runs they’d freak. Murderers and rapists and who-knows-what. Alligators, even.

They start off slowly, jogging past The Queen and her gently swaying branches. Mercy is elated and keeps looking up at Kristy with that canine gratitude that makes humans feel unworthy. The trailer park is landscaped with tiny versions of what real houses have big versions of: miniature fountains, miniature white-picket fences, miniature flower boxes and miniature bird feeders. It’s like one of those little towns in a model train set. It annoys her, all this pride. The hand-carved wooden signs hanging off aluminum awnings saying Grandma’s House or The Love Shack or merely The Johnsons put her in a foul mood. It’s like the residents of Puerto Seguro Residential Park are trying to pretend they live over at the Lagoon. Pretending that they don’t live in dolled-up soda cans with their little squares of grass and potted gardens, their porch swings sans porches. Everything is portable, foldable, and secondhand. Everyone is always pretending that it’s enough, that this is all they ever wanted anyways. Their cleanliness and neighborliness can’t make up for the fact that it’s a fucking trailer park. What are they trying to prove? It should just be what it is. They should have the busted-up cars and the bicycles missing wheels and the empty beer cans blowing across the gravel like trailer-park tumbleweeds. They should have the rust and the leaks and the anger. Spiky rancour ricochets through her like a pinball. They should look like what they are: trailer trash.

For all her pining, for all her imitating, for all her Wanting – Kristy has never wanted knockoffs, she wants the real deal. She’s learned this in the handbag department at Irvings. Irma has warned her that sometimes people try to return a knockoff Chanel or Coach for cash. Irma keeps a box of the cheap replicas expressly for the purpose of training employees in the art of detection. If you look closely enough, Irma has taught her, there is always a telltale flaw, a bit of wayward stitching, untrimmed lining, a crooked seam. Kristy understands why people want the fakes. She knows what they think a Coach bag – even a cheap imitation – can do for them. Plenty of women at the park have them. They are shields of dignity, amulets of worthiness, talismans of significance. But Kristy doesn’t want to play make-believe. She knows that no Coach bag – authentic or counterfeit – would have secured her a seat at Max’s table.

She picks up speed, trying to outrun her thoughts.

Girl and dog run out of the miniature world of the park into the wild, feral night. The frogs are screaming and hushing, screaming and hushing, giving her a rhythm to pace herself to. Mercy transforms into something less domesticated, making Kristy wonder again how she lost her limb. She’d come limping home four years ago with her front right leg hanging by a thread of flesh and tendon, the bone snapped through, blood all over her fur. What struck Kristy most was her calmness, her preternatural focus. She made her way right to Kristy, bypassing Kristy’s shocked parents, and looked at her as if to say: You, take care of this. ‘Mom,’ Kristy had said, matching Mercy’s steadiness, ‘you are going to have to drive to the vet, now. No dramas.’ To her credit, her mom hadn’t argued and, actually – miraculously – had helped Kristy carry Mercy to the car where she sat in the back seat with her, their eyes locked the whole way, their breath in sync. The vet couldn’t believe Mercy wasn’t already dead. She was even more surprised when she made a full recovery. ‘What do you think happened?’ they’d asked Dr. Pratt. ‘No idea,’ she’d said, ‘but whatever it was, looks like Mercy must’ve won.’ Now, Kristy swears Mercy runs faster than she used to out of spite. That’s my girl, she thinks, clicking her tongue in encouragement. Cliché or not, Kristy can’t bring herself to feel humiliated by Mercy’s flaws in the way she is by her parents’, by Denise’s, by her own. For Mercy, she feels only raw, unfiltered love.

The air is humid and she’s already dripping, beads of sweat running down her forehead, down her spine, coating her arms, turning her into something slick and fleet-footed, more amphibian than mammal. The road out of the park is a single lane all the way to Seguro Boulevard, flanked on both sides by swamp and marsh. She loves that musty, muddy smell, tinged with brine. The moon is taking the night off, but light seems to emanate from somewhere. Kristy ticks off constellations in her head as she runs beneath them, greeting them like friends: Centaurus, Scorpius, Perseus, Cassiopeia, the Big Dipper and the Little Dipper. Everything glows just enough for her to make out the shapes of ferns and palms and bush, leaves as sharp as blades. Berry bugs feed on her ankles but she tunes them out.

An opossum darts across the road and she jumps. Mercy growls and makes a half-hearted attempt to follow it into the dark tangle of mangrove and cordgrass but is all too happy to return to Kristy when she calls her name. They merge with the night, Kristy and Mercy, and merge with each other, make each other something new, something third. These are the only moments when Kristy’s body makes any sense to her. When it is doing what it is built to do. Fish swim. Birds fly. Mosquitos bite. Kristy runs.

The air gets saltier still, with a hint of decay, a sign they’re trading the swamp for the oyster beds. Mercy sniffs the air, using the changing scents like a map. Calcified oyster shells jut out of the mud like little tombstones. Kristy can’t believe people eat oysters; they’re like the phlegm of the earth. As a guest in Max’s world she’d eaten lots of things meant to be delicious – expensive rarities that have their own utensils: oyster and fondue forks, caviar spoons, special knives for different kinds of cheese . . . She’d never really liked any of it.

Brackish rivulets thicken until there is something of a current, less than a river and more than a stream: the dregs from the meatier Intracoastal Waterway a few miles west. Enough water to build a modest bridge over. This is where they take their break. She puts one leg and then the other on top of the concrete ledge of the bridge and stretches. Mercy is squatting by the mile marker; Kristy listens to the sharp sluicing of her peeing. Instinctively, she brushes her hand across the cellulite on her thighs.

Max always said he liked her body. Didn’t mind that she was as tall as him. That her thighs and butt were bigger than those of the skinny cheerleaders most guys liked. She could never borrow a pair of his jeans to parade around in as proof of their intimacy. He always said he loved to watch her run. Cheered her on from the sidelines as she won the track and field title for Puerto Seguro High two years in a row. He said guys like some booty, even if they won’t admit it. Said those other girls have nothing to hold on to. And he did hold on to her, whenever they could find time alone. After school at his house, in his car parked behind the old closed-down hospital. He had grabbed handfuls of her like reaching into a pillowcase full of Halloween candy. Selfish and needy. Nibbled and kissed and licked and squeezed and spread. He said she was like a woman from a different era. He liked to remind her that if Marilyn Monroe were alive today, people would say she was fat. Kristy never knew how to respond to this bit of historical trivia, but her responses were not a general requirement to Max’s pronouncements, especially the ones he believed were compliments. Her silence was translated as demure appreciation. Sometimes – usually prompted by sex scenes in movies or even the way Denise talks about sex with Mr. Noonan – Kristy wonders if she actually enjoyed Max’s ministrations. Had it felt as good as it was supposed to? Had she had an orgasm? Sure, it felt good, she supposes – well, it didn’t feel bad. But when she remembers their sex, she mostly recalls his pleasure, his rapture, and it occurs to her that perhaps what she enjoyed most was the power her body seemed to have over his body.

Now, she wonders if it was only the flesh and bone of her, the way she’d learned to move lightly on top of him, to secure him between her thighs, to push when he pressed and to press when he pushed, that had bound Max to her. Had that been her only currency? The only thing she could do that the skinny cheerleaders who buzzed around him couldn’t? Even so, her body – for all its strength and power – hadn’t been enough to hold him here.

She opens the bottle of water and takes a long swig before calling Mercy away from whatever she’s sniffing. Kristy pours some water into the palm of her hand, carefully and slowly so that it’ll make it into the dog’s mouth and not evaporate into the asphalt, still hot from the scorching day. She loves the feel of Mercy’s tongue lapping the water off her palm; it makes her feel useful in a deep, primal way. She may not have gotten good enough grades to get into college, and didn’t have the money to go even if she had; her boyfriend may have dumped her out of the blue on graduation day to go live a life that seemed off-limits to her; her parents might be trailer park couch potatoes . . . but she can give her thirsty dog some fucking water, goddammit.

From the bridge, she can just make out the glowing orbs of the streetlights of downtown Puerto Seguro. What would even be open this late? Nothing downtown. If she headed out of town going south, she’d find the notorious Mudflats. She and Max had always wanted to go to Mudflats. It was a legendary watering hole in Puerto Seguro. Its clapboard walls and tin roof were rumored to be over a hundred years old. Some said it had even managed to stay open during Prohibition. Others said it had, at one time, been a brothel. Wild things were said to take place at Mudflats; beer bottles broken over heads and fistfights over women. Managing to get into Mudflats was a massive coup among Puerto Seguro’s teenagers, but Max and Kristy had never dared to try. Drinking ages are ridiculous, they’d agreed. It’s not as if they didn’t drink anyways. Max always said it was fucked up that in the sixties guys were drafted to go and fight and die in Vietnam but couldn’t even get a beer. ‘That’s true,’ she’d said, ‘and what about the guys fighting over in Afghanistan?’ But then she worried she’d gotten the country wrong. Or maybe mispronounced it, or that maybe the war was over and she didn’t know, so she just pressed her mouth against his before he could laugh at her or tell her that it wouldn’t kill her to watch the news or pay attention in school.

She wishes she could explain to him that she did try, but the shame of adding ‘struggles to read and write’ to the already long list of her imperfections always stopped her from attempting to explain it to anyone, including her teachers. And as long as she ran fast and kept winning medals for the school, she accepted the labels the teachers used to describe her. Lacks motivation, they would write on her report cards, daydreams, doesn’t apply herself . . . Despite her lackluster academic performance, they always gave her a passing grade and cheered her on at the big track meets, placing trophy after trophy in the locked glass cabinet outside the principal’s office.

She knows Max didn’t think she was dumb, per se. After all, they’d had deep talks about a lot of stuff. After his grandfather died, she saw him cry for the first time. They’d gone to the beach and he’d wept, his head in her lap, while she stroked his hair. As the sun set, they talked about death and the mysteries of what happens after . . . Max said that some of the Sunday school classes he took as a kid must have taken root, because he couldn’t help but believe in a puffy-clouded heaven with a white-bearded God like Gandalf from The Lord of the Rings, but that he preferred the idea of reincarnation, because ‘it would be so cool to come back as a blue whale or a bald eagle or something.’ For her part, Kristy explained something she’d seen in a documentary about the formation of the universe, and told Max that energy is never created or destroyed. ‘Huh?’ he’d said, looking at her like she’d just spoken in tongues. Trying her best to channel Neil deGrasse Tyson, she explained that all the things they were made of would just go back into circulation. She told him she found this idea comforting, that it kinda took the pressure off them, that maybe they were not that important, really. Max said he found it deeply unnerving, and asked to change the topic. But still, he’d looked at her differently after that.

Mercy nudges her with her wet nose – What are we gonna do? She felt like she could run forever. Should she go to Mudflats? She guessed it would take her and Mercy about thirty minutes if they kept up a good pace. Was tonight the night? But she didn’t have her ID on her, or any money, or a shirt to wear over her sports bra. She’d show up dripping with sweat. Would that matter at Mudflats? And what would she do with Mercy? From the stories she’s heard, it didn’t seem like the kind of establishment that would have a problem with dogs. A three-legged dog walks into a bar . . . the comedy alone makes it feel like destiny. Maybe the kindly bartender who speaks in jaunty one-liners and profound snippets of sea captain poetry would pour her a vodka Red Bull and ask her about her troubles. He’d say things like, ‘Rough seas bring bountiful harvests,’ and ‘That man wasn’t worth the salt of your tears.’ She’d play pool with some monosyllabic long-haul truck drivers and sing along to Lynyrd Skynyrd and all would be right with the world. But she has barely gotten used to being old enough to go into bars with other people, let alone go by herself in the wee hours of the night – the thought alone is vaguely terrifying. No, tonight isn’t the night for Mudflats. But she’s not ready to turn back for home yet.

‘Let’s go, girl,’ she whispers, and they continue straight ahead.

After the bridge the road turns into a kind of overpass with the train tracks running perpendicular below it. The rail line has been decommissioned since forever and is overgrown and rotted, but that doesn’t stop it from being a boundary. Kristy just wishes it wasn’t such an obvious one. The ungoverned wilds of oyster beds and swamps give way to the municipally administered verges and strips, magnolias and palms presiding over street corners, their branches closely monitored by tree surgeons so they don’t fall on one of the sun-bleached pickup trucks or, God forbid, a Lagoon Benz. Eventually the road splits in two, following the contour of the coastline. To the left is downtown, Irvings, Seguro Southern Baptist Church: the six city blocks that constitute Kristy’s hometown. To the right, under an archway of mossy coast live oaks, the gravelly asphalt smooths out into a higher quality bitumen, widens and relaxes into the Lagoon: big houses sheathed in Virginia creeper, closets full of Irvings shopping bags, broad well-watered backyards each with their own sun-softened wooden pathways to their private-access beaches. Old, wheezing, arthritic money.

Mercy is panting at Kristy’s side.

She stands at the crossroads and, not for the first time, imagines an asteroid tearing through the atmosphere like a spear thrown by an angry god, cracking Puerto Seguro wide open, annihilating her hometown and everyone in it – herself included. It would be beautiful, she knows from the documentaries she’s watched, but only briefly – a crescendo of sparks and auroras and a blinding flash before dust and smoke shut out the light, a cold blanket of . . . over-ness. The idea makes her deeply tired. So tired, in fact, that she considers option three: straight ahead – following the sandy path that leads through the sawgrass down to the beach, curling up in the warm sand with Mercy and just sleeping, dreaming Mercy’s dog dreams.

Portions of the beach are off-limits on account of the sea turtles hatching, their nests protected by fluorescent orange netting and closely monitored by marine biologists from Tampa. She imagines being trampled by thousands of baby sea turtles racing to the ocean. How many would it take to suffocate her? To stave in her chest? To hold her down while the tide comes in and drowns her? Or maybe she should just wade into the water and wait for that hungry great white to come get her, present herself like an offering? Didn’t the Vikings used to do things like that? Offer themselves to the gods? She’ll sacrifice herself for the good of Puerto Seguro. She’ll let that shark-god eat her until there’s nothing left. Someone will build a statue of her to show the town’s appreciation. Max will come and lay flowers at its feet and weep. Maybe they will name a boulevard after her, or a park. There are worse ways to die.

Mercy licks the salty sweat off Kristy’s ankle. Kristy clicks her tongue and they run back the way they came.


GET REAL

Mara prefers to do her own hair and makeup for these things. The network television H&M artists tend to overdo it. Too much foundation covered with too much powder, making everyone look leathery and bloated. Especially when you’re over forty. They try to hide your age with cosmetics and contouring and just end up making you look like a desperate drag queen. Why do they do that? Besides, Mara has a precise look, a signature look, even, so it’s best that she just does it herself.

She’s just finishing off the cat-eye swish of eyeliner and is about to smooth her straight black bob with some finishing serum when there’s a knock on the greenroom door. Brixton looks up from his phone, exhales loudly, and asks who it is with such an annoyed tone it’s as if he’s been interrupted from penning his war memoirs and not from playing Candy Crush.

‘Audio,’ says a voice that is clearly used to dealing with delusional self-importance and has no time for it, ‘need to mic Ms. Bolt, she’s up next.’

‘Come on in,’ Mara says, trying to sound relaxed and in her element. She is, after all. Still, no matter how many times she does these things she’s always a bit nervous beforehand.

The audio engineer glances at Brixton, and Mara knows what he sees: the hipster-samurai bun on the top of his head, the overly manicured beard, the trendy pants with the sagging diaper crotch, the elastic cuffs halfway up his spray-tanned, muscular calves (it’s rumored he had calf implants) – a trend that the audio engineer seems to appreciate even less than Mara does. People tend to dislike Brixton. His entitled millennial coolness, his artisanal deodorant that makes him smell like a compost pile, his bespoke leather satchel full of Moleskine notebooks and ironic Bic ballpoints. The way that he always acts as if he’s been ripped away from something more important than anything you might possibly have to tell him. His uncanny allergies to random things like garlic and tap water, and the way he seems to take pride in his hypochondria. Everything about him seems to say you’re welcome for something you never fucking asked for to begin with. But as far as personal assistants go, he’s the best she’s ever had: loyal, tireless, and generous with the industry gossip he picks up from other PAs. And, Mara has noticed, his unlikeableness makes her more likeable in contrast. Like it’s doing with the audio guy right now. Next to Brixton she is easygoing and down-to-earth, humble and approachable. None of which is remotely true.

‘If you can just thread this under your blouse for me.’ The audio guy hands her the wire with the little microphone on the end.

‘Yep, no problem,’ she replies, and pops the little mic out through the collar of her black silk blouse.

‘May I?’ he asks, and kneels in front of her to affix the little mic to her lapel. He is careful not to brush against her breasts or to let his eyes wander. His hands are large and calloused for someone who handles such delicate little electronics, she notices. It’s been a while since a man’s hands have been this close to her skin, even if it is just to clip on a microphone. ‘All set,’ he says, standing back and looking down at the blinking lights on the receiver attached to his belt. ‘Can I get you to say something? Check the levels?’

‘Sure.’ She smiles coyly. ‘What’s your name?’ She can sense Brixton’s waxed eyebrow rising in judgment of her flirting. The young find the courtship rituals of anyone over forty revolting. The audio guy smiles to reveal smoker’s teeth as chipped as old, neglected piano keys. In mere seconds the microprocessor of her brain asks why he hasn’t had them fixed – surely he makes enough money? – and concludes that he clearly just doesn’t give a shit. Mara cannot abide apathy, and just like that, she loses interest. By the time he says, a note of nervous hope in his voice, ‘My name’s Dean,’ she’s already looking at her phone. She no longer cares.

‘Good evening and welcome back to Get Real, your trusted source for all things reality. I’m your host, Lana Higgins, and tonight, my friends, we are lucky to have as our guest the woman behind the curtain herself. Ladies and gentlemen, the executive producer of Kidnapped and CEO of Channel Real is here to unveil her next project exclusively to Get Real. Please welcome, Mara Bolt!’

Mara keeps her eyes trained on Lana Higgins, the waifish blonde reminiscent of Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy, who’s clapping along with the audience as Mara walks onto the slightly raised stage. The set is meant to look like a comfy living room where you’d lie on the couch and watch TV, replete with throw pillows and mohair blankets, a coffee table strewn with gossip magazines, and the show’s trademark: a bottle of wine and two glasses. Lana stands to kiss her on both cheeks before removing her Jimmy Choo stilettos and sitting down again, tucking her feet up under her, patting the leather couch and telling Mara to make herself comfortable. Mara can’t stand this just-us-gals shtick but audiences fucking love it. Of course, the Get Real producer asked earlier if Mara prefers white or red, and Lana effortlessly pours them each a glass of crisp, dry Riesling – one small mercy, Mara thinks. She tries to arrange her limbs in a way that suggests she’s just as comfortable as Lana; that she’s happy to be here. Still, it’s awkward.

‘Chin-chin!’ Lana says, and they lightly tap their glasses together. ‘Welcome back to Get Real, it’s nice to have you on the couch again.’ The audience cheers.

Oh yes, the audience. Can’t ignore them completely. Mara looks out to the risers filled with faces she can barely make out through the bright lights and feels her nerves kick in. She waves and smiles and turns her attention back to Lana. ‘It’s lovely to be back.’

‘Congratulations on the success of Kidnapped. We’ve just heard it’s been nominated for its third Emmy!’ The audience erupts again.

‘Thank you, yes, we’re very proud. We’ve got a great team, and this season really was amazing.’

‘Amazing indeed. What a surprise ending! Were you shocked by Allie’s decision to stay with her kidnapper?’

‘Yes! We sure didn’t see that coming.’ She did, actually, and knew it’d be TV gold. ‘But I think most of America agreed that Allie’s husband, Grant, wasn’t doing all he could to find her. And they’d been having problems in their marriage before the kidnapping. But with Allie and Duke,’ she makes her voice sound thoughtful and wise, ‘I think we got to see two people really fall in love.’ The audience roars. Allie and Duke were on the cover of every magazine the week after the season finale, under headlines like Stockholm Syndrome or True Love?, Abducted Hearts and From Kidnapper to Lover. Mara is already in talks to do some kind of spin-off show with them as they move in together and plan their wedding.

‘In case there’s anyone left in America who doesn’t watch Kidnapped,’ Lana says as she looks at the camera, ‘– I’m talking to you, Mr My-Wife-Is-Making-Me-Watch-Get-Real –’ The audience laughs. ‘The show takes wives who are feeling a bit . . . neglected by their spouse and who agree to conduct a little experiment. A kind of love test. Is that how you’d describe it, Mara?’

‘Well, we like to think of it less as a test and more as an opportunity for him to prove his love, to rekindle the fire.’

‘Ah yes, “rekindle the fire,” I like that. And in the show the opportunity takes the form of negotiating his wife’s release from a kidnapper, without the use of law enforcement.’

‘Yes, well, it’s not a real kidnapping, as you know. We use a blend of actors and embedded producers. But the husband doesn’t know this, of course.’ This Mara directs conspiratorially at the audience, who clap and laugh again. I’m doing well, she congratulates herself.

‘Now,’ Lana continues, ‘a lot of people have been asking whether Duke, the kidnapper, who as you mentioned is actually just an actor, is really in love with Allie or if he’s just, well, acting. What do you say to that?’

He’s acting, one hundred fucking percent. ‘He’s in love, one hundred percent. All of us behind the camera could feel his love for Allie.’ And his love for the spotlight and the catering tent and the update to his IMDb page, she thinks. The audience cheers again.

‘Clearly we have a lot of Allie and Duke fans here tonight!’ Lana raises her glass toward the audience. ‘Shall we watch a clip from last week’s finale?’ The audience cheers even louder as a screen behind them comes to life. At this point in the show, Grant, the jilted husband, had finally located the house where Allie was being held. He’d got the ransom money, which Mara and her team had arranged for him to steal from a drunken Wall Street exec on the subway (an actor, of course) who conveniently left his briefcase on the seat beside Grant as he stumbled out of the train. He’d got the loaded gun (blanks, but Grant didn’t know this) that he bought from the shady, twitchy dealer who just happened to start loitering outside the mattress store where Grant works – another one of Mara’s troops. It was too easy, Mara thinks as she watches the clip, really far too easy. Grant never stopped to wonder why these people just happened to appear in his world and provide him with the exact tools he needed to get his wife back. It’s crazy, really, how little people pay attention to their lives. Of course, by this time, he’d received a slickly produced video of Allie tied to a chair, her eye blackened and her lip bloodied with makeup, pleading for her life while Duke held a knife to her throat. He’d received the phone call with the auto-tuned voice telling him that he had one week to come up with a hundred grand or Allie was toast. No cops. No help.

They’d shot it in what Mara likes to refer to as guerreality style, with hidden cameras and plainclothes producers embedded in every part of Grant’s life, following him everywhere. His landlord allowed them to place cameras in his house under the recently passed Homeowner Surveillance Act (which, Mara is proud to add, Channel Real lobbied heavily for, donating a cool mil to a certain candidate who they just happened to know had been cheating on his wife with their underage dog-walker). After all, homeowners have every right to ensure their investments aren’t being used as meth labs or way stations for illegal immigration; guerreality has many uses.

Allie, whose name was on the lease, gave permission for them to put a camera in Grant’s car. His boss was in on it, as were his own parents and in-laws. The coffee shop where he went every morning and his favorite Chinese takeout joint both allowed them to install cameras, knowing it was essentially free advertising.

When it comes to Grant’s consent, or the consent of any of her unwitting subjects, the waters get a little murkier, but like a sea snake, Mara has adapted to hunting in murky water. Unfortunately, citizens do have a right to privacy. Fortunately, they do not have a right to privacy everywhere, at all times. For Grant to have successfully fought the airing of Kidnapped, he would have to have proved that he had an expectation of privacy in all of the environments in which he’d been filmed. To Mara’s delight, her fellow citizens have been willfully eroding that expectation for years – every time they install a new smart device in their home, every time they post an image of their home on social media, every time they broadcast their own face from their kitchen table in a Zoom meeting . . . Homes are no longer the domain of privacy they once were. They have become penetrable, porous, transparent. And ultimately, the costs of taking Channel Real to court are high, and the chances of winning against them are low. But, for the indignant few who insist on going into the arena with Mara, there is a line item in their production budget for talent honorariums . . . and these are more than generous enough to quash any trouble.

But the real magic of guerreality is Mara’s legion of guerrillas: the hundreds of actors she employs to populate her subjects’ world, armed with all manner of cameras with lenses the size of a grain of rice, microphones like ticks. It’s reality television meets surveillance – from time to time she even employs a very discreet private investigator – but she avoids the ‘S’ word, of course, preferring the term ‘collaborative production.’

Unfortunately for Grant, though, he was pretty half-hearted about finding Allie.

He spent the first day after receiving the ransom video drinking beer on the couch and watching porn, no part of which they could air, but which gave the production team a good laugh when they watched the rushes. It seemed ol’ Grant had a hankering for busty twins dressed as cops who liked to conduct full-body cavity searches while dangerously brandishing strap-ons of preposterous proportions. The cliff-hanger for episode four was whether or not Grant would admit to the kidnapper that he had the money which he’d found on the train, as he’d spent most of that evening looking up secondhand Ferraris online. Poor Grant. He had no idea America was watching.

And with America, it’s pretty simple. America wants a love story. Grant did not provide said love story. Therefore, America did not like Grant. But they fucking loved Duke, the erstwhile kidnapper. While Grant was jacking off, Duke was making Allie cups of chamomile tea and telling her about how much he’d learned from his older sisters about treating a woman right. While Grant was dreaming about sports cars, Duke was rubbing Allie’s shoulders, telling her she really should take more time just for herself, that thirty-eight was not too old to have kids and that he thinks stretch marks are sexy. The housewives of America were fucking swooning, and ratings had never been higher.

By the time Grant finally knocked on the door of the empty house Mara had purchased for a song in a foreclosed neighborhood in suburban Ronkonkoma, an easy train from NYC on the Long Island Rail Road, she’d decided to change the format of the show. Thinking on her feet is why she gets paid the big bucks. In the past two seasons, this moment was the hard-won tearful reunion between husband and wife where the man gets to feel heroic and the woman gets to feel like she’s married to Liam Neeson. And while the husband is reeling from the shock of the cameras and the realization that he’s on Kidnapped, he also knows that he’s the good guy, that he’s won the game. Not this time, not for ‘Cavity-Check Grant’ as the crew had taken to calling him.

Lana and Mara crane their necks to watch the clip that’s already gone viral: Grant opens the front door and creeps in like a burglar, and this time when the lights go on, instead of the usual scene of the tied-up wife with a gun to her head, Grant is treated to Allie, perfectly coiffed and made-up (wardrobe courtesy of J.Crew, makeup by Mac, and a bottle of FIJI Water, a significant sponsor, on the table next to them) sitting next to Duke, the pair holding hands like a couple of parents waiting for their wayward son to sneak back in past curfew. ‘Grant,’ Allie says with an air of martyrdom, ‘I’m leaving you. I’m in love with Duke.’

In the studio, watching a clip of this moment, the audience cheers madly.

Lana is laughing with casual practice, and nonchalantly looks down the barrel of the camera, laughter still in her voice as she says, ‘Good luck, Allie and Duke! We’re rooting for you. Now, don’t go away, when we return from our commercial break we will hear exclusively from Mara Bolt about the exciting new project Channel Real is cooking up! Stay tuned!’ The camera pans to Mara and she puts her index finger to her lips and widens her eyes in the universal sign for Secret! God, she hates this shit.

During the commercial break, two harried women run out and powder Lana and Mara’s faces. ‘You’re doing great,’ Lana tells her. Mara’s about to reply when Lana holds up a finger and presses her earlobe, signaling that her producer is speaking to her in her earpiece. ‘Got it,’ she says to the voice in her head, then to Mara, ‘Sorry, Mara. Marty just told me we’ve only got one minute for the next segment; we’ve gone a bit over with the Kidnapped clip. Will you be able to fit it all in?’

‘Certainly,’ Mara says, gritting her teeth. What does Lana think this is, she seethes, an announcement of the winning Powerball numbers? This is an exclusive with her, the fucking CEO of Channel Real, the inventor of guerreality, the executive producer of Kidnapped, about to tell America about her next project which will be, she might add, the greatest fucking reality television show ever made. This is the biggest fucking scoop in reality TV and she could’ve given it to anyone but she gave it to Get Real. This is breaking news, goddammit, not some afterthought to be spat out while the credits roll. One minute! Mara glances down the wings at Brixton, who has clearly been told the same information. He presses the palms of his hands toward the ground as if to say, Keep your cool, Mara. She gives him a look that says of course she will, but heads will roll as soon as they’re done here.

A floor manager tells them they have ten seconds to air. They compose themselves. And three, two . . . ‘Welcome back, folks. If you’re just tuning in, we’ve got the incomparable Mara Bolt on the couch with us tonight, who is going to tell the Get Real audience a little secret. What’s next from the Channel Real team, Mara?’

‘Well, Lana, we’re very excited about our next adventure. As you know, guerreality is about going beyond mere reality TV; we like to think of ourselves as documentary filmmakers that add a bit of jeopardy. The people who participate in our shows are full of untold stories and potential – we just create the environment for those stories to come to life, like with Allie and Duke!’ The audience cheers. ‘So, we thought we’d step it up a notch,’ she continues, ‘with our next show. We’ve teamed up with famed plastic surgeon and body specialist, and host of Change Now!, Dr. Warren Michaels, to create an amazing growth opportunity for one jilted woman out there who feels she deserves another chance. It’s called The Shot.’

She pauses to let the audience take in the name. She’s not wedded to it, although the only alternative she’d come up with was Love Knife – but she’d decided that was too visceral, even if it was honest. She gauges their reaction: they’re rapt. Fabulous. She continues, ‘On The Shot, we will follow one woman as she goes through the ultimate transformation to see if she can win back her man. I can’t tell you all the juicy details’ – because they gave her one fucking minute – ‘but I can tell you that we’ve begun casting, so if you or someone you know wants one more shot at getting back together with the one that got away, to give him a chance to see you in a dramatically new light, you can go to our website for more information.’

‘Wow!’ Lana fawns. ‘The Shot! How thrilling! Ladies and gentlemen, that’s all we’ve got time for tonight. Thank you to our guest, Mara Bolt, and thank you to everyone at home for tuning in. Join me on the couch tomorrow night for a glass of wine as we get all the juicy details from the girls of Behind the Pole – The Real Lives of Strippers, Los Angeles!’


SCALPED

Denise is bawling her eyes out in the staff ladies’ room. Her face is allergic-reaction red and she’s doubled over, holding her stomach like she’s been stabbed. Kristy doesn’t really know what to do. She’s not the hugging type, so she kind of inches toward her until she’s within arm’s reach and pats Denise on her sweaty back. It doesn’t seem to have any effect so she puts her hands in her pockets instead and says, ‘Sorry, Dee. It really sucks.’

‘The fucking asshole!’ Denise yells, too loudly, and Kristy looks at the door hoping to God Irma doesn’t come in, or worse: Rose Irving herself.

‘Shhh,’ she tries, patting her friend’s back again. ‘It’s probably for the best, you know, Dee? You can do so much better.’ Denise is not listening to her. She’s stuck on repeat; Kristy knows what that feels like.

‘My dearest Tanya?’ Denise makes sarcastic air quotes when she says the offending name. ‘I want to cum all over your giant tits, Tanya? I traded three packs of ramen noodles to Big Mike to tattoo your name on my bicep, Tanya?’

Apparently Mr. Noonan had accidentally sent Denise some love poetry meant for Tanya. And when she confronted him about it during their last call, he’d broken up with her. Denise drops her voice a few octaves to mimic Mr. Noonan: ‘We’re just not meant to be, babe. I’ll always be there for Meegan.’ She switches back to her own squeaky voice. ‘Like hell you will, Jimmy! As if I will ever let you see her. You’re dead for all I care. Dee Ee Ay Dee!’

‘I’m sorry . . . he’s a total asshole,’ Kristy says quietly, hoping Denise will unconsciously match her volume. It seems to work.

Denise straightens up and walks to the sink, looks at herself in the mirror. ‘I look like shit.’

She does. She looks like she’s been boiled alive.

‘You’re beautiful,’ Kristy tells her.

Denise splashes some cold water on her splotchy cheeks, pulls some rough brown paper towels from the dispenser and dabs at her face.

She looks at Kristy in the mirror: ‘We are getting fucked up tonight. Eff You Cee Tee.’

Kristy waits in the passenger seat of Denise’s old Mazda hatchback, her bare feet hanging out the window, fanning herself with an Irvings Get It While It’s Hot summer sale flier. They’ve already smoked the joint that Denise scored from her brother and Kristy’s feeling tingly and light, singing along to the radio. The heat is unreal. Radio says it’s a record-breaking heat wave, and they’ve never seen these kinds of temperatures the first week of June. If Max were here he’d say something about climate change, and how human beings have fucked up the planet and that the redneck right-wing nutjobs in Puerto Seguro with their guns and bibles are particularly guilty. Kristy’s sure he’s right, but she never could seem to muster up the same anger about these things as he did. He got angry about a lot of things that seemed so disconnected from them, so far away. Not angry, he’d say, passionate.

Sometimes she’d try to match his passion, agree and show some solidarity, and sometimes she really believed it – like when he’d got all worked up about legalizing weed and reforming the prison system – but she always felt like she was acting, that her passion was thin, anemic. It wasn’t fair, Kristy ruminates. These were the kinds of topics the Irvings discussed together around the dinner table, watched documentaries about and attended lectures on. Max’s dad, Harold, often wrote op-eds on various topics for the Puerto Seguro Times. Kristy had just needed a little time to catch up. She just needed time. She senses her unhatched passions, her unfurled depths, but they are like dry seeds: dormant, waiting for the right conditions. Why couldn’t Max have included her in his plans? Taken her with him to the next level, taken her out of here and helped her find the right conditions?

No more thinking about Max, Kristy commands herself. Christ. Denise was right: they need to get loose. Fuck Max and Mr. Noonan.

Denise struts out of Ed’s Liquor Store, the infamous Liquor in the front, Poker in the rear sign hanging above the doorway behind her. She holds up a brown bag in each hand and does a little dance. She reminds Kristy of a silent-movie bank robber swinging sacks of loot.

‘Woohoo!’ Kristy yells as Denise settles herself into the driver’s seat, handing her the bonus-size bottles of sweet lip gloss–pink Zinfandel. Denise turns up the volume, and the two girls sing at the top of their lungs about a woman threatening to get her man back, come hell or high water, but the beat and the melody make it sound like a fun, harmless idea, rather than stalking and potential kidnapping. They belt out the lyrics as they zip out of the parking lot and down the backstreets to Seguro Beach. They find parking easily; it’s a Thursday evening and there’s some big game on tonight that everyone’s staying home or crowding into sports bars to watch. It’s only the first week of official summer, and the little beach shacks at the top of the dunes are still being aired out and readied for the influx of middle-income summer guests, the rooms being cleared of the debris left behind by teenagers who break in to drink and have sex. Kristy’s never done that, though. It’s not the kind of thing Max would’ve abided. Too low-rent, he would have decreed, as if where someone chooses to have sex is directly correlated to how much rent they pay. Who knows, Kristy thinks, maybe it is.

Kristy and Denise walk down the wooden footpath that cuts through the dunes, softened by years of sand and wind and feet, flanked on both sides by sharp sawgrass and dune scrub. Already sand fleas are hitching rides on their toes. Neither of them has the words or the inclination to articulate it – but they both have that feeling, the feeling that only comes around every now and again, when the temperature is just so, and the light is just right, and promise, danger, destiny and youth are perfectly calibrated.

Seguro Beach is a fingernail-shaped cove, deeper than it is wide, sheltered on all sides by steep dunes. It’s the public beach, as opposed to the private Lagoon Beach where you need a sticker on your car to get past the rangers, and most summer weekends it’s covered in a patchwork quilt of beach towels, umbrellas and Styrofoam coolers full of cheap beer and juice boxes, the coconutty smell of suntan lotion permeating the air as beachgoers from the suburbs and trailer parks come to get sunburned and flaunt their Kmart bikinis over jiggly butts and flabby tummies.

Kristy and Denise spread out the bedsheet and pin down the corners with their flip-flops, and are happy to see that they practically have the beach to themselves. There’s a family of five down the other end, probably Dominican or Cuban or Puerto Rican up from down south – the girls can hear their radio playing some carnivale-sounding music with lots of drums and rolling r’s and ai-eeee’s! An old white lady walks along the shore wearing a big red sweater despite the heat, bending every now and then to pick up a piece of driftwood or a shell and deposit it into a plastic bag she has tied to her belt loop. Kristy watches as she walks around a couple of guys who have their plastic lawn chairs sunk into the sand, a cooler and a bucket between them, and two slender fishing poles like saplings growing out of the sand at their feet, bowing and bending with the currents.

The girls sit down on the sheet, open one of the bottles and pour the pink liquid into red plastic party cups. ‘Cheers!’ they say in unison and laugh easily, brushing their hair out of their eyes, squinting out to sea. The wine is cold and tastes like flower nectar and they suck it up like honeybees. Kristy digs her feet down past the hot sand into the cool, damp layer beneath. They are both wearing cut-off jean shorts and bikini tops; Kristy’s is blue covered with little white clouds, Denise’s has stars on her right breast and stripes on her left. Patriotic titties! she’d said when she’d taken off her tank top back at the car. Denise is slathering herself with opaque white sunscreen even though the sun is already behind the dunes, dipping west. The white cream on her pink freckle-splattered skin creates a kind of shimmery blue sheen that makes Kristy think of a fish in a bikini. Still, she’s happy to be with Denise right now – after all, it was Denise who created this whole moment for them, including paying for the wine and refusing gas money – so Kristy tries to shut down her judgy thoughts. It’s not easy to silence her inner Max, but she owes it to Denise to do her best.

‘Nice of your folks to watch Meegan for the night.’ Kristy makes a show of sniffing the cheap wine and swirling it around in the plastic cup, mindlessly mimicking the way she’s watched customers in the Irvings café sip their wine.

Denise ignores her small talk. ‘Let’s go to California, see a real sunset, like, when the sun sets into the ocean. You ever seen that?’

‘Once, when I was little. My dad’s sister lives in San Somewhere.’

‘Nice.’

‘Yeah.’

They’re silent for a while. One of the fishermen’s poles is bending low. He gets up and braces it with both hands, waiting for the telltale tug. When it happens he jerks the pole back over his right shoulder expertly. Slowly, patiently, he reels in his line and takes small, calculated steps into the surf until he’s standing up to his calves. Kristy’s struck by his bravery, considering there’s a man-eating shark on the prowl that ate a guy’s arm right at this very beach less than a week ago. He’s probably not even supposed to be fishing; surely what baits a fish lures a shark. His friend leaps to his feet, cheering him on. By the time the fish breaks the surface the guy’s leaning so far back Kristy thinks he might fall. His friend rushes out to grab the struggling creature in his hands and remove the hook from its mouth. He holds it above his head with both hands triumphantly. It’s huge. They high-five each other and return to their chairs, putting the fish into the cooler.

Kristy finds the whole performance riveting. Max doesn’t know how to fish. Come to think of it, nothing that Max knows how to do is all that useful. Book smarts won’t help you during the zombie apocalypse or the Rapture. Good looks can’t provide shelter. ‘Money can’t buy you love,’ Kristy sings aloud. Denise smiles at her and refills their cups, breaking Kristy’s concentration, and this time they toast and wink at each other without breaking the comfortable quiet. They watch the Hispanic dad from the family to their right do some kind of dance meant for girls, shaking his hips and shimmying his shoulders while his kids roll in the sand laughing. The mom yells something in Spanish and the dad starts laughing too. The smell of their grilling meat reaches the two girls in smoky charcoal waves and a hunger rises in Kristy that she vaguely recognizes as only partially to do with food.

‘We were never gonna be like that,’ Denise says flatly, staring at the family.

‘Who? Like what?’ says Kristy, jarred from her thoughts.

‘Jimmy and me. Like, normal. Happy.’ She’s uncorking the second bottle and Kristy realizes she’s already pretty tipsy. She hasn’t felt this light and relaxed in a long time. She doesn’t really want to talk about Jimmy; she knows it will lead to talking about Max and she’s feeling more really over him than she has since graduation. She’s trying to think of something to say to change the subject when Denise does it for them. ‘Hey, guess what Chelsea Cook told me yesterday?’

Chelsea is Denise’s stripper friend who works at the club off the freeway and has hung out with them at Denise’s house a few times; something that Kristy hates. Max would loathe Chelsea. He treated people like Chelsea as if they were contaminated, or worse, contagious. Sure, he talked about social justice issues and the need for social safety nets. The Irvings were card-carrying Democrats in a dyed-in-the-wool Red state and wore it like a badge of honor, as if it took real grit and courage to deviate from the politics of their neighbors and golf buddies. But put Max in the same room as a homeless person or a disadvantaged teenager or a stripper who’d dropped out of school, and he’d be backing out of the room as quickly as he could, dropping a few coins in the proverbial basket on his way out. Imagining Max meeting Chelsea, Kristy could see his tanned face scrunching up in distaste, saying something posh and southern about loose women. Being in the same room with her is always embarrassing for Kristy, who constantly imagines that the ghost of Max is hovering somewhere nearby – observing, judging.

But tonight, Max’s voice in her head sounds less authoritative and more . . . dickish. Who is he to judge Chelsea? In fact, Kristy wouldn’t be surprised if he had run to the nearest strip club the moment he turned twenty-one, the thought of which immediately sends a shock of panic through her body. She may be feeling over him . . . ish . . . but she certainly isn’t ready to imagine another woman straddling him, another woman’s hair falling across his face.

‘What’s she up to?’ Kristy asks, trying to sound genuinely interested.

‘She’s got herself a sugar daddy.’

‘A what?’ Kristy asked, and wondered if Denise could tell the question was disingenuous. She did this sometimes, ever since Max left, pretended not to know what certain things were. Things which carried the stench of anything that was un-Max-like. Things she didn’t want to be associated with. The first time she’d done it, it was a knee-jerk reaction to her mother’s recounting that Kristy’s cousin Maddie had gotten onto WIC. What’s WIC? Kristy had asked her mother, knowing full well what it was, having grown up around plenty of families who relied on government assistance for formula and baby food. It was a weird thing to lie about, she knew at the time, and weirder still to lie to her mom, whose opinion of Kristy was steadfastly high no matter what.

‘A sugar daddy! Jeez Louise, Kristy, you’re, like, so naïve sometimes.’

‘Saw-ree,’ she says, smarting at the comment, but sticking to her pretense, ‘so what is it?’

‘Double-you double-you double-you dot sugar daddy dot com? Never heard of it?’ Kristy shakes her head, and Denise continues: ‘Well, it’s like this website where young, pretty girls, they call them “sugar babies,”’ she makes air quotes with her fingers, ‘who have, you know, financial needs, can meet a guy, the sugar daddies, who have money, you know, and if they like each other they arrange a . . . you know, arrangement, where she goes with him to restaurants and parties and stuff, like a hot date, and he helps her with her college tuition and bills and stuff.’

‘What! That can’t be real.’ Kristy laughs. ‘That’s just, like, prostitution. How can that even be legal?’

‘That’s what I said,’ Denise is laughing, too, ‘but she swears it’s real. She made a profile online and had three different dates with different sugar daddies who were, like, interested in her from her picture and stuff. No strings attached, they paid for everything. Met at the Seguro Club,’ Denise says with unfeigned reverence.

The Seguro Club is the restaurant at the Seguro Lagoon Golf Course and it’s the nicest restaurant in town, and expensive. Kristy had dinner there once with Max and his parents and was so nervous she could barely eat. Order something fancy, her mom had said when Max pulled up in front of their trailer and honked his horn to pick her up, and bring me the leftovers in a doggy bag. Max rarely came inside their trailer, and when he did he always said something condescending like, It’s a lot cleaner than I expected or You’re probably happier with less than all those Lagoon girls who have everything. Max and his parents had burst out laughing when Kristy ordered lobster biskwee. How was she supposed to know it was pronounced bisk? She was having enough trouble trying to stop the words on the menu from disappearing as she tried to read them. Why did they do that? It all went downhill from there. Rose Irving had said she thought it was interesting that a girl as muscular as Kristy would wear a dress so flattering. She’d said it to Max, not Kristy, without a trace of a smile, and Max had responded by dutifully putting his sport coat over Kristy’s shoulders, buttoning it around her cleavage like some kind of superhero cape, which she had to try to keep on all night long.

When she’d recounted this story to Denise, Denise had told her that Max should have told his parents to fuck off, that he should have stood up for her. Kristy wasn’t sure . . . she’d felt lucky that she’d been invited at all, that Max had allowed her to pass through the invisible membrane between their two worlds. Although, maybe it wasn’t so invisible. Her shoulders and cleavage had been disconcertingly visible, and it seemed as if Max’s parents had blamed her for her proportions, as if the corporeal reality of her was inherently offensive, wrong in some way that she should apologize for.

She wonders what Chelsea Cook would’ve worn to the Seguro Club. Fishnets and clear plastic heels? Does Chelsea Cook know how to pronounce bisque?

‘Did you know that truffles aren’t just chocolate?’ Kristy asks Denise abruptly. She can tell she’s already drunk by the way she says shocklitt. ‘Some truffles are little muddy mushroomy things that pigs dig up – or is it dogs? And are, like, super expensive but taste disgusting.’

‘What? What are you talking about?’

‘Nothing, nothing. Tell me about Chelsea’s candy papa.’

‘Sugar daddy. So, she chose the third sugar daddy to be her sugar daddy and now they have an arrangement and she’s paying off her credit card debt.’

‘Well, that’s more believable than college tuition,’ Kristy mumbles. ‘So she, like, has to have sex with him, right?’

‘No! That’s the crazy part. No sex.’

‘I don’t buy it. Not with Chelsea.’

‘Why “not with Chelsea”?’ Denise says protectively.

‘Come on, Dee, she’s a stripper,’ says Kristy, tentatively.

‘An exotic dancer!’ Denise says, and they both bust up laughing so hard that soon they are laughing at how hard they’re laughing and then they’re hugging and telling each other how beautiful they are and that any man would be lucky to have them and that Max and Mr. Noonan (Jimmy!) are total loser douchebags. They’re out of wine, but Denise has procured another joint and is thumbing her flickering lighter trying to get a flame while the dancing-laughing family is packing up their stuff. The old shell lady has already left. The sky is that electric blue right before it goes black, and they can already see the cracked dome of the moon rising over the ocean.

Everything feels perfect.

‘I have to pee,’ Kristy announces, and staggers to her feet, laughing at how dizzy she feels. ‘Be right back.’ She slides her flip-flops on and half-runs, half-falls over to a clump of grass behind a partially sunken fence, avoiding the orange netting around the sea turtle nests, and squats on her haunches. Why is peeing when you really have to go the best thing ever? She exhales with relief. She focuses her stream on the spot between her feet and tries to make a little pool of urine; that way it won’t splash on her toes. To a sand flea, she reasons, her pee-pool is like the ocean. This is the shit they need to learn in school, she thinks, practical stuff like how to pee in the bushes and how to fish. She watches the sand absorb her pee with fascination and does a little thrusting-wiggle to dry off and pulls her shorts back up. She pops out of the bushes like Big Foot, which is hilarious to her. She’s about to start making monster sounds and sneak up on Denise when she notices that Denise has company.

The fishermen have propped their plastic chairs next to their sheet. One of them is squatting, crouched over something, and as Kristy gets closer she realizes he’s digging a hole in the sand. Denise is laughing bawdily at the other fisherman, who is passing her a beer from their cooler when Kristy approaches, suddenly shy.

‘Um, hey,’ she says, with a limp wave.

‘Kristy!’ Denise yells as if she’s surprised to see her. She points at the one digging the hole. ‘Kristy this is . . .’ She snaps her fingers.

‘Joel,’ he says, looking up from his task. He’s wearing a Confederate flag trucker hat and has a mullet, but his smile is wide and his teeth are white and he kinda looks like a skinny, redneck Tom Brady.

‘Ha! Joel!’ Denise announces like a carnival barker and Kristy blushes. ‘And this,’ she continues flirtatiously, ‘is Ryan.’ Ryan is slightly balding with a ponytail and is wearing an Allman Brothers t-shirt.

‘Nice-ta meetcha,’ he says, ‘wanna beer?’ He’s tossing her a can of Busch Light before she says yes.

She sits down on the sheet and opens the beer. Denise raises her can in cheers and Kristy tries to hold her gaze long enough to telepathically convey that she’s not sure she’s cool with any of this, but Denise deliberately ignores her.

‘Joel is building a fire,’ Denise says with pride, as if she’s just taught him how to do it herself. ‘They’re gonna share their fish with us.’

White trash, both of ’em, Kristy thinks, her previous admiration for them evaporating at closer inspection. She’s suddenly embarrassed by them – by the fact that they seem so comfortable in her presence. She wishes that they saw her as beyond their reach, unattainable. Probably don’t even have jobs, she decides, scrutinizing their sunburned necks, the dirt under their fingernails. She wishes they’d leave.

‘Cool, thanks,’ Kristy says, trying to sound relaxed. Ryan pulls a fish out of the same cooler as the beer and throws it down on the lid with a thud. Kristy realizes with abject horror that it’s still alive, barely, its tail twitching and its mouth gasping.

Ryan pulls another can of beer out of the ice and pounds the fish on its head three times: phid phid phid. The fish stops moving. ‘Flounder,’ he says, then opens the blood-spattered can and takes a long swig from it, wiping his mouth with the back of his hairy hand.

Kristy realizes simultaneously that he is very drunk and that she doesn’t like him, not one bit. She turns her attention to Joel, who is balling up the pages from a bait and tackle store catalog and tossing them into the pit he’s dug. ‘Be right back,’ he says, standing up and brushing the sand off his knees. He darts off toward where Kristy just peed and comes back a few minutes later with an armful of driftwood, which he starts to arrange in a little pyramid on top of the paper. This impresses her, in spite of herself. She adds it to her mental list of useful things like peeing in bushes and fishing. ‘Matches?’ he says to Ryan, who searches in his pockets and retrieves a Mudflats matchbox and tosses it to Joel. Kristy watches as he lowers a flame carefully into the pit until the paper catches fire. He starts to blow gently on the flame, his arms spread around the pit as a barrier against the ocean breeze. When the wood finally catches alight he starts blowing harder and fanning the little embers with his hands, and before long the fire is blazing and Kristy realizes she’s been staring at Joel the entire time. She looks away and catches Denise watching her, winking and smiling.

There is singing. The two men sway with their arms around each other. The two girls attempt the synchronized Rockette kick, and fail.

There is a stupid argument that is over before it begins about something nobody will ever remember.

There is the ceremonial eating of the bludgeoned fish.

*

By the time the rising sun is turning the sky a shade of spilled Zinfandel, their sheet is a crumpled raft in a sea of fish bones and beer cans, a weak thread of white smoke rising wanly from the dying fire, which is blanketed in a crust of gray ash like a miniature volcano. Kristy is vaguely cold. Suddenly she’s struck with a lightning bolt of awareness that she’s naked. She sits upright and covers her breasts with a corner of the damp, sandy sheet. She looks to the shivering body to her left: Denise is also naked, rolled into a fetal position next to her, cradling a putrid puddle of pink vomit. Ryan and Joel are nowhere to be seen. The cooler and fishing poles and plastic chairs have all vanished. Everything is coated in a thin sheen of dew, already rising into steam.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Kristy manages, her throat sore and her voice hoarse. She shakes Denise with her left hand and grabs for her shorts with her right, which are still hooked onto her ankle. ‘Wake up, Denise.’ She crawls onto all fours, searching for her bikini top, which is nowhere to be found. She finds one of her flip-flops under the sheet. ‘Denise! Goddammit, wake the fuck up!’ Denise is moaning something incomprehensible. She rolls into her vomit. ‘Denise!’ Kristy scrambles over to her and grabs her by the shoulders, pulling her away from the puke and pushing her upright.

Denise opens her eyes wide and looks at Kristy like she’s not sure who she is. ‘What the fuck?’ she says thinly.

‘I don’t know,’ Kristy answers warily. Denise looks down at the vomit and notices that her abdomen and thigh are coated in it.

‘Come on,’ Kristy commands, standing up and hauling Denise to her feet. By the time they are both upright she herself is so nauseous she thinks she might faint. She takes shallow, careful breaths until the sensation passes, wishing they had some water to drink. Her mouth is dry and metallic.

‘Come on,’ she says again, and they lean against each other and make their way to the shore. Kristy leads them into the placid, warm water. She scans the sea for the telltale fin of a shark. Nothing. The sun is an orange slice floating on the horizon and the morning is already hot. Kristy uses her hands to pour water onto Denise’s naked body, rinsing away the vomit, which wakes Denise up enough to take over for herself. Kristy cups some seawater in her hand and swishes it around in her mouth and spits it out. Her head is throbbing, but she manages one crisp thought: Max ruined the sea, and now the beach is ruined, too.

‘Meegan!’ Denise suddenly yells at the horizon, as if her daughter was lost at sea.

‘At home with your parents,’ Kristy reminds her, rubbing her temples. ‘What the fuck, Denise. What the fuck.’

Denise shakes her head and looks at Kristy, who can tell that her friend is now fully aware that she’s standing naked in the ocean at sunrise, washing vomit off her body. She scans Kristy, notices she’s topless.

‘I don’t fucking know,’ Denise says quietly to the question Kristy didn’t ask.

‘Denise. We need to get out of here. Fuck, we need to find your car keys. I’ll drive, okay? Let’s go.’ They make their way out of the water like castaways touching land for the first time in months: slow and wobbly. Back at the sheet, looking at the wreckage, Kristy has a flash of a memory from the night before: a bottle of Wild Turkey glinting in the firelight as they passed it around between them, all of them singing ‘Sweet Home Alabama’ at the top of their lungs, Joel’s tongue in her mouth, tasting like salt and fish and whiskey.

They ball up the soiled sheet and scour the sand around them for their tops and Denise’s shorts. The sight of Denise’s pale, naked body wandering around the beach, her reddish-blonde pubic hair wet and exposed, strikes Kristy as the saddest thing she’s ever seen. Gratefully, Denise finds her shorts, her car keys still attached to her belt loop with a carabiner. Their bikini tops are nowhere to be found and Kristy cringes at the thought that they’re dangling like scalps from the rearview mirror of the fishermen’s truck. They have one flip-flop each.

‘Our t-shirts are in the car,’ Denise says somberly. ‘I’m good to drive.’ They walk back to the car, their arms crossed over their breasts, grateful there’s no one around, get in, retrieve their tops from the back seat, and drive away. The streets are practically deserted.

‘Do you think we . . .?’ Kristy begins, unsure she wants to finish the question.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Do you think they, like, raped us?’

‘Jesus, Kristy, no!’

‘Well, they musta slipped us something, right? I mean, fuck, Denise, look at us.’

‘We were partying with them,’ Denise says in a monotone, ‘we drank too much. Smoked too much.’

‘They just left us there, Dee. And our bikini tops are gone.’

‘Kristy,’ Denise’s knuckles go white as she grips the steering wheel at ten and two, ‘we were into them. Don’t you remember?’ She gives Kristy a sidelong accusatory glance. ‘You were, like, totally into the mullet one.’

‘Joel.’

‘Joel, yeah. You were all over him, I remember.’

‘Still, that doesn’t mean I –’

‘Jesus, Kristy! Shut the fuck up! We weren’t raped! We partied too hard, okay? That’s it! We’ll laugh about it later.’

They are silent for the rest of the drive. Kristy doesn’t say anything when Denise pulls up in front of her trailer and drops her off. Thank God her parents are still asleep and she is able to sneak into the bathroom, stand under the shower and silently sob until she thinks she might possibly die. Hopes, again, that she will – if not by asteroid or by shark-god, then by shame. A rivulet of soapy water runs between her legs and she winces; the soap burns. She reaches down; something feels scratched and raw. Drying off, she can see the faint mottling of bruises on her inner thighs – darkening as she watches them, like a photograph developing. But does she want to see what images come into focus? Does she want to know what they would tell her?

No, no. This cannot be a part of her story, she resolves. Not this, on top of everything else. No.

She takes a deep breath and looks at herself in the mirror sternly, exerting authority over herself. Go to bed, she directs the woman in the mirror, sleep it off. And when you wake, never think about it again.


GIMLETS AND PIE

Mara can hear the muffled ringtone from the bottom of her purse. I’ll get you, my pretty! And your little dog, too! her phone threatens over and over again until she finally fishes it out. Be nice, be patient, be calm, she says to herself before answering: ‘Hi, Mom, how are you?’

‘What?’ her mom yells.

‘I said, how are you!’ she yells back.

‘I’m at home, darling, where are you?’

‘In a taxi, actually,’ she says, ignoring her mother’s mistake. She’s eighty-two, after all. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Hold on a moment, won’t you, dear?’ Mara hears the sound of her mom putting the cordless phone down on the marble counter in the kitchen, where she makes all her phone calls standing in front of the sink as if she were just about to do the dishes before being rudely interrupted by a call from the Queen. As if she actually does dishes. She’s probably wearing a butter-yellow cashmere sweater set with a gaudy brooch in the middle of summer with the air-conditioning on full blast. Mara hears the sound of a window sliding open and her mom’s voice yelling: ‘Miguel! Miguel! Can you please stop mowing the lawn for just a moment? My daughter has phoned from New York City! Gracias!’ She pronounces it grace-ee-ace, despite multiple corrections on Mara’s part over the years. The din of the lawnmower dies and her mom picks up the phone again. ‘That is much better. I just had to ask Miguel to stop mowing the lawn,’ she says, as if Mara hasn’t heard every word, which is, Mara knows, the point. Lillian Bolt loves to be seen and heard maintaining social order. She loves nothing more than to give a command, preferably to someone for whom English is a second language.

Lillian Bolt of the Connecticut Bolts: that’s how her mother introduces herself to new people even after having lived in Puerto Seguro for the last sixty years, even though nobody knows or frankly cares who the Connecticut Bolts are. Incidentally, the Connecticut Bolts are the steel fence Bolts, and like most financial dynasties based on one person’s ingenuity, risk and effort, it didn’t last.

Mara’s great-great-grandfather had somehow cornered the steel fencing market just at the time when wrought-iron fencing of the public schoolyard variety became a cheaper option than wood, and just at the time when the US Government was looking to build a whole bunch of fences in a whole bunch of places, and her great-great-grandfather made a whole bunch of money. Next in line, her great-grandfather had run the company on fumes, followed by her grandfather who was forced to sell it in order to pay off the various debts and mortgages the family had amassed. By the time Lillian and her brother, Randall, were handed the baton, all that was left of the Connecticut Bolts was the family home in Greenwich, now inhabited by the Connecticut cousins, who, last Mara heard, were considering selling to move somewhere cheaper, maybe Michigan or Wisconsin. In which case there would be no more Connecticut Bolts in Connecticut.

Still, Lillian had insisted on keeping her maiden name when she married Mara’s dad, Thomas Pugh, which, Mara had to admit, was pretty ballsy for a twenty-two-year-old private-school girl in 1960 who found the Beatles to be a little too rowdy for her taste.

‘Ballsy, my ass,’ her dad would say. ‘Your mother didn’t want a last name that sounded like the noise she made every time she passed the nanny changing your diaper.’ In fact, whenever Mara had required a diaper change of the number two variety, her father would announce brightly to any woman present who might deal with the situation, ‘My gorgeous daughter has Pugh’d her pants.’ Her father insisted that this made her mother laugh. Her mother insisted it did not. In any event, it was for this reason that her mother insisted that Mara, too, be a Bolt and not a Pugh. ‘Just think of the schoolyard bullying I saved you from!’ her mother argued anytime the subject was raised.

If this bothered Mara’s father, he never expressed it beyond the good-natured mocking that he found irresistible. If Lillian introduced herself as ‘Lillian Bolt of the Connecticut Bolts’ in Tom’s presence, her father would jump in with, ‘Yes, it’s true, my wife bolts away from the dishwasher,’ or, ‘Yes, her parents are Thunder and Lightning, perhaps you’ve heard of them?’ or, always with his arm firmly around her waist, ‘Yes, my wife wishes she’d bolted on our wedding day, but now she’s stuck with a stinky Pugh.’

When her father died, Mara took on the job of mocking her mother, but somehow it never comes across in the same good-natured way. Whenever the topic of the Connecticut Bolts is raised in Mara’s presence now, she’ll say something along the lines of, ‘Yes, Mom, we know you come from a long line of fence lovers – nothing like a good Connecticut Bolt steel fence to keep out the immigrants, unless of course they are here to trim the topiaries.’ Nobody laughs when Mara makes these remarks. Mara suspects this is because her father’s jibes were always buttered up with love, whereas Mara’s – even when she says them with a smile, even when she follows them with the requisite Just joking, Mother – are laced with something far more cutting, like a razor blade baked into a sugar cookie.

‘How is everything, Mom?’

‘Oh, fiiine,’ Lillian drawls, in a way that lets Mara know that everything is not at all fine.

‘What’s wrong, Mom?’

‘Well, darling, I’ve got some distressing news for you. I’ve got some moles on my face that need removing. They won’t know until afterwards whether they are malignant or not, but you know your father had little moles removed from his face and he was dead two months later. But I don’t want you to worry.’

‘Mom, Dad had a heart attack. Nothing to do with skin cancer.’ Be nice, be patient, be calm. ‘Isn’t that a pretty normal thing to happen? I have friends who’ve had things removed and it’s actually pretty minor.’

‘Mara Emery Bolt, you may be a hotshot television producer, but you are not an oncologist.’

‘You’re right, Mom, sorry. I understand it’s scary. So when do you have to do it?’

‘I’m booked in with Dr. Brookstreet for next Friday. I could’ve gone in this week but it would have been with a Dr. Gupta something-or-other, and I’m just far more comfortable with Dr. Brookstreet.’

Mara swears her mom says these things just to rile her up; she tries to resist the bait. She knows what she’s supposed to say next, but she doesn’t want to say it. She doesn’t want to open the Pandora’s box about how seldom she sees her mother and how much everyone at the Club is always asking about her and how Lillian is so lonely without Mara’s dad and with only Pilar, her ‘house-girl’, to keep her company . . . but not asking is worse, so she dives in: ‘Mom, do you need anyone to go with you?’

‘Oh, well, Pilar can drive me,’ her mother answers with old black-and-white movie flair, ‘but she’s a hopeless driver, really quite risky, can’t read the road signs properly, I think. Honestly, Mara, she drives like a lunatic. Ran straight through a stop sign just last Sunday morning on the way to church!’

Mara’s Uber is pulling up to the Channel Real building and she’s starting to get irritated. She wants to get off the phone fast, so she makes a spontaneous decision. ‘Well, why don’t I fly down and take you? I can come on Thursday and spend a long weekend at home. It’s been so long.’ And it has, actually. Mara hasn’t been home since her dad’s funeral nearly three years ago, always managing to come up with an excuse not to go, never feeling like her mother pushed back very hard. But now she feels a sudden pang of homesickness that she didn’t know she had in her, and her mother seems to be transmitting a new kind of need. It would be nice to go down for a few days. Sit on the back porch and watch the ocean and drink vodka gimlets. If spending time with her mother and gossiping about the neighbors is her price of entry, so be it.

‘Well, only if you’re not too busy,’ her mom feigns, unable to conceal her delight, which makes Mara feel awful about herself.

‘Not at all, Mom, it’s perfect timing.’ It isn’t, really; they’re starting casting for The Shot today and the network wants them to push up the broadcast launch by two months, which gives them less than three weeks to find their perfect jilted woman.

‘Well, that’s just fabulous, darling. I’ll have Pilar make your favorite key lime pie.’

Mara does love Pilar’s key lime pie.

*

A nervous, acne-ridden intern is calling out the names written on the plastic coffee cup lids and passing them with trembling hands to the bigwigs of Channel Real, of which Mara is ostensibly the biggest wig of them all. ‘Mm . . . Mary?’ she stutters.

‘Mara,’ Mara corrects, trying to sound benevolent. She makes a point of being nice to interns; you never know who their parents might be. The intern smiles twitchily and hands Mara her oat-mylk cappuccino. ‘Thanks,’ Mara says, smiling like a saint. She waits until the intern finishes passing out all the coffees and has slinked out of the boardroom like a thief.

‘Well, here we are again,’ Mara begins, looking at the faces around the conference table. Ramiro Torres, the executive vice president, is at the other end of the table, his gray and white curly hair anachronistically unruly against his sharp suit. This will be the only meeting he sits in on until they’ve cast, hopefully. He makes Mara nervous. Technically, as CEO, she’s his boss. But getting Ramiro to leave E! to join Channel Real was a coup, and he knows it. It takes a lot for a television producer to become a household name like Darren Star or J.J. Abrams, and Ramiro pulled it off through some very deft sleights of hand like marrying the rapper known for her merciless takedowns of the red-hatted former president, Lil’ Feminista, aka Monica Torres, aka the reason why Ramiro was suddenly a feature of the red-carpet crowd and Vanity Fair social pages. Or why he attended the Met Gala in 2018, when the theme was Heavenly Bodies: Fashion and the Catholic Imagination, dressed as a nun. Which, in Mara’s opinion, was neither fashionable nor imaginative. Incidentally, Lil’ Feminista had gone nude but for some carefully placed pasties and a skin-colored G-string, munching casually on a glossy red apple. Mara had admired that greatly.

The first time Mara met Ramiro, at the Channel Real ribbon-cutting, he’d made a point of telling her that in Spanish, ‘Ramiro’ means ‘giver of famous advice.’ Mara had responded that these days that’s referred to as mansplaining. And given that Ramiro has hitched his wagon to the virtue signalling woker-than-woke, he proceeded to subject her to a long, defensive explanation about why he – Do you know who my wife is? Do you know how much money I donated to the MeToo movement? No, no, let me finish. I went as a nun to the Met Gala to raise awareness about abuse in the Catholic Church. Do you know that I can’t even listen to Michael Jackson anymore, not even his early work? – wouldn’t be capable of mansplaining if his life depended on it.

Mara often wonders whether the star power and cultural cachet she hired him for is worth it. He rankles her so. But, as much as it pains her – ulcerates her – to admit it, hers is still a man’s world. The literal and proverbial golf course is still alive and well, and there remain important execs, advertising titans and gatekeepers who still prefer to deal with a man, even one as inferior to her as Ramiro.

She would have liked some gratitude from Ramiro, but instead he makes a point of telling her basic, rudimentary things. She knows she shouldn’t let it bother her, but it throws her off. Especially when he does it in front of her juniors, like Brixton, who is sitting to her right.

Looking around the table is like watching the credits roll. Next to Brixton are three new casting producers, hired by Ramiro, whose names Mara hasn’t bothered to learn yet. She is immediately suspicious of them. Completing the circle, however, are Mara’s people: Theresa the production coordinator, Marcus the director of photography, the series director, Jill, and the series producer, Noah. If Mara were a better teacher, she’d be sitting back and letting Noah run this meeting. Outside of the major editorial and structural decisions, he’ll be running the day-to-day operations of the production. She can tell by the way he’s drumming his fingers on the table, nails bitten to the quick, that he knows it, too. But this show is her baby, it was her idea, and in this moment Mara needs to be seen ruling her kingdom.

‘I hope everyone had a great little break,’ she says, ‘and congratulations again on Kidnapped.’ Shallow nods around the table. ‘I’m so pleased to have you all back for The Shot – I think this is going to be groundbreaking, really take things to the next level. I know I have the best team possible, so let’s do this.’ Limp smiles. Audible coffee slurps. Ramiro smirks.

‘So,’ Mara continues, ‘I’m sure you’ve heard that the air date for The Shot has been pushed forward, so we have essentially three weeks to cast this puppy. I’m really eager to hear all of your ideas, but I want to give some broad-brush thoughts on who I think we are looking for.’ More sips of coffee, an application of lip gloss, quick glances at phones. ‘Ultimately, The Shot is about transformation and redemption. And not just the physical transformation, which is really just the vehicle for the emotional transformation. So, obviously, we need to ensure that we find someone who is capable of emotional transformation. Who has the potential. I think that –’

‘Well, that’s fairly obvious, isn’t it?’ Ramiro interrupts. ‘I think we need to establish some demographic parameters, think about who can carry being the face of the first season of The Shot.’

Noah is squirming in his seat, sweating through the too-tight Make America Gay Again t-shirt that accentuates his man-boobs, no doubt keen to speak up with his bright ideas.

‘Yes, Ramiro, of course,’ Mara says, wresting back control, ‘I’m getting there. But as our intrepid casting producers get started’ – she smiles at the nameless trio, hoping to create allies, and they smile back painfully, looking like nervous kids at the dinner table watching the opening salvo of their parents’ nightly argument – ‘I want to underscore the casting challenge that we’ve set for ourselves here. There are a lot of elements we need to consider. Yes, our girl needs to have an ex who she pines for, someone who she’d undergo dramatic surgical intervention to try and win back. And yes, she needs to be attractive enough at the outset to draw an audience, but ordinary enough to have a dramatic reveal. But, and this is a big but, will she be able to change along with her body? Will she be able to fully inhabit it?’ The faces around her tell her she’s gone too deep, so she scales it back. ‘What I’m saying is,’ Ramiro is making a what-are-you-saying face, ‘that we are looking for a more capable participant than normal. There is no point changing someone’s body if their personality remains the same.’

Mara clears her throat and takes a sip of her coffee. I am in control, goddammit, she berates herself. Brixton is tapping his pen against an empty page in his Moleskine notebook: clearly nothing she’s said so far has warranted any note-taking on his part. Not even a fucking doodle. She makes a mental note to tell him to always take notes, even if he’s not interested in what she’s saying. ‘So, that said, let’s move on to specifics. I’d love to hear your ideas, Noah.’

Noah sits up straight, clears his throat and directs his comments to Ramiro. Mara wonders what their heads would look like on pikes. ‘Look,’ he says, as if he’s reestablishing lost order, ‘I think we need to get it out there now: we need twenty-three to twenty-eight, twenty-five is the sweet spot. No mental illness, or at least no medication. And she shouldn’t be un-pretty, we want the audience to root for her, but she should be . . . improvable.’

‘And,’ squeaks one of the casting producers – Alicia? Maybe? – with obvious discomfort, ‘um, ethnic, um, you know, race?’

‘White, obviously,’ Mara answers, realizing the second she does so that she’s chosen the exact wrong moment to reassert her control. All eyes are on her, but not admiringly. She glances at Brixton who mouths the word canceled while raising his eyebrows dramatically.

Noah, who is Black, exchanges a meaningful look with Ramiro, and when they both turn their gaze toward her, she feels as if they’ve decided something critical about her.

‘Why white, Mara?’ Ramiro asks, baitingly.

‘The data,’ she answers, trying to shift the blame onto statisticians and ratings analysts. ‘People of color are the first to be voted off reality shows. It’s not fair, but we all know it’s true.’

‘Yeah . . . nobody gets voted off this show,’ Noah says, inflectionless.

‘Why not be the first to break the mold?’ Ramiro offers, knowing full well it would be Season One suicide. Mara considers pointing out that none of the lead characters in the shows Ramiro had produced at E! were non-white, but she doesn’t want to propel this conversation, she wants to quash it. Seizing the opportunity to perform as Ramiro the Social Justice Warrior, he continues, ‘The Kardashians aren’t white.’ He pronounces it like a death sentence.

Before Mara can respond, though, Noah turns on Ramiro. ‘Um, excuse me? Did you just say the Kardashians aren’t white?’

Ramiro looks stricken. ‘They’re Armenian . . .’ He wavers.

‘Three of the sisters are half-Armenian.’ Noah speaks with as much slow condescension as he can muster. ‘Two of the sisters are white-white. None of the sisters are people of color.’

‘They’re blackfishing,’ Brixton adds casually.

‘They’re what?’ Ramiro asks, aghast that there is a term he isn’t familiar with.

‘White women who pretend to be Black,’ Brixton answers. ‘It’s like cultural appropriation, but worse. It’s basically blackface. Kim Kardashian is, like, the poster girl for it.’ Brixton glances at Noah to see if he’s gotten it right. Noah nods. Mara uses this time to catch her breath and gather her thoughts. Everyone else looks like they want to hide under the table; one of the casting producers – under the guise of looking for something in her purse – actually is.

‘But,’ Ramiro ventures, ‘Kanye . . . and their kids . . .’

‘Oh, come on,’ Noah says, ‘those girls can marry all the rappers and basketball players they want, it doesn’t make them Black.’

‘But –’ Ramiro begins again.

‘Listen,’ Mara interrupts, ‘I really appreciate that we have leaned into this difficult but important discussion.’ Mara had heard this exact phrase on National Public Radio this morning and had found it nauseating and patronising, but she repurposes it here without flinching. She continues to do her impression of someone who thinks deeply about reconciliation and challenging dialogue. ‘Noah, I would really like to have a brainstorm with you soon about developing ideas, maybe even a pilot, for some shows where we can cast people of color in the right way.’ She doesn’t know what she means by the right way – nobody in the room does – but they let her continue. ‘For now, I’m really proud of the diversity of this team.’ She gestures at everyone around the table, who are all white save for Ramiro and Noah. But Noah is gay and Brixton is bi, she thinks, so that counts, doesn’t it? ‘But let’s not use this show to reinvent the wheel. Let’s get it off the ground and then we can reassess.’

Ramiro and Noah nod slowly, less in agreement and more in desperation for this conversation to be over.

‘If the show does well, we can have a Hispanic girl next season,’ she says benevolently.

‘Latinx,’ corrects Brixton.

‘Latinx,’ she repeats, ‘then Black, and if the ratings are still good, we might be able to try Asian or Indian, depending on their accents.’

‘Absolutely, I agree,’ Ramiro says, ditching the activist act for the cutthroat executive one.

Emboldened by Ramiro’s concurrence, Noah continues, ‘I think it would be fascinating if we had the all-American girl-next-door, cheerleader type. The kind of rich daddy’s girl whose parents told her she was entitled to the world but wouldn’t have to work for it. The kind of girl whose only plan was to marry the boy next door. And she does, right out of high school, and has two kids before she’s twenty. And she’s given this guy everything, she has no other skills outside of being a mom, and then he leaves her for his slutty secretary or something.’ Noah looks thrilled with his idea, which makes Mara nervous because it’s utter, absolute shit. After the minefield she just barely survived, though, she doesn’t want to call him out too harshly. She will need to keep a tighter rein on this than she thought.

‘Thanks for that, Noah,’ she says tersely, ‘just a few things. Firstly, I don’t think we want anyone with kids. That’s too much liability. Imagine if your mom had dramatic plastic surgery with the goal of being totally unrecognizable? It would be traumatizing. We have a duty of care.’ Not something Mara personally cares about, but stay-at-home mothers constitute the bulk of her audience, and they prefer their cruelty pastel pink and sugar-coated. ‘Also, let’s stay away from rich. We don’t want someone who could just pay for their own transformation. We need the surgery to be our offering. But, remember,’ she addresses this to everyone, ‘the jeopardy of our show isn’t just the surgery, it’s the life we are giving her, a whole world; if she’s able to get her man back, she can keep it, all of it, but if she’s not, it’s not only her new body and face that she loses, it’s her new identity – an identity to which she will have doubtlessly formed an attachment. We literally own the rights to her new life. So we want someone who can only have this transformation because of The Shot. Also – and this is important – the guy who left her has to be worth getting back. Man who leaves his wife and the mother of his children for the secretary? Who’s going to root for them?’ Noah is visibly crestfallen, but Mara’s superiority is restored. She can afford a bit of mercy. ‘You are right about age, however. Let’s just start safe and get those viewers. Any other ideas?’ She glances over at Brixton, who is desecrating his empty page with the ransom-note handwriting of the left-handed. Good boy.

Thursday morning, Mara flies to Jacksonville International Airport, rents a car, and begins the two-hour drive south to Puerto Seguro. It used to annoy her that there was no closer airport, but over the years she’s come to find the last leg of the journey a necessary buffer, like easing into a hot bath. Who is she kidding – it’s more like easing into a toxic hot spring with signs all around it warning that, should you dip so much as a toe into its caustic brew, that toe is likely to dissolve before your very eyes.

This drive feels different, though. She’s not sure why. Something in her is feeling compelled homeward, tugged toward her mother. Or, Mara feels a thought taking shape, toward the fact of a mother. The semblance of a family. Her mother is really all she has left in that department, although it’s not as if it was a full department before, but her dad – in all his competent brightness – counted as more than one person. In addition to the sheer force of his presence, he had a way of filling in everyone’s negative space, of smoothing over the splinters in anyone’s personality. He had made her mother softer, had made her spikiness make sense. He performed the role of the over-the-top hapless husband so well that Lillian’s stiff upper lip and proclivity toward disapproval seem ironic and performative. He was the only person allowed to call her Lily.

He had made Mara make sense to herself, too. With them both, she could understand herself as the product of these two people, tethered somewhere between them, and that had made her feel she had some innocence in her, right up until his death. As long as both of your parents are alive, she thinks as she exits the tangle of airport ramps and merges onto the highway, you are still a child. It’s much easier to be your parents’ daughter than it is to be your own person. She sets the cruise control and adjusts the air-conditioning. But it could have been different, couldn’t it? the darker voice inside her chimes in. There was someone else, wasn’t there, someone who was only yours. Mara quickly reinforces the brick wall around that particular train of thought, and turns the radio on as loud as it will go.

It’s a beautiful drive, really; the wide-open marshes and waterways to her right, the dunes and scrub and line of sea to her left. The sheer amount of space – of landscape – makes her almost sleepy with calm. Maybe that’s why everyone from her hometown is so lazy, she muses. Here, everything melts and flattens outward – stretching, seeping, spreading. Not like New York City, which flows inward and upward, precipitously, toward some magnetic core.

By the time she pulls into town, she’s Slow Puerto Seguro Mara, not Manic Manhattan Mara. It’s late afternoon when she flies past Mudflats, her old haunt, still standing defiantly alone along the highway – it’s the first sign that she’s entered the sphere of home. The speed limit reduces as she gets closer to town; merging onto Puerto Seguro Boulevard, she passes the string of guns and ammo megastores, strip clubs and fast-food drive-throughs relegated to the edge of town. Very little has changed in three years, she notes, as she leaves the gaudier enterprises in her rearview mirror and enters the quaintly preserved beachside downtown. Very little has changed in twenty-one years, if she thinks about it. There’s Irvings: a good sign that there is still money to be spent in Puerto Seguro. Lula’s Café, which makes the best shrimp-n-grits this side of wherever-the-fuck. The post office, the hardware store, the seashell souvenir shop, the ice-cream store, the library, the Planned Parenthood center which caused such a stir when it opened and is always under threat of closing down . . . an enemy memory shoots like an arrow through her brain and she grasps it out of midair, crushes it. The car dealership, the nursery with the out-of-place elephant and giraffe topiaries out front, even an antiquated DVD rental shop. All still here. That’s the thing about bricks and mortar: they tend to stay awhile, while the people who spend their lives going in and out of them die. Like her dad.

But, there’s a Starbucks now, that’s new. At least she’ll be able to get a decent coffee. And what looks like a little Italian bistro with tables out on the sidewalk. How cute. She takes a left at the end of the road and is rewarded with an explosion of blue sea: Seguro Beach. She hasn’t been down there in ages. She has a flashback of breaking into one of those little beach house rentals with Eric Cox; he’d brought cheap weed and a sleeping bag which he unrolled on top of the mattress so they could fuck on something clean – what chivalry. That must’ve been nearly twenty-five years ago now. The thought of Eric makes bile rise in her throat, so she banishes his image from her mind and focuses on all the other soothingly familiar landmarks around her. Jesus, aging is weird; there’s nothing like solo drives through your hometown to make you aware of the full weight of time, the irreversible, unyielding solidity of the past. She rolls down her window and a blast of heat and salt air presses upon her. She inhales deeply. The heat collides with the air-con and all the hairs on her body stand up. Same ocean here as up north, she observes, but it feels wilder, cleaner here.

Five minutes from home. Her stomach tightens.

She takes another right into the Lagoon, and pulls up at the little security kiosk.

‘Hello,’ she says, fishing her ID out of her purse, ‘I’m Mara Bolt, my mom is Lillian Bolt who lives over on Juniper –’

‘Yes, Miss Bolt,’ says the disinterested old man, ‘your mother called down earlier.’ He passes her a window decal that reads TEMPORARY RESIDENT, tells her to obey the speed limit (geriatric stroll) and slides his little window shut, no doubt blaming her for the heat he was forced to let in. She drives forward.

Three minutes from home. She swallows dryly.

If there’s anything that hasn’t changed around here, it’s the Lagoon. Most of these houses could be used as the setting for a Civil War movie, they are behemoths wrapped in verandas, replete with dumbwaiters, maids’ quarters and bad plumbing. She drives past Maureen Cox’s place, Eric’s aunt, the lone Lagoon eccentric with a lawn full of modern art sculptures, giant topiaries of rotund female nudes, the big columns like fangs on the mouth of her house brazenly painted hot pink. It always felt to Mara as if Maureen Cox was the Seguro Lagoon court jester, their token oddball, channeling the repressed urges of her neighbors onto her own property; her ostentatiousness makes them feel better about their conformity. ‘Clean up your room,’ her mom used to tell her, ‘it looks like Maureen Cox’s front lawn in here.’ Still, she speeds up a little as she passes Maureen’s house, feeling the bricks coming loose in her head. She mustn’t think too long about Eric.

Two minutes from home.

A red Porsche convertible flies by blasting some rap music, with a bunch of white teenagers in Ray-Bans and polo shirts, their hair whipping around them, not wearing their seatbelts; probably off to the Seguro Club to run up a big tab on someone’s daddy’s account. Who is she to judge? She was one of the Lagoon kids once, too. What else are they supposed to do?

One minute from home.

She takes a right onto Magnolia and a left onto Juniper and she’s suddenly there.

And suddenly not ready.

Her mom must’ve been watching for her through the windows because she’s opening the front door before Mara’s even killed the engine. God, she looks so old and frail. Mara gets out of the car and the heat nearly knocks her over. Her mom is making her way down the cobblestone driveway, her arms open like she’s about to take flight.

Mara meets her halfway and her mother wraps her arms around her, her shawl falling off her shoulders. She’s so bony. Not for the first time, Mara marvels at the fact that she grew in this woman’s body, that she passed through it, emerged from it. Broke it. Looking at Lillian now, it just seems so implausible that she was ever heavy with pregnancy, or bobbed a fifteen-pound baby on her hip. Her mother’s body has always astonished Mara with its fragility, its insignificance, its fashioning of porcelain and wire. But what did she really know of it? Mara has no memory of ever seeing her mother nude. They have never had the physical familiarity she knows some mothers and daughters have. Lillian could have a Rorschach test birthmark across her stomach, or a six-pack, and Mara wouldn’t know. Theoretically, she knows that her mother must have the long pink smile of a cesarean scar across her abdomen, because this is the tear in the universe that Mara emerged from, but she has no recollection of ever seeing it. Scars, real and imagined, were and are a private affair in the Bolt household. Embracing her mother now, or rather, allowing herself to be embraced by her mother, the sheer reality of her physical presence, and the fact that it is happening outdoors where the neighbors or the mailman might see, is unusual and vaguely unsettling.

When Lillian releases her, Mara can see that her mother’s coral Chanel lipstick has veered off her mouth in a few places, and her blush is in two uneven pink discs on her cheeks. She looks a little like Baby Jane and Mara feels a kind of childlike, primal terror. Her mother puts her hands on Mara’s face, which Mara hates; she can smell Lillian’s L’Occitane Rose hand lotion.

‘Mara, my darling girl,’ her mother’s voice sounds like an old radio broadcast, ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

The honesty in her voice is a punch in the stomach.

‘Me too, Mom.’

They are exactly where Mara imagined they’d be, and it’s comforting. She’s eaten more carbs and cream in the six hours since arriving at her mom’s house than in the last two years combined. Still, there is a slice of key lime pie on the arm of the wooden beach chair where she’s lounging on the back porch, and she has a second vodka gimlet in her hand. Her mom is perched like a child on the dining room chair Pilar brought out for her, a blanket on her lap. ‘I just need to be upright, darling. Once I lie down on those recliners I can’t get back up.’

Mara is acutely aware that her phone is charging in her room, and feels proud that she’s left it inside. She’s sure there are at least fifty emails about possible The Shot leads from the street casters scouring the nation, but right now she’s giving her mom her full, undivided attention. Their wide, manicured lawn slopes down to a line of beach scrub, which has recently been reinforced by the Army Corps of Engineers due to erosion from Hurricane Jesse – an event which Lillian had taken it upon herself to oversee, lodging several complaints about workmen peeing in the scrub, or swearing too loudly. The ocean beyond is waveless, inviting.

It’s been okay so far. Her mom hasn’t been following her around the house like the paparazzi, though Mara suspects it’s because her arthritis has gotten worse. When Mara gave Pilar a hug and thanked her for all her help and for getting her room ready for her, her mom just nodded her head in agreement rather than making some passive-aggressive comment about how well Pilar gets paid to do her job and since when was everyone thanking everyone for everything, good lord. They made their plans for her mom’s surgery the next day with minimal drama and the truth was, to Mara’s shame, that the moles did look rather suspect – irregular, discolored chocolate chips in the sagging dough of her mother’s face. What was even more surprising was that Lillian actually seemed to be trying to hide her fear, rather than accentuate and dramatize it like she normally would. Mara’s not used to thinking of her mom as brave, but examining Lillian’s profile now, Mara finds her stoicism moving, understanding in this moment what people mean when they say getting old isn’t for wimps. It’s brutal, actually, and oddly athletic; every physical activity is a feat. There should be a fucking Olympics for aging – would that be a watchable reality show? she wonders.

Her mom sips her cocktail and says, ‘So, my dear, Pilar watched your last show and tells me it was really great.’

‘That’s nice,’ Mara says, good-naturedly taking the bait, ‘did you watch it, Mom?’

‘Oh, you know, darling, it’s not my cup of tea, these realistic programs or whatever you call them.’

‘Reality TV, Mom, but that’s not what . . . I’ve actually been credited with revolutionizing the genre.’ She doesn’t know why she tries. Why would her mother watch her shows? What could an eighty-two-year-old woman who was married to the same man for sixty years and spent her entire life ensconced in the lap of luxury possibly relate to in a show like Kidnapped? Her mother is not the target demographic. Mara changes tack. ‘What did Pilar say?’

‘She said that she has had a lot of family members who’ve been kidnapped in Colombia.’

Oh, fuck off! Mara thinks, but says, ‘Oh. Well, that’s very, um, tragic. Obviously, our show didn’t set out to make light of kidnapping.’ Mara slips into public-relations mode, adding, ‘And we actually made a rather large donation to the AmberWatch Foundation, a charity for victims of kidnapping . . .’ Lillian’s not even listening. She doesn’t really care. She’s just trying to make conversation, Mara knows, so she changes the topic. ‘Anyway, Mom, are you still doing your book club?’

‘Oh, yes, dear. We’ve actually got two new members. Jane Tamworth’s daughter, Polly, has moved home, you know, and back in with Jane and Arnold, so she’s been coming along, and Geraldine Quinn has decided to grace us with her presence.’

Geraldine Quinn is Lillian’s neighborhood nemesis. The Quinns live across the street, two doors down, and used to host the annual Lagoon Fourth of July party for years. As the oft-told story goes, one year Lillian caught Geraldine in the pool house kissing Regina Andrews’ husband, Forrest. Did her well-mannered mother keep her discovery to herself and discreetly raise the topic with Geraldine at a later date? Of course not! Not Lillian Bolt; she would never waste an opportunity to make a spectacle of someone else’s misfortune. Mara’s mother marched straight back into the house, gathered Regina along with Geraldine’s cuckold of a husband, Bert, and led them back to the pool house where the embrace was still in full bloom. Then, in true Lillian Bolt fashion, she sat back and reveled in the chaos. That was more than fifty years ago, and Geraldine and Bert are still together, having weathered the storm. Bert and Mara’s dad golfed together until Tom died, and Geraldine hand-delivers a Christmas card to their letterbox every year and smiles at Lillian when they pass each other at the Club or on the sidewalk. For her part, Lillian puts her nose in the air and ignores Geraldine, muttering phrases like ‘loose woman’ and ‘homewrecker.’

‘You can’t still hold a grudge against Geraldine, Mom.’

‘Sure I can,’ she says matter-of-factly, ‘and I intend to.’

‘So, what are you guys reading?’

Her face changes from the haughty judgment that the name ‘Geraldine’ inspires to a childlike mischievousness. ‘Well, since you ask,’ she says coyly, ‘we are reading a book called Delta of Venus by a Miss Anus Nin.’

Mara bursts out laughing, spraying her cocktail everywhere. ‘Mom!’ she laughs, ‘you naughty woman!’

‘Nonsense, Mara,’ she says, but Mara can tell she’s amused, ‘it’s erotic literature. Anus Nin is considered a pioneer of feminist writing.’

‘Anaïs, Mom,’ Mara can barely speak for laughing, ‘Ahn-eye-ees. It’s French. Not anus.’

‘That’s what I said!’

‘No, Mom, you said anus.’ Mara wipes a tear of laughter off her cheek. Sometimes, it is good to be home.

After she’d rattled the remaining ice cubes at the bottom of her glass, drained of its alcohol, and pressed her fingertip into the crust-crumbs on her plate for one last taste of its buttery flavour, Lillian had taken herself off to bed, patting Mara on her head on her way inside.

Mara gathers up their dishes and makes her way toward the kitchen, where she plans to sneak another slice of key lime pie and perhaps pour a finger of her dad’s good bourbon. So she is disappointed to see Pilar there, leaning over the counter, her face illuminated by her phone. Mara can tell by the flick of Pilar’s index finger that she is scrolling through something. It strikes Mara that it has never occurred to her to follow Pilar on social media, and she makes a mental note to search for her in the morning. Pilar looks up and regards Mara plainly. ‘I was hoping to talk to you,’ she says without preamble.

‘Okay,’ Mara says, setting the dishes down in the sink and turning on the faucet, not wanting to give Pilar the impression that her plan had been to just leave them there for Pilar to clean in the morning, which of course it had been. ‘Is everything okay?’ Pilar is present in Mara’s earliest memories; Mara isn’t sure how old she was when Pilar began working for her family but it was certainly in the era of lunch boxes and cartoons and birthday parties. Pilar is in the background of most candid photographs documenting the timeline of their lives, setting down a tray of food, placing a coaster under a glass, shoving gift wrap into a trash bag.

Pilar had dressed Mara, had combed and braided her hair, dropped her off and picked her up from sports events, school dances and doctor’s appointments. But in all that time, they’ve never had what you could call a real conversation. ‘Ouch,’ followed by ‘Shhh,’ or ‘I’ll be back in an hour,’ followed by ‘Thanks,’ hardly counts.

Still, Mara likes to think there’s a warmth between them. Pilar had mourned Tom Pugh’s death with obvious, visible emotion and Mara had felt very grateful that someone could cry so openly for his gone-ness, his never-coming-back-ness. For their part, she and Lillian had just gone into a kind of quiet dormancy. But the way Pilar is looking at her now makes Mara wonder if she’d mistaken duty for warmth. Being kind to her was Pilar’s job, it didn’t necessarily mean she liked Mara. After all, what does Mara really know about Pilar? Has she ever shown any curiosity? Is her own father alive? She’s only about fifteen years older than Mara, so it’s possible. She knows Pilar is married and has three children. One of them recently came back from Afghanistan, she knows that. And one of them is in politics, she’s fairly sure. She can’t recall their names.

‘Leave it,’ Pilar says, gesturing to the dishes, and Mara turns the faucet off. ‘It’s about your mother.’ Mara can imagine a dozen sentences that could follow this opening statement. She’s forgotten to pay me. She fired the gardener, again. She shouldn’t be driving. She is racist and mean. She is drinking too much. She is doing it again. Mara braces herself. ‘Something is . . . wrong,’ Pilar says.

‘Wrong? How?’

‘There have been episodes.’

‘Episodes?’

‘Episodes.’ Pilar seems to regret having broached this topic and glances back down at her phone, fidgeting with her earlobe.

‘Pilar, what’s going on? Tell me,’ Mara urges.

‘Your mother has always been a scared woman,’ Pilar explains, ‘scared of her own shadow, jumpy like a cat.’ She looks at Mara to confirm this description of her mother and Mara nods in agreement. ‘And you know she is, um, she is very old-fashioned . . .’ Pilar tapers off again.

‘My mother is racist, Pilar. Whether she knows it or not, she is. If that’s what you mean by old-fashioned, you’re right. There’s no excuse for it, and I’m so sorry you have to deal with that. It’s not that she doesn’t like –’ Mara is about to try to defend her mother, or somehow soften the fact that her mother still says ‘colored’ instead of ‘Black’ no matter how many times she is corrected, or that she can’t seem to fathom the fact that Pilar is fourth-generation American and doesn’t speak with an accent – but the subtle narrowing of Pilar’s eyes and the tilt of her head tell Mara to stop.

‘Yes, she is a scared racist. That is true. But something else is happening. Mara, did you know your dad had a gun?’

Mara does know, actually, she vividly recalls her dad making a very big show of locking it up on the highest shelf of the cabinet in his office, and then locking the cabinet key into a drawer on his desk, all the while telling a thirteen-year-old Mara that she was never, under any circumstances, to touch the gun which was very much not a toy, and which could very definitely kill her, or worse, someone else, and then she would have to live with that for the rest of her life.

‘The pistol in the office,’ Mara answers.

‘Yes, well, it’s no longer in the office. She keeps it in her purse, Mara. A loaded gun. In her purse. I have explained to her that it is against the law, and very dangerous, but she doesn’t listen.’

‘In her purse?’ Mara is aghast. ‘But why?’

‘She says it is to protect herself.’

‘From who?’

‘Who not?’ Pilar emits a small, exhausted laugh. ‘The cartels, the immigrants, the terrorists, Black Lives Matter, all teenagers, rabid dogs, Mormons, Antifa, thieves, rapists, drug dealers, carjackers, Democrats, Rachel Maddow, ISIS . . .’ Pilar raises her empty palms toward the sky in a way that asks, Is that enough?

‘So what exactly is she doing?’

‘She drives around, with the gun in her car, listening to garbage on the radio, stuff that just makes her more afraid. Last week, she ran over a cat.’

‘Whose?’

‘The Al-Abadis’.’

‘Fuuuck.’

‘She says it was an accident, but . . .’

‘Jesus.’

‘She is also drinking too much.’

‘What else?’ Mara knows there is more; what is yet to be said is filling up the room like a toxic gas.

‘She won’t take her pills. It’s been happening again.’

Mara knows what it means. The flat, curt slap of a word – innocuous in its ubiquity – when deployed in description of her mother takes on a darker meaning, becomes a tiny bomb, its two letters a chemical catastrophe, exploding in the air between them.

‘Thank you, Pilar,’ Mara says, ‘I’ll deal with it,’ and she leaves the room before Pilar can see that her hands are shaking.

Lillian is not the kind of mother who is sentimental about her children’s bedrooms. Technically speaking, Mara is lying awake in the same bed she slept in until she left home – the bed which she had been tucked into by her father or Pilar – in the same room in which she’d first tried on a bra and read Teen Vogue, but there are no traces of Mara anywhere now. Lillian had wasted no time redecorating, turning Mara’s room into a guest room – generic and plain, a place for old paperbacks and obscure family photos. This has never bothered Mara. If anything, she is grateful for it. She doesn’t want reminders of that final year at home . . . touchstones that could suck her through their portals back into her Year of Hiding. Still, artifacts of her youth or not, her breasts seem suddenly sore, and despite her evening’s feast, she feels a pang of hunger. A bird shrieks outside her window and when she looks, she thinks she sees Eric Cox’s face smiling through the glass, come to sneak himself into her bed.

All of the putting-on-a-brave-face act from yesterday is just that: an act. By the time Mara kisses her mother on the forehead and the nurses come to wheel her into surgery she has already yelled at Mara for forgetting her crossword puzzles and berated the poor Chinese nurse for mispronouncing her name. When a different, European, nurse takes her blood pressure and puts a little shower cap thingy on her head, she bursts into tears over Mara’s dad, and makes Mara promise that if she dies during the procedure that Mara will personally make sure Pilar doesn’t steal anything from the house. ‘Don’t you think she wouldn’t!’ she raves. ‘She’s been eyeing my Fabergés for years!’

When Mara finally slumps into a chair in the waiting room, after apologizing to every member of the Seguro Outpatient Clinic staff, she flips through the pages of an Us Weekly from four years ago and thinks back on last night’s exchange with Pilar. While she doesn’t doubt any of what Pilar told her – not the gun and the driving, not the dubious cat death, not the irrational conservative talk radio–induced fears – in the two days that Mara has been here, she’s seen no sign of it. In fact, her mother has seemed – if anything – positively tender, which is not a word that has ever been used to describe Lillian Bolt. But is her tenderness a symptom of something? Is it irrational? It could be tender too, Mara remembers. Obviously today isn’t the day to broach the topic with her mother, and she will need a few days to recover. You can’t just bring it up with Lillian out of the blue – it has to be the right time, the right place, the right phase of the fucking moon.

‘No need to wait here,’ the receptionist breaks her reverie, ‘it’s going to be a few hours.’ Mara thinks they probably want her out of there so they can talk about what a racist bitch her mom is. Who is she to deprive them of a pleasure she regularly indulges in herself? Will she deal with it as she’s promised Pilar? Of course she will. If not her, then who? But even as she places the magazine back on the coffee table and puts her sunglasses on, she knows that she won’t. Rather, she knows that she can’t. She plucks a single orange jelly bean from the bowl on the magazine-strewn table and walks out into the scorching midday heat.


SUGAR BABY

Before Kristy got the job at Irvings, she thought a purse was a purse. But noooo. There are literally hundreds of different kinds. At Irvings alone, they have bowling bags (not actually for bowling), and baguettes (not actually bread), weekenders and totes, day clutches and evening clutches, saddles and hobos. They even have something called a minaudière – which is basically just a wallet with stones and beads on it. When a customer says they are just browsing, Irma has taught her to ask whether they have the Six Bags Every Woman Should Own. Kristy had to memorize them: a crossbody, a duffel, a wristlet, a sling, a backpack and an envelope. Truth is, it’s a good way to sell bags. Rich people, Kristy has observed, like to have lists of the stuff they own. They like collections. She once had a woman buy all six as a sweet sixteen gift for her daughter. That was like ten grand. She told Denise about it and Denise made up a Six Pieces of Lingerie Every Woman Should Own list, and her sales went up so much she got a hundred-dollar gift certificate from Irvings to spend at Irvings. ‘So, it’s not like they really gave me anything,’ Denise says, opening and closing the magnetic clasp of a wine-purple leather day clutch. It’s the first time they’ve really spoken since waking up distressed and bewildered on the beach.

‘Yeah,’ Kristy says, ‘but I guess with your discount it’s actually like, what, a hundred and twenty? You could get that clutch if you like it. It’s on sale, last season.’

Denise looks at the clutch as if she didn’t even realize she was holding it. ‘Listen, Kristy,’ she says, her chin already starting to quiver, ‘I’m so sorry about . . . that night. I don’t really know what happened. We . . . I . . . should’ve been more careful. I mean,’ she drops her voice to a whisper even though they are the only people in the handbag section, ‘I’m a mom, for chrissakes.’

‘It’s okay, Dee,’ Kristy says, although she’s not sure she believes it.

‘Listen, Kristy, if you feel like you were, maybe, violated . . . I shouldn’t have stopped you from going to the police or whatever. It’s just that,’ she’s trying hard not to cry; thank God there are no customers around, ‘after all that stuff with Jimmy, you know, the cops, the reporters . . . Everyone already thinks I’m just trash. I’m surprised you even hang out with me. I just couldn’t go to the cops saying I’d been . . . maybe, you know. They’d probably just laugh at me anyways. But you should go. If you want to, I mean.’

Kristy shrugs. It’s too late to do anything now. It’s not like there’s any evidence, her bruises have faded. Kristy can barely remember their faces, and they might not have even told them their real names. Besides, what she does remember is drinking and smoking and flirting. The cops’d probably laugh at her, too.

In any case, something else had happened that morning after Denise dropped her off, something she can’t really explain to Denise. She guesses it’s like acceptance, or something. Of all of it. This is my life, she’d realized. She is Kristy Shaw from the trailer park whose one decent boyfriend dumped her. She can’t run from the knowledge that whatever happened that night wouldn’t have happened if Max were still here, if she were still Max’s. Maybe that’s why it happened, she wonders, maybe the universe was trying to teach her a lesson, put her in her place. The weighty finality of his absence had landed on her chest, nesting atop her like an albatross. In her dreams, she sees Max leading her down the muddy trail to the swimming hole, passing through light and shadow, light and shadow. She wills him to stay in the light, to turn to her, to see her. She wills him to stretch out a hand and beckon her to follow him, to stay near him, to come along wherever he might go. He walks so lightly, moves so deftly, while she is made of heavy stone, stumbling, stuck. She tries to cry out, but no sound comes. She tries to plead her case – I can keep up! I swear! – but her mouth is full of mud. He dissolves before her eyes in a sheet of murky shadow.

She wakes from these dreams knowing that she will probably live in Puerto Seguro Residential Park for the rest of her life. She’s not particularly good at anything. She doesn’t even have some big life goal to work toward like everyone’s always talking about because she doesn’t believe in big life goals. What’s the point? She is exactly the kind of girl who shitheads like Joel and Ryan fuck with because she is no better than them. That’s what she realized that morning, and in a fucked-up way she is grateful for it. It actually makes things a lot easier.

That same day, after she got her shit together, she registered her profile with www.sugardaddy.com. Rather than wait around for the redneck assholes of the world to fuck her over, she’d reasoned, it made more sense to go after the rich assholes who would fuck her over in a classier way. If there are guys out there with money to spare who just want some girl to – she doesn’t quite know what – worship them and make them feel good, she might as well meet them. Why the hell not, she figures. She is no better than Chelsea Cook, and girls like them need sugar daddies to buy them the six bags that every woman should own.

‘Dee, really, it’s okay. We’re fine. I think we just partied too hard like you said. Probably nothing happened. I’m over it, really.’

Denise has moved on from the clutch and is nervously braiding the long strands of leather on the new season fringe hobo. She can’t hide her relief. Suddenly she’s hugging Kristy; Kristy can smell her ever-present coconut sunscreen. ‘Oh God, Kristy, I’m so fucking happy to hear you say that. I think you’re right. Shit, knowing me, I probably took my clothes off and danced around the fire like a crazy woman, probably scared those assholes off!’

‘Yeah, you would do that.’ Kristy laughs half-heartedly. ‘Guess what?’

‘What?’

‘I registered on Sugar Daddy.’

‘No. You. Did. Not.’ Denise’s eyes and mouth are wide with disbelief. ‘You fucking didn’t!’ She slaps Kristy on the arm.

‘Yep, a couple of weeks ago actually,’ she omits the exact date, ‘and I’ve had a few buzzes, you know? When a sugar daddy lets you know he likes your profile? But none of them really seemed like my type’ – they were all old, bald and fat – ‘until yesterday. This guy buzzed me and he seems, I dunno, interesting. I’m meeting him tonight for dinner.’

‘You are shitting me!’ Denise is laughing. ‘I can’t believe it. Is he hot? Is he taking you to the Seguro Club?’

‘He’s okay looking, he’s forty-three, which is old but not, like, as old as a lot of the other guys. We’re meeting at Favaloro’s.’

‘That new place with the tables on the sidewalk?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Oooo, fancy,’ she says, smiling. ‘I can’t believe that Kristy Shaw is getting herself a sugar daddy. Good for you, girl, get yours.’

Kristy winces. She can see there is something other than surprise in Denise’s eyes . . . some gentle mix of pride and spite, as though Denise has guessed all along that Kristy is no better than she is, but now she has proof.

Kristy’s relieved when a customer walks into the handbag department and Denise heads back up to lingerie. She’s already regretting telling her about Sugar Daddy. She should’ve waited until after tonight, see how it goes first. The customer is a woman who looks about forty-five with jet-black hair in a short bob with super-straight bangs. ‘Afternoon, ma’am,’ says Kristy, ‘can I help you find anything in particular today?’

‘No, thank you, just browsing.’

‘Um, have you heard of the six bags every woman should own?’

‘Oh, I’m sure I’ve got them.’

‘Okay, let me know if I can help.’

‘Will do.’ The woman is investigating the pockets of a black quilted leather Chanel tote. Four thousand dollars for a boring, old-lady bag. Crazy. She puts it down, moves on. She picks up a few more bags, looking disinterested. Finally, she comes to a little yellow sailing bag with pearl handles. ‘Do you think a pistol would fit in this?’ she asks without looking at Kristy.

‘Um, what?’

‘Never mind. My mother would love this,’ she says. Kristy can’t place her accent; she’s definitely an out-of-towner.

‘Are you looking for a gift for your mother?’

‘I suppose I am.’ She smiles, and Kristy notices the corners of her eyes are extended with long black strokes of eyeliner. Her red lipstick looks expensive, and so do her luminescent white teeth. ‘Or, I should be. She’s in the hospital as we speak, actually, having some moles removed from her face.’

‘Sorry to hear that.’ Kristy hates it when customers want to talk so much. Idle conversation is not her strong suit.

‘Well, she’s a tough old bird. She’ll be fine.’

‘Happy to hear that.’

‘Sorry to hear that, happy to hear that,’ the woman says teasingly, but not meanly. ‘Customer service sucks, doesn’t it?’

Kristy’s not sure how to respond so she just laughs. The woman brings the yellow bag over to the counter.

‘You gift wrap?’

‘Yes, of course, um, I’ve got flowers or stripes.’

‘Flowers, please.’

Kristy unrolls a length of floral-print wrapping paper and places it on the counter between them, clipping the price tag off the bag – a whopping twenty-seven hundred dollars – and places the little purse in the middle of the square. The woman is watching Kristy’s fingers closely, as if she is performing brain surgery or something. Kristy is suddenly aware of her chipped neon-yellow nail polish, something which Irma would have admonished her for. ‘Are you from out of town?’ asks Kristy, in an attempt to deflect the scrutiny.

‘Well, yes and no. I’m from here, actually, but I live in New York now.’

‘From here? Oh, that’s cool. From the Lagoon?’

The woman laughs. ‘How can you tell?’

And suddenly Kristy realizes that might’ve been a weird thing to say. ‘You don’t have an accent,’ Kristy says, trying to change the subject.

‘Which one? From here or New York?’

‘Either, actually. You definitely don’t sound like you’re from here.’ She hopes the woman takes it as a compliment. She’s flailing.

‘Well, I suppose my accent found some kind of happy medium between the Bible belt and the bagel belt.’

Kristy’s not sure what she means, but she’s laughing, so Kristy smiles and says, ‘Yeah, definitely.’

Looking down, Kristy realizes she forgot to put the purse into a box first. ‘Sorry,’ she says, explaining about the box and un-taping the paper she’d started to wrap around the purse. She rummages under the counter for an Irvings box.

‘No problem at all. I’m in the opposite of a rush. Killing time, actually. What’s your name?’

‘Me? Kristy. Kristy Shaw.’ Why did I tell her my last name? Kristy wonders, blushing at her own awkwardness. Kristy has an uncontrollable urge to please the women she serves at Irvings, to prove them wrong about whatever it is they might think about her, the girl behind the counter with a name tag. But something about this woman elicits even more from her. Something she can’t quite put her finger on.

‘Pleased to meet you, Kristy. I’m Mara Bolt, of the Connecticut Bolts,’ says the woman, and then she laughs so uproariously that Kristy is sure she’s missed something. When Mara stops laughing, she asks, ‘How long have you worked here?’

‘Um, a little over three years.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-one.’

‘Born in Puerto Seguro?’

‘Yeah.’

‘But not the Lagoon, eh?’

‘No, um, over in Seguro Park.’ Jesus, she’s just firing off the questions, Kristy thinks, and is suddenly worried the woman might be some sort of Irvings spy.

‘Boyfriend?’

‘Um, no, well,’ this question still trips her up, ‘I’m just coming out of a long-term relationship.’ She omits that it has been over three years.

‘Oh,’ the woman says with a seriousness that makes Kristy think she’s laughing at her, ‘I’m sorry to hear that. So it’s been ice cream and rom-coms for a while?’

‘Um, yeah, I guess. His parents actually own this place.’

‘What, Irvings?’ she asks, waving her hand in the air to suggest the entirety of the building. ‘Harold and Rose Irvings’ son?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Max,’ she says, and her stomach does a little backflip. Since deciding to become a sugar baby, she has also resolved to stop talking about Max so much, beginning with the gut-punch of his name. Saying it now, she can feel the shuriken blade of the x slicing through her tongue, shredding the inside of her mouth.

‘Max,’ Mara repeats with dramatized gravitas.

‘Yup.’ Kristy’s finished wrapping the purse and is ringing up the purchase in the computer. ‘Um, that will be twenty-eight twelve, tax included,’ she says, and the woman, Mara Bolt, nonchalantly hands her a jet-black credit card. She’s looking at Kristy very oddly, as though she’s scanning her for something. Kristy puts the receipt in the bag with the box and hands it across the counter. ‘Thank you very much,’ she says as professionally as she can, ‘I hope your mom likes it. If she doesn’t, she has thirty days to return it for a refund or exchange, with the receipt.’

‘Oh, I’m sure she’ll love it. Thank you, Kristy Shaw of Seguro Park, take care.’

Kristy rummages through the bathroom drawers, looking for makeup. She’s never really been a Makeup Girl. It’s not that she doesn’t care about how she looks or doesn’t want to be a Makeup Girl. It’s just that she’s never felt like makeup does her any favors. Lipstick only accentuates how thin her lips are, eyeliner only seems to make her look crazed. Her routine – if you can call it that – consists of Carmex lip balm and a dash of drugstore mascara. And she tries to keep her eyebrows in check; if they are left to their own devices, they’ll attempt to join forces in the middle of her face. Kristy’s mother taught her how to pluck her eyebrows after Kristy came home in hysterics one day in middle school, complaining that Jacinda Yeats had announced to their entire seventh-grade class that Kristy possessed a unibrow.

Kristy’s mom had sat her on top of the fluffy pink toilet seat cover and handed her a mirror. ‘Watch what I’m doing,’ her mom instructed. It had hurt, and Kristy winced with every hair tweezed, but she was lulled by the rhythm. Pluck, ouch, and then her mom would press her thumb onto the angry follicle and say, ‘Ohhhh,’ and then move on to the next one. Pluck, ouch, ohhhh. Pluck, ouch, ohhhh.

‘Girls can be mean,’ her mother said while watching closely as Kristy took a turn with the tweezers. Kristy didn’t say anything. ‘Is there anything else going on? Anything you want to talk about?’

Kristy had stopped what she was doing and looked at her mom, sitting uncomfortably in front of her on the same footstool Kristy had used to reach the sink and brush her teeth when she was little, covered in stickers and dried toothpaste. Of course there were other things going on. She was a thirteen-year-old girl, everything was going on. She had crossed the threshold from child to woman – and not only in the sense that she’d started her period three months ago and was already a B cup, but in the sense that she’d gone to bed one night feeling like she was not a problem, and woken up the next morning realizing that everything about her was a problem. A problem whose only real solution was that she must somehow be different in every way. And by different, she meant better. Better clothes, better accessories, better shoes, better food in her lunch box, better answers to what she’d done over the Christmas break, better birthday parties, better friends, any friends besides Denise. And Kristy knew these were not things her mother could fix. ‘Nothing, Mom. I’m fine,’ she’d said, and then asked if they were finished and could she be alone.

‘Are you sure there’s nothing you wa–’

‘Mom!’ Kristy had shouted, suddenly flooded with hormones and rage, ‘how could you possibly help me! Look at you!’ Her mother’s face had fallen and Kristy had never felt such regret in her short life. She knew that her words had just broken something precious between them.

Her mother stood up, took a deep breath and looked down at Kristy, who was still holding the mirror and tweezers, the newly plucked skin red and raised. ‘Girls can be mean, Kristina,’ she said again. ‘Try not to be one of them.’

At the time, Kristy was certain her mother would never forgive her. She stayed in the bathroom a long time after her mom had left, pondering what it felt like to hurt someone you loved so much, examining the contours of this new and particular pain. At the same time, she was amazed she had the power to inflict it. Wondered how these things were fixed, or if they were even fixable. It was in these moments she desperately wished she had an older sister. Someone who had already committed all of these emotional crimes, who had stepped on all the cracks and broken their mother’s back but who knew, also, how to repair it. But this siblingless-ness, too, was her doing. If only she hadn’t felt the need to batter her way into the world, feet first and furious.

The next day, when Kristy had left for school, her eyebrows well and truly distinct from one another, her mother’s daily goodbye felt cursory and there was no Have a great day or I love you.

But when she came home that afternoon, she’d found a big Kmart bag on her bed. Inside was a three-pack of lipsticks, a yellow tube of mascara, a packet of razors and some shaving cream. An eyelash curler. A curling iron. Hairspray and body spray that smelled like watermelon Jolly Ranchers. Her own pair of tweezers.

It’s the same eight-year-old peach-colored lipstick she finds in the drawer now, as she does her best to look like a sugar baby. She’d bought a dress from the Irvings sale rack on paycheck credit – she’d just have to forgo her morning, afternoon and afterwork Starbucks for the next few months. It’s a teal bandage dress that had been on one of the new ‘body positivity’ mannequins near the ladies’ room for weeks, and Kristy used to pass by it multiple times a day. Looking at herself in the mirror now, she is flooded with doubt and loathing. But she has no other option besides her prom dress – and she doesn’t think floor-length satin is the way to go. Besides, that dress is too full of Max to even look at.

She walks past her parents on her way out the door. They both stop what they are doing and gawk at her.

‘You look nice, honey,’ her mom says, ‘where are you off to?’

‘Denise’s,’ she lies, and scratches Mercy behind the ears before heading out the door. She senses their eyes on her as she walks across the dirt yard to her parents’ car, tugging at the hem of her dress as it rides up her thighs. She can feel the heat of their constant worry, their unrelenting love and their ceaseless guilt – but it is the beam of their hope that leaps across the driveway and lands across her shoulders, weighing them down like an iron shawl that, try as she might, she can’t shrug off.


SHARKS

Mara isn’t prepared for how her mom looks after the procedure. The bruises on Lillian’s thin skin are like purple plums leaking through a waxed paper bag. Shocking, actually. By the time Mara gets her home, Lillian is weepy and exhausted. Pilar coaxes her into having a few sips of chicken broth and then she and Mara get her into bed. Lillian looks like a child sleeping in the bed of a giant, Mara thinks; her mother has become so very small and wispy.

Mara spends some time dutifully sitting in the plush armchair by her mother’s bed, aware, as she always is, that if she were the subject (or object, if you think about it) of one of her own programs, she’d want to be seen playing the right role. She knows how to be so many different Maras, she sometimes wonders which one is real. Again, Eric’s face blazes in her mind; she shakes her head, trying to dislodge him and focus on her mother. Right now she is Doting Daughter. No matter that she’s using the time to catch up on some work emails on her iPhone; that just makes her Tirelessly Ambitious Doting Daughter – even better.

She opens an email from Noah with the subject line: Casting Week 2: Contenders. He’s CC’d Ramiro, which sends an electric pulse of rage sizzling through Mara’s body. Ramiro doesn’t need to be across the casting process at this level. When they’ve – scratch that – when she has approved their girl, she will inform Ramiro. That’s the way this works. What is Noah trying to do? Sly bastard.

Hey Mara, the email begins, way too casual for her taste, Hope all is well with your mom and that you’re enjoying a little time back home. We’ve had a good week with casting. As you know, we’ve searched far and wide and Troy, Alicia and Jerald are supervising street casters on the ground in twelve key states. Of the nearly 75 briefs the street casters submitted, we had a follow-up Zoom chat with 15, and 3 of those are, we believe, serious contenders. I have a personal soft spot for Kelly from Albuquerque [image: Illustration]. Briefs attached – looking forward to hearing your thoughts. X, Noah.

Mara does not like his tone. Nor does she like his fucking smiley face and his ‘X’ sign-off. She has a feeling she’s not going to like Kelly from fucking Albuquerque either. She opens the briefs.


Name: Kelly Thurston

Age: 24

Height: 5’1”

Weight: 168 lbs

Location: Albuquerque, New Mexico

Street Caster: Janine Platt

Casting Producer: Alicia Hicks

Notes from Skype Interview with A. Hicks:

My first impressions of Kelly are that she is a total sweetheart without a mean bone in her body. Her basic backstory is that she and her ex-husband, Paul, owned a little but mildly successful Tex-Mex restaurant downtown. As you’d expect, they both put on quite a bit of weight, eating burritos every day and stuff. Apparently one of their regular customers was this CrossFit trainer who became good friends with Paul, and eventually convinced him to try CrossFit. Long story short is that Paul got super ripped and decided he wanted to sell the restaurant and open a CrossFit gym instead. Kelly didn’t think that was a good idea, and things started to go downhill with Paul until one day Paul basically told her that she disgusted him, that everything about the restaurant disgusted him, that he was sick of serving fattening food to fat, gross people and that Kelly either needed to join him, start doing CrossFit and change her lifestyle along with him or that he was going to do it without her.

Kelly was worried about money and firing all their staff, etc. Plus she was super intimidated by CrossFit and the pressure to get super buff. Apparently people pee their pants and vomit when they start CrossFit. She told him she needed a little time to think it over. In the end, she said she was actually going to go along with his plan, to try to save her marriage. But when she went down to the gym to tell him, she pulled up into the parking lot only to see Paul in the passenger seat of the car next to hers, making out with some super-hot CrossFit chick. He didn’t even get out of the car when he noticed her, he just rolled down the window and told her it was over, and that he was in love with the CrossFit girl.

That was about a year ago, and Kelly now works as a manager at her old restaurant, as they had to sell it during their divorce, and Paul opened a small boutique CrossFit gym and is doing really well and has, according to Kelly, gotten crazy buff. He’s no longer with the CrossFit chick. Kelly says she’s had an Aha moment. She really believes that Paul, even if his methods were insensitive, was right about the need for them to have a lifestyle change. She’s not happy in her body and wishes that she had followed Paul into his new life. She is absolutely convinced that if Paul could see her in a new light, she’d win him back. She says they were really in love when they met, and she showed me some pictures of them from happier times. I think Kelly could be our The Shot girl!



Oh, do you now, Alicia? Mara reads through the other two briefs, which are equally unremarkable. Besides, even if there were the slightest hint of something compelling about Kelly Thurston of Albuquerque, and Mara’s not saying there is, this is not the way they are going to do things. Mara is the captain of this ship and she’s not going to let Noah and Ramiro form some little affirmative action boys’ club against her. She composes her reply, CC’ing not only Ramiro but all the casting producers and Brixton as well. Time to bring all the little soldiers to attention.


Hi all,

Thanks Noah.

I appreciate the effort here – and understand how hard you’re all working. However, Noah, I am a little concerned about these briefs. I was under the impression that you were keenly aware of the unique qualities we are looking for in our first The Shot participant. If you have any confusion, now is the time to tell me, as it’s vital we are on the same page here and I think I’ve been quite clear.

To be blunt – the three ‘contenders’ you’ve sent through are unacceptable:

1.  Kelly Thurston is a weight loss story. This isn’t The Biggest Loser. And she’s only 5’1” – we can’t make her taller, and the chances that her ex wouldn’t be suspicious are slim. Also – CrossFit is a brand, and while I’m all for bringing on a good sponsor, we’d have CrossFit in virtually every scene = boring and repetitive. It would be like one big CrossFit infomercial. And that is really the biggest flaw with the Kelly story – the gym would be their primary location. Not only is that, again, boring and repetitive, but how could we contrive to get Kelly there often enough to win him back? If she goes as a client, that’s one hour a day max. We need to consider these details, Noah.

2.  The Patricia Hendricks brief . . . I can’t believe I have to state this after our initial production meeting where I made this unambiguously plain: NO KIDS. Period. There is no story strong enough that we can get away with a Total Body Transformation of a mother! The press would rip us apart. Psych would never approve it. Please – let’s not revisit this again, okay?

3.  Finally – Annie Walker. Maybe . . . MAYBE . . . when we’re in our fifth, sixth season we could possibly consider an ex-prostitute. I recognize the rehabilitation-triumph-bad-girl-makes-good storyline you’re interested in here, but it’s too soon for us. Absolutely not a Season One! And the ex she’s trying to get back is her old pimp, for Christ’s sake! I don’t care that he’s an elected politician now. No No No.

I understand that this may seem harsh – but it’s imperative that we are on the same page here, and that we don’t waste time barking up the wrong trees. Casting producers – you’re all doing a great job – please keep it up, and don’t hesitate to reach out to me directly if you have any questions. Noah – let’s talk soon.

Thanks,

M



Hitting Send has never felt so good. If Noah is smart, and she’s not sure he is, he’ll respond to all in total agreement with her, and then send her a private email pushing back just enough to let her know he’s got some balls. She’ll just have to wait and see.

She’s suddenly starving. It’s only six-thirty, and the thought of eating alone at the big dining room table while Pilar is still there makes her want to shoot herself. The two of them haven’t spoken again since last night in the kitchen. Pilar hasn’t asked her what her plan is, or pushed Mara to take any action. For that, at least, Mara is grateful. Still, Mara waits until she hears Pilar step out onto the back porch to make a phone call before she slips out the front door.

The evening sun is filtering down through the mossy live oaks, coating everything in a sugary orange glaze. She could go to the Seguro Club, she’s pretty sure she’s still a member. She’d probably run into some people she knows there, or at least get recognized, which she always enjoys. The role of local celebrity, even if only in her parents’ social circles, holds a value for Mara, which makes her feel childish – like she is showing the whole town an A+ on her homework – but still, being complimented by her parents’ golf buddies warms her in a way that red carpets and shiny awards do not. And there is always the possibility that Eric might be there . . . an idea which both terrifies and electrifies her.

The menu probably hasn’t changed. The wealthy love an expensive meal with rich flavors named after an even wealthier person: Beef Wellington, Oysters Rockefeller, Waldorf Salad. She’d dined on all of these dishes when she was still in a booster seat between her parents. She’d dined on them later, too, with Eric, signing their parents’ names on the bills and not bothering to tip. Tonight, though, the terror of running into him is stronger than the fantasy. In the fantasy, it’s not as if they actually speak, anyway. It’s more like Mara is an invisible presence who witnesses Eric as he is informed of Mara’s great success. In the fantasy, she sees pride and sorrow pass across his face. And, perhaps, something close to love.

Mara shuts these thoughts down with merciless ferocity. Those are another woman’s memories, another woman’s fantasies . . . no longer hers. Instead, she decides to head into town. The sound of the rental-car keys jingling in her hand as she exits the cool house into the steamy evening, ringing with insect song, the summer sun still high in the sky, fills her with a kind of anxious buoyancy. It’s a deeply familiar sensation that she recognizes as her default state of mind when she performed these same motions as a teenager, albeit back then it was with the key to her parents’ car and a midnight curfew. As she makes her way out of the Lagoon, waving at the mean old man in the security kiosk as she passes, she feels the same nauseating excitement that she felt at sixteen, on the precipice of a party – a sweaty, boozy bonfire in the woods, maybe, where she’d perch on the tailgate of someone’s car and try to look sexy and grown up as she sipped her light beer. It wasn’t a bad feeling, this nostalgic hopefulness, if she’s careful to control her thoughts, to corral her memories, discerning what to admit and what to refuse into her consciousness. She is as adept at this thought-sifting as the gurus who advertise their techniques on the fliers she finds stuck to her shoe in the Manhattan subway. She chooses to accept this tugging at her breastbone, this fluttering in her bowels as a good feeling, decides that it is a sign she’s done a good thing by coming home, and that she will have a good night.

Still, Friday night in Puerto Seguro is no Manhattan, that’s for sure. There are a few families out and about, a couple of roving groups of teenagers. She gets a parking spot right in front of the little bistro she’d noticed when she first got to town. A red and white awning extends over the sidewalk, sheltering the little tables where a waiter is just starting to light the candles: red tapers in Chianti bottles. Favaloro’s is printed in gold and black lettering on the windows.

‘Buona sera, Signora,’ the waiter says, not even trying to hide his southern accent, ‘table for one?’

‘Yes, please, out here would be great.’

‘Anywhere you like.’

Mara chooses a table closest to the exterior of the restaurant, near the window where she can observe both the passers-by on the sidewalk, and the goings-on inside. The waiter comes and lays a napkin across her lap and places a menu in front of her. ‘Still or sparkling?’ he asks.

‘Sparkling would be great, thanks.’ She’s already reached for the wine list and gives it a quick scan. ‘And a bottle of the Riesling, please.’

‘Right away, Signora.’

He returns in a few moments with a bottle of San Pellegrino and a little basket of bread on a tray. A busboy is setting up a wine bottle cooler stand next to her filled with ice, the bottle of Riesling rising out of it like a shipwreck. The waiter uncorks the bottle and pours her a little to taste. She swishes the sunlight-colored wine around in her mouth and catches notes of cut green grass and crisp apple. ‘It’s perfect, thanks,’ she says, and the waiter fills her glass.

‘I’ll give you a bit of time with the menu,’ he says, and goes back inside.

Mara’s the only one sitting outside. There are a few people inside, taking advantage of the air-conditioning, but Mara actually enjoys the heat and humidity, always has. Plus, too much AC is bad for your skin, she thinks, and wonders if there’s a decent salon where she can get a little microdermabrasion while she’s in town, maybe a Botox top-up. One of the couples inside looks familiar, probably Lagoon folk. The menu looks delicious. Mara wonders who in Puerto Seguro will be able to keep a restaurant like this afloat. Between the old money and the no money, she’s not sure there’s a some-money. She could be wrong, though. There seemed to be a bunch of construction going on over near the hospital; that’s a good sign – industry! Her mother had mentioned that the town recently announced plans to build a water park to bring in more tourists, which probably isn’t a bad idea, even though the thought of a bunch of sweaty human beings with their urinating offspring floating down fake rivers or zipping down waterslides, all of their shared particles and matter stewing and brewing together, makes Mara queasy.

The waiter returns and she orders prosciutto-wrapped melon to start, and seafood linguine for her main course. Not a meal she’ll be entering into her food diary or sharing with her personal trainer – but something about being home makes her feel . . . lenient, a little gentler on herself. From her purse, she retrieves her mom’s copy of Delta of Venus, which she nicked from Lillian’s bedside table; her mother won’t be reading it tonight. Mara starts with the preface, and is surprised to learn that this seminal work was actually commissioned by a single wealthy patron, no doubt a pervy one at that. Nin recounts how much her partner, the famed Henry Miller, hated writing for a patron, because he thought the idea that someone was looking over his shoulder – what Nin calls ‘the voyeur at the keyhole’ – removed the spontaneity of writing. Mara sips her wine. She can’t relate. Everything she does is for the voyeur at the keyhole, and her awareness of the voyeur’s presence amplifies her pleasure. As for spontaneity, that’s exactly what reality TV was created to capture: wherever their subject might decide to go, whatever they might decide to do, Mara’s cameras are there, waiting for them.

Her appetizer arrives. The sweet juice of the melon and the waxy cured meat are sensational together. The sky is only just starting to darken and it’s nearly eight; she loves summer. She really should try to come home more often. She’s just about to return to her book when a woman walks up, shaky on her too-high heels, hoisting up her strapless teal bandage dress, and is seated at the table opposite Mara. She looks familiar. How does Mara know her? Mara studies her dishwater-brown hair in a casual ponytail incongruous with the slick, urban style she’s going for. Her makeup looks like Lillian might’ve applied it for her; iridescent green eye shadow, uneven lipstick, too much bronzer. Everything about her makes Mara cringe; she is so Puerto Seguro Park. She makes Mara think of discount shopping centers and dollar stores. Ah! Of course! It’s the girl from Irvings! Katie? Chrissie? . . . Kristy! Yes, Kristy Shaw.

The girl is fidgety and uncomfortable. She hasn’t noticed Mara yet; she’s too busy reading the menu like she’ll be quizzed on it later, glancing nervously up and down the sidewalk every few seconds. Good. Mara is a consummate people watcher. She doesn’t know why people always pretend they’re not judging. Mara hates it when people start sentences with ‘I’m not judging, but . . .’ In fact, she and Brixton have an inside joke where they say, ‘I’m totally judging, but . . .’ The way Mara sees it, people are programmed to judge. It’s a survival mechanism. Is this person friend or foe? Predator or prey? Blood relation or potential mate? And judging is not only an inextricable part of human nature, Mara reasons, it’s also her job.

Mara unapologetically observes, taking mental notes: Kristy has a ring of fat around her waist that is to be expected of someone of her socioeconomic status – too much processed food and soda; Mara would bet she orders full-fat venti caramel Frappuccinos with extra whipped cream and doesn’t think twice. Still, she’s somewhat fit, has the shadows of old muscles, of youthful strength. She probably played sports in high school, but it won’t take long for complacency and boredom to replace what’s left of her muscles with fat. Her dry, scaly heels are sliding off the edges of her Payless slingbacks. She’s probably never had a pedicure. She’s got a nice tan, though, and big boobs, and her face is pretty in a completely forgettable way, in spite of the clownish makeup. Her nose is kind of interesting, not quite Anjelica Huston–esque but it cuts a straight, commanding line down her profile which makes her look older than she is. It’s a nose she could use if she knew how, but instead it looks borrowed. The rest of her features are so . . . slack: her open mouth, her droopy, puppy-dog eyes, her baby-fat cheeks.

Had she really said she’d dated the Irving kid? What was his name again? Mark? Poor girl, Mara thinks. Working for his parents must be totally demoralizing. Mara wonders who she’s meeting tonight. For Kristy’s sake, Mara hopes it’s a boy; by the looks of her she could use a bit of cheering up. In that dress and with that body, that hair, though, Mara doubts it’ll be anyone of the Irving boy’s pedigree. That was definitely a one-off for this girl. She’d love to know what he saw in her in the first place. She’s sure his parents didn’t approve. Come to think of it, that was probably the attraction.

Oh. My. God. Wait a fucking second, Mara thinks.

‘Jesus H. Christ,’ Mara actually whispers aloud to herself, she is your girl!

It hits her like a Mack truck. Kristy fucking Shaw from goddamn Puerto Seguro is the perfect woman for The Shot! How did she not see it before? Right age, right look, and she’ll bet money that the boyfriend left her to go on to university and pursue his goals: he’s someone an audience can admire, someone worth getting back. Manhattan Mara takes over, needling Puerto Seguro Mara into action.

‘Hi there!’ she says jovially, tipping her glass toward Kristy in cheers. Kristy turns, startled.

‘Oh, hi, um . . .’ She clearly doesn’t remember Mara’s name. Mara laughs easily, disarmingly. ‘Mara Bolt, from Irvings this afternoon – you helped me find a gift for my mother? She absolutely loved it, by the way,’ Mara lies. ‘Thanks again.’

‘Oh, yeah, no problem at all, I . . .’ Kristy’s nervous, playing with a loose strand of hair.

‘Kristy Shaw, right?’

‘Yeah,’ she says, clearly surprised Mara remembers her name.

‘I never forget a name,’ Mara lies again – she forgets every name of every person who is not, in some way, useful to her. ‘Are you waiting for someone?’

Kristy glances at the sidewalk and down at her phone on the table. ‘Yeah, well, fifteen minutes ago.’

‘Shame,’ says Mara, ‘boy?’

‘Um, yeah, kind of.’

‘Kind of?’ Mara can tell Kristy doesn’t want to answer her questions, but she hasn’t yet shrugged off the ‘yes ma’am’ respect for elders she learned in the Florida school system, and it doesn’t even occur to Kristy that she can tell Mara to mind her own business.

Mara uses this to her advantage: ‘Is it a girl?’

‘No, no. I’m not, no. He’s a – um, he’s from this thing. Like a blind date.’

‘Oh, how exciting, were you set up by a friend?’

‘Um, no, not really. It’s more like an online thing. But I think I’ve been stood up.’

‘Tell you what, give him five more minutes. If he shows, great. If he doesn’t, his loss, and you join me for dinner. There’s actually something I’d like to discuss with you that I think you might find interesting. My treat, of course.’

‘Um, okay.’ Kristy is unable to hide her reluctance.

‘Fabulous. Well, I for one hope he’s a no-show. Riesling?’ Mara stands up and pulls the dripping wine bottle out of the ice bucket, walks to Kristy’s table and pours her a glass. ‘I could never finish the whole thing anyway.’ Mara is, yet again, lying; finishing the whole thing and driving home at fifteen miles an hour had been her only goal for the evening.

Kristy thanks Mara shyly and takes a sip. Her cleavage is sweaty and slightly obscene. Big breasts like hers aren’t really in right now, Mara thinks; they’re too pornographic. Dr. Michaels will probably want to reduce them. Mara sits back down at her table, looks at the time on her phone and says, ‘T minus four more minutes and you’re all mine!’ She laughs. Kristy glances desperately along the sidewalk. If Mara weren’t in total control of this situation she’d be offended at how little Kristy hides the fact that she doesn’t want to dine with her. The girl has zero guile; she’d never make it in New York City. They spend the next few minutes in an uncomfortable dance; Mara steadily watches Kristy, a wry smile on her lips, while Kristy fidgets and squirms and tries to avoid eye contact. ‘And five, four, three, two, one!’ Mara finally announces, triumphant. She watches as Kristy visibly deflates.

‘Sir?’ Mara says to the waiter who’s been standing in the doorway observing the women the whole time. ‘Would you mind resetting my table for two? My friend Kristy Shaw here is going to join me for dinner.’

‘Not at all, Signora,’ he drawls, and transfers Kristy’s place setting over to Mara’s table. Kristy stands up awkwardly, simultaneously yanking her dress up with one hand and pulling it down with the other.

‘Uh, thanks,’ she tells him, and sits down across from Mara.

‘Do you like seafood?’

‘Yeah, I –’

‘Great, I’ve already ordered. Shall I order you the same?’ Mara’s already motioning the waiter back over. ‘Sir, another order of seafood linguine for the young lady, please.’ He nods and goes inside, leaving them alone. Mara refills her own glass. ‘Kristy, do you believe in fate?’

‘I guess so. Like destiny, right?’

‘Yes, like destiny. I know this might seem strange to you at the moment, but I think you were destined to come to this restaurant tonight and, I’m sorry to say it, to be stood up by some loser. I think it’s your fate to be sitting with me right now.’

Kristy just stares. She’s totally out of her depth, her mouth opening and closing like a fish as she tries to think of some kind of response. Mara spares her the effort and keeps going.

‘Let me tell you a bit about myself.’ She tries to sound humble, self-deprecating. ‘I’m a television producer; I actually own a network and production company in New York – Channel Real, have you heard of it?’ Kristy shakes her head no, and Mara continues, ‘We produce reality television, with a twist. Have you heard of Kidnapped?’

‘Um, I think so. That’s the show where the lady gets, like, fake kidnapped and her husband has to find her?’

‘That’s the one, you’ve seen it?’

‘Not really,’ she blushes, ‘my parents kind of hog the television.’ This tells Mara that she lives in a single-television household, and that her parents probably spend a lot of time on the couch out in Puerto Seguro Park.

‘That’s perfectly fine.’ Mara smiles. ‘My own mom hasn’t seen the show either.’

Kristy laughs, finally, and takes a sip of her wine. She’s relaxing.

‘In any case, Kristy, we’re developing a new show, which is what I’d like to talk to you about. Have you heard of Dr. Warren Michaels? He’s got a show called Change Now!’

‘Oh, yeah,’ she perks up, ‘my mom loves that show. He’s the one who does all the weight loss, plastic surgery stuff, right?’

‘He’s a body transformation specialist, yes,’ Mara corrects. ‘Glad your mom’s a fan! So, Kristy, this is confidential, but we’ve actually teamed up with Dr. Michaels and have created a new program that’s about using Total Body Transformation to mend broken hearts, so to speak.’

‘Um, cool.’

‘Cool, indeed. And Kristy, this is where you come in.’

‘Me?’ She looks almost terrified.

‘Kristy, I don’t mean to bring up painful memories, but you mentioned something to me today at Irvings, about your ex-boyfriend.’

‘Max?’

‘Yes, Max. Do you mind if I ask, did he break up with you?’

‘Yeah, on graduation,’ she says, looking surprised, as if Mara is a mind reader. Doesn’t take a genius to figure that the wealthy son of a Lagoon family broke up with his trailer-park girlfriend as soon as the real world beckoned him.

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Kristy, really. I remember my first heartbreak.’ A face from Mara’s past flashes in her mind: a six o’clock shadow, a gap-toothed smile, a hospital bed, a slick pelt of hair moving farther and farther away from her . . . Mara efficiently sweeps the memory aside and continues, ‘In fact, to tell you the truth, sometimes I still think about him, wonder what it might have been like if we’d stayed together, if he hadn’t broken up with me. That was here, in Puerto Seguro, too, you know. A Lagoon brat like Max.’ Kristy’s staring at Mara, not sure where this is all going. ‘Kristy, let me ask you something, and please be honest with me. Why did Max break up with you?’

Kristy’s brown eyes glaze over with a film of tears that seem to have been waiting just under the surface. Please don’t cry, Mara thinks. She hates crying, unless there’s a camera rolling and it’s one of her subjects – then it’s fucking brilliant. Kristy blinks them back. Good girl.

‘Well, I don’t really know, you know? He didn’t say much.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He said that we had come to the end of our journey together,’ Kristy makes air quotes at the word journey, ‘and that it was important that we both lived our lives to our full potential. He got into college, he’s actually in New York City, too, studying architecture or something.’

‘Where’s he going?’

‘Oh, I don’t remember. Some really good school. He’s got a job at an architecture office, friends of the Irvings’, I think.’

‘Kristy, why do you think he broke up with you?’ Mara leans in closer.

‘Well, um. Well, I guess he probably thought I wasn’t, you know, good enough for him.’

‘Good enough how?’

‘Like, smart enough, I guess. Good enough to bring me with him. Take me with him, out of here. He’s probably dating some super straight-A skinny know-it-all now.’

‘Do you think you’re not smart, Kristy? You strike me as a very smart young woman.’

‘Well, I’m not as book smart as Max. He got a lot better grades than me at school. But I don’t think I’m dumb or anything. I’m more interested in things that actually matter, you know, like, um, knowing how to fish or build a fire and stuff.’ Her voice trails off and Mara can tell that she’s unconvinced by her own words. She watches as Kristy drains the rest of her wine in one panicked gulp. I’m making her nervous, Mara thinks, and while generally speaking this is an emotion she strives to elicit in others, in this case she wants Kristy to relax, to open up to her. She’s about to ask her a softer, easier question when Kristy, a new alcohol-fueled spark in her eye, continues unprompted, ‘I think I am definitely smarter than Max in some ways, you know? I mean, do you know how black holes work?’ Mara shakes her head no, which seems to please Kristy. ‘Neither does Max,’ she continues, ‘but I do. It’s not all about your grades in high school. Plus, all the teachers fucking –’ She stops, looks up to see if it’s okay that she swore, and Mara smiles to tell her to go right the fuck ahead. Kristy continues, ‘All the teachers, like, fawned over him. Everyone was rooting for him to win because of his parents and stuff. I don’t think my teachers ever even knew my name, you know? My coaches cared about me winning races, but that was it. Nobody, like, tried to help me reach my full potential.’

Mara refills her glass and watches as Kristy takes another thirsty swig.

‘I run,’ Kristy says after a moment, ‘like, I mean, I ran for school. I was really good. I made it to Nationals.’

Mara nods approvingly.

They pause while the waiter comes out with two big steaming plates of pasta. Mara watches Kristy while the waiter grates fresh Parmesan over the mussels and clams. So she’s got a bit of feistiness in her, which is great. Nobody wants to watch a shrinking violet. She’s probably got a lot more in her than she realizes; she is someone who could really transform. Mara needs to play this right. She watches as Kristy reels in pasta on her twirling fork and eats big mouthfuls like a kid, which she is in a way, only two years out of her teens.

Even though it was Mara herself who had determined the age parameters, looking across the table at Kristy now, she concedes that twenty-one is a bit young for The Shot. Yes, Kristy may have more backbone than she lets on, but Mara can sense her fragility. Of course, Mara likes her talent pliable – but she also likes them to be just confident enough not to know when Mara is plying them. But this is a different kind of show, Mara reminds herself, a different concept altogether. What deficiencies Kristy may have now – of body and of character – are precisely what The Shot will convert to qualities. Besides, legally she’s good to go – she’s old enough to drink Pinot Grigio with Lana Higgins on Get Real – and she’ll be twenty-two by the time the show goes to air. Mara takes advantage of Kristy’s full mouth to go in for the kill.

‘Kristy, I’m going to go out on a limb here and say you miss Max. Am I right?’

Kristy stops mid-chew, linguine like taut guitar strings between her fork and mouth. She nods, swallows, and says, ‘Yes, all the time.’

Bingo, thinks Mara.

‘That’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’m sure you had a lot of good times, too, which I look forward to hearing all about. You must have a lot of memories, things that are hard to think back on.’ Things Mara is certain she will draw out of Kristy like a snake charmer. But not now; she’ll wait for the lights and the camera. The first time someone tells a story is always the best. Better not to get too much more from Kristy yet.

Kristy nods again.

‘Kristy, our new show is called The Shot,’ Mara shares conspiratorially, as though Kristy’s a television insider now, one of the oldest producing tricks in the world. ‘We’re looking for a woman, like you, who was broken up with by someone who couldn’t see how great she truly was. That sounds a bit like you and Max to me. Now, I know this might sound a tad dramatic, but the idea of our show is to offer someone a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to really experience that “what if.” We take that woman, and Dr. Michaels performs a Full Body Transformation with her. Complete. We change her face, her body, her voice, her everything. She will be entirely unrecognizable to people who know her, including her ex.’

Mara can tell by the look on Kristy’s face – frozen shock – that she is overwhelming her. But she’s learned over the years that it is sometimes better to flood someone’s mind with a firehose than to drip-feed them a new, challenging idea. Overwhelmed is better than skeptical; disoriented is better than shrewd. After all, if they are disoriented, Mara can be the one to orient them. She continues, ‘But, beyond that, we will put her into a whole new world; catapult her into her full potential. This means a new apartment, new job, new wardrobe, new friends. Are you following?’

Kristy nods again; she’s stopped eating and is, despite her shock, completely rapt.

‘What I do, Kristy, what my team does, is holistic. Meaning we would make all the arrangements for you to be back in Max’s world again, a whole new version of you, to try to show him who you really are.’ Mara pauses for a moment. She can literally see Kristy processing the information; her jaw is flexing, her brow is furrowed. She takes a big sip of water. ‘Should I go on?’ Mara asks.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Oh Kristy, there are no “ma’ams” at this table. Just call me Mara. I hope we become good friends.’

‘Okay, um, thanks, Mara.’

‘So, Kristy, because this is a television show and we have to keep the audience engaged, there are a few aspects of the show that give it some suspense. We call this jeopardy. If you’re able to win back Max’s heart, which I’ve no doubt you will, then your Total Body Transformation is our gift to you, a congratulations of sorts. And you’re free to keep the apartment, clothes and everything. Basically, the new you, whoever she is, she’s yours. But – and this is an unlikely but – if for some reason Max decides he’s still not interested in you, the Total Body Transformation is, for the most part, reversed, and all the Channel Real property we’ve given you is reclaimed.’ Mara pauses, and fortifies herself for what she knows is the most unnerving element of The Shot. If Kristy were going to get up and storm out of the restaurant, it would be after she explains the next part, but there is no point in obfuscating it – it is the beating heart of the show, and better to know now if Kristy can’t stomach it. Mara continues, keeping her voice even, ‘The reversal includes the changes that have been made to your body. There are some things that cannot be reversed, but what can be, would be. I know that sounds, well, harsh, but it’s what makes the show exciting. The lawyers and insurers are working out the exact details. I really don’t think you need to worry about that, though; I think there’s something really special about you, Kristy. And I think you’ll win.’

Mara watches the younger woman closely, trying to decide how far to go – the line between convincing and coercing has always been blurry for her, but it’s her job to put her thumb on the scale, so she adds, ‘Max clearly made a mistake. I have no doubt you’ll get him back.’ Too much? Perhaps, but no doubt is not the same thing as an explicit guarantee, Mara thinks. She’s simply clarifying her offer.

Kristy’s looking at Mara as if she’s an alien from outer space who’s just told her the meaning of life. ‘I’ll tell you another secret, Kristy,’ Mara whispers, leaning across the table. ‘We want you to win.’ There we go, Mara thinks, there’s a little smile. That’s all I needed.

Mara takes a sip of wine and a few bites of her pasta. God, she loves all this cream and butter. As soon as she gets back to New York it’s steamed greens and quinoa. Until then, the mussels are succulent and garlicky and she’s suddenly ravenous. The waiter stops by and she orders a bottle of Champagne. She’s hoping for a celebration.

‘Kristy,’ she says between bites, ‘you must have a million questions. Don’t be shy. Shoot.’

‘Well, um. So . . . I would have surgery?’

‘Yes.’

‘Like, what kind?’

‘Well, that will ultimately be up to Dr. Michaels. He will work with you to design your transformation. But, it will be enough, as I said, to make you totally unrecognizable to Max.’

‘So, my face?’ Her hand rises instinctively to her cheek.

‘Yes, possibly even your eye color. It’s dramatic, Kristy. That’s what makes it great.’

‘And I’d move to New York City?’

‘If that’s where Max is, yes.’

‘How will I afford to, you know, pay for stuff?’

‘Darling, you won’t pay for a single thing. We’ll cover everything: rent, wardrobe, transportation, spending money.’

‘And all I have to do is make Max love me again?’

‘Yes. That’s all. And based on what you’ve told me, there is a lot about you he never had a chance to see. This would be your chance to show him who you really are. I’m sure he’ll fall head over heels.’

‘How long would I have? To, like, convince him?’

‘One month,’ Mara says. ‘We’d have about two weeks of filming before the surgery, and of course you’ll need some time to settle in. The surgery takes about six weeks to recover from, and then you’ll have four weeks to work your magic before the big reveal.’ Mara relays all of this in one seamless string of words, laced with an air of boredom as if to say why worry yourself with these boring details?

Kristy falls silent and looks down at her hands, giving Mara another opportunity to stare openly at her. There is something so familiar about Kristy, Mara thinks, so known to her, but she can’t quite put her finger on why. Sure, there is a central-casting generic quality to Kristy – but it is also that she is interchangeable, in Mara’s view, with anyone from her young Floridian female-of-a-certain-socioeconomic-status cohort, and in that way she is familiar to Mara in the same way that the palm trees that line the Puerto Seguro main street are familiar. It occurs to Mara with some discomfort that growing up, girls like Kristy were the kind of people who reminded Mara that she was rich, that she was from the Lagoon, that – within the hierarchy of a town – she mattered . . . had a certain right of way. In this regard, Mara used to like living in a town with a wrong side – it was how you knew you were on the right one. Did Max see things this way, or had things changed since Mara was a teenager?

‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’ Mara asks her, curious to know more about this Park girl who had beguiled a Lagoon boy.

‘No, I’m an only child.’ Kristy hesitates and Mara can practically see the unsaid words Kristy holds in her mouth, perched on the edge of disclosure. Mara remains silent, waiting – she has long since learned that the best way to get people to tell you their deepest, darkest secrets, to induce confessions far beyond what someone ever planned on sharing, is to say nothing at all. Most people, Mara has discovered, find prolonged silence unbearable and will eventually rush in – even if it means sacrificing themselves – to fill the gaps.

As predicted, Kristy continues, ‘After I was born, um, my mom couldn’t, well –’ She stammers, face reddening, ‘She couldn’t have any more kids. But, well, you know, it only took me to make us a family . . .’ She trails off, cringing on her own behalf. Mara recognizes the face of someone desperate to reel back in the words they’ve poured out. But Mara is also aware of the unfiltered surprise on her own face, and quickly recomposes her features to those of the benign confidante.

Has Kristy noted Mara’s recognition of her story? Has she seen the flash of unexpected familiarity ripple across Mara’s face, causing her to blink a little too rapidly, to take a long sip of water, to dab her brow with her napkin?

It is Kristy who silently waits for Mara now, and Mara has to resist her own reflexive outpouring. The euphoria of having found The Girl, the novelty of being home, the steamy warm breeze, the wine . . . it’s making Mara feel risky, like she can’t lose, like she could go off-script without consequence. But beyond that, it is this thing they share. She’s never met someone else who had also – by dint of their violent birth – wounded their mother; whose insistence on taking their place in the world had, like Mara, rendered their mother barren. Me too, Mara wants to tell Kristy, I also barred the door after I stormed in. Mara is deeply unused to this feeling, but she supposes if she had to put a name to it, she’d call it empathy, an involuntary convulsion toward bonding. She wants – and the wanting feels taboo, tantalizingly illicit – to tell Kristy that she, too, is a member of the Uterus Destroyers club. But that would be against the rules. If they were in New York City, if they were sitting in Mara’s office, it wouldn’t even occur to her to breach protocol in this way; protocol which she herself designed. Still, the urge to allow herself to be known by this girl sitting across from her, even just a little, billows through her.

But what is it that Kristy has just said? It only took me to make us a family . . . Mara thinks about the people who she’d once shared a house with. Her father – warm, funny, attentive, but remote; in some ways more like an uncle than a dad. Her mother – stormy, changeable, plagued. Pilar – watchful, omnipresent, taciturn. Are they a family? Did she herself bind them in some way? The word family has never felt like it fit the Bolt–Pugh household. Relatives, sure; they are inextricably related and entwined. But family – and the insulated devotion that word entails – has never suited them.

In an instant, Mara shuts down the momentary lapse of self-containment. If this is going to work, if Kristy is going to be The Shot girl, Mara will need to be in total control. What Kristy has just told her is useful information for the production process, nothing more. If Kristy is a beloved only child who still lives with her parents, extracting her from the family fold may prove challenging. Mara will have to get the parents on board. Legally speaking, of course, Kristy is an adult. But even Mara can see that the person sitting across from her – biting her lip and wide-eyed with nerves – is still a moldable, impressionable girl who doesn’t yet know herself well. Mara is going to have to stay very close to Kristy throughout this process, she decides, and be more hands-on than she normally is.

Mara is about to change the topic when a caravan of police cars, ambulances and a fire truck race by, lights flashing and sirens screaming. They both turn to watch them pass.

‘I wonder what that’s all about,’ Mara says, stealing a quick glance at her phone on the off chance they’re heading to her mother’s house; no message from Pilar, that’s good. Kristy is looking wan and overwhelmed. The Champagne arrives and the waiter fills their flutes. ‘Tell you what,’ Mara says as the waiter turns his attention to clearing the plates, ‘this is a lot for you to consider. But I’m afraid we do have to move rather quickly. You’d probably feel better if we included your parents in a conversation, right? It’s Friday, and it’s late. Why don’t we plan to meet on Sunday? I’ll come over to your place. What’s your phone number? And your address?’

Kristy recites her details like she’s been hypnotized.

‘Take tomorrow to think it over,’ Mara continues. ‘Talk to your parents about it, but nobody else at this stage. There are non-disclosure issues we’ll go over later. Anyway, just sit with it for a while.’ Mara retrieves a business card from her wallet and hands it across the table. ‘Let’s just celebrate that we’ve crossed paths. No matter what you decide, I’m glad to have met such a lovely young woman in Puerto Seguro. You have a lot of potential, Kristy, and don’t let anyone tell you differently. My cell phone number’s on that card – call me anytime with any questions or concerns, and we’ll take it from there on Sunday. Sound good?’

‘Um, yeah, okay. Thank you, ma– . . . Mara.’ Kristy tucks the card into a little black minaudière that Mara has a feeling she’s borrowed from Irvings for her no-show date.

‘Great, now no more business. Let’s relax! Have you had Chandon before? No? Well, I suggest you get used to it.’

Eventually, Kristy loosens up; Mara’s sure the wine, Champagne and limoncello have something to do with it. By the time they are sharing a piece of ricotta cheesecake like long-lost friends, Kristy is telling Mara more about Max. About the first time he talked to her, about swimming holes and diving under waves and football games and her track and field prowess, about the mean, jealous Lagoon girls who never really accepted her, about his parents who seemed to barely tolerate her, about losing her virginity to him, about how sure she is that he loved her. Funnily, the more she relaxes, and sure, maybe it’s the alcohol, but the more she actually does seem smarter, wittier. She’s a fan of science. Has always dreamed of working for NASA. ‘I never told Max that, for some reason. I always wanted to go to college so I could learn about astronomy and, like, the universe and stuff, but I didn’t have the grades; I couldn’t really keep up at school.’

‘Well,’ says Mara, ‘life is long, Kristy Shaw, take it from me. You’re still very young; you might have the chance to tell him yet. You might still make it to NASA.’ Kristy’s cheeks glow with the compliment.

The waiter arrives to bring them the check and informs them that apparently all those police cars and ambulances from before were due to another shark attack down at Seguro Beach. Just two days after they finally lifted the no-swimming advisory. ‘A girl out there surfing,’ he tells them as he stacks their dessert plates and silverware. ‘Apparently it was just circling her while her friends watched from the beach. Horrible. They’ve got choppers out now looking for her body. Two shark attacks in Puerto Seguro! I think it might be a first. Hope they find it and kill it before it can get anyone else.’

Kristy is aghast. All Mara can think is that it’s not the shark’s fault: predators are predatory. That’s the way it works. That girl was in their world.


PART TWO

PRODUCTION

‘Are you not entertained? Are you not entertained?
Is this not why you are here?’

~ Russell Crowe as ‘Maximus’ in The Gladiator


WE ARE NOT BOOKS

If Kristy thinks the hangover from that night at the beach was bad, the hangover she has after dinner with Mara Bolt is worse. Kristy has heard ladies in the handbag section at Irvings talk about Champagne headaches; she always thought it was just a fancy rich-lady way of describing a normal headache, like having Champagne cramps or Champagne cancer. Now she knows better. She wakes up in a blinding blur and, to be honest, is in a bit of a blur from that moment on.

She doesn’t think it can all have been real. There’s no way Mara was actually talking about some show she wants her to be on where she’ll have plastic surgery and try to win Max back. What the fuck? No way. Kristy thinks she must be remembering it wrong. Maybe Mara was telling her about a show she saw or a book she read, and Kristy just inserted herself into the story somehow? She feels like that’s a thing too much Champagne might cause her to do. But then her cell phone rings later that morning and it’s Mara confirming that she’ll be coming over on Sunday. Time is of the essence, she says. Mara doesn’t sound the least bit hungover.

Kristy’s mom and dad think she’s playing some kind of practical joke on them until she remembers she has Mara’s business card. Her mom sits at her ancient desktop with the dial-up internet and googles Mara Bolt, shouting facts about Mara at her dad who, for his part, grunts something about those Hollywood types and returns to his book on the Alamo.

‘She lives in New York City,’ Kristy corrects her dad, ‘but she’s actually from here – well, from the Lagoon.’ Earlier, Kristy had explained the premise of The Shot to her parents as clearly as she could – but, clearly, the enormity of the prospect hadn’t sunk in. Or rather, couldn’t sink in past her mother’s embarrassing star-struckness. Her mom has been in a frenzy ever since, getting more and more excited that a celebrity is coming over to their house. She sets about cleaning and cooking, exerting more energy in one day than Kristy has seen her expend all year. ‘Jeez Louise, Mom, it’s not like it’s Angelina Jolie or something. She’s just, like, a businesswoman.’

‘Not according to the internet, Kristy,’ her mother snaps back, defensive. ‘You ought to read up on her. She’s an innovator and an entrepreneur and a girlboss.’ Her mom delights in the opportunity to use words like that to describe someone who is going to be in their house (trailer, Kristy thinks, we live in a trailer) in less than twenty-four hours.

Kristy knows what her mom has in mind. In her imagination, Mara is going to come over and make herself at home and spend a leisurely afternoon with them: the Shaw family. Neighbors will walk slowly and suspiciously past their kitchen window, trying to catch a peek of the fancy local-girl-made-good. Meanwhile, inside, Mara will be regaling the Shaws with stories about celebrities she’s met and life in New York City and what it’s like to be a famous entrepreneur. She’ll talk about Broadway shows and subway lines and Central Park and 9/11. Her words will be like fairy dust, elevating the humble Shaws to her station, sucking them in a little closer to the world of the people her mom reads about in People and In Touch. After she leaves, her mom will call Auntie June and say, breathlessly, ‘Stars! They’re just like us!’

Mara has other plans.

‘Oh, so sorry you went to all the trouble,’ Mara says when she sees the spread of baked ham, macaroni salad and mashed potatoes, the ‘good’ bread Kristy’s mom instructed her to get from the bakery section of the store rather than the white bread she normally gets. ‘I’ve just had an enormous brunch at home, couldn’t eat another morsel.’ She doesn’t sound sorry at all. Kristy’s mom struggles to hide her disappointment, but offers to put on a pot of coffee instead.

‘That’d be great, thanks,’ Mara says, looking around the trailer as if she’s considering how to redecorate it. At one point she even makes a little sound, as though something has just dawned on her, but she makes no offer to share her thoughts with Kristy and her parents. Kristy’s dad silently makes himself a plate and goes back into the living room, murmuring something about letting the ladies get on with it. Kristy is glad that Mara doesn’t make some pitying remark like What a lovely home or It’s so cozy in here – it’s clear she sees it the way Kristy sees it, for what it is: mere shelter.

The three women sit around the little kitchen table, none of them drinking the coffee they have in front of them, waiting for Mara to take control. Which she does.

‘Mrs. Shaw, can I call you Deborah?’

Kristy’s mom nods, even though everyone calls her Deb.

‘Deborah, I’m sure your daughter has filled you in on our conversation from Friday night. I know it must be a lot to take in so quickly, but we’re at a place in our production schedule where we have no time to waste. In short, we’ve been looking for Kristy for a long time. Who would’ve thought she’d be right under my nose in my very own hometown?’

Kristy watches her mom as she laughs nervously, clasping her hands in front of her, eyes darting between Mara and her daughter.

‘So, this is about Max?’ Deborah asks in a weird, high-pitched voice Kristy hasn’t heard her use before, like she’s sucked down a balloon full of helium.

Kristy’s heart beats harder at hearing his name and she feels that old, familiar punch in the gut of longing.

‘Well, Deborah, in a word: no. This is about Kristy. This is about your beautiful daughter realizing her full potential.’ Mara reaches across the table and puts her hand on top of Kristy’s, looking her in the eye. Kristy flinches, but doesn’t pull away. Mara’s thick black bangs and short, sharp bob look like the helmets riot police wear and Kristy has the odd sense she’s being simultaneously rescued and placed under arrest. She smiles at Mara, suddenly desperate for her approval. When Mara smiles back, Kristy sees that some of her red lipstick is on her front teeth, like blood. She wants to tell her, to make the little sign women do for each other in these situations, passing her finger discreetly over her own teeth, but she feels like she has been paused and is waiting for Mara to push Play.

Mara continues to address Kristy’s mom. ‘The Shot – and I do understand what a jarring title that must be to you, a mother, but I’m sure you understand it’s merely for the thrill of television; a little bit of shock value – The Shot is about revealing what is really inside by altering the distraction of what is outside, make sense?’ She is speaking slowly, as though she’s explaining something to a child.

Kristy’s mom nods too quickly, eager to please. Embarrassed, Kristy nudges her foot under the table.

‘Max judged your daughter by her outside – by her looks, her body, her social status, even by her family, and neglected to truly see her inside. Did you know your daughter has a keen interest in science? That she wants to work for NASA?’ Deborah just looks at her blankly, lost. Kristy feels her cheeks heat up. ‘Well, neither does Max. That hardly seems right, does it? Hardly seems right he would leave her behind and soar ahead into some great, privileged life without the woman who loves him, solely because he never really got to see her inside.’

Kristy’s pulse quickens. It is intoxicating to hear Mara describe with such authority, such indignation, what Kristy alone has been feeling for three excruciating years. Perhaps, like she said at dinner, Mara really does want her to get Max back, really does think she deserves him?

‘But,’ her mom attempts to gather herself, ‘Kristy said she has to have surgery?’

‘We call it Total Body Transformation, with Dr. Warren Michaels! I hear you’re a fan. What I’m hoping to convey,’ Mara sounds suddenly impatient, annoyed, ‘is that it is only through changing Kristy’s outer appearance – which includes her body, yes, but also her whole life: her job, how she talks, who her friends are, her entire persona – that we can give her a fair chance at showing Max who she really is.’

‘But, I mean –’ Deborah sits up straighter, and shoots Kristy a concerned glance, the immensity of what they are discussing dawning on her as the novelty of Mara’s presence wears off. She’s trying to look out for her, Kristy can tell, but all it does is annoy her. ‘I’m concerned about Kristy doing something so permanent. And I get it about her outside being in the way of her inside and all, but we think our little Kristy-girl is pretty darn perfect, don’t we, Robert!’ her mom yells in the direction of the living room, obviously seeking some parental backup.

‘What?’ her dad’s voice booms.

‘Don’t we think that Kristy is pretty darn perfect?’ her mom yells again.

‘Yes!’ her dad responds, before launching into a coughing fit.

‘It just seems so extreme,’ her mom says to Mara, ‘to have surg– . . . a total body transformation. I mean, Kristy was a star athlete, she runs every night, she’s very healthy. Who needs to be a skinny minny?’

Wait, Kristy thinks, what did she just say? Kristy feels the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, and a small spark of rage starts to grow in her chest. Her mom knows about her secret night runs? Does she spy on her like she’s a kid? Does she let Kristy think she has a secret just to indulge her?

Kristy is suddenly furious with her mother. Who is she to tell her that she’s good enough? That she shouldn’t want to change? Through her fury Kristy knows that her mother’s vision is clouded by love, that she cannot perceive the litany of flaws that plague Kristy night and day. That these very flaws are what Kristy tries to outpace on her not-so-secret night runs. Deborah would be happy if Kristy stayed in Puerto Seguro Park forever and pursued her exciting career of selling handbags at Irvings while taking care of her parents at home. Then Kristy would turn into a couch potato, and the three of them would spend the rest of their sad lives waiting for commercial breaks so they could go to the kitchen for snacks.

I fucking hate it here, Kristy thinks. She looks at Mara, at her straight back and ballet-dancer posture, and then at her mother, slouching and hunched. She takes in Mara’s clothes: her crisp white summer linen jumpsuit with the collar popped. If her mother tried to wear her collar like that it would look like one of those cones Mercy had to wear around her neck when she lost her leg. On Mara, it looks regal. The fact that Deborah is wearing her nicest blouse – a silk tunic that Auntie June gave her for her fiftieth birthday – makes Kristy’s heart lurch with guilt. It’s the only item of clothing her mother owns that requires dry-cleaning, whereas Mara herself looks dry-cleaned.

Kristy tries to stop herself from judging her mother so harshly, from unfairly comparing her mother to Mara, but she can’t. The difference is too stark. It’s like trying not to compare a house cat to a panther. Mara’s nails are a wet black shellac; her mother’s are thin, chipped, and uneven. Mara’s skin is smooth and hairless; her mother’s is dry and mottled. Mara’s eyes are amplified by an expertly applied cat-eye swish of eyeliner . . . Shit, Mara’s eyes are on her, and Kristy knows she’s been caught; that Mara has read her thoughts and seen her scrutinizing analysis. Mara gives her an almost imperceptible nod. Approval? Absolution? Kristy isn’t sure, but she knows she likes seeing herself through Mara’s eyes.

Mara is about to respond when Kristy interjects, ‘Mom, I’m going to do this. This is what I want,’ surprising even herself with her calm resolve. ‘The truth is, I still love Max. And I think I deserve a chance at the life I could have had with him if I was . . . different. And the only way I will ever get that chance is if I go. Away. From here.’ Kristy doesn’t say ‘from you,’ but the words hang over the table between them like a chandelier about to fall on their heads. She continues, ‘I’m not worried about the surgery. I want to be a skinny minny. I am not perfect. And I am not happy.’

Her mom looks as if she’s about to cry and a bolt of shame and doubt reverberates through Kristy. She looks at Mara, who gives her a tiny, proud wink, and all of her shame and doubt evaporate.

‘Okay, Kristina,’ her mother says, her voice tremulous and cracking, ‘you’re an adult. You don’t need our permission. If this is what you want, I can’t stop you.’

‘Well,’ Mara addresses them both, ‘this is probably a good moment for me to mention that you’ll need to leave tomorrow.’

‘Fine,’ Kristy says, and excuses herself, mumbling that she needs the bathroom. Her eyes are burning with tears she refuses to cry. She can feel her mom’s gaze following her as she leaves and she knows she’s just broken something she won’t be able to fix. This isn’t like the time with her eyebrows, when she’d said something horrible about her mother. This time Kristy has said something horrible about herself, which seems to have cut her mother much more deeply.

Kristy can hear Mara’s voice as she walks down the hall toward her room, Mercy trailing behind her. ‘Deborah, I’ll need you and Robert to sign some non-disclosure agreements, and a location release in case we decide to come back and do a home visit, and it’d be great if you could email me some pictures of Kristy growing up and any home videos you have. Do you know her allergies? Blood type? Was she breast-fed? Was she vaccinated? It’s imperative you don’t tell anyone, absolutely anyone, about Kristy’s involvement with the show until after the airing of the final episode. We haven’t decided a broadcast date yet, and there is a chance we will want to interview you and Robert on camera – I’m not sure yet – but if we do we’ll get our Art Department to spruce the place up a bit, our gift to you, and we will need you to sign . . .’

Kristy puts her headphones on.

The next day a pre-paid taxi pulls up in front of Kristy’s trailer. She hugs her parents goodbye, but they just look at her like she’s a stranger. ‘We love you,’ her mom says, but it sounds like a question none of them know the answer to.

Just one or two changes of clothes that you won’t miss, no personal items, nothing that Max would recognize, Mara had instructed. So Kristy climbs into the taxi with just a brown paper bag, trying not to look at Mercy in the window, her head cocked sideways in confusion. The driver has the air-conditioning on full blast and her skin instantly breaks out in goosebumps. By the time she’s put her seatbelt on and looks back to wave to her mom and dad, they’ve already gone inside.

On the drive to the airport, Kristy, holding the paper bag to her chest, glides as if in a dream through the streets she knows so intimately. More intimately, perhaps, from her night runs, when she carves unlikely private routes through her hometown like deer trails.

Driving through it – away from it – now, she sees her whole life unfolding in front of her and receding behind her. There is the nursery school she’d gone to when she was just a toddler, back when both her parents were still engaged with the world outside their trailer. There is the playground where her father pushed her on the swing, her legs dangling above the ground, and where later she and Max had sat on the same swings, loitering after dark, drinking expensive wine he’d stolen from his parents, their feet dragging in the sand. The dentist’s office, the doctor’s office, the library. The butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker. So many landmarks; a life in intersections.

The driver rounds the corner and there is Irvings Department Store. A memory – sweet and sacred – comes flooding back. Junior year, and Kristy had nothing to wear to their junior prom. Max (or rather, Harold and Rose) had arranged a limousine and pre-dance canapés at the Seguro Club. Kristy’s mom had taken her to the reject store on the edge of town – Bargain Dress Barn – and they’d flipped through the cheap gowns hanging limply like suicide victims from plastic hangers. They were all tragically out of style and flawed in some way – a rip or a stain, a missing zipper or one sleeve inexplicably longer than the other. Her mom had been trying to stay buoyant and excited – I’ll fix it up for you! It’ll be fun! – which only made Kristy more depressed. If she had to go to prom in a Bargain Dress Barn fixer-upper that belonged in a different decade, she’d rather not go at all. They left empty-handed.

That night, on the phone to Max, her voice had quivered tearfully as she told him that she was considering skipping the dance. Like dinner at the Seguro Club with his parents, this was to be one of the few times the veil between their worlds slipped, that she agreed to go to something with his group, to pose for group photos alongside the most popular kids in school. And he’d asked her, which had meant something. So as much as it humiliated her to speak openly about a subject they always avoided, she explained to him that her parents simply couldn’t afford a suitable dress for her. That she’d be mortified to go in something cheap and chintzy; that the Lagoon girls would skewer her. Usually, when she produced excuses to extract herself from socializing, Max played along. But that night, he’d just said, ‘I’m picking you up in fifteen minutes.’

Sure enough, fifteen minutes later he pulled up in his father’s Cadillac and gave the horn a light honk. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked as she slid into the passenger seat, pulling across the seatbelt.

‘Dress shopping,’ he’d said, and smiled.

Remembering it, Kristy’s eyes well up with the recollection of the tenderness and love that had infused that smile; she’s sure of it. She couldn’t help but smile back at him and surrender to his plan. A plan which turned out to be a bit of shoplifting.

Parking the car a few blocks away, they giggled like schoolchildren as he led her to the back entrance of Irvings where he located the key on his father’s keychain. ‘We can’t do this!’ she whispered, giddy, but was unable to shut down the grin that was hurting her cheeks.

‘It’s fine, I actually do this all the time.’ Turning the key in the lock, opening the door, leading them inside.

‘Break into the store?’ Following him on tiptoe, eyes wide in the dark.

‘It’s not really breaking in when your parents own it.’ He was matter-of-fact, turning on the flashlight on his phone. ‘I don’t usually come for dresses, though. Usually I just come to be by myself. There’s something peaceful about being in here alone at night, all the lights off.’

She’d looked around her, eyes adjusting, and understood what he meant. It had to do with the sheer size of the place. Its cavernous enormity felt benevolent, protective, womblike.

‘But aren’t there cameras?’

He looked over his shoulder at her. ‘This is a state secret, Kris, but no, there aren’t. I mean, there are,’ he gestured toward the cameras fitted into the ceiling, ‘but they don’t work, haven’t for years. I couldn’t for the life of me tell you why – the parentals are so security-minded at home – but with the store they’re old-school, I guess. There’s an alarm that would go off if someone broke a window or jimmied the door, but that’s it.’

She shook her head, her fear dissipating.

She didn’t yet work at Irvings and didn’t have her own mental map of the layout, so she took his hand and followed the beam of his flashlight as he led her to the formalwear section. He opened his arms wide, presenting the racks and mannequins to her. ‘Pick something,’ he instructed, and sat down on a velvet settee. His body language told her to take her time.

Closing her eyes now, she can conjure the feeling of the rich, opulent fabrics under her fingertips: the furry velvet, the delicate silk, airy tulle, slippery satin . . . She was aware of him watching her as she pulled various gowns from the racks and held them up to her own body, pressing them into her torso. Max said nothing, made no move to hurry her. So she meandered, she luxuriated, she relaxed into the moment. Finally, her eyes alighted on a long sapphire-blue satin gown; simple, strapless, elegant. She held it in front of her like a shield. It was Milky Way blue. It was night-ocean blue. It was the blue of Max’s eyes in shadow, under the awning of his dark eyelashes.

‘Try it on,’ Max said, reclining back on his elbows, regarding her.

‘Here?’

‘Here.’

So she pulled her hoodie up over her head, kicked off her running shoes and stepped out of her jeans. She could feel Max’s eyes burning her with their intensity – but rather than the shy embarrassment she usually felt when he saw her naked, she felt emboldened by his gaze. She poured the dress over her and it dripped like water down her body, settling onto all her curves, pooling in the eddies of her waist, her strong back, the rolling hillside of her powerful ass. She was amazed at how well it fit. Nothing ever fit her properly. Hers was not an off-the-rack body; everything required altering at her mother’s old Singer sewing machine. But not this dress. This dress seemed to celebrate the very dimensions she detested. This magical gown. This second, shimmering skin.

‘It’s perfect,’ Max said. ‘Come over here so I can see it better.’

The desire in his voice pulled her like a magnet, reeled her in to him.

He stood up and gently lifted her arms over her head before he gingerly pulled the dress off her, laying it aside carefully, solemnly. He kissed her then. And although he’d kissed her many times in the previous months of their relationship, this kiss felt deeper, more meaningful. Her mouth still on his, her hands found his jeans and she unbuttoned and unzipped them. She unlocked their kiss just long enough to pull his t-shirt over his head. He drew them both down onto the velvet settee, and they made love.

It made her blush now, the cheesy romance-novel words, but that’s what it had been. Up to that point, they’d had sex. Their bodies had collided and colluded many times before, but that had been the play-acting of seventeen-year-olds, the mimicry of intimacy, practice. What they did in the darkness of the formalwear section, witnessed only by the unblinking eyes of mannequins, was expert, adult, and perfect, and not something they’d been able to recreate again.

She hasn’t thought about that night in years, even though that dress still hangs in her closet. Keep it, he’d told her when she’d handed it back to him in a plastic bag after prom, assuming he’d sneak it back in, nobody will notice. After he moved to New York City and she began working at Irvings, she’d locked the memory away, purged Max as best she could from the confines of the store simply so she could get through her shifts without falling into a heap of angry, pitiful longing. Now, the memory feels precious but also flimsy and threadbare, as if the remembering of it might be enough to unravel and dissolve it; dim it a little.

She won’t share this memory with Mara, she decides, even though she can already tell that this is the kind of story Mara will want. Instead, she’ll tuck this memory away like a talisman, an invisible locket she’ll wear around her neck, only pulling it out to gaze upon it when she needs reassurance that Max – the real Max, the Max of that night – is hers.

Whether he knows it or not.

Mara, who had returned to New York City the day before, collects Kristy from the airport in a limousine. She is accompanied by her assistant, Brixton, and some guy (Neill? Noah?) who is pretty much silent the whole time. Mara has her sign a contract at a red light, using a Vogue magazine as a table and handing Kristy a fancy pen from her purse (a distressed leather tote, Kristy recognizes). There’s no time to read it, not that she would understand all the legal stuff anyway.

‘It’s just the standard participant contract,’ Mara tells her casually, too casually to warrant any questions. Mara explains that they are taking Kristy to the apartment that will be her new home for the duration of the show, but that it is absolutely imperative that nobody sees her in there until after her surgery. ‘We don’t need the neighbors leaking anything to the press,’ she says.

Mara explains that from this point forward they have a duty of care toward Kristy, and that she’ll have to turn over any medications she has, including any over-the-counter aspirin or vitamins, and that Brixton will be administering anything she needs until they assign her a runner. For a moment, Kristy thinks they are hiring someone to run with her, which sends her heart soaring until Mara explains that a runner is simply the person who will run her errands and perform menial tasks. ‘You’re far too valuable to us to go grocery shopping,’ Mara adds.

‘I’m a firm believer in preventative medicine,’ Brixton chimes in, ‘just so you know. Eat right, do yoga and cut out sugar and you’ll never be sick again. Don’t expect me to give you a pill every time you have a headache or little cramps or something.’ He waves his fingers around in the air. ‘Hydration, hydration, hydration.’

Ignoring him, Mara continues explaining that Kristy should make herself at home, but must understand that the apartment is a set, and everything has been arranged in precisely the position they need for the cameras, lights and microphones to get the best footage possible, so Kristy isn’t to move anything.

Mara also explains that there is no television, internet or phones. There’s a landline programmed for emergencies only, but unless the building is on fire, Kristy shouldn’t use it. ‘It’s a matter of confidentiality,’ Mara says. ‘We can’t have you on the phone with Deborah or Robert, talking about the show. Besides, very soon the apartment will be live-streaming to us, so if you need something, just say it out loud, we will hear you.’

Kristy asks why there’s no television and internet, feeling a wave of panic at the idea of being left alone with nothing but her own thoughts.

‘We don’t need you distracted by current events, and, to be honest, we don’t want you seeing anything upsetting. We want you focused on Max, on getting him back. Besides, Brixton will set up a DVD player and bring you some DVDs you can watch. And there are books.’

They deposit her in the apartment on a Monday and tell her to rest up over the next few days, and that they’ll be in touch soon. She’s been instructed that she is, as of about fifteen minutes ago, contractually bound to stay inside the apartment. ‘But don’t stress,’ Mara reassures her, ‘think of it like a retreat! I’d give anything to just stay home and do nothing for a few days. You’re a very lucky girl.’

Kristy bursts into tears as soon as the door has closed behind her. What is she doing here? What has she done? She suddenly misses her parents so much she runs to the window to see if she can catch Mara or Brixton or that other guy on the street down below before they drive off, but all she sees are strangers, New Yorkers, people who seem to know what to do with themselves here. What is she going to do if she gets their attention anyways? Beg them to take her home? Something tells her that Mara wouldn’t let that happen.

Calm down, she tells herself, remember why you’re here. She says his name out loud: Max, Max, Max. The sound of it echoing in the room soothes her. This is new. Usually, his name excoriates her. Now it’s a balm. She decides to take this as a sign. Something of Mara’s plan is already working. She’s already changing, readying herself for Max. She whispers his name to herself like a mantra while she gives herself a tour of the apartment.

It’s really just one giant room. A loft, she’d heard Mara say. The walls are exposed red brick, and there are Persian rugs strewn across the wooden floor. (Max, Max, Max.) One corner has a kitchen, small but nice, like the kitchen displays in Irvings. There’s an L-shaped counter with barstools around it that serves as a kitchen table, copper pots and pans hanging on hooks above it. Are they only for show, or is she allowed to use them? (Max, Max, Max.) In the center of the loft a little living room area has been set up: a brown leather couch and two armchairs. There are throw cushions printed with neon pictures of random objects: a pair of scissors, a cassette tape, a whistle, a Chihuahua . . . are they supposed to be funny? (Max, Max, Max.) There’s a TV set up on a table across from the couch, and a stack of DVDs on top of the coffee table: Back to the Future, The Goonies, Sixteen Candles, Can’t Buy Me Love, various Indiana Jones films, E.T., The Breakfast Club . . . all old eighties movies. Couldn’t Brixton have gotten her something more modern? Is this what people like Brixton watch? She notices that the movie posters for some of these same DVDs are framed and hung all over the loft (Max, Max, Max).

Diagonally across from the kitchen, in the other corner, is one of those Chinese screen thingies; she’s always loved those. Behind it is a big, queen-sized bed covered in an old-fashioned patchwork quilt. A giant teddy bear lounges in the middle of the bed wearing a t-shirt that reads I Wuv You Beary Much! (Max, Max, Max.) There’s a chest of drawers and a clothes rack full of someone else’s clothes – things she would never wear, in sizes she couldn’t fit into if her life depended on it. Frilly little blouses, lacy dresses, embroidered cardigans . . . stuff the Lagoon girls buy from Irvings, the thought of which sends a pang of fear into her stomach (MAX, MAX, MAX).

The only other actual room with a door you can close is the bathroom, which has a claw-foot bathtub and a bunch of expensive-looking bath products. She opens them all and sniffs them. The shampoo and conditioner smell like strawberries and cream. There’s a body wash that smells like coconut, which immediately makes her think of Denise. What is she doing now? Where does she think I am? Kristy wonders as she opens a body scrub that smells like birthday cake and a shaving gel that smells like cherry soda. The scents do something to her, like those old-fashioned smelling salts.

She suddenly feels something close to hope, a cautious sense that this might all work out. Maybe she can have Max back. Why not? Maybe she can be the kind of girl who has a bathroom like this and spends money on fancy shaving gel instead of just using shampoo to shave her legs like she usually does? She smells the shaving gel again. She almost wants to taste it. She can’t wait to smear it all over herself. (Max, Max, Max.) She imagines Max in this bathtub with her, the new her, the next her. The idea of his hands on her body again . . . the thought of him growing hard in her hand, in her mouth . . . of him plunging into her the way he used to . . . when he wanted her. The possibility that he could want her again . . . that it could be within her reach . . . She almost can’t breathe.

Having run out of things to do, she decides to watch one of the old flicks, but she can’t get the DVD player to work. What she really wants is to go for a run; just the thought of it makes the muscles in her legs twitch. If she isn’t allowed to go out, she wonders if they’ll at least get her a treadmill.

Glancing around the loft again, her eyes fall on the bookshelf. For Kristy, books have always been a cause of panic, something to avoid. She finds the idea of reading for pleasure as ludicrous and unrelatable as she does people who keep caged birds as pets. She knows there are supposed to be worlds within their covers; she knows that if she could just make the words be still and stop the letters from disappearing, then she could fill herself with the information she would have needed to go to college, to keep pace with Max. This new me needs to read, she tells herself. She wonders if there’s a surgery to cure whatever it is that causes the atmosphere between the words on a page and the eyes in her head to fizz and distort.

Cautiously, she makes her way across the room, eyeing the books as though they might fly off the shelf and attack her. She squats down on her haunches to examine their spines. Years ago, not that it had done her any good, she had figured out that if she went very slowly, and covered the portion of the text that she wasn’t reading with her hand, focusing on one word at a time, then she could painstakingly stitch together a sentence.

She chooses one of the books at random, squints, places her hand on the cover as if she’s taking an oath and tries to isolate each word in the title. Eat Fat Be Skinny! it reads, the words over an image of a thin woman holding a cake in one hand and a loaf of bread in the other. She puts it back and pulls out another: The Paleo Way, Eating for Your Star Sign. ‘What the fuck?’ she says aloud, replacing it and retrieving another: Shut Your Mouth, Bitch! And another: What Your Poo Says About You! Followed by: Moment on the Lips, Lifetime on the Hips: One child actor’s real-life account of binging and purging.

It seems Mara has decided to restrict the reading options to diet and exercise. Very subtle, Kristy thinks wryly. She is about to go back and see if throwing the DVD player against one of the brick walls might fix it when she spots another book on the shelf, its author smiling at her from a little picture on its spine. She pulls it out. It’s called Change Now! by Dr. Warren Michaels. His toothy smile and beady eyes stare at her. She’s seen the face hundreds of times on the Change Now! TV show that her mom watches religiously. Clearly his motivational talks haven’t worked on her mom; the only thing she changes is the channel, and even that seems to require a sigh and a conscious shifting of body weight.

A shiver runs through Kristy. This is the man who will fix her. Make her into something Max will want. She opens the book, takes a deep breath, and word by spinning and disappearing word, reads the introduction:


Are you tired? Do you feel sick all the time? Do you feel invisible? Depressed? Suicidal? Do you look in the mirror and think to yourself that your outward appearance doesn’t match the person you are inside? If this sounds familiar, you are not alone. Millions of people suffer from this painful condition, a condition called genes: the imperfect traits that we inherit from our parents.

How many times have you heard the phrase ‘Don’t judge a book by its cover’? Well, I am here to tell you that we are not books, we are human beings, and recent studies into the human genome have revealed that we are hard-wired to judge each other based on outward appearance. This is a result of hundreds of thousands of years of courtship and mating rituals that ensure the very survival of the human race.

Recent advancements in modern technology and pharmaceuticals have finally made it possible to match our ‘covers’ with the stories we have within us. In this book, you will learn about my patented Total Body Transformation© method and read inspiring case studies from people all over the world who have changed their ‘covers.’ As an extra gift to you, I have included a useful directory to licensed TBT© practitioners, and some healthy TBT© recipes to maintain the new you. Remember: To change is to live and to live is to change, so . . . CHANGE NOW!



Kristy puts the book back on the shelf. For the first time in her life, she is grateful for her reading difficulties; she doesn’t really want to know about it all yet. Better just to let it happen. Take it step by step.

For the next three days, nobody comes by and Kristy pretty much spends the entire time dozing restlessly, taking baths, and trying the weird food Brixton has stocked for her. Turns out that tamari is like soy sauce and if she puts enough of it on the tofu and adds some vegetables to it, it almost tastes like chicken stir-fry. Almost.

She kills a whole afternoon using a pair of kitchen scissors to cut features out of a pile of old fashion magazines that had been arranged on her coffee table. She separates her cuttings into three neat stacks: eyes, noses, and mouths. Sitting in front of the floor length mirror in her bedroom, she holds them up in front of her face, mixing and matching, creating different combinations. After a while she begins to feel a bit queasy – is Mara watching her? Flooded with hot, sudden shame, she spirits the strips of glossy paper to the kitchen sink, drowns them under the faucet and shoves them down the garbage disposal.

So far, the nights have been the hardest. Kristy never knew there were different kinds of silence. Or that really, when you stop and think about it, there is no real silence. She guesses she’s just gotten used to the night noises of home: the buzzing insects, Mercy’s steady breathing, leaves rustling in the wind, the synchronized hiccupping of frogs. The night outside her window here in Queens is something else altogether: an electric quiet, a low-frequency vibration, a constant humming, as if the whole city is hooked up to a life-support machine.

Roaring music smashes into her windows in sound waves escaping from the cars that speed by at random times all through the hot, stagnant night. Drunk voices raised in argument and provocation send shivers through her body, causing her to clench her hands into white-knuckled fists. Car alarms and sirens ring out like frenzied birds, shrieking madly. And there are other, more sinister sounds that she can’t completely decipher: chain-link fences shaking under the weight of a trespasser, maybe, or glass breaking inside a paper bag. Sounds with stories clinging to them for dear life.

Kristy realizes that for all her loneliness, she has rarely been alone before. Back home, she was constantly in the presence of other people’s steady pulses, other people’s sheer existence. Even at home in her bedroom, she was mere feet from her parents. Her only real solitude was during her night runs, but even those she shared with Mercy, with the frogs, with the beating heart of the waterways and the glittering constellations. It occurs to her now that this, here, is the most personal space – unpopulated by any other living creature – that she’s ever had in her whole life. There have to be at least two hundred feet between her body and her neighbors’ bodies. She scans the corners of the high ceilings until she finds what she’s hoping for: a spider splayed in the center of a delicate web. Thank God, she thinks, and promptly names it after the spider from the movie she’d watched as a kid, the first time a story had made her cry.

‘Hi, Charlotte,’ she whispers.

Charlotte remains silent.

Over the years, Kristy has sat through countless true crime series with her parents; they are big fans of the genre but Kristy herself usually finds it macabre and surreal. She can never understand why people find murder entertaining. But she is, admittedly, fascinated by prison. Especially by the idea of wrongful incarceration. The notion of being locked up for a crime you didn’t commit strikes her as the very worst thing that can happen to a person. In one of the TV series she watched, the innocent prisoners recounted their suffering – the beatings and the terrifying cellmates, the intricate prison economy and toilet wine – but Kristy was particularly riveted by the stories of solitary confinement.

Invariably, there would be an insect or a rodent who became a vital lifeline. A cockroach that under normal circumstances would be swiftly annihilated became a confidant, and sometimes – if a prisoner were in solitary long enough to train it – a messenger.

Kristy thinks she has what it takes to survive solitary. The secret seems to be an ability to take solace within your own mind, to retreat into your imagination. Kristy figures if she ever finds herself in that position, she’ll replay in her mind all the astronomy documentaries she’s ever watched. She’ll spend her time among nebulae and black holes. Tonight, however, she doubts herself. She doesn’t necessarily want to talk to anyone, or do anything with anyone, but she would be very happy if someone else were watching television in the other room. Even the sound of her dad clearing his throat, something that usually sets her on edge, would be welcome.

Earlier this evening, when she’d been fixing herself a salad, trying to make the peeling and slicing of a single carrot fill up as much time – all this horrible time! – as she could, she’d begun humming the tune to ‘Tiny Dancer.’ It’s her parents’ favorite song. One of her earliest memories is of running into the kitchen for a snack after a particularly athletic game of hide and seek with Denise and the other Park kids, to find her parents cheek to cheek, dancing and singing along with Elton John. Their bodies had been so different then, so capable and competent. She’d squeezed herself between them, pried them apart with the wedge of her head and shoulders, demanding to be absorbed, included. They’d each taken her by the hand and the three of them had spent the rest of the song in a tight circle, swaying and laughing. Tonight, standing alone in her New York City loft, she had burst into song, belting out the chorus. But the sound of her own voice echoing and bouncing off the brick walls had made her jump. It was, she promptly decided, far too weird to hear your own voice when nobody else was around.

Now, she is settling in for what is sure to be another sleepless night in a city famous for its insomnia. Like a junkie, Kristy thinks. Or like someone suffering from heartbreak, an insomnia she knows intimately. Can a city be brokenhearted? Kristy hasn’t really slept properly since she arrived here. She longs for Mercy; she reckons she could sleep under a bridge if Mercy were with her. She tried her best to convince Mara to let her bring Mercy to New York, but Mara was adamant that Max would recognize her and the whole cover would be blown. Be reasonable, Kristy, she’d said, eyeing Mercy with barely concealed disgust, how many three-legged mutts named Mercy are there?

Her mom had promised to pay one of the Park kids to take her for a walk every day, but Kristy doesn’t believe her, and she’s not allowed to call and check.

When Thursday rolls around, Kristy doesn’t even notice – the last few days have blurred together. Like every morning since she moved in, she wakes up in a panic, not knowing where she is. But today, someone is knocking on her door, calling, ‘Knock knock!’ It’s Brixton’s voice. ‘Rise and shine!’

She tries to gather herself, scrambling to put on some jeans and pull her hair back into a ponytail. ‘One minute!’

She answers the door and Brixton is standing there in what looks like women’s exercise leggings, old-man penny loafers, an LA Lakers t-shirt and a flimsy scarf with little stars all over it. He has a leather cuff with gold studs on each wrist and the nails of just his middle fingers are painted neon green. The bun on the top of his head looks to Kristy like a hairy tumor, and he has one little daisy tucked into his beard. He is holding a coffee in each hand. ‘I don’t know what you drank before, probably instant coffee – do they even have real coffee where you’re from? – but anyway, now you drink skim cappuccinos, no sugar. What’s the point in slimming you down if you’re just gonna plump yourself back up?’

He hands her one of the coffees, and as she takes it she sees that the name scribbled on the lid is Lady Gaga. Is Brixton making a joke? If so, is it an invitation to laugh with him or is he just laughing at her?

‘Thanks,’ she says weakly, but Brixton has already walked past her into the living room and sprawled out on the couch, talking to her while he looks at his phone.

‘I’m supposed to get you on a call with Mara right away, then she’ll tell you the plan for the day.’

Kristy’s happy to hear there’s a plan; hopefully it’s one that involves letting her out of the apartment. Brixton’s brought her another big bag of groceries from Whole Foods, which contains a bunch of things she’s never heard of: quinoa, kale, kombucha, organic dulse flakes, probiotic activated almonds, cold-pressed green goddess nectar, kefir . . . Everything tastes like vitamins. She makes the mistake of asking him if he can order her a pizza for dinner later – isn’t New York City famous for it? – but he just stares at her like she’s from outer space and tells her that there are too many people invested in her now to eat that shit.

Still, she’s excited that Brixton is here, even though she thinks he’s a bit of a douche. She’s looking forward to finally doing something. Maybe they’ll take her on a tour of the city today, show her the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty.

Brixton hands her his phone. ‘Mara wants you.’


LITTLE CHOICES

Mara is fired the fuck up. Yes! Thank God for Kristy fucking Shaw. And after seeing that hovel she lives in with her pathetic parents and three-legged dog, Kristy Shaw should thank God for Mara.

After she left Kristy to pack her shit, Mara caught the first flight back to JFK and called a meeting with Ramiro and Noah. She was only gone for four days, but Channel Real is in a shambles. That place simply cannot run without her, and nor should it. She is taking back the reins. Summoning them to her corner office on a Sunday evening – testing them, of course – she remains seated at her post-modern Bauhaus desk, leaning back in her Herman Miller chair. She does not invite them to take a seat or make themselves comfortable.

‘I found our first season,’ she tells them. ‘Her name is Kristy Shaw, she will be twenty-two when we go to air, her ex is named Max – and he is studying architecture at NYU and has an internship with Lawson, Hardy & Moreno in Chelsea. She arrives tomorrow. Brixton is arranging the Astoria loft as we speak. You’re welcome.’

Ramiro tries to press her for more details about Kristy’s backstory, but Mara shuts that shit down without mercy.

‘Gentlemen,’ she continues, ‘this is probably a good time to tell you that I am making some changes with regards to the team for Season One of The Shot. I’ve already spoken to the board,’ which is a formality, and they know it, as Mara is the fucking president of Channel Real and built this company with her blood, sweat and tears and there would be no fucking show without her. ‘Ramiro, your talents and expertise will be more valuable for us at the conferences and festival circuit this year. I think we need to think about selling Kidnapped as an international format, and maybe planting the seeds to do the same with The Shot.’ Ramiro makes to protest out of habit, but stops himself, probably remembering that what he’s just been offered – demotion or not – involves a bunch of traveling to various cities all over the world and staying in five-star hotels while drinking Dom Pérignon with other overpaid television execs just like him. He nods his head, making an effort not to look too grateful. Whatever.

She turns to Noah and sees sweat darkening the fabric of his Hawaiian shirt between his man-boobs. He is such a sweaty man, she observes with disgust. Either that, or Mara makes him exceedingly nervous, which is a thought that makes her very happy.

‘Noah, look, you’ve done a good job,’ she deliberately does not say great, ‘and a show like this – first season, groundbreaking – is not easy to make. I think it’s my fault for throwing you in as series producer; I think I may have unwittingly set you up to fail, and I want to see you succeed.’ Noah’s chin actually quivers and he begins rapidly blinking back tears, but how can he protest when she delivers it to him like some well-meaning mentor? ‘I’ll executive produce and series produce this season, and I’d really love to have you as Max’s senior producer – a vital role, as you know. You’ll have to coordinate with all the field producers that are on Max, review all their rushes, and report back to me with any key information about him that might affect the direction of the show, how we produce Kristy, et cetera. It’s a massive role and there’s nobody else I’d like to do it.’ Actually, there were three other people she’d looked at for the position but they were all contracted on other shows. No matter; she’ll be guiding Noah the whole time. Like Ramiro, Noah tries to hide his relief but can’t keep himself from cracking a smile, and why wouldn’t he? The heat is off him; he was in over his head and he knew it.

‘Great,’ she says to both of them. ‘Ramiro, let’s touch base in a few weeks after you’ve had some time to strategize. Noah, I’ve had Brixton put together a brief on Max, so take a while to absorb it. We’ve lost momentum, so we need to move quickly. First things first, please arrange a meeting with Max’s bosses. You need to get them onside, as the best plan is to get Kristy a job at Lawson, Hardy & Moreno. Try for tomorrow afternoon, okay?’

‘Okay, absolutely, I’m on it,’ Noah replies, his brow beginning to dry. Ramiro has already walked away.

When she’s alone, Mara opens the password-encrypted email Janine Hartley, the Channel Real private investigator, sent her that morning. The file is simply labelled M.I. – Max Irving. Mara had wasted no time getting Janine on the job; she’d texted her the name surreptitiously while she was still wooing Kristy over pasta. She needed to make sure that Max was attainable, that there were no roadblocks or secrets that would make it impossible for Kristy to win, or impossible for the audience to root for their reunion. Janine has her ways, and Mara never questions her. She admires Janine’s nimble alacrity, her ability to uncover even the most guarded secrets. She figures Janine must be ex-CIA, or something like that. She has skills that require access.

Mara reads the document, which is only one page long – a good sign. Max doesn’t have a current girlfriend or boyfriend. He’s slept with two women since moving to New York, both students at NYU, but neither encounter developed into a relationship. He has no drug addictions or hidden debts. He has not subscribed to any dating apps nor does he have an alias through which he participates in any clandestine online activity. His social media has no offensive posts that could come back to haunt him. He is not a secret member or supporter of the Proud Boys, incels, or any men’s rights groups. He is, for Mara’s purposes at least, squeaky clean and single. She smiles.

Mara stands up and walks to the wall of windows that look out onto Central Park. If she presses her forehead to the glass and looks straight down, she can see the moving dots of people walking along Fifth Avenue below her. The fast dots are locals, their courses well charted, dodging and weaving around any obstacles. The slow dots are tourists – bumbling and meandering, cameras hanging from their necks like yokes.

Mara often stands at this window, watching the dots move through their day. Once, she saw a dot get hit by a taxi. She’s seen two dots get into a fight. She’s watched dots run for cover from sudden summer rain, scattering across the pavement. Sometimes, she squishes them between her fingers.

Mara is not a dot. Of this, she is certain. Even when she moves among them – cheek by jowl, smelling their odors – inwardly she perceives them from this height. The notion that someone else might also be looking down upon her from their corner office or penthouse apartment, squishing her between their fingers, is inconceivable to her. No, she is not a dot. Mara is a god.

She’d needed a little time to put a plan in place, so she’d left Kristy alone in the loft for three days. It had occurred to her that that much solitude could backfire – but something told her that with Kristy, it would only serve to make her more dependent on Mara. It’s a good thing if Kristy comes to associate Mara with a break in the monotony, an excursion or an activity – her conduit to freedom. But today, it’s time to get to work. Her phone rings; it’s Brixton.

‘Hey, Brix, are you with her?’

‘Yep, she’s right here, should I put her on?’

‘Please.’

‘Hello?’ Kristy’s voice is small and childish.

‘Well, hello there, sweetheart,’ Mara says in a voice she doesn’t recognize, a vaguely maternal octave – placating and tentative – that unnerves her. She’s glad she’s not on speaker phone; she wouldn’t want Brixton to have heard that. She clears her throat and retunes her vocal cords. ‘How have you been? Settled in okay?’

‘Um, yeah, thank you.’ Kristy coughs, excuses herself. ‘I’m good.’

‘Great, good to hear. I’m sure you’re wondering what’s coming next. You must have a million questions. Let me tell you what the plan is for today.’

‘Okay?’ Kristy replies questioningly, nervous.

‘I’m going to come over in a few hours to conduct your Master Pre-TBT Interview. Before I get there some crew members will show up, a sound tech, lighting guy, camera and our Art Department. Just let them do their thing. Remember, your loft is a set, so you just have to get used to us coming and going. All I need you to do is get dressed and do your hair and makeup the way you always do. Don’t try to do anything differently. The whole point is to capture where you are now, before Total Body Transformation. The interview will take a while – there’s a lot to go over. I’ll bring lunch. Actually, just tell Brixton what you want. After that, I can give you a sense of the schedule for the next few weeks. Sound good?’

‘Yeah, sounds good,’ she chokes out; Mara recognizes the sound of holding back tears. That’s okay, Mara thinks, and doesn’t ask Kristy what’s wrong, or offer any consolation. A little fear is a good thing – it will make her pliable and approval-seeking.

‘Great, thanks, Kristy. Can you put Brixton back on?’

‘Hey, Mar,’ says Brixton in his bored Williamsburg drawl, ‘all good?’

‘Can you step into the bathroom, or the hall, for a moment? Make sure you’re out of earshot.’ A few seconds pass; she hears a door open and close.

‘I’m in the hall,’ he says.

‘Good. Did you check on the other units?’ Unbeknown to Kristy, of course, Channel Real owns the whole building her loft is in, and not only will one of the apartments be the on-site production office and control room, but all of the so-called tenants are her The Shot guerrillas. They’ve got all the tenants cast – a representation of Astoria’s demographic range – except for Kristy’s direct neighbor. Mara hasn’t decided if she wants to go with someone Kristy’s own age who will be a friend and confidante, or someone older, a couple maybe, who can be like surrogate parents. It’s an important role, as it requires actors with the skill to befriend Kristy, whereas the others are observers who will only engage in the occasional conversation at the mailboxes or when taking the trash out to the curb. The Art Department is on her to decide quickly, as they will need as much time as possible to create the right set. She’s leaning toward getting Kristy some new friends – she figures it will also help ease any intrusive homesickness, and besides, if anyone should be a surrogate mother to the girl, it’s Mara herself.

‘Yeah, they’re just finishing up cameras and mics. They managed to get most of it done over the last few days while Kristy stayed in her loft. Art has finished most of the apartments, they’re just waiting for you to decide about –’

‘Her neighbor, I know, I know.’

‘Yeah, her neighbor, but other than that they’re on schedule. I’ve got a set of keys for you if you want to have a look when you get here.’

‘Fabulous. I’ll be there at one o’clock to do the Master IV myself.’

‘We’ll be ready.’

On the drive over to Kristy’s loft, Mara’s phone pings with an appointment reminder: Therapy 2 pm. She’ll never make it in time. Shit, Mara thinks. This will be the – what – fourth reschedule? ‘Siri,’ Mara commands her phone, ‘call Constance.’

‘Constance Baker’s office, Julie speaking,’ says the receptionist when she picks up. Mara reschedules for the following week, apologizing profusely and promising not to miss another appointment.

‘God knows I need it!’ Mara says, louder than she means to, trying to end the exchange jovially, but it comes out pleadingly. She hangs up without saying goodbye.

Kristy looks visibly uncomfortable in the armchair, her eyes darting between the hot lights bearing down on her and the three cameras, their unblinking lenses pinning her in their crosshairs. Mara considers giving her a little pep talk, encouraging her to relax, but decides against it: it will be better TV if audiences get to see this Kristy be nervous and fidgety, and subsequently observe the new Kristy be strong and assertive.

She’s wearing off-brand jeans and a t-shirt with a black and white picture of Marilyn Monroe on it. Everything looks borrowed. Clothes in general, Mara has noticed, never look natural on Kristy; rather, everything looks like she bought it at a garage sale or found it in a lost and found bin. It’s odd, because Mara knows that Kristy yearns for nice things, that she was surrounded by them at Irvings. It’s almost as if she’s decided that if she can’t have the designer labels and the latest fashions, then she’ll go in the complete opposite direction: total fashion apathy.

The sound engineer is attaching Kristy’s microphone and asking her to recite what she had for breakfast, testing the levels. Mara wonders what Kristy looks like naked. She wonders this about everyone she sees: young, old, man, woman. It isn’t a sexual thing; there is no desire behind it. But she wouldn’t go so far as to say it isn’t a little perverted in the true sense of the word. She knows herself well enough to recognise that it’s an odd mental habit. Anyway, she’ll know for sure soon enough, Mara remembers – the whole world will know – albeit with pixelations obscuring Kristy’s most private bits.

Mara continues to regard Kristy. The girl had certainly taken her seriously when Mara told her not to do anything new with her hair and makeup: Kristy’s hair is in the same messy ponytail as every other time Mara’s seen her, and she’s got a light, greasy sheen of lip balm on her average, forgettable lips, nothing else. Mara can see her unplucked eyebrows from where she’s sitting and has to resist the urge to pull tweezers out of her purse. Again, she’s struck by Kristy’s nose. It’s really her defining feature and the only thing that gives her face any character; its regality doesn’t fit her meekness. Shame it will have to go, but she’s not making the best use of it anyway. Mara imagines Kristy’s nose on her own face, and determines it would suit her. Pity Dr. Michaels can’t simply transfer Kristy’s nose across to Mara.

‘Kristy, I don’t normally conduct these interviews myself anymore, but you know how fond I am of you and I want this to be a good experience for you, so let’s have fun with it, shall we?’ Kristy nods and tries to smile but it looks more like a grimace. Mara continues, ‘You and I have already discussed a lot of this, as friends, so just try to ignore everyone else here, okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘So, you have two jobs here. One is to be honest. You want the audience to root for you, to want you to get Max back, and the only way you can achieve that is by treating the audience with respect, and that means honesty.’ Kristy nods and starts chewing on her bottom lip. ‘The second thing you need to do is to repeat my question in your answer. When we edit this, I won’t be on camera; it will just be you, so find a way to weave my question into your response. For example, what’s your name?’

‘Kristy.’

‘Nope, you have to say “My name is Kristy,” otherwise the audience just hears you say your own name for no reason. Let’s try again. What’s your favorite food?’ Mara catches Kristy’s quick glance at Brixton; no doubt his lectures about food and weight have gotten to her.

‘Um, my favorite food is pasta.’

As if on cue, Mara hears Brixton’s exasperated exhalation from across the room.

‘Good,’ Mara smiles, ‘though try to minimize the “ums” if you can, okay? One more. Tell me how you arrived in New York City.’

‘By plane – wait – sorry – I flew to New York City from Florida . . .’ She trails off, unsure if she’s done it correctly.

‘Perfect! You’ve got it. Let’s get started.’


THE SHOT – SEASON ONE: Master Interview Transcript

Subject: Kristy Shaw

Interviewer: Mara Bolt

Location: Loft Set

Duration: 1 hour 15 minutes

Time Code (3 camera shoot)

1315   Let’s start by you telling us your name, age, and where you’re from.

My name is Kristina Elizabeth Shaw. I go by Kristy. I’m twenty-one years old, I’ll be twenty-two in September. I’m from Puerto Seguro, Florida.

And Kristy, tell me a little bit about Puerto Seguro, how you spend your time, your friends and family, et cetera.

Puerto Seguro is a small beach town about two hours south of Jacksonville. Everyone kinda knows everyone. We get a lot of tourists in the summer but in winter it can feel like a ghost town. There’s not too much to do there, really. There’s the beach, and a few places downtown where people hang out. If you’re from the Lagoon, the rich part of Puerto Seguro, you might go to the Seguro Club and stuff, but I mostly just hang out at the beach or go for runs along the marsh. These days, though, I spend most of my time working at Irvings, the department store, and at home with my parents.

1316   And Max’s parents own Irvings, don’t they?

Yeah.

In a sentence, please.

Max’s parents own Irvings, where I work.

And how does that make you feel, working for them?

Um, well, working for them makes me feel embarrassed, I guess. Pretty much like shit. I mean, it sucks when girls from high school come in and look at me like they feel sorry for me – but it’s not even that, really, it’s like it makes them happy to see me working there, serving them.

Schadenfreude.

What?

Nothing, never mind.

1317   Friends?

I don’t really have that many friends. I have one good friend, Denise, we grew up together and now we work together at Irvings. I’ve never been that good at making friends, I guess. And then I met Max – and between him and running, I guess I felt like I had all I needed.

How does that make you feel?

Um, I don’t know. I guess it would be nice to have more friends. Especially now, you know, without Max. He was always so good at making friends, and I picture him now just surrounded by cool, interesting new people, which just makes me feel worse.

1319   Was Max popular in high school?

Oh yeah, he was Mr. Popular. People just kind of gravitated to him. Everyone always wanted him around. And he was kind to everyone, it didn’t matter to him if you were popular or not. Obviously, I mean, I wasn’t popular, and he chose me.

Did Max’s social circle embrace you? I suppose I’m asking whether his popularity rubbed off on you?

Um . . . no, not really –

In a sentence, please.

No, Max’s popularity didn’t really rub off on me. But I didn’t really care. He would invite me to things, you know, like parties and stuff. But I could tell he didn’t really want me to go. He would always give me an ‘out’ – like, ‘Hey, so-and-so’s having a party tonight, you can come along, but I know you have practice early tomorrow . . .’ I think he knew his group made me uncomfortable. I was just never as good at making conversation as he was. I don’t really like to talk about myself.

1321   Tell me about your family.

I live with my mom and dad and our dog, Mercy. Um, Mom and Dad are both retired. I’m an only child. I was hoping to save enough money to move out soon, our trailer’s pretty small, but I worry about my parents a bit. They don’t, um, move around too easily.

1322   Great, Kristy, you’re doing well. Let’s just jump back to Max now. Remember, honesty is the best policy. Tell me when you first met Max. Everything you can remember.

Um, well. Sorry, I’ll start over, without the ‘um.’ I’ve known who Max was since kindergarten. We’re the same age, and we’ve always gone to school together. But I didn’t really meet him until junior year of high school. I had just turned seventeen. I was pretty shy, like I said; I had a few friends from track, but we didn’t really hang out outside of that. At that time he was still on junior varsity football, but I was fast-tracked to varsity track. I was the best runner in my division all four years of high school. Anyways. Max came to one of our track meets. I remember seeing him in the bleachers, sitting with a bunch of the rich kids from the Lagoon.

What did he look like? What was your first impression?

My first impression of Max was that he was hot. Like, so good-looking it was hard to look at him.

1324   Describe him.

Well, Max is kind of that all-American guy, you know? Like from a magazine. He actually did do some modeling at one point, for his parents’ store, but still. He’s tan, blond, muscular, really tall. He looks older than he is. He never needed a fake ID. He has these really beautiful blue-green eyes and when he smiles he kind of looks like the actor from that movie Dirty Dancing. The one who died? Um . . .

Patrick Swayze. You’ll have to repeat that sentence.

When Max smiles he kind of looks like the actor from that old movie Dirty Dancing, Patrick . . . jeez, sorry, what is it again?

It’s okay. Swayze. Patrick Swayze.

When Max smiles he kind of looks like Patrick Swayze, from that old movie Dirty Dancing. I noticed that when I saw that movie. I thought, wow, Max really looks like him. Anyways.

1326   Did he approach you? How did you start dating?

Well, I, um, sorry. I’ll start over. I remember him cheering me on really loudly at that meet. Even one of the other runners – I can’t remember her name – mentioned it to me. She was like, ‘That guy is totally checking you out,’ and I was like, ‘No way, shut up.’ But I guess he was, ’cause he walked up to me after the meet like we were already friends, you know, like really confident, and he spoke more like an adult than a teenager. He was like, ‘I just want to congratulate you on your win today, well done,’ or something like that. I remember laughing because he sounded like a teacher or something. But Max just talks that way, it’s kind of stuck up, actually. So anyways, he asked me what I thought was so funny and I told him and he laughed at himself too. Which is something I always loved about him, he makes fun of himself a lot.

1327    So, anyways, he just said something like, ‘If you like laughing at me that much, maybe you should go on a date with me.’ I was so surprised I didn’t even really say yes. He just told me where to meet him on Saturday afternoon and I just nodded at him like an idiot. I mean, guys like Max don’t usually like girls like me. But we connected, you know? It just felt natural to be with him.

1328   Tell me more about that. What do you mean ‘guys like him’ and ‘girls like you?’

Well. I’m from the Park, you know, a trailer park. My parents aren’t rich at all. The kind of guys that girls from my trailer park date are not like Max. Trailer-park girls date guys who drop out of high school to do landscaping with their uncles and stuff like that, who drive pickup trucks and save up their money to go gator hunting in the Everglades, listen to country music and stuff. I never really fit in with any of that stuff, you know, I guess what you’d call the ‘redneck’ stuff. I’ve always just been more into running. And space, as in, outer space. I spent most of my weekends at home watching documentaries on astronomy and stuff instead of going to parties with Max. Anyways, guys like Max usually date preppy girls who go on diets and spend their summers at equestrian camps and stuff, wear a lot of tennis skirts and polo shirts, even when they’re not playing tennis. Which is stupid. But that’s just another reason why I love him, why he’s different; he didn’t care about any of that stuff. He was deeper than that, with me.



Mara’s mind is wandering. She’s trying to stay focused, but she knows all of this already. Mara doesn’t usually struggle to concentrate when she’s working – but this is the first time she’s interviewed someone from her own hometown, and hearing Kristy talk about the same high school Mara went to yanks her out of the present moment and into her own memories.

She remembers those very bleachers Kristy mentioned – the way the metal, baking under a hot sun, would burn into your thighs like a brand when you sat down. She used to sneak under them with Eric Cox and smoke cigarettes and let him put his hand up her skirt. Mara and Eric were not nice Lagoon kids, she knows this. They used to hurl insults at the Park kids, make fun of their clothes, their cars, their homes and families. Mara’s not proud of this, but she doesn’t admonish herself either. She always felt there should have been two schools, God knows there was enough money in the Lagoon to finance a private school. A lot of the Lagoon kids went away to boarding school, but her dad wanted her to go to Puerto Seguro High. He used to say it would build her character to mix with kids from all walks of life. But what Tom Pugh didn’t get was that kids – especially teenagers – don’t mix. They self-segregate. Especially teenage girls – they are the most classist demographic on Earth, if you ask Mara. And they don’t grow out of it, she knows, they simply learn to be more polite about it.

Mara forces herself to focus on Kristy’s words, keep her face open and serene, the picture of empathetic listening – but the next thirty minutes are old news to her, details Kristy shared over dinner in Puerto Seguro. Still, she keeps nodding with an encouraging smile as Kristy recounts their first date (they brought burritos to the beach and held hands, made out, yes, it was Kristy’s first kiss). Her favorite Max memory (an afternoon at a swimming hole). Why she still loves him (she knows him in a way she knows other people don’t, she’s seen him cry, seen him vulnerable). More about what kind of student she was (mediocre, looked over), more about her parents (homebodies, good intentions). Then, like a shot of espresso straight into Mara’s brain, this:


1401   So, did you lose your virginity with Max?

Um, yeah.

Sorry, Kristy, can you repeat that using my question in the answer please.

I lost my virginity to Max, junior year, after we’d been dating for a few weeks. We were seventeen. He snuck me into his house through the old servants’ entrance. His parents were out of town but he was worried one of the housekeepers would see me and tell on him. We, um, did it in his bedroom. His room was covered in Florida Gators stuff, posters, signed footballs, even his bedspread. I kind of liked it, though; it seemed like a normal guy’s room. The rest of his house was so fancy, you know, you never felt like you were supposed to touch anything or sit anywhere. There was lots of white carpet. But it was loving, you know. When we . . . it was love.

And were you faithful?

What, like, did I cheat on him?

Yes, did you have any other partners during your time with Max?

No. I mean, I was faithful to Max, I never cheated on him.

1404   Was Max faithful to you?

I think so. Sorry! I mean, I believe Max was faithful to me. If he cheated on me, I never knew about it. There was something, with a girl from school, a Lagoon girl named Jacinda Yeats [DO NOT AIR NAME – FOR INTERNAL USE ONLY] but he swears that was just a rumor, and I believe him. She actually used to bully me a lot back in middle school, said I had a unibrow, but that doesn’t matter. Max said it never happened.

What was the rumor?

There was a rumor after Christmas break, senior year. I had spent the break at home, doing nothing, pretty much just training. But Max had gone away on a school trip to France – most of the kids who went to France were Lagoon kids, surprise surprise – and Jacinda Yeats was like, the most popular girl, and she was always flirting with Max right in front of me, and just ignoring me like I wasn’t there. She never actually spoke to me, even if I was, like, sitting on Max’s lap or something. She would just talk to him and ignore me. Anyways, Jacinda had a boyfriend, one of Max’s friends, Will Voorhees [DO NOT AIR NAME – FOR INTERNAL USE ONLY] but he didn’t go to France either. Basically, when they all got back from France rumors started going around that Max and Jacinda had, you know, slept together. But they both denied it. Max swore on his grandparents’ graves that he didn’t do it. I believed him.

1417   And, have you slept with anyone else since you two broke up?

Um, like what do you mean?

I mean, have you had sex with anybody since Max broke up with you?

Um. Sorry.

Kristy?

I don’t know . . .

You don’t know?

No, I mean no. No. No, I haven’t slept with anyone since Max and I broke up.

1421   Thanks Kristy, we’re almost done here. You’re doing great. Just one more question. Why do you want to be on The Shot?

Oh, well, you know. Well, you said –

No, Kristy, remember. The question in the answer. And don’t mention me. This isn’t about me. This is about you, and your decision to participate in The Shot. Try again.

Sorry. Yes, okay.

I wanted to come on The Shot, um. Um, sorry. Sorry. Let me start over.

I wanted to come on The Shot because I still love Max. So much. I miss him so much [starts crying]. And I think, like Dr. Warren Michaels says, um, in his book, you know. That our book covers should match the story inside us, or something. I think that if The Shot can make me into someone new, someone better, then it will be like meeting Max again for the first time, only now I know more about what he wants, who I need to be. I want to be better. And not just for Max, but for myself, too. I want to reach my full potential, and I want Max to be a part of that. I want a better life. I’m ready.

1430   End Interview.



Kristy darts off to the bathroom while the crew starts breaking down and packing up their gear. Mara takes a sip of water and feels a deep sense of contentment. That had gone very well. Had Kristy really read Dr. Michaels’ book over the last few days? Good girl. Good fucking girl. Keep giving us shit like that, Mara thinks, and we’re gonna do just fine. But what was all of that ducking and weaving about sexual partners? The rumors about Max possibly cheating on Kristy aren’t ideal – The Shot needs Max to be worth everything Kristy does to get him back. But having this information in her back pocket isn’t a bad thing. Experience has taught her that you never know what inside knowledge might come in handy later.

But it was the final part of the interview that is the most important. Not so much for the show, though of course they’ll use it, but for Kristy, to make sure she’s in the frame of mind Mara needs her in: grateful and acquiescent. More than that, even, Mara needs her to beg her for this. Also, for legal purposes, it’s important to get Kristy’s clear intent on the record, and now it is.

Kristy returns from the bathroom and sits on the couch next to Mara, playing with her ponytail, animated and easygoing. She does this, Mara’s noticed; oscillates between shy and babyish, and forthright – defiant, even. It’s weird. Makes Mara wonder if the timid, uncertain Kristy is just an act. Mara doesn’t want her to have any acts that Mara herself doesn’t direct. She should have no tricks up those cheap Walmart sleeves of hers. Which reminds Mara, she needs to schedule Kristy’s psych evaluation. Just a formality, but one Channel Real manages carefully. Dr. Michaels employs a psychologist at his TBT practice, Dr. Thea Kildare, who’s been quite amenable. Mara used her for Kidnapped, and she’s worked for Survivor and Big Brother, Top Model, The Bachelor, all the big reality franchises. She knows the game and she gets paid handsomely to play it. Basically, you’d have to be a psychopathic murderer with a smoking gun in your hand, or a schizophrenic nutjob swapping personalities before her very eyes to not get her sound medical reference.

‘You did great today, Kristy,’ Mara says. ‘It’s good to get off on the right foot. A good sign of things to come.’

‘You think so? Thanks. I was nervous at first, but I actually enjoyed some of that.’ Kristy pauses, and looks at Mara as if she were awaiting payment. She continues, ‘Do you think I’d be able to get a tour of the city somehow? Get out of the apartment? I can even stay in the car, if you’re worried.’

‘I’ll look into it. You’re going to be very busy, I don’t want to overwhelm you.’

‘I get it. But I’ve been so bored . . . I mean, the apartment’s great, don’t get me wrong, but there’s nothing to do here. The DVD player’s broken.’

‘Oh, is it? That’s not good. We need to provide you with mental stimulation, especially before your TBT, while you’re in lockdown.’

Kristy flinches at the word. ‘Lockdown?’

‘Well, yes, Kristy, I believe we discussed this, no? We can’t have any sightings of Kristy Shaw in New York City before your transformation. People could make connections, they could out you.’

‘But nobody knows me here! Who would recognize me?’

‘You never know, and we can’t risk it. Think about it, Kristy, you could run into Max.’

‘Yeah, true.’

Mara can actually see the thought of running into him skim across the features of Kristy’s face like a breeze, softening them, blurring them.

‘Do you think I could get a treadmill? Up here? I just need to keep running, you know. And Brixton’s always talking about me not getting fat. It would help if I could run.’

She has a point. ‘Sure, I’ll get Brixton onto it. That makes sense.’ Kristy smiles as if she’s beaten Mara at something. ‘Are you liking the loft otherwise?’ Mara asks, ‘Enjoying yourself?’

Kristy looks around the loft thoughtfully. A simple ‘yes, thank you’ was all Mara was after.

‘It’s really nice,’ Kristy starts, ‘I’ve never had this much space to myself. You could fit three of our trailers in here, I bet. I love the bathroom. The soaps and stuff. But some of the decorations, I don’t understand. I mean, isn’t this supposed to be, like, the stuff I would like?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, like all the movie posters and DVDs of old eighties movies.’

‘Fair question.’ Mara treads lightly; this is a discussion she was hoping to have with Dr. Michaels and Dr. Kildare present, in a larger conversation about Kristy’s new identity, but Mara can’t very well expect her to live in the loft and not have questions. ‘We will go over this in more detail soon; there’s a lot that could still change, and we want to get your input, of course. But we have started to patch together some of the traits and characteristics you’ll have, the stories and quirks that will make you more believable to Max. You’ll need a new past, you know, new interests and passions.’

‘Oh, yeah, I hadn’t thought about that.’ Suddenly meek Kristy has returned, all downcast eyes and mumbly voice. ‘So, the posters?’

‘The next you has an adorable penchant for eighties movies and music. Like Dirty Dancing! We’ll get the DVD player working and you should watch them all, study them, develop a love of Molly Ringwald. Learn some quotes from your new favorite movies. Like when she says the line “I just wanted to let them know they didn’t break me,” from Pretty in Pink. Saying lines from the movies can be one of your signature things.’

‘Okay, yeah.’ She’s staring at the pile of DVDs like they’re a stack of algebra books.

‘Did you notice the patchwork quilt on your bed?’ Mara asks, and Kristy nods.

‘You like to volunteer at an old folks’ home and a bunch of the women there made you that quilt,’ Mara explains.

‘What if he asks me about how I can afford all of this? I mean, what kind of job will I have?’

‘Again, Kristy, this is all still being hammered out. But, we will probably have you placed as a receptionist where Max works. It does, after all, need to be a job you can do. So, the story is that you inherited a small amount of money when both of your parents were killed in a tragic car accident. You were in the crash too and sustained some injuries – you’ll need to explain your scars, after all – and you used the money to move to the big city and pursue your dreams. You don’t have any siblings or extended family that you’re in touch with. Better to keep things simple. Less to remember. All you kept from them was a teddy bear they gave you on Valentine’s Day when you were ten years old. That should be on your bed.’

‘Yeah, it is, it’s cute.’

‘That’s good.’

Mara observes the turbulence on Kristy’s face – suspended between her blind trust in Mara and the bizarre nature of what they are discussing – and feels a twinge of remorse, or something like it. It’s the feeling she always gets when she is exerting so much control over other people without any push back from them. She doesn’t want it to be this easy. Like a cat that plays with its prey – she at least wants the illusion of resistance. Or, perhaps she simply wants the plausible deniability that complicity brings. She cannot be accused of manipulation if the talent makes little choices along the way. Little choices.

‘There is a lot that we haven’t decided yet, Kristy,’ Mara says, ‘what you and Dr. Michaels do will be very collaborative.’

Kristy nods her head, and then asks, ‘What will my name be? I mean, I can’t be Kristy, right?’

‘No, of course, we’ll change your name.’ Mara hesitates. This is not one of the little choices she wants Kristy to make. A name has been rising to the surface of Mara’s mind like long-buried bones, fluttering through her consciousness ever since Kristy agreed to come on board. No matter it was a name that has been engraved on Mara’s heart for decades. ‘I do have a name in mind,’ Mara treads lightly, ‘but only if you like it, too.’

‘What is it?’ Kristy asks, expectant.

‘Imogen,’ Mara answers, and hopes that Kristy can’t hear the want in her voice. Imogen – a name so like humming a lullaby, a name to say over and over again like a mantra.

‘Imogen,’ Kristy says, rolling the name around in her mouth like a marble. She looks up at the ceiling, pondering. Mara holds her breath.

‘It’s very cool,’ Kristy says, ‘like an alien princess or something.’

‘Its roots are Greek, actually,’ Mara says, ‘it means beloved child.’

‘Imogen,’ Kristy says again, smiling at Mara, ‘I like it!’

‘That’s great, Kristy,’ Mara says, hiding her relief.

‘Mara?’

‘Yeah?’

‘What are my dreams?’

‘What?’

‘That I’m here to pursue, like you said before. What are they?’

‘Well, Kristy, if you don’t have any that come to mind, we’ll just have to cook some up for you.’


NO MUD, NO LOTUS

And here it is, Kristy thinks, smiling as the sweat – glorious sweat! – runs down her face, red with exertion. Here is the moment she knew would come, the moment she is running towards, is running for – just past those opening strides where her body is still heavy with lethargy, past the pain and the effort, past the thoughts of stopping, of giving up, when boom! her brain releases a torrent of endorphins, flooding her nervous system, transforming her from an earthbound creature into something light, skybound. She imagines little wings on her shoes like Hermes and feels herself take flight. She is high on her own motion.

She roars past the people on the screen in front of her, past their CGI dogs and strollers, and leaps onto the Brooklyn Bridge, hurls herself under its peaked arches. It’s not the real city, but for now, the pre-programmed routes on the screen of the fancy treadmill Mara sent over will have to do. She’s never been a fan of treadmills – they always struck her as a kind of cheating, the equivalent of a human hamster wheel. She prefers the sensation of a pebble underfoot, the intrusion of a root onto a path, the hurricane of another runner catching up to her, propelling her forward. But today this treadmill is her church, the screen her altar. She runs and runs until the machine automatically reduces her speed. The words cool down flash before her and she slows to a walk, breathing loudly. Two minutes later the machine stops and a woman’s face – poreless and serene – appears on the screen. ‘Good job,’ the woman tells her, ‘now, time to go inward and assimilate your hard work into strong grounded energy and flood your cells with pure positive light.’ Fancy way to say stretch, Kristy thinks, as she follows the woman’s instructions and unrolls a yoga mat next to the treadmill, turning the screen on its extendable arm so she can watch from the floor.

‘Let’s begin in child’s pose,’ the woman instructs, and Kristy copies her posture and lowers herself onto the mat – her forehead on the floor and her arms extended in front of her, she feels less like a child and more like a worshipper begging for mercy.

‘I want you to close your eyes and imagine the lotus flower,’ the woman continues, and Kristy’s mind goes blank. She’s not sure what a lotus flower looks like, so she’s grateful when the woman goes on, ‘Imagine its delicate white petals, its tips dipped in pink, its bright yellow center. It’s an elegant, clean, regal bloom, is it not? But remember: the lotus flower grows out of mud, it needs the mud. This is the sacred Buddhist teaching: no mud, no lotus. It helps to think of your effort on the treadmill as the mud, and the results – a healthy body, a peaceful mind – as the lotus. You cannot have the flower without the soil . . .’

Kristy doesn’t hear the rest of the woman’s script. Instead, she allows her body to roll into the fetal position as she falls into the most profound sleep she’s had since arriving in New York City.

Hours later, when she wakes up, the sun has set and her loft has gone soft with shadow. She feels a kind of blissful nothingness, a rare neutrality, and craves nothing except a big glass of water and a hot bath. She rises off her mat and makes her way across the large room to the kitchen sink where she drinks her fill straight from the tap and then heads past the Chinese screen and what constitutes her bedroom, into the bathroom. She runs the water and while she’s waiting for the bath to fill, she regards herself in the mirror. You are the mud, she tells the face looking back at her, not unkindly, because didn’t she just learn how necessary the mud is? How vital? Imogen, Kristy knows, will be the lotus.


MORTIFICATION OF THE SENSES

Warren scans the wine list like he’s cracking a secret code, but Mara knows he’s just looking for the most expensive bottle. He knows she’s paying. The waiter is standing by patiently, but she can see the trace of annoyance in his professional veneer. This is her talent after all: reading people. It’s what she does for a living. Finally, Warren makes his choice and leans toward the waiter, pointing at the list, all the while continuing his conversation with Mara and Brixton. Dr. Warren Michaels may act the benevolent protector of the average Joe Schmo on television, but he is not one to make idle eye contact with the serving class, unless of course they’re sitting in his studio audience. Mara doesn’t care, she figures it’s going to take a few bottles of whatever he’s ordered to get through a whole dinner with him.

‘Okay, so let me get this straight.’ Warren’s accent is strange. Mara’s never been able to place it. A slight southern drawl with a posh British overtone, traces of Boston, notes of New York, Australian shadows. It is the accent of someone who’s cultivated their speech to suit various audiences; each accent a kind of lie, and like all great liars, he’s convinced of his own bullshit. ‘She’s a twenty-one-year-old female of the North Floridian variety who’s desperate to win back the puerile affections of her high school sweetheart. He is a young architecture student here in New York City and heir to a quaint department store back home. She hails from the noble aluminum kingdom of double-wide trailers and dirt bikes and is the product of an unfathomable coupling of the government-subsidized morbidly obese. Have I got it all?’

‘He’s a preppy pretty boy and she’s a redneck,’ Brixton chimes in while he helps himself to the last arancini ball, drenching it in aioli, which drips carelessly across the tablecloth on the journey to his mouth. ‘Cheat day,’ he says, before devouring it whole.

Mara smiles indulgently at them both. ‘He’s a southern boy making his way in the Big Apple, desperate to succeed regardless of his family’s wealth,’ Mara corrects, ‘and she’s a diamond in the rough, an undiscovered talent who’s never had the chance to shine. Their youth and socioeconomic stations ultimately split them up, but when Kristy emerges from the chrysalis of her Total Body Transformation, designed and performed by the one and only Dr. Warren Michaels,’ she tips her water glass in his direction and he returns the gesture, ‘she will bewitch and bedazzle the young Mr. Irving and all will be right in the world.’

The waiter returns with a bottle and three new glasses. They fall silent while Warren tests the wine, swirls it around in his thin-lipped mouth and plumbs the glass with his pointy nose – he looks to Mara like a bird pecking at a worm.

Finally, he signals his approval to the waiter with a nod. The waiter fills their glasses and places the bottle in the middle of the table before backing away slowly.

‘Mara,’ Warren smiles broadly; his teeth are small and blunt, ‘I trust you completely. This is your world, and I defer to your judgment. Now tell me about what truly interests me: my canvas. What do I have to work with?’

‘She’s chunky,’ Brixton says with a mouthful of bread soaked in olive oil, ‘and has a huge schnoz.’

Since when, Mara wonders, does Brixton speak Yiddish? Must be the new hipster trend of the week. Despite herself, she feels a pang of protectiveness toward Kristy, an uncomfortable responsibility. Sure, she has made the same blunt observations about Kristy herself – requiring improvements is, after all, a prerequisite for The Shot. But hearing Brixton’s cold assessment ruffles her. Perhaps taking such a hands-on role with Kristy has been the wrong call? Normally, she’d be sitting in her office like the Wizard of Oz watching the daily rushes, issuing her commands, overseeing the big picture – choosing the colors, sure, but trusting her team to do the painting. But she is in too deep now, she feels. If she steps back from Kristy at this stage, right on the cusp of her TBT, it might destabilize the girl, cause her to doubt. Mara knows she has to stick it out.

‘Let’s just say,’ Mara raises her hand, giving Brixton a watch-it look, ‘that your canvas will offer you plenty of opportunities to display your talents. You’re meeting her tomorrow, you can see for yourself.’

‘Fair enough. I look forward to it.’ Warren takes a shallow sip of his wine, as if it’s hot. ‘Now, I hate to bring up business, but we need to finalize the terms of my participation. I’ve read over the contracts your legal team sent over and I think we’re almost there. I’m happy to perform the TBT free of charge, but I want some sort of brand placement in every episode, not just the episodes I appear in. You know we just released the Change Now! merchandise line – vitamin supplements, skin care products, a self-tanning line, even household cleaning agents and scented candles. If we can agree that the Change Now! brand will appear in every episode of The Shot, I’ll sign tonight and we can get all the ugly business of contracts and negotiations behind us.’

Mara agrees, of course, and they spend the rest of the evening engaged in painful but necessary casual conversation about the weather (yes, very hot, unusually so, very fucking humid), Warren’s show (ratings have never been higher, they’ve just been picked up internationally in Australia and the UK), his son (excelling in his studies at the University of Chicago law school, where Obama used to teach!), his ex-wife (still trying to squeeze more alimony out of him every day) – the polite, collegial banter of three people who’d never spend an evening together if it weren’t to advance their professional ambitions.

Then, loosened by the wine, Brixton asks, ‘Do you guys want to take the psychopath test?’ He eyes them both dramatically. Mara and Warren glance at each other, neither wanting to be the one who flinches.

‘Go on then,’ Warren says, leaning back in his chair, ‘give it to us.’

‘Okay,’ says Brixton, ‘it’s kind of a riddle.’ He clears his throat and begins again. ‘So, a woman is at her mother’s funeral. It’s a very sad, solemn event, you know, because it’s a funeral. And afterwards at the reception, she meets a very handsome man she’s never seen before. He explains that he worked with her mother and was there to pay his respects. They talk, and the woman is sure there is some kind of magical connection between them, some real chemistry. That night, she goes home and murders her sister. Why?’

‘Why what?’ Mara asks.

‘Why did she murder her sister,’ Brixton clarifies. ‘Your answer will reveal whether you’re a psychopath or not.’

Mara feels her face go hot and her mouth go dry. She is struck with the feeling – not unfamiliar to her – that she is guilty of something she can’t put her finger on. Her therapist, Constance, has told her this is her inner critic talking, triggering her unresolved attachment style. She gulps down her recently refilled glass of wine before she can tell herself to slow down.

‘Well,’ Warren ventures, ‘perhaps she felt her sister would be a sexual competitor?’

‘Interesting answer.’ Brixton strokes his beard theatrically. ‘Mara?’

Before she can answer, her cell rings. It’s Ramiro. ‘Sorry, I really must get this,’ Mara lies, picking up her phone and walking toward the foyer. She declines the call – whatever it is can wait – but makes a show of saying, ‘Hi, Ramiro, what’s up,’ while still within earshot of the table. By the time she returns, Warren, clearly feeling the effects of the many bottles of wine they’ve drunk, along with a complimentary glass of limoncello at the end of their meal, is getting up to leave. He thanks Mara for a lovely evening and apologizes for heading home so early. It is, to her surprise, nearing midnight, and it’s at this moment that Mara realizes she is properly smashed.

Brixton and Mara watch Warren walk out of the restaurant, both of them relieved to be done with his tiresome conversation. ‘Oy vey,’ said Brixton, ‘he is a real schmuck.’

‘What the fuck is with all this oy vey and shmuck shit, Brix, are you about to tell me you’re leaving for the kibbutz?’

‘The ki-what?’ He looks at Mara searchingly, as if she might have a juicy new word he can trot out in front of his friends.

‘Never mind.’ She reaches for the wine bottle, tips it over her glass. It’s empty. This she finds hilarious. Brixton just looks embarrassed, like she’s his drunk mom or something. Fuck that, she thinks, or perhaps she says it aloud . . . she can’t be sure.

They are the last customers in the restaurant and it’s obvious the staff want to close up. Mara doesn’t give a shit. She dares them to kick her out of here. The money she spends here in a year, the money she spent tonight alone, Jesus, the bill has got to be at least three grand, the wine was four something a pop – surely that entitles her to stay as long as she goddamn likes.

‘Excuse me,’ she says to the waiter, ‘excuse me, hello?’ Brixton brightens instantly; he loves power trips. The waiter looks up from where he is leaning against the polished bar, calculating his tips and making neat stacks of cash, and before he can compose himself Mara can see the well of hate he has for her and her ilk, which only makes her want him to do her bidding all the more. He makes his way over, retying his apron. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asks with practiced enthusiasm. Mara can see the dark circles of exhaustion under his eyes. He’s probably worked a double shift six days in a row to pay his college tuition, or maintain his coke habit, or pay off his parents’ mortgage as a show of gratitude for all they’ve done for him. Not Mara’s problem.

‘Can we please have another bottle of the red, and two crème brûlées, please,’ she asks flatly, without the inflection of request. The reality of her order flickers across his face. He knows he’ll have to wait for them to drink the wine, which could take hours depending on their conversation. Mara can sense Brixton’s pleasure in her peripheral vision.

‘Certainly, I can get you another bottle,’ the waiter says, ‘but unfortunately our kitchen is closed.’

‘Oh, I’m sure there’s someone around back there waiting to go home,’ Mara lets him know that she’s aware of the hour, and lets him know it’s meaningless to her, ‘who can pull a few crème brûlées out of the fridge and, well, brûlée them.’ She smiles widely. ‘It’s easy, I’ve got one of those little torches at home. If you bring them to me, I can do it myself.’

‘That won’t be necessary, let me see what I can do,’ he says, and walks into the darkened kitchen. Moments later the light turns on and a chef who’s already changed out of his kitchen whites materializes to prepare their desserts. Their wine arrives a few minutes later.

‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ the waiter says after he’s opened the bottle and refilled their glasses, ‘it would be great if you could settle the bill, just so I can finish up my paperwork. You’re more than welcome to stay as long as you like.’ He knows that Mara knows that he just wants to prevent her from any more last-minute requests, but she’ll grant him this small mercy.

‘Certainly,’ she says, benevolently.

Brixton and Mara touch their glasses together with the slow over-cautiousness of the well and truly shit-faced. ‘Well, Mar, you certainly are a mean bitch and I love it,’ Brixton says.

Mara really shouldn’t let her PA talk to her this way, but at the end of the day he’s the only person around her who ever seems comfortable in her presence, comfortable enough to call her a mean bitch while she pays for his dinner and signs his paychecks. She likes it. And really, Brixton is much more than a personal assistant. He’s more like a sidekick. A magician’s assistant. He provides a certain contrast, brings a youth and verve to the table that she doesn’t. She hates to admit it, but he makes her cool. At least in the eyes of the young, and there are no eyes that matter more – at least not in her line of work – a fact which plagues her, taunts her with every gray hair, every new wrinkle, every warm flush which may or may not be a hot flash, every outburst which may or may not be hormonal rage. She tries, of course, to hide her aging – the black hair dye every three weeks, the Botox, the microdermabrasion, the expensive creams and serums . . . but those things can’t make her know and feel the things her target audience knows and feels . . . and that’s why she needs Brixton. ‘Don’t you forget it,’ she says, adding, ‘Christ, Warren is so dull, isn’t he?’

‘And fugly.’

‘Oh, he is so very fugly.’ For some reason she chooses to say this in a faux-British accent, which makes her laugh at herself, which makes Brixton laugh, possibly even at himself; perhaps the inebriation is eroding his thick coat of earnestness.

‘It’s a wonder that so many women take beauty advice from him. What is that all about?’ Mara feels a surge of anger and wonders if it’s late-onset feminism.

‘Women always feel more at ease around less handsome men. The beautiful ones feel more beautiful by contrast, and the ugly ones feel less judged. They’re more likely to trust someone like Warren, so what do they have to lose by following his trail of breadcrumbs to the holy grail of the unattainable feminine ideal of the twenty-first century?’ Their crème brûlées arrive at that moment and Brixton cracks the sugar-glass surface with his spoon like Thor pounding his hammer.

‘Wow, Brix, where did that come from?’ She tops up their glasses.

‘I did go to school, you know. And I work in reality television, Mara. I need to understand these things if I ever want to be like you.’ He smiles a cartoon fox smile, all teeth and guile.

‘And do you?’

‘Do I what?’

‘Want to be like me? It’s been a while since we’ve discussed your career.’

‘Mar, come on, you know you’re my idol.’

She can never tell when he’s being sarcastic. She feels that way about all her staff under thirty; everything they say is laced with an acerbic scorn just subtle enough to avoid being called out. Still, she feels a blast of pride, followed by a bit of guilt. She really should think about promoting him, even if it means moving him into a different department, let him get a bit of production experience and get away from the admin shit. Brixton’s a good kid. Not really a kid. Must be, what, twenty-seven, twenty-eight?

He’s more than twenty years younger than her, she guesses; he probably thinks she’s ancient. She’s old enough to be his mother. More than old enough, she knows. Does he look at her like a mother? Is a boss really that different from a mother? She thinks of Lillian Bolt, for whom CEO of the Bolt Residence is a far better description of the manner in which she’d carried out her duties than mother – formal instead of warm, contractual instead of indulgent. She thinks of Kristy’s mom, Deborah. They’re around the same age, she marvels, but Deborah looks so much more worn down, so much older. Is that what mothering Kristy has done to her? But is Deborah still mothering Kristy now? From what Mara’s learned so far, it seems that Deborah reached the limit of her abilities ages ago. Kristy couldn’t get far enough away from her when given the chance. It’s clear that Kristy doesn’t want to be anything like her mom – she wants to be like her, like Mara. The idea produces a warm feeling inside Mara that she is not at all sure she likes. She drenches the feeling in more wine.

Brixton is texting with admirable speed and laughing to himself.

‘What’s so funny?’ she asks.

‘Nothing,’ he says, without looking up.

‘No, tell me,’ she prods, agitated and suddenly desperate to understand what it is that is making him laugh, to laugh with him, to show him that she gets it.

He looks up at her now and she can’t read his expression. Is he being deliberately unreadable? What is he hiding from her? She feels entitled to his every thought, and finds it is a comfort to feel her familiar imperiousness, to feel exacting; this is how she knows herself.

‘Actually, scratch that. Don’t tell me.’ She puts her hand up and closes her eyes, changing tack. ‘I’ll stay blissfully unaware.’ She’ll dismiss him before he can dismiss her. She will make him wish he’d told her what the fuck was so funny. He looks bruised and she feels relief flow though her. He holds up his phone to show her a gif of a runway model falling on a catwalk. Her legs look boneless, hanging from her torso like ropes before she goes down. Mara does find it funny, but she refuses to laugh. Instead she arches an eyebrow and reaches for her glass, drains it, then pours herself some more wine.

‘Sorry for having fun on the clock,’ he says, in a way that tells her that he is not sorry, and that he knows he is very much off the clock.

She smiles. He’s an annoying know-it-all, too-cool-for-school shithead but he’s her shithead. Does he have a girlfriend at the moment? She never asks him about that stuff. Maybe a boyfriend? Both? He’s got that whole metrosexual thing happening, the androgynous hairstyle, the manicures and deep scoop-neck t-shirts. Not a style that Mara finds attractive. But he is handsome. She wonders if he’s ever been with an older woman. He’s got a rather large freckle right under his left eye that she finds herself looking at a lot. And pillowy lips. Ridiculously long eyelashes.

‘Jesus, Mara, what are you doing!’ Brixton is pushing her away by her shoulders. She realizes she must have tried to kiss him.

‘Oh, come on, don’t make a big deal of it, I’m sure you’ve thought about it.’ She can hear the words come out of her mouth, and she can hear that they’re slurred and sloppy. She’s trying to focus her eyes on Brixton’s disapproving face but there are three of him. There is a small part of her brain that’s stone-cold sober and knows how fucked up she is, beyond the kind of drunk she can negotiate with, into the kind of drunk that gets messy; this part of her brain is trying to help her recover but she’s proving a difficult patient.

‘Mara, seriously. I don’t want . . . we really shouldn’t . . .’ Brixton looks repulsed, all three of his faces.

‘I was only fucking joking,’ she says, the words coming out hot and fast and angry. She can see his nostrils flaring with distaste. She’s seen him make that face a thousand times about other people. Gross, small, unfashionable people. His nostrils are in a constant state of flared around Kristy. ‘Jesus, Brixton, relax.’ She reaches for her glass of water but for some reason her hand decides to land in her crème brûlée. Her entire palm is now coated in custard and shards of burnt sugar. She laughs and looks to Brixton to laugh with her, but his arms are crossed in front of him like a school principal, which turns her on again but she manages not to say so.

The waiter stands up from the table where he was lurking, unsure of whether he should approach her or not. ‘Sit the fuck down, asshole!’ Mara yells at him. She looks at Brixton again, hoping for a smile. He loves when she’s a mean bitch! He just told her that! Didn’t he? He’s not smiling. Instead, he looks at her very seriously and says, ‘Mara, we can forget all about this, but we should just go now.’

‘We should just go now,’ she mimics him, hoping to get him to lighten up, but he just stares daggers at her. ‘Oh fuck off, Brixton,’ she tries, but it’s just one long string of sounds: ahfugahfbrigztun. She gets up to go to the bathroom, suddenly she has to pee so bad it hurts, but when she stands up her feet get tangled in the chair and nausea envelops her and before she knows it she is falling and vomiting and pissing her pants all at once.

Mara wakes up in her bed. She remembers everything. No merciful blackout. That little sober part of her brain recorded it all, every shameful detail in high definition, just to rub her nose in it, some kind of neurological masochism. The only missing link is getting from the floor of the restaurant where she lay crumpled in her various bodily emissions to her own bed, in clean pajamas, her hair still damp from a shower she doesn’t recall taking.

Sitting up is a monumental effort. The clock on her bedside table tells her it’s nine am; she’s got four hours to get herself together enough to get through Kristy and Warren’s first meeting today. There is a green juice and a syringe of vitamin B serum next to the clock. Could only be Brixton. Sure enough, there is a letter tucked under the clock, written on her own monogrammed stationary like some schizophrenic note to herself.


Mara,

Last night was unacceptable.

When you remember what happened, you’re going to fire me. I know you. You won’t want to see me again. So I quit. But I want you to know that I expect a glowing letter of recommendation and a personal phone call from you to Get Real. I want to get an associate producer role there, working with Lana Higgins. Make it happen. In case you need more incentive than just your conscience and goodwill: I took pictures.

PS: Get your shit together.

PPS: The shot of B will help you feel better enough to call Lana Higgins. Just clean a little space on your ass, stick the needle in, not too deep but deep enough, and take the whole shot. And drink the juice, it’s organic and cold-pressed.

Brixton



Mara is mortified. What the fuck was she thinking, allowing herself to get so incredibly wasted? She knows better. She can never go back to that restaurant. Brixton and the waiter – the waiter! She vaguely remembers yelling at him like a madwoman – must’ve carried her, covered in piss and vomit, out to a taxi. And Brixton must’ve stripped her naked and showered her. Bless him. And fuck him. Fuck him and his plan to blackmail her so that he can go work for Lana fucking Higgins. She can’t let that happen. Brixton and his big mouth will spill secrets about The Shot, leak information about Kristy; he won’t be able to help himself despite the fact that he’s signed non-disclosure agreements. No. Mara needs to get him to stay. Even if she has to eat crow. The literal thought of which makes her run to the bathroom and vomit more red wine–tinged bile.

‘Oh my God,’ she says into the toilet basin. She hasn’t been this hungover since college, and at her age it hurts worse than she remembers. If she had a gun she might shoot herself in the head just to get rid of this headache.

She makes her way back to her bed and inhales the green juice – it tastes like parsley and lemon, like some kind of fish marinade, but it’s good, and cold, and she can feel her body soak it up. She takes some deep breaths and lets the juice hydrate her cells. She actually feels a bit better. She should drink this shit more often. She looks down at the syringe of vitamin B. Is this how young people get rid of hangovers now? Injecting themselves with vitamins? When she was Brixton’s age it was black coffee and a greasy breakfast.

She takes the syringe back into the bathroom and searches for some rubbing alcohol, finds a little square of it in the first aid kit under her sink, tears it open and rubs it on her right butt-cheek. It’s cold. It feels good. She considers rubbing it on her head to see if it helps with her headache but thinks better of it. Her ass is so white it’s almost translucent, blue and bony. Not a lot of cushion for the needle, but she jabs it in anyway and pushes the little plunger down as fast as she can. ‘Fuck!’ she yells, and looks at herself in the mirror and sees her mother looking back at her. And something else . . . someone else, the shadow that is always there, lurking around the edges: at times a small bundle of milk-need and raw-bond, at others a featureless human-shaped cloud. Kristy’s face appears and Mara throws the syringe at the mirror, scattering the shadows, banishing her mother. But the thought of Kristy seeing her now – in all her wallowing degradation – produces a new feeling, a deeper shame, that she can’t shake. She realizes, miserably, that she doesn’t want to fail Kristy. This realization is immediately followed by another: that her feelings about Kristy are dangerous.

Mara decides another shower might help clear the cobwebs. She makes it as hot as she can stand and watches her flesh change from mottled shades of white to newborn pink to raw-meat red. It feels great. For a fleeting moment she feels her spirits lift before a wave of panic rushes through her. It’s not the embarrassment of hitting on Brixton and being rebuffed, nor is it the shame of losing control of her bodily functions after too much to drink. She would bet money that she wasn’t the only person to put herself in such a predicament on the island of Manhattan last night. In the back of her mind she is already weaving and stitching together the words she will use to cajole Brixton back into her fold. It is simply unacceptable that he leave. He thinks he’s got her by the balls and he’s experimenting with a little bit of power, as he should, as she would if she were him, but ultimately he will bend to her will. Lana Higgins will treat him like a glorified runner and wouldn’t dare give him access to the inner workings of Get Real, and she will always see him as a spy for Channel Real, connected to Mara by invisible threads that will prevent her from fully trusting him. Mara will explain all of this to him, gently, delivered with a sincere apology; she’ll show a bit of humility, and back it up with a raise and a promotion – which she will assure him she was planning to do regardless of last night’s brouhaha.

That’s sorted. It’s not Brixton that’s bothering her.

It’s been a long time since she allowed herself to lose that much control, since she was the one being looked at, gawked at, judged. It’s not the fact that she hit on Brixton; it’s the fact that the waiter watched her do it. It’s not the fact that she puked and pissed herself; it’s the fact that the taxi driver smelled it. It’s not the fact she had to be carried home, it’s that her doorman witnessed it. Suddenly she’s struck by the possibility that she might be the subject of a reality TV production and not even know it. She can imagine Ramiro and Noah coming up with the idea, getting Brixton to go along with it. Just imagine, Ramiro would’ve said, a show about the founder of Channel Real. We will film Mara filming The Shot, it’s the ultimate behind-the-curtain twist. Noah would’ve salivated at the chance to pull one over on her. Brixton simply wouldn’t be able to pass up the opportunity for juicy betrayal. Could it be happening? She peeks out from behind the shower curtain and scans the bathroom for cameras. Could there be one in the mirror? That’s where she’d put it – you could shoot a nifty time-lapse of the vanity of an aging woman; the tired, sagging, blotchy face slowly brought into focus with layers of primer, foundation, brightener, bronzer. Worse still: the indignity of flossing – lips peeled back over teeth like a corpse – or the plucking of a chin hair. No, no, she’s thinking crazy. They wouldn’t dare. This paranoia is what she gets for letting her guard down, for slipping.

She counts to ten and takes long, deep breaths. This is what people who talk about privacy don’t understand. All the people who say reality television is cruel or unfair. All these whistleblowers kicking up a stink about NSA spying, wiretapping and surveillance – they assume that privacy is a right, an entitlement. They’re dead wrong. Privacy is a luxury. And an expensive one at that. For most, privacy is an illusion. The only way to guarantee your own privacy, Mara decided long ago, is to be the one to take it away from someone else. If you don’t want to be watched, be the watcher. If you don’t want to be stalked, be the stalker. If you don’t want to be in front of the camera, be behind it. If you forget this, you end up in places you don’t want to be. If you let down your guard, precious things can be taken from you. This is the organizing principle of Mara’s life, and through her stupidity she created a breach, allowing herself to become the entertainment. Never again. Never fucking again. The only way to reestablish equilibrium, to bring the universe back into balance, is to reclaim her position as The Eye. She turns off the hot water and stuns herself with a blast of cold. ‘Ahhhhhhhh!!!’ she yells. ‘Fuuuuuuuck!!!’ she yells again. She feels better.

Wrapping herself in a robe, she makes her way back into bed. Picking up her phone, she orders herself a greasy breakfast on Uber Eats and watches with satisfaction as the Your order is being processed message appears. Just knowing that extra-crispy bacon and fried eggs are on their way quells some of her lingering nausea. Then, she dials Brixton. It goes to voicemail after one ring. So this is how you’re going to play it? She sends him a text: You are right about some things and wrong about some things. Call me back now if you care about your career. She is dimly aware that these are precisely the kinds of texts that can get you in a lot of trouble these days, abuse of power and all of that. But Mara’s entire life – personally and professionally – has been one long abuse of power. Her mother, Eric, the nurses . . . She can’t recall a single boss she had before she became her own who didn’t abuse their power. Would ‘if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em’ stand up in a court of law? Her phone rings.

‘Brixton.’

‘Mara.’

‘Do you want to know what you were right about or wrong about first?’

‘Right, obvs.’

‘Okay, last night was unacceptable. I let myself lose control, I drank too much. I embarrassed you and myself. I am sorry. And you were right about the green juice and the shot.’

‘And what was I wrong about, Mara?’ he says belligerently.

‘Everything else, Brixton. You’re not leaving. That’s ridiculous. You don’t know how good you have it.’ She went on to bombard him with the full-court press of her argument, ending on, ‘But I do believe it’s time we renegotiate your salary,’ the subtext of which he understands clearly.

‘Fine, Mara, you win.’

‘Of course I do. But, um, Brixton . . .’ She falters.

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t tell anyone, please. And can you call the restaurant and –’

‘I already did, Mara. It’s forgotten.’

‘Thank you, Brixton, really.’ They say their goodbyes and are about to hang up when she suddenly remembers, ‘Brixton!’

‘Yeah?’

‘What’s the answer?’

‘The what?’

‘To the psychopath test. Why did she kill her sister?’

‘Oh,’ he emits an amused laugh, ‘she killed her sister in the hopes that the man would come to her funeral and she could see him again.’

Mara feels a flood of relief. That hadn’t been her answer.


WABI SABI

Kristy wakes with a song stuck in her head. It’s the jingle for the Puerto Seguro car wash – Come Dirty, Leave Clean! – and it permeates her rising consciousness as she tries to hold on to the fragments of the dream she’d been having (running with Mercy on a long, endless dirt trail, dream-limbs soaring through the trees, untrippable, untiring, near to flying).

She’d loved the car wash when she was little. Like all kids, she’d delighted in the transformation of their car from mere conveyance-vehicle to safety containment pod, the long strips of sloshing sponge soaping up the windows, bubbly suds rolling and popping. She remembers the commercial vividly – her six-year-old self wondering in amazement at the bikini’d women with their long, tanned, spider-like limbs and their full, overspilling chests. At the Puerto Seguro Car Wash, they’d sung, Come Dirty, Leave Clean!

Today is her meeting with Dr. Michaels.

Today, he will inspect her.

He will catalog and itemize her.

He will make a plan to fix her.

He will assess the quality of her mud, so as to grow the lotus.

Come Dirty, Leave Clean!

She sits up in bed, and then lies back down and pulls the quilt over her head. What she wouldn’t give to be six, seven, eight years old in the back seat of the family station wagon that smelled perpetually of gas-station strawberry air freshener, the shadow of the car wash soap dimming and distorting the light, a cool reprieve from the sweltering day, nowhere else to be. The prospect of hot McDonald’s French fries and sweet ketchup in her future if she was good. That was all that was expected of her – to be good – and how easy she had found that then. How obvious the ways.

Everyone is looking at her. The white paper pulled across the examination table crunches noisily as she tries to get comfortable in the blue robe with the TBT© logo embroidered on the breast. This is their first real shoot. They’ve done some filming around her apartment – Kristy making herself a smoothie, watching DVDs, running on the treadmill, or even just looking out the window. They call that stuff actuality – when they just shoot her doing normal things. It’s weird, but after a while she finds herself forgetting about the cameras and just focusing on what she’s doing: slicing a banana, pretending to read a book, stretching after a long, glorious run.

But this is different. First of all, she’s out of the apartment for the first time in, what, ten days? Eleven? Even the ride in Mara’s car over to Dr. Michaels’ office felt somehow not real. All the landmarks Mara was pointing out, things Kristy’s been dying to see – If you look down that street, there, that’s Times Square. There’s Radio City Music Hall and Rockefeller Center, where NBC is, you know, where they do Saturday Night Live? Remind me to get you cupcakes from the Magnolia Bakery right there; they’re famous, from Sex and the City? So this is Columbus Circle and right there is Central Park, don’t worry, you’ll be able to see it from Warren’s office. It all felt so inaccessible, nothing looked real. All the people – walking, running, riding bikes, pushing strollers or walkers – they all looked like puppets dangling in front of cardboard buildings. Everything felt kind of see-through; even the other cars swarming and honking all around them seemed like ghosts, or reflections in windows – transparent and impermanent.

But not now.

Now, in Dr. Michaels’ office, everything feels cold and heavy, all too real – the examination table on which she sits, the wall of cabinets and trays of instruments, the desk piled high with files and charts are all gleaming stainless steel. The wall to her left and the wall across from where she is sitting are both clad in mirror glass from floor to ceiling. Kristy can see herself everywhere, reflected and distorted, reflections within reflections going on forever down some hidden corridor.

Kristy has seen Dr. Michaels plenty of times on television, in magazines, in the picture on the back of his book. But in the flesh, he is jarring. He doesn’t look anything like his photo. In real life his hair is a sickly yellowish-gray and when he smiles his thin lips practically disappear to reveal more gum than teeth. As he extends a sinewy hand to greet her she has to force herself not to recoil. His beady eyes are traced with eyeliner and his gaunt face is caked in foundation and dusted with matte powder that cracks into fissures when he stretches his mouth into a smile. His breath is a dental emergency. When she takes his hand, it is waxy and clammy, and she waits until he is busy getting mic’d to discreetly wipe her hands on the TBT© robe.

Mara has had a long conversation with the cameramen about how to set up their shot with so many reflective surfaces. Discussions were had with the sound engineer, Jake, about the fact they’ll have to use a boom pole for the microphone as there will be no way to mic Kristy when she’s naked. It took them ages to arrange the two cameras and boom in a way that wouldn’t pick up their own reflections in the frame. Now, they’re in a semicircle to her right, one camera trained on her, the other on Dr. Michaels, with Mara and Brixton standing behind them.

Brixton’s been acting strange all day. Kristy wonders if it’s something she’s done, if she’s disappointed him somehow. Maybe he’s counted the supplements in their little jars and canisters and knows she’s not taking them every day. Maybe Mara told him about the pizza she shared with the crew last week when they were shooting actuality at her loft. Maybe he just hates her and thinks she’s not good enough for The Shot. She’s never known a guy like Brixton. He’s like some sort of New York creation. He’s judgy and mean and looks at Kristy like she’s the scum of the earth, yet she finds herself wanting to make him like her. For all she knows Max has become like Brixton since he moved here. If she can’t make Brixton like her, what hope does she have with Max? Or with Max’s new friends, whoever they might be? She hopes he doesn’t stay mad long. She makes a mental note to take his advice more seriously.

‘Okay, Kristy, we’re all set,’ Mara informs her. ‘Just pretend we’re not here. Dr. Michaels will do what he does best and all you need to do is respond and react honestly. This is the beginning of your transformation, Kristy. Today, right now, in this office with Dr. Michaels, you are well and truly kicking off the bottom of the pool. Enjoy it, okay? Embrace it.’

Kristy nods at her and manages a sound that is meant to sound like ‘okay’ but comes out more like a moan.

Dr. Michaels, who is sitting on a tall stool in front of her, chimes in. ‘Kristy, I’ll say this again on camera, but you should feel very empowered right now. You are about to take control of your own destiny. Not everyone gets this chance, or is brave enough to take it. Bravo to you!’

‘Thanks,’ Kristy tells him, ‘I’m really excited.’

For some reason this makes him laugh and pat her knee, his hand lingering just a second too long, not in a pervy way, more like he’s taking its measurements.

‘Alrighty,’ Mara says, ‘let’s get this show on the road!’ She walks in front of the two cameras and makes one loud clap and says, ‘Two cameras!’ before going back to her place behind the cameramen. Then she nods at Kristy and says, ‘Rolling.’

‘Hi, Kristy, I’m very excited to meet you today,’ Dr. Michaels says in what she recognizes as his TV voice. ‘I’ve heard so much about you, and I just want to tell you how brave I think you are for grabbing the reins of your life with such determination. This is going to be an exciting journey, and I’m honored that Total Body Transformation is your first step.’

‘Thank you,’ Kristy says, her voice cracking, ‘I’m really excited, too.’

‘So, Kristy, what we do here at Total Body Transformation is start with what’s in here,’ Dr. Michaels places his hand on his heart and taps it a few times, ‘and then we set about making what’s out here,’ he waves his hands around his body in a kind of jazz-handy way which almost makes her laugh, ‘match.’ He smiles. ‘Does that make sense?’

‘Yeah,’ she says, ‘totally. I, um, actually read one of your books.’ It’s a lie; she still hasn’t made it past the introduction. She glances at Mara who mouths the word um while slicing her hand across her throat. Kristy gets the message.

‘Oh, is that so? Was there something in particular that resonated with you?’

‘Well, the part about how we aren’t books, you know, how we actually do judge each other by our covers,’ she fumbles.

‘Well, judge may be a harsh term, Kristy. I’m certainly not judging you. But I am a firm believer that our “covers,”’ he makes air quotes, ‘should reflect the beauty and depth of the story within us.’

‘Yeah, I agree.’ She tightens the robe around her chest. There isn’t anything to fasten it with, no belt or Velcro, and even though she knows she’ll be baring all pretty soon, she is terrified of her boobs popping out.

‘Tell me, Kristy, what is it about your inside that you want the world to know about?’

She glances at Mara again, who juts her chin toward Dr. Michaels as if to say, Look at him, not me. Kristy takes a deep breath. ‘I’d like the world to see that I’m a loving, caring person.’

‘Yes? Anything more? What is it that your young man, Max, didn’t see that you want to reveal to him now?’

Kristy clears her throat. The heat of the lights is stifling. She feels sweat start to drip from her armpits down her rib cage. ‘I want to show him that I’m smarter than he gave me credit for, even though I didn’t do great in school. And that I’m not just Park trash, you know?’ She can feel herself getting angry, revved up, which she knows Mara loves. ‘Max thought that taking me to nice places like the Seguro Club was like, I don’t know, taking me to a foreign country, like I don’t have any class. But the reason I always seemed so uncomfortable there was because of the way his parents treated me, like I didn’t belong there.’

‘Good, Kristy. What else? Do you feel like Max saw you as sexy? As feminine? As the kind of woman he might spend the rest of his life with?’

Well apparently not! she wants to yell. But the question confuses her. Max always told her she was sexy. But feminine? The word itself makes her think of tampons. Or the kinds of women who are in ads for tampons: always smiling, silky hair, perfect skin. They’re always gliding down the sidewalk in their skinny jeans and crop tops, walking a dog or something, as if to say, What period? They look like models. They look like Lagoon girls. They don’t look like Kristy. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Don’t think what, dear?’

‘I don’t think he thought I was feminine, I guess. I mean, I ran track, you know, I was more of an athlete. I don’t think he saw me as the kind of girl he’d marry.’

Suddenly an ambulance siren bleats from the street below, loud enough for Mara to say, ‘Hold for sound!’ They all wait a few seconds for the siren to fade away. ‘Sorry,’ Mara says, ‘we’re going to have to do that again. Kristy, can you just say that last sentence again? About being feminine and Max not wanting to marry you?’

‘Oh, yeah sure. Okay. Um. Yeah, I don’t think Max thought I was feminine because I ran –’ Another siren fills the air. It must be a really bad accident, Kristy thinks, or maybe another 9/11. A wave of fear passes through her but the faces on everyone around her are just annoyed and impatient. Nobody else seems worried about the fact that two ambulances have just roared down the street.

‘Oh Jesus H. Christ,’ Mara says, ‘hold for sound!’ They all gaze toward the window as the siren fades into the distance. When it’s finally gone, Mara continues, ‘Sorry about that, Kristy, we’re going to need you to say that one more time, just that last sentence again, please.’

‘Right. Okay.’ Kristy clears her throat. ‘I don’t think that Max saw me as the most feminine girl. I was more of an athlete, I guess. I don’t think he thought I was the kind of girl he’d marry.’

‘Thank you, Kristy, I can tell this is emotional for you.’ Dr. Michaels stands up and extends his clammy hand toward her as though he is asking her to dance. His voice has gone all soft and gentle, like he is talking to a child. ‘Kristy, I want to invite you to see yourself, to really see yourself, and to help me discover the ways that we can create a more suitable home for your soul. And by home, I mean body. Because I don’t think you feel at home in your body, do you, Kristy? Do you feel comfortable and safe in your body?’

A flash of night, beach and bonfire, Joel’s teeth in her neck, sand in her eyes, fish bones and beer cans.

‘Uh, no, I guess not.’

‘No, no you don’t. And you deserve to, Kristy Shaw! Don’t you deserve to?’

‘Yes. I do.’

‘What do you deserve, Kristy?’

‘I deserve my body to be a safe home for my soul.’

Her vision is clouded by Denise’s pale, bare breasts, flecked with vomit. She shakes her head and digs her fingernails into the palm of her hand.

‘Yes, you do. Now, Kristy, I want you to do something very brave. Do you trust me?’

She knows what is coming next. She knows this is the part where she gets naked. Mara and she talked about it yesterday. Mara had a lady come to the house and give Kristy a Brazilian wax – which was the most painful and strange thing she’s ever done in her life. Mara said that everything would be pixelated in the edit, and that nobody would see her private parts on television, but that it was important for the process that she share her vulnerability with the world, and let the audience in and that she needed to fully surrender to the journey and put her trust in Dr. Michaels and in Mara herself, just like they’ve put their trust in Kristy. Kristy told Mara that she did trust her, and that she understood, and that she wanted to surrender.

She places her hand in Dr. Michaels’ and stands up, holding her robe shut with her other hand.

Come Dirty, Leave Clean!

‘Good girl,’ says Dr. Michaels, and Kristy feels herself inflate with the compliment even though she is embarrassed by how much she craved those two words; she can almost taste the French fries. He leads her over to the mirror wall.

She can see the cameras being repositioned in her peripheral vision. Dr. Michaels places her squarely in front of the mirror and stands behind her. ‘Now, Kristy, in order for Total Body Transformation to really work, you have to be willing to totally transform, from the inside out, and that starts with honesty.

‘You’ve been very honest with me so far, and you’ve shared some things about your inside that you feel have been misunderstood, or disregarded by people around you, like Max. Now, I want you to tell me where those things live on your body. Where on your body is the idea that you’re not smart enough, not classy enough, not feminine enough?’

He reaches around her gently as though he is going to give her a hug and removes the fabric of the robe she’s been gripping in her fists. She lets go, and he slowly removes the robe until she is standing in front of the mirror stark naked. She can feel Mara and Brixton, the crew, and Dr. Michaels all staring at her. She forces herself to keep her eyes straight ahead, to keep her eyes locked on herself.

‘Kristy, this may be a bit confronting. And you may feel yourself resisting, but that is just your fear trying to take control, and you don’t let fear run your life anymore, do you?’

Kristy is transported back to the shower the morning she woke up on the beach, to the stinging ache between her legs, the bruises on her thighs. Fear lives in this body, she thinks. But it won’t live in her next one. She imagines Dr. Michaels removing her fear along with her bone and fat, excising it like a tumour. She does not want to be afraid. She steels herself, and shakes her head no.

‘We’re going to start from the top of your head and make our way to your toes, and we are going to reimagine and recreate your body together.’ He looks at her quizzically. ‘Clearly, we’ll alter the obvious recognizable features. Anything that can be changed should be changed. Your eye color, for one. Given your eyes are brown, too dark to use colored lenses, we’ll have to do a full iris implant. Would you prefer green? Blue? Violet?’

‘Blue?’ Kristy ventures, thinking violet would be amazing, but feeling like it would be asking for too much.

‘Don’t ask me,’ Dr. Michaels says, faux-scoldingly, ‘tell me. It’s important you have agency in this process, Kristy.’

She feels her cheeks redden as she says, ‘Blue, please.’

‘Noted,’ he replies. ‘Your hair, of course, is the easiest thing to change, people change their hair all the time.’ He reaches out his corpse-like hand and takes a strand of her hair, rubs it between his fingers, and promptly drops it. ‘I’d suggest blonde, but of course, it’s up to you.’

‘Yes, blonde,’ she says, trying to project certainty.

‘Very well, blonde it is.’ He pulls a red marker from his lab-coat pocket and repositions himself next to her. On the mirror, he draws a little arrow pointing at her face. ‘Tell me, Kristy, what more would you change about your face?’

She stares hard at herself. It occurs to her that she’s never really looked at herself before, like, really looked. She doesn’t like it. She doesn’t like her – this person in the mirror. ‘Well, my nose, obviously.’

‘What don’t you like about your nose?’

‘It’s big, like, especially from the side.’ She turns her head to show him what she means. He nods thoughtfully.

‘Do you feel like your nose is feminine?’ he asks.

‘No. It’s not.’

‘Do you feel like yours is the kind of nose that inspires thoughts of romance and marriage in men?’

‘Um, no. I don’t.’

‘And there we go, Kristy, that is at the heart of the patented Total Body Transformation process. We start with the . . .?’

‘Inside?’ she ventures.

‘Yes, correct, and we recreate the . . .?’

‘Outside.’

‘Yes! Kristy, is this the nose you deserve? The nose you were meant to have?’

‘No, I guess not,’ she whispers.

‘I want to hear you say it with more conviction, Kristy, it’s important you feel your power. Try again: is this the nose you deserve?’

‘No, it’s not,’ she says, a bit louder, looking him in the eye.

‘Not good enough, Kristy,’ he raises his voice, ‘I want to feel like you love yourself enough to ask for what you deserve. Try again. Is this,’ he places one finger on the tip of her nose, and taps it with each word he speaks, ‘the. Nose. You. Deserve?’

‘No!’ she yells, which puts a big smile on his face, ‘this is not the nose I deserve!’ She feels herself blush, and in the mirror she can see her cheeks go red.

‘Well done, Kristy! Now you’re really here! This is the process!’ He adds the word rhinoplasty next to the arrow pointing to her head. They move through the rest of her face quickly. With each feature, he asks her whether she deserves it, and each time, she answers no, no she doesn’t. And every time she says it, she believes it more. She doesn’t deserve cheekbones barely holding her face together under a layer of baby fat. She doesn’t deserve uneven ears that don’t lie perfectly flat against her head. She doesn’t deserve a chin that doesn’t ask the world to take her seriously. She doesn’t deserve lips that don’t beg to be kissed. No! More words are scribbled on the mirror.

They move down to her neck. No, she is not too young for skin tightening!

She flinches as Dr. Michaels proceeds to her breasts, which he lifts and lets flop a few times, pointing out that her right nipple is larger than her left and that her follicles are clearly prone to the occasional nipple hair and that she has visible stretch marks from adolescence and that her breasts are not the kind that age well. She does not deserve them one bit! He goes on: her areolas are brown; wouldn’t she prefer a bubblegum pink? Soft pink nipples are very in, he tells her. Breast reduction! Areola lightening! is written on the mirror, underlined twice.

Her arms, while toned and muscular, are too manly, and should be thinner and more like a ballerina’s, which is what she deserves!

Her stomach needs a bit of liposuction, and they can make her waist smaller with the easy removal of a few ribs. Her hips and butt need a lot of lipo. Because they do not reflect how smart she is, or how inherently classy. These are Park hips and ass, and she deserves Lagoon hips and ass. Cellulite, Dr. Michaels informs her, is not her destiny. There are words (laser thigh gap creation) and arrows and exclamation points like graffiti all over the mirror.

And then Dr. Michaels is putting on some plastic gloves. ‘Kristy, if there’s one thing I’ve learned in all my years of helping women through Total Body Transformation, it’s that the vagina is the most important part of your body. It is the center from which all of your femininity and power emanates. When you feel good about your vagina, you feel good about yourself. May I?’ He’s leaning down toward her crotch. She looks over at Mara who just blinks slowly and nods her head, signaling that everything is okay.

‘Um, yes, alright.’

Come Dirty, Leave Clean!

‘Just step your legs apart a bit for me, Kristy.’ She steps her feet wide until even she can see the dark pink skin of her vulva in the shadow between her legs reflected in the mirror. Dr. Michaels kneels down and places one gloved hand on her inner thigh, and with the other he spreads open her outer labia. He runs his fingers along the inner labia and pulls on them a little; he takes the skin around her clitoris and pinches it. He reaches further back for the space between her vagina and anus and pats it, measuring it with his fingers. He looks up at her and says, ‘With your permission, I’m just going to insert two fingers, okay?’ She nods. She feels his fingers enter her vagina and move around the rim, as if figuring out the parameters. ‘Give me your best squeeze, Kristy.’ She squeezes her pelvic floor around his two fingers. ‘Great,’ he says, removing them. He takes off the gloves, and, realizing he’d have to leave the shot to walk to the rubbish bin, he opts to put them in his pocket. Standing up, he says, ‘Kristy, you deserve a more feminine vagina. Your inner labia protrude slightly beyond your outer labia, and there is an obvious asymmetry. Plus I think you’d benefit from a slight re-tightening of the vaginal entry, it is ever-so-slightly slack, and you deserve a perfect vagina. Don’t you agree?’

‘Yeah, yes, I do.’ The fervor and excitement she’d been feeling from her head to her hips has waned. Joel’s face, red and orange in the manic firelight, keeps intruding on her consciousness, which doesn’t seem right. His face is suddenly so clear in her mind, clearer than it has ever been since That Night: brown eyes with heavy, stoned-looking lids, a slightly upturned nose, chapped lips on a long face covered in blond stubble, the hat with the Confederate flag and the sun-bleached mullet. She blinks rapidly and shakes her head, trying again to banish him from her thoughts.

‘Kristy, are you okay?’ Dr. Michaels asks without a hint of real concern. His stale breath wafting over her jolts her back to the moment. ‘I imagine you’re feeling a lot of emotions at this point. I’m guessing you didn’t even know that reinventing your vagina was possible, right?’ She nods. ‘Kristy, I am here to tell you that Total Body Transformation means Total Body Transformation. We believe that every inch of your body needs to be in harmony. Why change your nose if we’re not going to change your knees to match? Why change your breasts and leave your thighs behind? If we did that, we’d be creating more asymmetry, more chaos, more disconnection between your inside and outside. Does that make sense?’

‘Yeah, um, yes, it does.’ She realizes she is still standing with her legs apart. Is it okay to bring them back together? She’s not sure, and she doesn’t want to do the wrong thing, so she keeps them where they are.

‘Good, Kristy, good. It’s so important that you understand that. So let me hear you tell me one more time, loud and proud, that you deserve a perfect vagina.’

Not wanting to be asked to do it over and over until she gets it right, she yells, ‘I deserve a perfect vagina!’ a little too militantly. She hears Brixton snigger in the background and looks over at him. He catches her eye and turns his body to hide his face, unable to stop laughing. Mara jabs him in the ribs and glares at him, and he straightens up but keeps his eyes on the ground. Kristy can see the smirk on his face from where she’s standing. Mara stares at him with open dissatisfaction, and then looks at Kristy, mouthing the word sorry.

After her vagina – which, Dr. Michaels explains, will also be greatly served by the aforementioned thigh gap; after all, her new and improved vulva needs to be framed and presented, not hidden – they move on to her knees (skin removal, sculpting), calves (muscle reduction, slimming), ankles (fine as they are! Quelle surprise!) and feet (removal of the baby toes will open a whole new world of footwear and produce an effect of general daintiness and femininity). Finally, after there are words and arrows surrounding her entire body like a swarm of bees, Dr. Michaels hands her back the robe. She puts it on, and he leads her to the examination table, helps her up and sits on the stool again.

‘Well, Kristy, I think we have made some major breakthroughs today. I am more confident than ever that Total Body Transformation is for you, and I have no doubt that when the bandages come off and you emerge like a butterfly, new and pristine, your inside will shine through you like never before and Max will fall in love with who you were all along, but just couldn’t show. Are you excited?’

Excited? Kristy’s mind slips off the word. She knows they all want her to be excited. She knows she should be. Dr. Michaels’ dead doll’s eyes are boring into her; she’s taking too long to answer. And then she remembers what Mara told her mother that afternoon in their kitchen back in Puerto Seguro. Max judged your daughter by her outside, Mara had said, and neglected to truly see her inside. Kristy realizes that she doesn’t have to be excited. She doesn’t have to be anything. She just has to let this next version of her – the one that Dr. Michaels will sculpt and who Mara will instruct – be excited for her. It’s this next Kristy – Imogen – who will take off running when the gun blasts, pulling ahead to the finish line, to Max.

‘Kristy,’ Dr. Michaels asks again, ‘are you excited?’

‘Yes,’ she says, on behalf of Imogen, still coiled and unmade inside of her, a collection of parts yet to be assembled. And, she realizes, it’s true: Max will love Imogen, she knows it. This is going to work, she is certain of it, and whether she is ready or not, excited or not, is irrelevant. Max is on the other side of her Total Body Transformation. It feels as inevitable and reliable as the seasons. This is Max’s destiny, too, she sees now. She is merely complying with something bigger and more powerful than she is.

‘Are you ready?’

‘Yes!’

‘Fantastic!’ He clasps his hands together. ‘You are all booked in to our luxury, recently remodeled VIP Total Body Transformation suite for first thing tomorrow morning. Myself and my unmatched team, handpicked from among the world’s most talented surgeons, will perform all of your transformations right here in our state-of-the-art surgical suite, and your recovery will take place in the privacy of our exclusive Zen Abundance Recovery Wing, where you’ll have a personal nurse, and dine from our organic liquid menu created by world-renowned chef, Bruno Dubois. I am truly thrilled for you, Kristy. And I want to thank you for giving the world the chance to go on this journey with you.’

‘Cut!’ Mara yells, and Kristy winces.

‘Tomorrow?’ she asks Mara in the backseat of the car on the way back to her apartment. With Mara driving and Brixton in the passenger seat, Kristy feels small, childish.

‘Well, in TV time, yes, it will seem as if you book in tomorrow. In real time, no, you’ll go in a few days. What day is it?’

‘Thursday,’ Brixton says bitterly, as if Thursday is the worst of all the days.

‘Right, you go in Saturday morning. So two sleeps from now.’

‘Wow, I, um, I just didn’t realize it was going to happen so soon.’

‘Why wait?’ Mara responds, which she follows with a loud, ‘Move asshole!’ and a honk at the car in front of her. ‘Fucking tourists,’ she mutters. ‘So, tomorrow you’ll meet with the TBT psychologist, Dr. Thea Kildare, but you can just call her Thea. She’s great, she’s worked on all our shows. She’ll just want to talk to you about, you know, your state of mind and strategies for coping with stress. Things like that. No biggie. It’s completely confidential, so take advantage of her services, you know, don’t hold back. But,’ Mara eyes Kristy appraisingly, no doubt wondering what exactly Kristy would share with a psychologist that she hasn’t shared with her, ‘by the same token, don’t feel you need to overshare, this is just one of those legal boxes we have to tick. Make sure you’re not on the verge of a nervous breakdown or anything.’ Mara delivers this last line through bared teeth which Kristy understands is intended as a smile. ‘Okay?’ Mara adds rhetorically. ‘We’ll send a car to take you to her office tomorrow around, what time, Brix?’

‘Ten.’

‘Great, thanks. So, after your talk with Thea you have the rest of the day off. I recommend you get some rest. I’ll come over on Saturday morning, we’ll film a little interview with you about how you’re feeling on the day of your TBT, get a little bit of actuality of you leaving the loft, and then we’ll head back to the TBT center. Wow! You excited?’

‘Yeah, yeah. I am, thank you. I am. I just –’ Kristy bursts into tears. She’s not sure why, but suddenly she’s sobbing. Mara and Brixton are both looking at her in the rearview mirror: Mara with concern, Brixton with disgust. ‘Do you think I could call my mom and dad? It’d be great to talk to them before, you know, the transformation.’

Mara narrows her eyes. ‘To be honest,’ she begins, ‘I’m not sure that’s the best call. If you really want to, of course you can. We can’t stop you from talking to your family. We’re not kidnappers!’ Mara laughs nervously. ‘But, do you really think that’s what you need at the moment? You’re about to take the bravest, most important step in your life. You know how your parents feel about this whole thing, they’re not exactly supportive. I just don’t think you need naysayers getting in your head, making you doubt yourself, when you’ve come this far. Don’t you agree?’

‘Yeah, I guess so, it’s just, I miss them, you know? It’s been almost two weeks since I’ve spoken to them. I know they weren’t supportive and stuff, but they love me.’ She’s blubbering now; she can feel her face running with tears.

‘I know, darling, I know. And like I said, if you want to talk to them, you can, but just ask yourself, what will it accomplish? The chances are high that they will make you feel bad about your choices. Don’t you think?’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘And then you’ll begin to doubt yourself, and so close to your big day, right?’

‘Right, I guess.’

‘How about this: talk to Thea tomorrow, and if after your conversation you still feel you want to call your mom and dad, we’ll arrange it, okay?’

‘Yeah, okay. Thanks.’ She’s catching her breath, calming down.

Mara turns the radio up and they drive the rest of the way to the loft in silence, listening to the news. Another journalist has been beheaded in a desert by men with knives. Fifteen hundred people died in a heat wave in India. There is a new virus. Five thousand blackbirds dropped dead from the sky in Arkansas, and nobody knows why.

After being deposited back at the loft, Kristy stands for a long time in the middle of what she has lately begun to regard as a very well-decorated prison. She glances at Charlotte and is soothed by the spider’s presence, and also troubled by the fact that it soothes her. A terrible feedback loop.

Mara keeps reminding her that she’ll be free soon. After her TBT, when she’s no longer recognizable, she’ll be able to go out into the world, into the city. In the meantime, she doesn’t know what to do with herself, with her body. Too restless to sit down, too exhausted to run on the treadmill. So she stands still, thinking about that night at the beach with Denise. Thinking about Dr. Michaels’ gloved hands, his fingers, probing and evaluating. Thinking about sex with Max and wondering, for the first time, whether she’d ever actually had an orgasm. These thoughts don’t belong together; they butt up against each other like characters from different plays suddenly finding themselves on the same stage. Their commingling is unnerving and feels deeply wrong.

She figures she should sit down, or have a shower, or crawl into bed. She should do something. She should move. But she can’t choose a direction, so she remains standing.

She knows the cameras are rolling. She knows that in this moment there is at least one other person watching her on the livestream of her apartment, possibly many people. For all she knows, they watch her for entertainment while they eat their dinner, play games on their phones. She figures they’ll be wondering what Kristy is doing, standing still as an oak for many long minutes, in the middle of the room.

‘Mara!’ she finally says loudly into the room. ‘Tell Mara to call me.’

She waits.

When, a few minutes later, the landline rings, she darts toward it, sits down on the couch and picks up the receiver, curling herself around it. She knows it’s futile to seek privacy; there are as many microphones dotted around the place as there are cameras.

‘Mara,’ she whispers into the phone.

‘What’s wrong, Kristy?’ Mara sounds panicked. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m okay,’ Kristy says, touched by Mara’s concern, ‘it’s just that, I need to tell you something.’

‘What is it?’ Mara says, calmer now.

‘I think something happened. To me. Maybe. I don’t know, maybe not.’

‘Kristy what are you talking about? Happened to you when?’

‘Before, back home, at the beach one time, Puerto Seguro cove. With my friend, Denise.’

‘Okay,’ says Mara, tentatively. ‘What happened, Kristy?’

‘There were these boys. These fishermen. We drank a lot, um, and smoked some weed. I was really . . . gone. When we woke up, they had left. Our bikini tops were missing but . . .’

‘Kristy,’ Mara says with cold authority, ‘do you remember anything?’

‘No.’

‘Did you have any . . . any signs? Any pain? Bruising?’

‘Yes, a bit . . . I didn’t tell anyone, though.’

Mara doesn’t say anything for a long time. When she speaks, she has adopted a gentler tone. ‘Kristy, I am sure nothing happened. I can’t even begin to tell you how many parties I went to at that exact same beach when I was your age. How many times I woke up not quite sure who I’d made out with the night before. In those days, Kristy, we didn’t ask each other for a lot of verbal consent. It’s not like today where there’s apps for it and contracts to sign before you sleep with someone. You mix booze, pot, hormones and a bonfire and what you get is sometimes regrettable sex with someone you barely know who you most certainly wouldn’t be interested in in the cold light of day. There’s nothing for you to be ashamed of. Hell, I had a little bit too much to drink last night, to be honest.’

Kristy is captivated by this little crumb of personal information about Mara’s life. She knows so very little about this woman who she’s handed her own life over to. Who would Mara have gone out drinking with? Did she go somewhere fancy? What did she wear? Did she talk about Kristy?

‘Are you still there?’ Mara asks her.

‘Yeah.’

‘Listen, it’s totally normal if today was a little . . . confronting. If it brought up some things for you. But believe me, after your TBT, you’ll never be on a beach in Puerto Seguro with shitheads like that again. Next time you’re back home, Max will be with you. You’ll have what you want. I know you’re going to win this, Kristy. I believe in you, okay?’

‘Okay,’ says Kristy, and she does indeed feel her heart rate slow, her anxiety recede.

‘I’m serious, Kristy,’ Mara continues, ‘do you believe me? You’re going to be great.’

‘I know, I do.’ Kristy tries her best to sound better, to sound sure. ‘I’m sorry I bothered you.’ She suddenly feels very foolish.

‘Don’t be silly, I’m glad you called me – or, well, yelled for me.’ Mara laughs, and Kristy attempts to laugh with her.

‘Now, go have a long bath, cook yourself a nice dinner, get a good night’s sleep.’

‘Okay, I will.’

‘But Kristy, just one more thing. Don’t mention this to Dr. Kildare, or anyone else, okay? It will just complicate things, and I’m sure you don’t want to have to think about it anymore, do you?’

‘No, yeah, okay,’ Kristy agrees, ‘I won’t mention it.’

‘Good girl. Bye, Kristy.’

‘Bye, Mara,’ Kristy says, and inhales sharply, swallowing back the words forming in her throat.

‘What is it?’ Mara asks, and Kristy wonders if she’s watching her on a screen even now, if she can see Kristy’s open mouth, on the precipice of speaking.

Can you come over and sit with me while I fall asleep? Kristy wants to say. Can you make me a chamomile tea and stroke my hair? But she knows she can’t ask Mara for these things.

Perhaps it is the knowledge that she is about to be reborn into something fresh and new that’s making her feel so childish, so defenceless. It feels wrong that she should be all alone in this big, cavernous room, in this big carnivorous city. She wants warm-blooded comfort. It has been so long since she’s needed these things from her own mother. She can’t actually remember the last time she laid her head in her mother’s lap. What would it be like to lay her head in Mara’s lap? If her mother’s lap was a soft pillow, Mara’s, she imagines, would be like a park bench: cold and unyielding. Still, she wants more from Mara, something outside of the contracts and schedules, away from the cameras and microphones. Yet she senses that to ask for it would be to kill whatever softness is growing between them.

Instead she says, ‘Nothing, sorry,’ and hangs up the phone, praying Mara can’t see her chin quivering.

The next morning, Kristy is ferried across the city to Dr. Kildare’s Brooklyn office. She hadn’t slept well, the shoot in Dr. Michael’s office and her confession to Mara had left her feeling unspooled. She hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that she’d left something crucial unexpressed, and she spent the whole, restless night trying to pin it down. She arrives at Dr. Kildare’s office feeling sullen and vaguely aggressive. Just as Kristy is about to reluctantly knock on the office door, Dr. Kildare flings it wide and welcomes her with an enthusiastic ‘Well, hello there!’ – and Kristy is instantly put off.

‘Normally,’ Dr. Kildare explains as she directs Kristy toward a plush purple couch while she takes a seat in a high-backed leather chair, ‘we would have had this meeting before your examination with Dr. Michaels, but Mara’s schedule must be respected.’

Kristy detects annoyance on Dr. Kildare’s part and is immediately defensive of Mara. She sits down on the couch and discovers it’s far too soft as she’s swallowed by its cushions, her knees pressing up into her chest. She’s never been to a psychologist before, and so far, she isn’t liking it one bit.

While Kristy sits awkwardly, folding into herself like human origami, Dr. Kildare sits tall and still, regarding Kristy. The doctor is dressed in a periwinkle-blue pantsuit and her brown eyes fill the lenses of her horn-rimmed glasses, which make them look enlarged and flattened like fried eggs. Her lips and nails are painted in matching shades of fluorescent orange, which strikes Kristy as very unprofessional, or at least, un-therapist-like. She has a clipboard on her lap and a pen she keeps clicking in and out with her thumb. For someone whose job it is to put people at ease and get them to open up to her, she is twitchy and tense and reminds Kristy of a bespectacled cat looking for its way out of a room.

‘I want you to know,’ she begins, click-click-click, ‘that you’re going to have moments in this process where you believe you’ve lost your marbles. When you do, just remember: you’re not crazy, Kristy. You’re just on a reality television show.’

Then she proceeds to ask her a series of yes or no questions. Do you enjoy watching other people look foolish? Do you stop to watch people arguing in public? Do you sometimes feel your body parts don’t belong to you? Are you haunted by regret? Do you ever hear music that nobody else can hear? Are you preoccupied with our inherent mortality? Are you able to shrug off negative encounters? Do you sometimes lose big swathes of time? Do you often feel like breaking things?

Yes, yes, yes, yes, no, no, no, maybe, and yes, right now.

Dr. Kildare makes no comment on her answers, instead she passes Kristy a series of laminated index cards on which, she explains, are different scenarios. She instructs Kristy to read them, and then tell her what emotion or sensation they produce. How could Kristy tell her that reading the text on the cards alone is enough to produce a sensation of shame and panic?

‘Um,’ Kristy begins, tremulously, ‘I am not a very fast reader.’ As soon as the words leave her mouth, she realizes that she’s never said them out loud before.

‘They’re quite short, just a few sentences,’ Dr. Kildare says, impatient to keep the process moving forward.

Kristy holds up the first card and squints. The words shimmer, buzz and shake. She looks up at Dr. Kildare, blushing, suddenly sweaty. Dr. Kildare’s expression changes from impatient to curious. Kristy looks back at the card and tries harder, willing the words to stay still, but they have lives of their own – wily little creatures – and begin to disappear and reappear like invisible ink. ‘You . . .’ Kristy manages to pin down the first word, ‘are . . . in . . . a . . .’ She trails off, feeling like she might throw up.

‘Kristy,’ Dr. Kildare puts down her clipboard and leans forward, reaching for the card, ‘it’s okay. Have a sip of water.’

Kristy drains the lukewarm glass of water at her side, and nods to Dr. Kildare that she’s alright.

‘You can read, right?’

‘Yes, I can read. I understand. It’s just the words. They move.’

‘And it’s always been this way for you?’

‘As long as I can remember, yes.’

‘And nobody ever noticed?’

‘Well, I mean, my teachers noticed that I was slow. But they never asked me why.’

‘And your parents? Surely they noticed?’

Kristy thinks about this. She knows that some parents – like the parents in the sitcoms she’d grown up watching – read to their children every night. But Kristy’s parents weren’t the bedtime story type. They are a screen-based family. Kristy remembers – with piercing fondness – falling asleep next to her mom most nights on the couch, TV on, and waking up in the morning snug in her bed. ‘No, they didn’t,’ she answers, crossing her arms in front of her, urgently protective of her parents.

‘Hmmm,’ Dr. Kildare says. ‘Can you describe what the words do? What it’s like for you?’

Kristy explains, as best she can, how the words refuse to stay in one place. How they dance and spin and hide from her. Finally, Dr. Kildare says, ‘Kristy, I think you might be dyslexic.’

‘Dyslexic?’ Kristy thinks of the kids from school who couldn’t sit still, who were constantly told to calm down or to leave the classroom, who were on Ritalin and Adderall. This isn’t what she feels like.

‘Dyslexia, Kristy, is a reading disorder,’ Dr. Kildare goes on. ‘It has nothing to do with intelligence. Plenty of highly accomplished people have dyslexia. There aren’t treatments, per se, but there are some specialized learning approaches, special tutors and the like.’

Kristy is stunned, silent. She’s always assumed that this is her own, private curse. Her own secret stupidity. Her shameful flaw. The thought that all it might have taken to help her were some special tutors . . . that in all those years not a single teacher had asked her the questions that Dr. Kildare had just asked her . . . that the gulf between her and all the information she’d never had enough time to grasp could have been breached, enrages her. She could have kept up with Max. She could have gotten better grades. She could have displayed her intelligence, articulated her academic interests . . . written a fucking college entrance essay if only someone had thought to ask her what the words did? All of the morning’s petulance and moodiness dissolve and she is so buoyed by Dr. Kildare in this moment that she fights the urge to lie down in child’s pose before her in a display of gratitude.

‘I . . .’ Kristy stammers, ‘I . . . can I get a tutor now? Can you talk to Mara?’

‘Leave it with me,’ Dr. Kildare says. ‘But for now, focus on what’s ahead of you. Your Total Body Transformation! Tomorrow!’

They spend the rest of the allotted hour discussing what Dr. Kildare calls her mental hygiene plan – and Kristy nods and smiles, the picture of focused attention as Dr. Kildare recommends journaling, meditation, positive affirmations and prioritising sleep – while inwardly all Kristy can think about is what it might mean if she could still the words on the page; if she could tame them, she feels certain she could tame anything, anyone, including herself, including Max.

At the end of the session Dr. Kildare offers Kristy a ‘Good luck!’ which makes Kristy nervous; she didn’t think psychologists were supposed to prescribe luck.

She did not, as Mara had offered, want to talk to her parents after leaving Dr. Kildare’s office. She is clearheaded enough to know that being mad at her parents about not catching her reading problems earlier was about as useful as being mad at water for being wet. She had long since understood that although her parents loved her, their understanding of her was limited, cut off by the smallness of their own lives. Like the cone of shame Mercy had worn all those years ago, Kristy thinks, they have a restricted field of vision. Still, she is angry. And Mara was right; the last thing she needs today, her last night in this body, her last night as Kristy, is the shadow cast by their doubt and the burdensome weight of their love – because she’s never been more certain that they’ve never really known what’s best for her.

So instead – after a check-in with Mara and a flower delivery from Channel Real wishing her luck on her big day tomorrow – she spends her last evening as Kristy Shaw watching The Breakfast Club and Sixteen Candles, cultivating a love for Molly Ringwald. It isn’t hard to do, she discovers, and is taken in by Ringwald’s dry humor, the way she raises her lip and narrows her eyes in teenage disgust, her self-possession . . . and promptly decides that Imogen, too, will have these qualities.

The next morning, Mara and a camera crew arrive promptly at seven am and Mara is all business. Kristy was expecting more ceremony, more tenderness – and while Mara is attentive and warm, careful to ask whether Kristy had slept well and if she was excited, she is laser focused on the schedule, on ensuring they get what they need before they leave Kristy’s loft for the TBT center.

It all moves too quickly, more quickly than Kristy had expected, more quickly, perhaps, than she is ready for. By the time they’d filmed the B-roll of Kristy wistfully looking out the window, symbolically depositing a trash bag full of her clothes – Kristy’s clothes – into the dumpster behind her building, and sitting for a short pre-TBT interview with Mara where she expresses her anticipation, her gratitude, and her love for Max, they are forty minutes behind schedule and it isn’t hard to sense Mara’s barely concealed impatience.

Kristy hopes that maybe there will be time in the car on the drive to the TBT center for Mara to offer her some final words of comfort and encouragement, but Mara wants to film her in the car, telling her it would be a good transition shot from her loft to the center, and Kristy is obliged to remain silent for the entire drive, looking out the window, catching her reflection in the windows of the cars and buildings they pass.

Dr. Michaels greets them at the entrance of the center and is, like Mara, concerned about the schedule. So Kristy is ushered through the bright foyer into a changing room where she is directed to change into the hospital gown they’ve left for her. She can feel the pressure of the clock ticking, so she undresses quickly. She can hear Mara and Dr. Michaels talking outside the door as they wait, and hears Mara instruct one of the camera operators to be sure to get the final shot of her being rolled into the operating theatre on a gurney. She is still fumbling with the Velcro on her gown when she exits, sock-footed, not wanting to keep them waiting.

‘Great!’ Dr. Michaels says and rubs his hands together like a cartoon wolf about to devour little red riding hood, before patting the rubber mattress of the gurney in the universal sign for hop up. She hops up, lies down, and is swiftly wheeled down the corridor and into the operating room. The camera stops at the door – no cameras allowed for the surgery – but Mara slides in before the doors shut. Too fast, Kristy wants to say to her, I just need a moment. But there is a flurry of important activity taking place around her – nurses are arranging instruments on trays and checking equipment, a monitor is slid onto her finger and someone is taking her blood pressure while someone else makes notes on an aluminum clipboard. Dr. Michaels re-emerges into her eyeline, but this time he’s masked and gloved and a cap has been tied around his head. His eyes, when divested of the rest of his features, are endless black tunnels. Too fast, she thinks again, not ready, but the anesthesiologist is securing a mask over her own face, and telling her to count backward from ten. Before she can begin, Mara’s masked face appears above hers and although Kristy can’t see her mouth, she can hear the smile in her voice when she says, ‘Goodbye, Kristy.’

She’s not ready to open her eyes. Better to pretend she’s still asleep. She was having such a strange dream. She tries to hold on to it but it dissolves like cotton candy in a rainstorm. She and Max were on a plane. No origin or destination. No flight attendants. No pilot. They lived on the plane . . . always flying, never landing. Why?

Come on, Kristy, remember . . . don’t let this dream go. Brown leather upholstery. Seatbelt strap tight across her waist. Black starless space seeping in through the little windows. Her own hands. Max’s eyes. A baby deer. What are they called? A fawn, yes, that’s right. Is there any prettier word than fawn? A fawn on the lawn at dawn. No, no, that wasn’t the dream. Stick to the dream. A fawn on the plane with us. They fed it airplane pretzels out of their hands. ‘When it’s big enough, we’ll have venison for weeks,’ Max had said, without moving his mouth. And she cried. She knew she would have to hide the fawn from Max, protect it, but where? How? Then there was turbulence – wild, un-survivable turbulence; they were shaking like a snow globe, pretzels and ice cubes filled the air, magazines were flapping and flying like birds on a rough wind, her hair was in her mouth, the fawn spun – its legs splayed – down the aisle, above the seats . . . It’s scary but still she wants to stay in this dream, on this aimless plane with Max. She is trying to will herself back to sleep, avoiding the full awareness of the pain she knows is waiting for her at the edge of consciousness.

She can’t hold on.

Wakefulness floods.

She sees her mother, Deborah, sitting next to her bed, her soft face a blur of concern.

‘Mom,’ Kristy says, weakly. It hurts to speak.

‘Shhh,’ her mom says, placing her hand on Kristy’s forehead like she used to do when she was little and had a fever, ‘I’m here.’

Kristy falls back into herself.

She wonders if her dream has gone on without her; maybe that’s how dreams work, maybe everyone knows this already and nobody thought to tell her? She has always felt outside of common knowledge. She worries for the fawn.

She can feel the room around her, its parameters and furniture, even with her eyes closed, like sonar. Maybe they made a mistake in surgery and turned her into a whale or a bat. She remembers learning about sonar in school, how sound travels like invisible waves, sending echoes of itself back to anyone who might care to listen. Pulses and signals. But it must be made of something because it bounces off things and returns to us. If sound were made of nothing, then how could it bounce? What does sound weigh? What does it feel like? Is it alive? Does it die when we can’t hear it anymore?

These are the things she must remember to speak to Max about. She feels a sudden sense of urgency – no, more than that – like everything depends on it or the world itself will unravel. She needs to tell him about sound. Maybe if she concentrates hard enough she can tell him with her mind . . .

Kristy wiggles her toes and pain shoots through her shins into her abdomen like a bolt of lightning. She won’t be doing that again anytime soon.

The room smells like eucalyptus and lavender with something else forcing its way into her nostrils . . . something kind of off, like rotting fruit or wet leaves, and she realizes with a flash of shame that it’s coming from her. Her flesh. Her wounds. She tries not to imagine her body under the bandages and gauze . . . She tries not to think about the stitches and sutures and blood and scabs and pus that must be under there, on her, that is her. She thinks of zombies and cadavers and autopsies . . . of stories she’s heard about people waking up in the morgue.

She hears the door open and she uses her newly discovered sonar to gauge that two people have entered her room. She counts three, two, one and they are hovering over her bed, one on her right and one on her left. Her nose tells her that the one on her left is Mara – she can smell her perfume, some mix of black pepper and soil and powdered sugar – and to her right, Dr. Michaels is betrayed by his coffee breath and lemon-lime hand sanitizer. They think she’s still asleep, and that makes her feel safe and in control. If she can just keep her eyes closed nobody can make her do anything. She can just sleep until the pain goes away . . .

‘When will she wake up?’ Mara’s voice is tired; Kristy thinks of inviting her to curl up next to her in bed, but decides against it.

‘Oh, in the next few hours maybe, but she’ll be groggy for a while. She’ll be on some pretty powerful painkillers for a few weeks.’ Dr. Michaels sounds so different when he’s whispering, so much nicer than his TV voice. Kristy makes a mental note to tell him that he might want to consider doing his television show in a whisper from now on, she’s sure the audience would love it.

‘So how did it go?’ Mara’s whisper is expectant, edgy.

‘Fabulously. Swimmingly. Sixteen hours, four surgeons, fourteen procedures all perfectly executed. She is a work of art. In fact, there was a moment during her rhinoplasty where I realized that Kristy Shaw and all she stands for might be my finest achievement to date. So much so that I was inspired to leave a little Wabi Sabi.’

‘A wabi what?’

‘Wabi Sabi. It is a Japanese philosophy, an aesthetic tradition that values the beauty of imperfection, of incompleteness. Like a knot of gnarled wood in an otherwise smooth plank, or a rough, unvarnished patch on a porcelain bowl. The imperfection enhances the beauty. It’s meant to remind us of the impermanence of life, the transience of our existence.’

‘I had no idea you were such a philosopher.’

‘I’m not, really. But my ex-wife was. She had our whole house decorated with Wabi Sabi objects. I think it was her little war against me, you know? Forcing asymmetry into the home of Dr. Total Body Transformation. But the truth is I loved it. Don’t tell anyone I said this, but imperfection, as it turns out, is rather comforting. When it’s in an armchair or a salad bowl, of course.’

‘So how did you Wabi Sabi Kristy?’

‘Her nose.’

‘Her nose? But that’s one of her most recognizable features, Warren. You really should have consulted me. Max is sure to –’

‘Shhh . . . you’ll wake her. Don’t worry. Of course I know that. I just left the little bump along the ridge of her ethmoid bone – that little uneven protrusion, it’s ever so slight. Trust me, her new nose is very Charlize Theron, just like we decided. Only you and I will know that little bump is original Kristy. Think of it as my signature.’

Mara’s long inhalation and exhalation are infused with stress. ‘Okay, Warren, but from now on, no going rogue, okay?’

‘As you wish, boss.’

They continue talking as they leave the room, their voices fading into the hallway of the exclusive Zen Abundance Recovery Wing. ‘Wabi Sabi,’ Kristy whispers, little muscles in her face protesting, ‘Wabi Sabi.’ Tentatively, she worries the bandage on her nose. She likes the fibrous texture under the pad of her finger. Lingering over the ridge, she slowly presses down until she can feel the familiar bump, and wonders if she can ask Dr. Michaels to shave it down. She doesn’t want it. It’s not as if it’s done her any good so far. From now on, she thinks, her flesh and bones have a job to do.

The cameras are already rolling when she finally allows herself to awaken. A tiny microphone has been clipped to her pale green hospital gown. Lights have been arranged just so. Three cameras are trained on her as her mechanical bed adjusts her aching body into a semi-reclined position. Lenses zoom in as Dr. Michaels, beaming, hands her a mirror. Mara watches from the doorframe, breath held for the big reveal.

Kristy gazes at the face gazing back at her. She blinks its doe-shaped eyes, sapphire blue. She crinkles its pixie nose. She licks its plump, chapped lips. She makes it smile; its perfectly straight teeth look menacing. She makes it frown. Smile, frown, smile, frown. Does she really have control over this face? Tentatively, she raises a hand, which looks like her old hand except slimmer, and notices that someone has painted her nails an unobtrusive rose-pink. She turns it over and gazes at its palms, the feathery lines and cross-hatches, the whorls on her fingertips that are hers, really hers . . . but everything else is its. She runs these new fingers through her shiny blonde hair.

‘Imogen,’ Dr. Michaels intones, cautiously. Kristy’s attention remains locked on her hand, not registering. ‘Imogen, you must be a bit shocked,’ he tries again, this time placing a hand gently on her shoulder. Kristy flinches. Is he talking to her?

‘Um.’ Its first word. She licks its lips. Ah yes, its name, the name she and Mara had chosen. Her new name: Imogen Byrne. Orphaned only child of Cheryl and Russell Byrne, tragically killed in a six-car pileup on the Long Island expressway. Her eyes move from her hand back to the face in the mirror. It is her.

Imogen is her.

Imogen is Kristy.

I am Imogen, she thinks.

‘Imogen,’ she says, her voice raspy. She watches herself say her new name.

Dr. Michaels smiles nervously. ‘Yes, Imogen, that’s you.’

She laughs then. She can’t help herself. She watches herself laugh. So much prettier than when Kristy laughed. She likes this laugh; it’s like wooden windchimes. It’s like soft butter-colored Christmas lights. It’s like sticking your tongue out and catching a puff of cotton candy.

Cameras are rolling to capture every moment after that. Some of them she sees, some she doesn’t. But they are always there. First at the TBT recovery center, where the pain distracts her from them in the early days. And there is so much pain. From the moment she surrenders to consciousness in the TBT© Zen Abundance Recovery Wing, Kristy’s whole body feels sore and raw and somehow burned. There are thread-thin scars all over her body, some new TBT technique Dr. Michaels had droned on about – minimal suturing, rapid healing – Kristy has traced them from her scalp to the soles of her feet. She feels like so many fleshy puzzle pieces rearranged and sewn back together. But the pain doesn’t emanate from these scars, even though some of them ooze pus or leak strange liquid, and all of them are swiftly attended to by the TBT nurses.

She likes the nurses – placid, silent, interchangeable people who smell of eucalyptus and coffee. They waft in and out of her room, sometimes bringing food, at other times bringing a bowl of warm, soapy water with which to solemnly bathe her, then replace her silk gown and expertly empty the bags of urine that accumulate from her catheter. They congratulate her when she manages a small shit in her plastic-lined underwear.

Kristy has tried to explain to them that the pain is on the surface of her, like a second layer of skin, perched on the top of every hair on her body, hovering over every pore, as if she were this brand new infant–woman who’s been exposed to the elements too soon. It’s as if the very air hurts her. The nurses nod and inject her with more pain medication, sending her into a fuzzy state of sleepy wakefulness. They don’t get it. But Kristy doesn’t care; if anything, she feels like it makes everything more real – she doesn’t have to pinch herself to make sure she isn’t dreaming. Being Imogen is too good to let the pain overcome her.

She’s used to the cameras by the time she gets back to her loft, where Mara interviews her many times a day in the corner of the living room where they’ve set up two director’s chairs: interviews about how she’s feeling about whatever situation they contrived for her that day.

The first time she walks down the street in her new body, cameras catch the unsubtle glances of men as they pass, the catcalls. Strange, she says in that day’s interview, very strange, but good. The first time she dresses herself in Imogen’s flowy boho wardrobe, the first time she washes Imogen’s shining blonde hair, the first time she speaks to her new neighbors – Amanda and Yuri Denison, the twenty-something couple whose overly chipper demeanor when they tell her to ‘ask us for anything you might need, anything at all’ makes her suspect they are Mara’s plants. The first time she gets a piece of mail addressed to Imogen Byrne (sent, of course, by Channel Real). Strange, all of it. All of it, strange. But good. So good.

Mara has arranged to use her weeks of recovery as an opportunity to train her to speak less North Florida and more General American, or GenAm. Twice a week she is visited by Kevin, the PhD student from Columbia University whose fingertips are always red with the dust of the Flamin’ Hot Cheetos he constantly eats. ‘Don’t’ crunch ‘say’ crunch ‘ma’am’ crunch ‘and sir’ crunch ‘anymore,’ he instructs, crumbs falling onto his Guy Fawkes t-shirt. ‘We’re not so polite up here.’

She is told to say all of you instead of y’all. Hi instead of hey. Her accent isn’t southern southern, Kevin explains – although he does task her with saying the word why fifty times a day until she stops saying waah. The first time she spontaneously asks him whai-ee he is sunburned and whether he’s been at the beach, he beams with pride and offers her some Cheetos. Kristy would have grabbed a handful, but Imogen declines.

She wonders if Mara also has a tutor to erase the Puerto Seguro in her. On her next visit she asks her, and Mara looks at her quizzically and says, ‘What Puerto Seguro?’ and Kristy realizes she is right. Max and his parents have always said whai-ee. Denise and her parents have always said waah. She spends the rest of the day pondering that.

But the best, the very best of all, are the nights in bed. Pitch black. Pin-drop silence. Does Mara have some kind of night camera? Probably. Are there little microphones all over her room, in her very bed? Likely. She doesn’t care. What could they have picked up? She is so slow, so subtle, so unrushed. The two of them together under the patchwork quilt. Kristy and Imogen, entwined. Kristy’s hand cupping Imogen’s small breasts like loaves of unbaked dough. Kristy’s hand flat against Imogen’s shoreline of a stomach like wood newly planed and lacquered. Kristy worries the little bump on the ridge of Imogen’s nose and flexes and arches her barbie-doll feet, each one tiny toe lighter.

Kristy gripping and squeezing Imogen’s thighs, amazed at their taut slenderness, reaching around and marveling at Imogen’s ass, sculpted and pliant like a water balloon filled with honey. Kristy’s fingers in Imogen’s new, perfectly sculpted folds, like so many dark petals. In these moments, she is twinned. She is one, cleaved. Or she is two, fused.

Either way, it is both Kristy and Imogen, distinct and awake, pulsing through her veins.


THE SLAYER

The first few weeks after Kristy’s (Imogen’s) surgery are complicated. Very complicated. Mara swears that lately it feels like she’s in the throes of some epic mythological test; dragons and ogres are coming at her from every direction. Good thing she’s a slayer.

It starts with Max’s shithead boss over at Lawson, Hardy & Moreno. Lawson and Moreno are pretty much silent partners; it’s Gregory Hardy who runs the firm. Noah informed her weeks ago that he had Hardy on board to give Kristy (Imogen) a job as a receptionist and to place The Shot cameras throughout the office. But surprise surprise, not two days after Kristy’s (Imogen’s) surgery, a frantic Noah calls to say Hardy is pulling out. Apparently he’s got cold feet about the impact that participation in a reality show would have on his business. What they’d convinced him would be free advertising had started to feel more like sabotage.

‘We’re a high-end architectural firm, Ms. Bolt,’ he tells Mara when she finally gets him to agree to meet with her in person. ‘I’m sure you understand. We’ve got bids in on some very competitive tenders at the moment. I’m just concerned that association with reality TV –’ he might as well have said herpes or partial-birth abortion, such is the amount of vinegar he pours on the phrase, ‘– isn’t really the look we’re going for in the market. Besides, we already have a receptionist, Linda, and I can’t just fire her.’ He takes a sip of cold coffee from a mug that reads DATE AN ARCHITECT, THEY HAVE BIGGER DECKS – while eyeballing Mara. They both know this is a negotiation, and it’s Mara’s move.

‘Gregory, is it okay if I call you Gregory?’ He nods, and she continues, ‘I just want to say that I understand your concerns completely. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but I’m not only the executive producer of The Shot, I’m also the CEO of our production company and network, Channel Real. Like you, I created my company from the ground up, and am very careful to steer it in the right direction.’ She pauses in case he wants to compliment her – he doesn’t. ‘I think we can collaborate and come up with a way forward that works for both of us,’ she says, and goes on to explain to him that The Shot is going to break new ground in the world of television and entertainment at large, transcending reality TV. That the setting in which Max either A) falls in love with Kristy (Imogen, it’s probably best we start calling her Imogen now, wouldn’t want you to slip up!) or B) doesn’t, will be the backdrop to either the greatest love story in America or the greatest heartbreak in America, but either way it will be the biggest event in television history since color. ‘This isn’t mere advertising: Lawson, Hardy & Moreno will become a part of the American vernacular. People will hire your firm for the celebrity of it, to be associated with something that has become meaningful to them.’

She lays it on thick as mud. He’s caving to her persuasion, she can tell, but there is one final card he has to play. ‘I need to tell my staff something,’ he says. ‘I know, I know,’ he preempts her, ‘you have explained your quote unquote legal acrobatics, but I just don’t feel comfortable. Max, or anyone, could end up suing me. It’s also just . . . wrong.’

This throws Mara. The success of Channel Real’s unique stable of programs is due solely to the said quote unquote legal acrobatics that she’s gone to great lengths – and great expense – to devise. People act differently when they know they are being filmed. They perform for the camera, and the problem is that most people are terrible performers. All you have to do is look at any of what Mara likes to call the drink-throwing shows. The Real Housewives, Jersey Shore, The Bachelorette, Love Island – shows where women throw drinks in each other’s faces. Where they leap across dining room tables at each other, clawing. None of it is believable, and what little entertainment value it has is wearing thin, Mara is sure. It’s why she founded Channel Real. She is saving the world from the drink-throwing shows. She is giving them something real.

‘Gregory, you can’t possibly be proposing that we tell Max. Perhaps I haven’t explained the premise of the show clearly enough –’

‘No, no,’ he interrupts, ‘I understand he can’t know who Imogen is or that he is the subject of the show, of course. But I would be more comfortable if, say, we sent out a memo saying that we are filming something like The Office?’

‘The Office?’

‘Yeah, that we’d been chosen to be a part of a reality show about an architecture firm, something like that. Mara,’ he leans forward, ‘this is a red line for me.’

She wishes she could take some time to think. Surprisingly, she wishes she could talk to Ramiro. She tries to gather her thoughts, to seek out any way in which she can use this to her advantage. She comes up short, but can’t lose this opportunity. She decides keeping Gregory Hardy happy is advantage enough for now. ‘Deal,’ she says, putting her hands up in a you got me pose.

He reaches out his hand and she shakes it. In the end, wanting to seem generous – in the event she needs some generosity from him later – she throws in a hundred shares of Channel Real stock and agrees to shoot and edit the firm’s first television commercial, which will air at least once during each episode. As for Linda, she will be going on a month-long paid vacation on Channel Real’s dime. Agreed? Agreed. Happy? Happy. And this time Mara has brought along a contract for him to sign (something that she had distinctly told Noah to do last time, and which he’d so very characteristically neglected): beginning on a date yet to be confirmed (dependent on the recovery process) and concluding four weeks from the first day of filming, Kristy Shaw, under the pseudonym Imogen Byrne, will take on the role of receptionist for Lawson, Hardy & Moreno Architects. Numerous cameras and recording devices will be placed throughout the office (no cameras will be installed in restrooms, but audio will be permitted – as this is often a place where people carry on private conversations). From time to time, Channel Real will use actors rigged with cameras and microphones to pose as couriers, clients, salespeople, etc., so as to offer different perspectives of Imogen. Discussing this agreement with any unauthorized persons – especially Max Irving – will be considered a serious breach of this contract and prosecuted in a court of law.

Problem slayed.

But Mara can’t sheathe her sword just yet. The dragons and ogres keep coming. Her mom calls to say Pilar has to fly home to Mexico (Colombia, Mom, Colombia) without any notice to attend the funeral of a cousin or aunt or someone, and Lillian is crumbling at the thought of being home alone – with my unpredictable heart. Mara reminds her there is nothing wrong with her heart, to which she curtly responds that at her age something could go wrong at any minute. Easy peasy: Mara calls Puerto Seguro General Hospital, gets a recommendation for home-care nurses, and hires a gal named Jane who agrees to cook and clean as well as look after her mom’s health if Mara doubles her salary.

Is that all you got, ye gods? Problem fucking slayed!

Still they keep coming: Kristy gets an infection in her right foot, where her pinky toe has been removed, and Warren is worried about sepsis. He insists she stay overnight at a real hospital, not his TBT recovery center. This requires non-disclosure confidentiality agreements to be signed by anyone who comes into contact with her. But all goes well and she’s fine now, minor setback: one more dragon separated from its head.

A pipe bursts in Mara’s apartment building and floods her second bedroom, ruining the carpet: fuck it, hated that carpet anyway.

Then comes a call from Channel Real’s lawyers saying that they’ve run into some problems with the insurance company when it comes to insuring Kristy’s body and all her surgeries. This is a problem. If Kristy doesn’t win Max’s heart, they need to be able to legally compel her to have some of her surgeries reversed. Of course, pinky toes can’t be reattached, ribs can’t very easily be put back in, but boob jobs can be reversed, butt implants can be removed, what was suctioned out could be replaced. Yes, that might even mean Kristy has new procedures designed to re-enlarge her – fat pumped back in, even hormone injections to cause weight gain. It is, Mara understands, nightmarish – but it must be.

It isn’t enough to simply deny Kristy access to her new life if she loses. There needs to be something physical; a scarlet letter, a public hanging, punishment. When Ramiro had told Mara that Lil’ Feminista is deeply uncomfortable about this element of the show, that it seems unduly cruel, Mara responded with, ‘The cruelty is the point, Ramiro. And stop talking to your fucking wife about the show.’

It seems the insurance company and Lil’ Feminista are unlikely allies. They are concerned that corporate ownership of an individual’s body, no matter if that individual’s body has been designed and purchased by said corporation, especially when that individual is receiving room and board from said corporation but no salary, could be seen as a form of human trafficking. Jesus H. Christ.

Finally they are able to get it sorted, based mostly on the fact that Kristy’s contract includes a clause stating that she understands and agrees to the terms and conditions of the show – but Mara won’t lie, she had a minor heart attack over that one.

Then comes a more unusual dragon, but one which – after Mara is informed of its existence – makes perfect sense to her. Thea Kildare drops into the Channel Real offices to inform Mara that Kristy, she is almost certain, is dyslexic.

‘It’s shocking,’ Thea says, ‘how the public school system can let people just slip through the cracks . . . how is it possible that not a single teacher thought to investigate?’

Mara agrees, of course, but, having graduated from the same high school as Kristy, she is not at all surprised. She can easily recall the sports-obsessed faculty, how easy it was for talented athletes to get away with low grades and bad behavior. Those students that were both athletic and hoping to get into college were provided with extra tutoring and study groups, opportunities to retake failed exams. But these extras had costs, costs the school didn’t cover, costs that parents – engaged, motivated parents who wanted their son or daughter to go to their alma mater – had to pay for. Not parents like Deborah and Robert Shaw. As long as Kristy kept winning medals, and as long as nobody thought she wanted more – because she’d shown no sign, she’d made no declaration of her intention – she fell through the sieve.

This unfortunate reality doesn’t upset Mara that much; what does unnerve her is the fact that neither of Kristy’s parents seems to have even noticed. It was one thing to simply not have the resources, but to not even know? To have no inkling? Had they never read alongside their daughter? Had they not tracked her academic performance? Had meetings with her teachers? Mara thinks about Kristy’s breathless confessions of her love for astronomy, how she herself senses her own untapped intelligence, and how Max’s fast track out of Puerto Seguro strikes her as unjust, needling and agitating her even three years later. All of her fury, Mara thinks now, is justified. Mara is surprised by the force of the disgust and outrage that surges through her. It produces a kind of seasickness in her, a sense that she has lost the horizon for the waves.

Logistically, this new information requires another conversation with Gregory Hardy at the firm, and the procurement of software which will allow Imogen to do her job – text-to-audio systems and the like. But for Kristy herself, Mara has another idea.

It is the night before Imogen’s office debut, and although Mara believes she’s slayed all her dragons, she can’t shake the feeling that she’s forgotten something critical. She’s gone over the plan with the crew for tomorrow ad nauseam. She has checked in with Jane, her mother’s temporary nurse, and the levels of Lillian Bolt crazy are stable. She has not, it seems, been driving around armed since her surgery, nor has she murdered any more local pets.

It occurs to Mara that the source of her rattling discomfort is her own nervousness – not for herself or the show, but for Kristy. Again, this reluctant compassion! This inconvenient tender-heartedness. It frustrates her. This is not a part of herself that Mara knows well, and the awareness of her persistent feelings of protectiveness toward Kristy – despite her many attempts to shut them down – produces a kind of psychedelic light-headedness in her, a nauseating giddiness. And it is in this surreal state that Mara finds herself knocking on the door of Kristy’s loft, two gifts tucked inside her purse.

Mara still hasn’t gotten used to Kristy’s new face, her new body, her new commanding presence. Kristy looks worried to see Mara at her door, her delicate supermodel features sharpened and narrowed. Mara feels a sense of pride and accomplishment well up in her when she looks at Imogen standing before her, wrapping her robe nervously around her. I made this, she thinks, and feels like Dr. Frankenstein as he watches his creature come to life.

‘May I come in?’ Mara asks demurely, as if both women weren’t acutely aware that Mara owns this loft and everything – everyone – in it.

‘Of course,’ Kristy replies, opening the door and standing aside. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Yes, yes, all is well,’ says Mara flippantly, leading them toward the couch. She sees that Pretty in Pink is paused on the television. ‘I just wanted to come and give you a little pep talk before your big day tomorrow.’

‘Oh, okay, yeah, I am a little nervous.’ Kristy sits down on the couch, tucking her four-toed feet neatly under her legs. Mara can still see some of Kristy’s scars. Small, short pink incision lines, tiny little suture points – like Morse code all over her body. SOS, they seem to say, SOS, and Mara has to stop herself from reaching across and touching them. If it weren’t for the fact that she knows this is all being watched in real time, recorded and time-coded, she might have.

‘I imagine you are, Kristy.’ Mara kicks off her matte-black Jimmy Choos and allows herself to mimic Kristy’s position on the couch, reveling in the tableau of easy female intimacy they must present to the crew in the control room. ‘It would be strange if you weren’t nervous, frankly. But, try to think of it this way: Imogen is nervous. Because everyone is nervous when they start a new job. Don’t fight those nerves, because they are authentic and believable. But you can’t let yourself be nervous about being Imogen. You must tell your brain what to feel.’

‘How?’ Kristy asks, her perfect mouth open in a guileless O, a doll come to life.

‘You just decide,’ Mara says, wishing now that she hadn’t started this particular conversation. She doesn’t want Kristy to know how easy this is for her. Or, rather, had been for her. Until Imogen. Imogen is eroding something in Mara, and she is caught between the impulse to fortify her defenses and to bulldoze them. But Kristy will need to learn to be more like Mara if she is going to survive as Imogen. Her own mother clearly hasn’t imparted any grit, any fortitude. The world, this city, will eat her alive if she is merely Kristy masquerading in Imogen’s skin. Mara has a duty to mentor her; she can’t just throw her to the wolves, unarmed.

‘It takes practice,’ she continues, cautiously, ‘but you have to learn to create little rooms in your head. Rooms with heavy padlocks on them. You decide which rooms to open. You decide which feelings or memories or characteristics get to come out. And when a feeling or a memory that you don’t want to feel or remember arrives without your permission, you simply march it back to its room, and lock it in. Sometimes it will find its way back out quite a lot before you discover a way to lock it away for good. Bad memories are great lock-pickers – that’s where the practice bit comes in – but, as you know, practice makes perfect.’

Kristy stares at her, nodding slowly. ‘So . . . it’s like acting?’

‘Yes, in a way, it is.’

‘So I’ll just act like Imogen and lock Kristy away?’

‘Yes,’ Mara says, ‘at least until the show is over, and then you can decide which parts of Kristy you want to allow back in.’

‘Okay,’ Kristy says, and smiles a smile Mara hasn’t seen before. Imogen’s smile? Is she locking Kristy away right before her eyes? Mara shudders.

‘I’ve brought you some things,’ Mara says, reaching for her purse. ‘Thea, Dr. Kildare, came to talk to me. She told me about your reading challenges, and that she thinks you may be dyslexic.’ Kristy nods, and Mara continues, ‘I’m very sorry that nobody detected this sooner, Kristy, it’s criminal, in my opinion. Child abuse, really. Your mother should have noticed. You deserve better.’ Mara sees a barely perceptible shift in Kristy’s body language, a subtle stiffening, and she changes tack. ‘So I got you something,’ she says brightly, and hands Kristy a new smartphone. ‘I was always going to give this to you today,’ she explains. ‘Imogen will need a phone. Hopefully, Max will want to contact you! And you’ll be allowed to make some work friends, should you like. I’ve put my number in there, and Brixton’s.’

Kristy holds the phone awkwardly, as though it might blow up in her hands.

‘I legally have to say this, Kristy,’ Mara continues, ‘but you are contractually obligated not to contact anyone unsanctioned by Channel Real – by me – and we have installed software which will allow us to monitor your phone.’

‘Okay,’ Kristy says quietly, ‘I get it. Thank you.’

‘Ah! But that’s not the gift!’ Mara scoots closer to Kristy on the couch. ‘Turn it on and go to the home page.’ She waits until the little screen illuminates in Kristy’s palm. ‘See that app? It’s an audiobook app. I’ve bought you a subscription. We will get you a tutor at some stage, when you’re less busy, but for now – I thought you might like to catch up on what you’ve been missing.’

Kristy opens the app and stares at the tiny book-cover tiles. ‘I didn’t know about these,’ she says softly as she scrolls through them, ‘that you could listen instead of read.’

Mara feels like she is talking to someone who’s just spent decades in prison – Look, the world wide web! – and in a way it’s true of Kristy, isn’t it? Mara feels as though she is reaching her hand into a dark cell and drawing Kristy into the light.

Kristy looks back at Mara, her face brimming with emotion. ‘Thank you, Mara.’

‘And that’s not all!’ Mara says, too eagerly, sidestepping the sentimentality. She reaches into her purse again and retrieves a small, red velvet drawstring bag. ‘Here,’ she says, handing it to Kristy.

Kristy unties the knot and pulls out a delicate, simple gold bracelet.

‘This is something Imogen would love,’ Mara tells her as she takes it from Kristy and fastens the clasp around her wrist.

Kristy looks at it admiringly, and then throws her arms around Mara, hugging her tightly. ‘Thank you,’ Kristy says into her neck, ‘for everything.’

And the embrace shakes whatever is already wobbly in Mara completely loose; her defences crumble. She hugs her back, hard.

Now, Mara sits in her apartment, glass of wine in her hand, staring out the window into the glittering Manhattan night. She is the lone source of life in the penthouse apartment; there is not even a neglected houseplant competing for her oxygen. The paintings on the wall are in bloodless grayscale: abstract shapes and strokes.

Her phone pings on the glass coffee table – it’s a reminder for her appointment with her therapist, Constance, for tomorrow. Fuck, she thinks. She’s done it again. She will have to reschedule . . . again. Should she send flowers in apology? Is that a thing people do with their therapists? What would she even say to Constance . . . what can she possibly share about her life at the moment? She’s not dating anyone, work is going well, she feels on top of things. She’s just slain an onslaught of dragons, after all.

Would she tell Constance about how ever since Kristy hugged her she can’t stop seeing Eric Cox’s face looking down on Mara while they lose their virginity to each other in one of the wooden huts at Seguro Beach? That, looking back, she is trying to recall whether she’d actually wanted it, or whether she’d just done what was expected of her? A few weeks ago, she’d told Kristy that sometimes sex is something you just kind of fall into when the conditions are right. In Kristy’s case, the conditions were alcohol, weed and an empty beach. In Mara’s case it had been all the gifts Eric had bought her in the weeks preceding their tryst – a silver necklace with a heart-shaped pendant, a dozen roses in her school locker, a box of chocolates she never ate – gifts, Mara knows, which were never really gifts. Gifts are unconditional. These were items she was expected to pay for with her body.

She might have been able to resist his offerings – after all, there was nothing he could buy her that she couldn’t afford herself – but it was the affection embedded in the gifts, the sheer force of his focus, demanding her attention, requiring her to play her part, that had compelled her forward. It hadn’t occurred to her that she could simply decline, especially when he ticked all the right social boxes: he was from a good Lagoon family, excelled academically and athletically, and was considered handsome and desirable. So when he trained his gaze on her, it felt to her like an acquisition in which she was the desired object, and her only duty was to acquiesce. That she would have a boyfriend, that she would have sex with said boyfriend, was as predictable and unavoidable as menstruation or growing breasts: a natural and inescapable element of womanhood. If she can recall actually wanting anything, it is that she wanted to get it over with. She was the last of her girlfriends to have sex. It was a thing. She would be happy to make it not a thing. Surely Constance wouldn’t be interested in that.

Would she sit on Constance’s couch and recount stealing an EPT pregnancy test from the pharmacy at the other end of town, not because she didn’t have the money, but because she didn’t want anyone to see her? And then the visit to Puerto Seguro Planned Parenthood to make sure it wasn’t some horrible mistake? Would she describe her parents’ expressions when she told them, how it was the first time that the disappointment in her father’s features had matched the ever-present note in Lillian’s? She could tell her about Eric’s face when she told him the news and the way it just closed, like a door slamming. Constance would offer her a glass of water as she told her about the decision – made for her, without her – that she would finish her senior year at a special private school in Miami, deliver it, and give it away. You can’t stay at home, she’d been told. You can’t terminate it, she’d been told. You most certainly cannot keep it, she’d been told. Why on earth would you even ask such a thing! Because in all of those scenarios, everyone would know. And for Lillian Bolt of the Connecticut Bolts, everyone was more important than Mara. And didn’t Mara feel – through her anguish, beneath her grief – that a score had been settled between she and her mother? Eye for an eye? A pound, or rather seven pounds and six ounces, of flesh? Lillian took care of everything. Her father took care of nothing.

And then Constance could pass her a tissue as Mara shared how it had felt going into labor on a sweltering August Sunday. How she knew she would die. She wanted to die. How Mara didn’t look at it when it came out. She didn’t hold it. The nurses took it away and Mara spent the next few years furiously achieving until she’d forged a road out of Puerto Seguro. Learning to banish it from her mind when random things threatened to remind her. Random things like when Kristy wrapped her arms around her and she realized that the girl – she knew it had been a girl – would only be a few years older than Kristy. That Kristy was untwisting something inside of her; something that wanted to be soft, to give succor.

Would she fumble through her over-full mental key chain, looking for the key to her newest padlock, and let Constance see her latest prisoner? Which is the memory of the moment when, under the pretense of looking for Warren, she’d crept into Kristy’s recovery room after her TBT and quietly slid a chair over to her bedside and sat there, for hours, watching over her? Would she explain that the girl had looked like a bandaged baby bird? And how at one point, Kristy had begun to stir, and her eyes fluttered open for just a moment, long enough to take in Mara’s form, and she’d said ‘Mom.’ And Mara had said, easily and naturally, ‘Shhh, I’m here,’ and had placed her hand on Kristy’s forehead until she fell back to sleep?

What would Constance say when Mara explained that, in another world, she might have been a different kind of woman? She might have been a mother. That instead, she’d been transformed into something different, something cold-blooded. Something that she knows might bite Kristy when she means to kiss, strangle her when she means to embrace. That this is the reason she has to keep this part of her nature – her inner mother, her gentle nurturer – locked away.

She knows who she is.

She knows what she did.

She knows that the one time fragile, delicate life was entrusted to her, she lost it. Let it be taken away from her. And that, to her greatest shame, she didn’t even put up a fight. She followed orders.

Now, she gives orders. She cannot allow herself to soften. To be soft is to be weak, she knows. And to be weak is to lose.

Should she tell Constance that all this time she’s thought she is the dragon slayer, it turns out she is the dragon?

Mara reschedules.


IMOGEN SPEAKING

Mara holds her hand in the car, punctuating each word she speaks with a squeeze that Imogen thinks is just on the edge of intentionally painful. Imogen can almost see the effort it takes for Mara to be patient when what she really wants to do is scream into Imogen’s splotchy, tear-streaked face.

Imogen doesn’t feel like Imogen today. Imogen is certain she is not Imogen. Imogen feels very much like Kristy as she sits in the back seat of a private car in the parking garage of Lawson, Hardy & Moreno.

It has been six weeks since her emergence from the chrysalis. Six weeks where she watched June pass into July and July pass into August – first through the windows of her TBT recovery suite, and then through the windows of her loft. Six weeks throughout which she’s practiced furling and unfurling her new wings until she allowed herself to believe, assisted by the painkillers and various injections that the quiet nurses administered every morning at breakfast, that perhaps this is all that will be required of her. Dress-up and bath time and dreamy conversations with strangers in her new voice. Max, the name that has been the carrot dangling on the end of the stick for months, the name that she’s used to both torture and calm herself, has somehow faded, been diluted. Or more like replaced, by Imogen herself.

So enamored is Kristy of her new plaything that she’s forgotten the game. The game for which the four-week countdown starts today. The moment she walks into that office and enters Max’s atmosphere, the sand starts to fall from the timer.

Last night, Mara had come around and given her a phone and a gold bracelet, and reiterated her full confidence in Kristy’s ability to pull this off. Mara had been so different, Kristy thought, so casual and intimate, so much more relaxed than she normally is.

Kristy had gone to bed feeling buoyant, indestructible; she’s just been painfully remade, after all, and it hasn’t killed her. But today is the day, and instead of excitement she feels dread. She is awash with anxiety. What if even all of this isn’t enough? Or worse, what if, even with her TBT, Max sees her – sees Kristy? What if her fucking Wabi Sabi nose gives her away? What if it’s over before it begins? When it comes to Max, this show, what she’s agreed to, is her Hail Mary pass. That’s how Max would describe it. It is her last possible option. If this doesn’t work, there is no Plan B. The eggshell she’s been curled up inside of has smashed open, and now she is crying in the back of Mara’s car with bits of shell in her mouth, while Mara switches between good and bad cop so rapidly it has even Brixton, who sits impatiently next to Mara, rattled.

‘Imogen,’ Mara says the name pointedly, ‘you need to get yourself together. This is ridiculous,’ bad cop; ‘Sweetheart, I know you must be terrified, but just remember who you are, inside, and the lengths you’ve gone to to get here today,’ good cop.

‘But I just don’t know how I’ll do it. How I can possibly see him without, I don’t know, telling him it’s me, or,’ sniffle snot sniffle snot, ‘giving it away somehow, ruining it all.’

‘Imogen, that would be a severe breach of contract,’ bad cop; ‘but I totally understand why you’re feeling this way,’ good cop. ‘Just remember, he won’t know who you are. Everything about you has improved. You are completely different from Kristy Shaw. And today is just day one. You won’t need to do much more than say hello, I’m guessing. Mostly, you’ll just be working! Actually working, and meeting your new colleagues, your actual colleagues, and won’t that feel good? To be productive? To begin your life!’

This goes on for a while longer, both women panicking in their own ways until Imogen suddenly stops, draws in a sharp breath and stares out the tinted window across the garage. ‘There he is,’ she whispers. ‘It’s him. It’s Max.’

Mara, Imogen and Brixton gawp as Max – tailored suit, briefcase, coffee thermos – makes his way from one end of the cavernous garage to the other. Their three heads rotate in unison, mouths open like birds waiting for food. Imogen feels her heart start to launch itself against her rib cage, trying to escape, trying to get to him. He is talking to the air, or so it seems, as they can’t see the Bluetooth earphones tucked into his ears. She hears his voice, echoing and bouncing off the cool concrete; he laughs and says, ‘Yeah, I saw that, not how I thought that was gonna go, damn Hurricanes,’ and Imogen finds herself smiling. He is probably talking to his dad back home about last night’s baseball game. They watch as Max gets into the elevator and disappears.

Imogen turns to Mara. ‘Okay, I’m ready.’

‘Good girl, Kristy,’ Mara says, squeezing her hand.

‘Imogen,’ Kristy corrects.

‘Imogen,’ Mara repeats.

Her first day on the job is like first days for receptionists anywhere, and that is the point. There are some production plants in the office, and of course Messrs. Lawson, Hardy and Moreno themselves know exactly who Imogen is, but she doesn’t see them that much. To the vast majority of her fellow employees, she is Imogen Byrne, new receptionist, and she starts her day following around the very perky and enthusiastic Winnie Briggs who describes her role as executive assistant slash office manager slash the-only-person-who-can-fix-the-printer. They begin with the front desk, of course, which is to be Imogen’s purview, where Winnie instructs her on the multiple phone lines, protocol for message taking, access to everyone’s digital calendars, and regular deliveries. She then takes her on a slow, meandering tour of the sprawling rabbit warren of offices which take up three floors, connected by a spiral staircase that shoots through them like a beanstalk.

The first floor consists primarily of open-plan cubicles occupied by eager interns who are still completing their studies, and this is where Imogen expects to find Max. But as Winnie insists on introducing Imogen to every bee busily working away in their respective cells, each of them dutifully lifting their heads long enough to say ‘Nice to meet you,’ it becomes clear not one of the heads belongs to Max. The rest of the first floor comprises a communal kitchen and break room, the men’s bathroom (the women’s is all the way upstairs, Winnie imparts to Imogen with an air of injustice) and various meeting rooms whose scheduled use will be Imogen’s job.

Winnie chats away ceaselessly, glancing back over her shoulder at Imogen as she points out the office thermostat, the blueprint archives, the office supply closet. ‘Oh!’ she says while showing Imogen how to use the Keurig coffee machine, ‘you know we’re being filmed, right?’ Imogen’s heart stops until she remembers what Mara had explained to her, the ruse they were employing. Imogen plays dumb. ‘Filmed?’

‘Yeah,’ Winnie can’t contain her excitement, ‘it’s some kind of documentary about our office, all of us and our lives or something. Like The Office. I love that show. OMG! You’re the receptionist! You’ll be like Pam! Maybe you’ll meet your Jim.’

Imogen feels her cheeks redden. Does Winnie know something? Surely not. Winnie moves seamlessly on to the topic of guest parking passes as they continue their tour.

The second floor is less beehive and more human zoo, with a large area in the middle of the floor devoted to enormous and very comfortable-looking leather sofas arranged around a huge marble table stacked high with books and newspapers, around which is a ring of glass-walled offices. It is here, Winnie explains, where all the architects, designers, project managers, account managers, finance people, IT people, the women’s bathroom, and Winnie’s own office can be found.

They walk the perimeter like prison guards, gazing in at the people in each office while Winnie rattles off their names and positions. Passing by one of the corner offices, Imogen feels her throat constrict: There he is.

‘That is Faith Bowers.’ Winnie gestures toward a short, curvy woman with a storm of salt and pepper curls wearing thick-rimmed neon-blue glasses. ‘She’s one of the senior architects. There’s a rumor going around she may make Partner. You know the Hawke building? In Chelsea? She designed it.’ Imogen nods her head, watching as Faith and Max stand pensively over a glass table with a blueprint spread across it, Faith speaking, Max taking notes.

‘And that’s Max Irving, he’s actually an intern, still studying at NYU, but he won the intern lottery and was selected to assist Faith on some hospital redesign she’s working on. It’s supposed to be a random selection from all the interns’ names in a jar, but I dunno . . . he’s pretty cute, isn’t he?’ Winnie continues walking and Imogen follows, but allows herself one quick glance over her shoulder back at Max. She realizes as she turns away that the cameras will love it – if you zoomed in and paused, she imagines you’d see a face full of very marketable longing. She congratulates herself for taking this bird’s eye view, imagining that Mara would be proud.

They don’t actually go up to the third floor. ‘There’s three offices up there, each one bigger than my apartment, for the principals – Lawson, Hardy and Moreno – but there’s really no reason to go up there unless they ask you.’ Winnie deposits Imogen back at the front desk where they relieve the intern who’s been filling in for the morning, and Imogen takes her seat.

‘Feel free to bring in some little things to make the desk feel like yours – not too much, a little cactus or a customized mouse pad, stuff like that. If you need me, I’m on extension 72. Don’t hesitate,’ and with that, Imogen is alone.

She is exhausted from her interaction with Winnie; it is the most she’s talked to someone who isn’t on The Shot payroll in months. She stares at the computer in front of her, the two phones with rows and rows of blinking lights, various office supplies and a laminated list of every employee and their corresponding extensions. She exhales.

A text message pops up on her phone from Mara, who Imogen knows is watching live feeds from the control room back at Channel Real HQ: Happy? See, told you it would be easy!

Imogen reads the text – slowly and deliberately – and replies with a string of emojis: thumbs up, smile with stars for eyes, and prayer hands.

Imogen knows that, skills-wise, she is on the lowest rung of the ladder at Lawson, Hardy & Moreno, but she can’t help but feel excited about her work. Unlike her job in the handbag section at Irvings, here she’s been given real responsibility. The people whose calls she is directing and whose deliveries she is accepting make actual buildings, buildings responsible for keeping people safe, buildings that will last forever. Max is doing that. Or learning to, at least. She swells with pride.

Imogen fields calls, takes messages, signs for a package, and listens as the robotic female voice of the screen-reading software reads to her about the firm on their website. There are moments she becomes so absorbed in the mundane corporate minutiae that she forgets her situation before a glimpse of her reflection in the computer monitor, or her fingers on the keyboard, reminds her: I’m new. These moments send a buzz of excitement through her whole body and make her wiggle her toes and loosen up her shoulders.

Around noon, people start to head out for lunch. Most of them ignore her, some of them smile or nod in her direction, a few of them sprinkle pleasantries and hope her first day is going well. The phone rings just as she sees Max, flanked by two other interns she vaguely remembers meeting that morning, head past her for the door.

‘Lawson, Hardy & Moreno, Imogen speaking, how may I help you today?’ Imogen recites the script she’d memorized. At the sound of her voice, Max stops mid-sentence and looks at its source. Imogen looks back. They lock eyes. Imogen’s: effortful innocence, eyes as wide as she can make them. Max’s: bemused and startled, as if he is about to say something and then thinks better of it. How much of Kristy’s voice is braided through Imogen’s? She’d undergone a voice-altering surgery on her vocal cords, as a part of her TBT. It’s strange, because her inner voice, the voice in her head – the one that in this exact moment is saying Be cool be cool be cool, is still Kristy’s voice, a voice she’s always thought of as being too nasal and high-pitched. But the voice that comes out of her now as she takes down the message from the other end of the phone line with a cheery, ‘Certainly, will do. Have a great day,’ is reedy and breathy. But still, Max looks at her quizzically. Has he heard something familiar? He smiles at her and nods by way of a hello. She dips her head in response and watches him as he turns and walks out the door.

Imogen is about to venture out on her own in search of lunch when Winnie bounds up to her desk. ‘Lunch plans?’ she asks, and Imogen shakes her head no.

‘There’s a Pret around the corner, cheap and quick. Grab your stuff, let’s go.’

Imogen follows Winnie out of the office, across the street, through the line at Pret and then finally to a small park where they spread their lunch – turkey and Swiss wraps, green juice, a bag of potato chips to share – on a picnic table, Winnie talking all the while about office politics and intrigue (who has been nearly fired for doing cocaine in the bathroom during the last Christmas party, who always steals other people’s food from the refrigerator, who can be trusted, who can’t, and suspected office hookups). Imogen is vaguely aware that some of the other park-goers have angled their bodies oddly, have glanced her way a few too many times; Mara’s plants, she guesses. Winnie, at least, seems oblivious to their creeping presence, to the heat of their attention as she continues to regale Imogen with tales between mouthfuls of her lunch. Finally, Winnie turns her elfin features – brown eyes made wider by her thick black-framed glasses, her black curls in an effortful messy bun – to Imogen.

‘So, what’s your story?’ she asks, her slender finger plumbing the potato-chip bag for crumbs.

Imogen’s stomach lurches as if she’s just bungee-jumped off a cliff. But then she hears herself speaking, calmly and easily. Somewhere inside her, Kristy is plummeting off the cliff’s edge, but Imogen has the situation in hand. Imogen tells Winnie the backstory she’s been practicing all these long weeks. It flows easily, unspools as if it is, indeed, memory. When she tells Winnie about the fateful crash that left her orphaned and injured, she finds herself worrying at one of the faint scars on her arm – and almost believes it’s from the shrapnel of the accident, and not from Dr. Michaels’ scalpel.

Is this what Mara means about the cells in your mind? she wonders. The padlocks? When she sees Winnie’s eyes tear up with compassion and, Imogen discerns, a dash of longing for such an enviably dramatic past, she knows she’s nailed it. Her stomach is no longer in free fall. She is happy to have had this opportunity – this dress rehearsal with Winnie – before telling the same story to Max. She knows, if she gets the chance, she won’t be nervous. She might even improvise a few more details, layer on a few more coats of credibility.

Sitting across from Winnie, observing the emotion her story prompts, she can see the faces of these dead parents, Cheryl and Russell Byrne – not their corpses, although she sees them, too, caked with asphalt, glittering with specks of windshield – but their live faces, looking at her, smiling at her, parenting her. Imogen, they say – the slim, well-dressed, healthy faces of sitcom parents, of catalog models, we love you. And Imogen finds that her eyes are also watering; she’s crying real tears for her fake parents. The parents who would have noticed she couldn’t read properly. The parents who would have bought her the perfect prom dress. The parents who would have launched her forward into a life where she felt the warmth of a spotlight always on her, singling her out, their hands on the soles of her feet as they pushed her into the sky, making her a constellation.

Winnie’s entire arm disappears into her giant purse and comes out with a tissue which she presses into Imogen’s palm. The trick, Imogen realizes as she dabs at her wet cheeks, is to believe it.

So simple.

Sensing danger, sensing erasure, Kristy breaks free from the padlocked cell in Imogen’s mind and tries to remember her real mother’s face.

For a few surreal moments, she can’t.

*

Kristy hasn’t always known when someone is flirting with her. Not being a flirt herself, she finds it embarrassing, suspicious even, to be in the crosshairs of anyone’s desirous gaze, anyone but Max’s, of course. But Imogen knows how to flirt, and she knows when she’s being flirted with. That first week, more than a few of the guys at the office find reasons to linger at her desk, to pace the waiting room talking on calls that she is fairly certain have nobody on the other end. To them, she smiles professionally, keeping her responses to their questions brief.

Max, on the other hand, is at once more circumspect and more direct. He doesn’t linger foolishly, he simply asks her how she is finding the job (‘Oh, it’s great, I’m really loving it’), if she is from New York (‘Upstate, whai-ee, can you tell?’) and where she went to school (‘School of life,’ she replies, regretting it instantly – that’s something her dad would have said! But Max smiles easily). He asks her if he can grab her a coffee – he’s getting one for himself and Faith Bowers, so it’s no problem. Kristy would have ordered a full-fat caramel latte, but Imogen requests a small skim cappuccino, no sugar. She offers him money; he waves it off.

She says, ‘No, no, take it, I insist.’

He says, ‘If you really want to spend your money, buy me a drink on Friday after work.’

Gravely, she says, ‘I only drink with interns who study architecture at NYU.’

He smiles and says, ‘Then you’re in luck, I happen to know a guy.’

And voilà, Imogen and Max have arranged their first date.

Imogen’s phone dings as Max heads out the door. A text from Mara reads: Brava!

‘I know it’s a bit cheesy,’ he tells her as they stroll under the illuminated sign that reads Welcome to Little Italy, ‘but I’m still kind of a tourist myself, and the food here’s meant to be amazing.’

Imogen wants to tell him it is marvelous, that she’s never been anywhere that feels so ‘elsewhere.’ That she doesn’t understand how it’s cheesy at all. That she’s never been to Italy Italy, so Little Italy is absolutely fine with her. Instead, she says, ‘Don’t be silly, it’s great!’

Imogen and Max walk side by side in the breezeless August evening, she in a yellow cotton sundress with a ruched bodice and spaghetti straps that are tied into little bows atop each of her shoulders, he in pressed blue shorts and a loose, white linen collared shirt, unbuttoned at his collarbone. Ballet flats and boat shoes navigate the narrow streets and alleyways lined with restaurants and bakeries. They look like they could be strolling the deck of a cruise liner.

It is the first time August heat has felt electric to Imogen, purposeful and fluid, a current of quicksilver ferrying her through the city. She can feel moisture pooling in the little bowl of her neck, and strands of her high, blonde ponytail stick to her sweaty back, but unlike the August heat of Puerto Seguro, which is stifling and pointless, this heat feels sentient, like it is leading them somewhere. She surrenders to it, trusts it. They walk past a busy butcher whose windows are festooned with dried hams and salami, the thunk of cleavers against wooden chopping boards echoing through the streets. A slim man in chef’s whites exits with an entire carcass draped over his shoulders, which droop under the weight.

‘Veal,’ Max says. ‘It’s delicious, but it’s hard not to think about what it is.’

Imogen feels a lump in her throat. She doesn’t know what veal is. Kristy doesn’t know what it is, she corrects herself. Imogen must. So instead of asking, she says, ‘I know what you mean.’

They walk past hand-painted signs on brick walls boasting fine Italian pastries and spumoni. A group of old men sit at a plastic table outside a coffee shop drinking espresso and, to Imogen’s delight, speaking actual Italian. Through another window she sees a short-haired woman whose arms are dense sleeves of foliage- and bird-themed tattoos tossing discs of pizza dough into the air. ‘Look!’ Imogen says, and they stop and watch the woman toss and spread, toss and spread, until the dough is a wide canopy above her head. When Imogen looks back at Max, he’s smiling at her.

‘What?’ she asks.

‘Nothing,’ he says, still smiling, and Imogen knows at that moment that Max is hers to lose. Do. Not. Mess. Up, she tells herself as he looks at his phone.

‘Okay,’ he says, still peering at the screen, ‘we have a reservation at seven, but there’s a little bar where we can go have a drink before, if you want? One of the guys from work told me about it. He says it’s really old-school.’

‘Lead on,’ she says, and smiles inwardly. Lead on? Kristy has never said that before in her life. She can feel her brain changing, plucking new phrases from the air. Maybe she’ll make lead on one of Imogen’s signature things.

Using the map app on his phone, Max guides them through the crowds of people, thicker now as they near the dinner hour. Some of these people must be The Shot crew, Imogen thinks, suspicious of anyone she makes eye contact with. But she puts it out of her mind; better not to think of the cameras. She looks up at Max, his familiar profile, the sweep of his strong shoulders, and has to stop herself from taking his hand.

They walk in silence, Max periodically glancing up from his phone to check they’re on the right trail. ‘Yep, there’s the laundromat,’ he says, ‘should be close.’ A few more paces and then he pauses in front of a narrow alleyway. ‘I think it’s down here,’ he says, pointing. ‘There’s no sign. Apparently, it used to be a speakeasy back in the day.’ He raises his eyebrows – Shall we? – and she nods. They walk down the alley, their bodies forced closer together as they pass between a dumpster and a tower of cardboard boxes. Their knuckles glance off each other and she feels a bolt of electricity. It’s the first physical contact they’ve had. She consciously lets her hand dangle at her side, bait. Again their knuckles rap, but this time Max hooks his index finger around hers, and then the rest of his fingers find the rest of hers, and they are holding hands. She surreptitiously glances over her shoulder and sees a woman in a pink dress standing still at the entrance of the alleyway, staring at them. Good, Kristy thinks, they got it.

‘Bingo,’ Max says as a group of people – coworkers by the look of their office apparel and happy hour tipsiness – fall through the long plastic strips of the freezer door that serves as the nondescript entrance to the bar. Imogen and Max step through into an empty concrete room, a single red neon arrow pointing them toward a narrow flight of metal stairs heading down into the basement below. They smile at each other.

‘Lead on,’ Imogen says again, more boldly. And they make their way down the stairs into what feels like a cave carved into the belly of the city. As their eyes adjust, they see that all the tables are old wine barrels and the room glows with the light that comes from the tapers that drip over wine bottles. The bar is set up in front of what looks like virgin limestone, unwrought, unwalled. Fairy lights have been strung across the uneven shelves mounted into the stone, illuminating the bottles of spirits and liqueurs. The air is mineral-cool and Imogen feels goosebumps rise on her body as beads of sweat evaporate. Moments later, the woman from the alleyway, this time with a man, enters behind them. They are bantering with each other and acting like normal customers, but Imogen is certain that the woman winks at her.

They find an empty table and Max says, ‘Two Negronis?’ This is something else that Kristy has never heard of, but Imogen just smiles and says, ‘Sounds perfect.’ And they are. She loves the bitter orange flavour and the heavy crystal glass, a single spherical ice globe floating in it like a melting planet.

Over their first Negroni, they begin with the customary exchanging of backstories. Imogen listens as Max tells her about Puerto Seguro, about Irvings, about growing up in Florida – all the while feigning total ignorance. She feels an odd detachment to the Puerto Seguro that he details. It has gone blurry in her mind. She can’t imagine Imogen there. Looking around the edgy bar, thinking about the subway ride they’d taken to Little Italy and the streets they’d walked through – each more fascinating to her than the last – she feels that Imogen belongs here. After all, in a way she was born here. Max doesn’t mention his high school girlfriend, and Imogen doesn’t ask.

Max is visibly shaken as Imogen recounts her own story, offering his I’m so sorry’s and Oh my god’s with furrowed brow and mouth agog. ‘You must be so resilient,’ he says, ‘to survive something like that.’

Over their second Negroni, Max says, ‘Okay, ready for some incredibly dumb first date questions?’

‘Shoot,’ she says.

‘Would you choose invisibility, flight, or telepathy as your superpower?’

Imogen’s stomach lurches. These are the questions he and Kristy once debated. A confusing resentment rises in her, not for Max but for Kristy. That she, Imogen, is getting the recycled conversations, the reheated anecdotes, makes her angry with Kristy. But before Max can notice her agitation, she composes herself and answers, ‘Telepathy.’

‘Me too!’ Max says.

I know, she thinks.

‘Okay, here’s another one,’ Max says. ‘Would you go live in a colony on Mars even if it meant you’d never come back to Earth again?’

Again, she winces. Another Max and Kristy standard. Kristy always used to maintain that she would, without a doubt, go to Mars. She’d told him that the chance to see another planet, to experience space travel, was simply too good to pass up. Max had always said it was selfish for humans to go to Mars just because we’d ruined our own planet. We’re like parasites, he’d said. After a few generations we’d just ruin Mars, too. Would it be dangerous to give Kristy’s answer again now? She scans herself, and decides that a fascination with the cosmos is something that she and Kristy can safely share.

‘I’d go,’ she said. ‘We all have to die somewhere, and I’d rather die doing something that amazing.’

Max looks at her seriously; she can tell he has decided that she knows a thing or two about death, being the orphan of two dead parents, after all.

‘Me too,’ he says.

You’re lying! she thinks. What about the selfish human parasites?

‘Cool,’ she says, draining her cocktail. ‘You can take me on a date on Mars, too.’

‘Deal,’ he says.

They spend the rest of the evening at a window table at a little bistro sharing plates of burrata, zucchini fritti, rigatoni with sweet sausage, and pork polpettine over angel hair pasta. After dinner, they stand in line at a famous bakery where Max tells her that someone has told him that they need to try the rum babas. They sit outside on a little bench and demolish the cream-filled, rum-soaked pastry. Max wipes a dollop of stray sweet cream off her chin and, finding he has no napkin, licks his finger clean. Imogen eats with gusto, satiating Kristy who, for the moment, has forgotten her captivity. Neither Imogen nor Kristy has ever eaten food like this before. Both are ravenous.


CONTROL ROOM

This is Mara’s natural habitat, where she feels most herself. The control room at Channel Real is her church, and she is its priestess. She loves its darkness, save for the glow of the thirty-screen LED grid that serves as the pulpit. She loves the quiet, reverent tones the crew use when speaking in it. The red and green glowing switches and buttons on the control panels are like votive candles placed beseechingly before relics in a chapel. There is no eating or drinking allowed in this room. No cell phones. No crosswords. No distractions. Nothing profane, only sacred.

And it is in the control room, Mara knows, where she can look at Imogen in the right way: as someone she has cast in a show, no more, no less. Made miniature on a screen, Imogen is at best an employee – and at worst, an automaton doing her bidding; a fiction, an idea, someone she can turn on and off with the flick of a switch. It is only in person that Imogen has the unique ability to unpick Mara, to prompt – unbidden and unwanted – a sort of prideful affinity that makes her think of her own parents in the audience at her childhood ballet recitals, scratch that, makes her think of her father’s face specifically, swollen with love, amazed at her very forgettable pliés and relevés, because he had – at least in part – made her bones, made her tendons and muscles, made her – which in turn made her pliés and relevés nothing short of miraculous. And Mara has made Imogen, has she not? Through this lens, she can explain her previous lapses. But here, in this room, whether Imogen soars or stumbles, pliés or breaks her ankle, wins or loses . . . it is inconsequential to Mara. She can work with either outcome. A love story would be ideal; it is the desired ending for a first season of a franchise like The Shot. It would also make casting the lead for season two much easier. But if Imogen loses, Mara has the skills to pull it off. It would be a different kind of show – car-crash TV, ambulance-chasing drama – but those rate just as well.

Mara sits at her place at the back of the theatre-style tiered room, a few technicians and her director, Jill, solemnly murmuring orders to various cameramen and embedded plants to relocate or zoom in, zoom out. Brixton sits next to her, notebook in hand. She can tell he feels lucky to be in the control room with her, rather than out running an errand or manning her office. This is an inner sanctum, her seat of power, and he knows it.

This is Mara’s favorite part. The filming, the making, the doing part. Everything that comes before it – all the development and casting and logistics – and everything that comes after it – the editing and the marketing and the ratings – pale in comparison.

Of course, she’s heard all the criticisms. Many of them have been said right to her face: Shows like this are dumbing down the audience. They are scripted, contrived, manipulative and devoid of creativity. But Mara knows that the people who hate reality TV, or don’t think there’s any artistry involved, aren’t looking at it right.

‘Look,’ Mara whispers to Brixton as they watch a grid of screens, each with a different feed into Imogen’s life. Right now, Imogen is at home, sitting on her couch, confiding in her neighbours, Amanda and Yuri. They are in week two, and Mara is feeling light and generous off the back of what she considers a very successful week one, for Imogen and for The Shot.

‘Does Kristy . . . Imogen . . . know that Amanda and Yuri are plants?’ Brixton asks.

‘She probably suspects,’ acknowledges Mara, ‘but her need for guidance and confidants overrides her suspicion.’ They stop and listen for a while. Imogen is telling Amanda and Yuri about her last date with Max. How he took her to see his favorite buildings in New York City – the Flatiron, the Guggenheim, the Dakota – and then to a cool bar off Broadway with a live jazz band and swing dancers that was like something out of a movie.

‘You have to think of them,’ Mara juts her chin toward the screen, ‘as paint.’

‘Paint?’ Not wanting to admit how much he loves these new tutorials Mara has become so generous with ever since her little indiscretion, Brixton tries to sound only vaguely interested, when in fact he is on the edge of his seat.

‘Paint. Each of them is a different color. And this,’ Mara opens her palms to the ceiling, gesturing to the control room, ‘all the levers we pull, the guardrails we put up, the,’ she rolls her eyes and makes air quotes, ‘manipulation we employ, all of that is the canvas. It can’t determine the outcome, it can only create certain parameters.’

‘Okay . . .’ Brixton says, but his expression implores her to continue.

‘It’s only when the paint and the canvas collide that something happens. And people think we’re sitting here like Michelangelo, carefully painting with little brushes, controlling every detail. But no, we’re like Pollack. We’re fucking winging it. We are letting the paint be paint. Sure, we can turn Kristy into Imogen, and we can throw her into the world. And we can populate that world with Amandas and Yuris. But when the three of them sit on a couch and talk, we can’t control that. We don’t know what Imogen will do or say. And Max, he’s completely oblivious, we have no control. We’re throwing buckets of paint onto the canvas we’ve prepared, we’re splattering and splashing it.’ She pauses, looks at Brixton. ‘Do you get what I’m saying? It’s in that moment, where the paint hits the canvas, that we can act quickly before the paint dries. Where we can alter the guardrails, change the roadmap. Add a bit of blue here, red there. Try to corral something that’s working, or change something that’s not before it’s too late. And we have to act in the moment. That, to me, is pure creativity. It’s improvisation, virtuosity.’

Brixton looks pained; he wants to get it, he wants more than anything to get it. Mara smiles. ‘Watch.’

They watch the scene on the screen for a few minutes more. Imogen is explaining that the policy at work is that three dates constitutes a relationship, and they’d have to disclose it, and that she worries Winnie might be upset or even jealous, and that it makes her nervous because she actually has come to really like Winnie, who has invited her out for drinks with some of the other girls from work and really makes an effort to include her. It’s a bit dry, and won’t end up in the final cut of this episode.

Mara flips a little switch on the control panel in front of her and bends a microphone toward her mouth. ‘Amanda,’ she says. On the screen, Amanda shudders ever so slightly at hearing Mara’s voice in the tiny, imperceptible earpiece she’s wearing. If you weren’t looking for it, you wouldn’t have noticed. She quickly picks up her wineglass to cover her discomfort. ‘Amanda, convince her to invite Max to her place for their next date. Say something about cooking being the way to a man’s heart or something.’ Mara flicks the switch again and moves the microphone away from her. Then they sit back and watch as Amanda flawlessly executes Mara’s orders. ‘See,’ Mara says to Brixton, ‘that’s not manipulation. That’s live theatre. That’s instinct. That’s fucking art.’

‘I get it,’ Brixton says, and Mara can tell he does really get it. He buzzes like a junior god in training, like Zeus has given him a toy thunderbolt to play with. Or, more accurately, Mara thinks, her face illuminated by the glow of the monitors, like Athena has handed him a blunt spear, promising a sharp one when he’s ready. That night, she dreams of mice in mazes, of fish in nets, of bears caught in traps.

So far, Kristy’s interactions with Max have been better than Mara could have hoped for. Week two saw Max take Imogen on an architecture tour which had left Imogen buzzing. ‘It was,’ she explained slowly, deliberately, in her daily video-diary interview with Mara, ‘so different from anything we would have done together before, back home. Puerto Seguro isn’t known for architecture and art museums and culture and stuff. It turns out I really like all of that. I have a lot to say about it, and that’s not something Max would have ever really thought to talk to me about before.’

Mara had pressed her on this point: ‘It strikes me that you are a deeply curious person, when you have the opportunity to be, would you agree?’

The answer Mara had been looking for, that she’d tried to telegraph to Imogen, was something along the lines of: Yes, I am. My parents didn’t really give me those opportunities, but The Shot is. And by The Shot, Mara meant herself. Instead, Imogen had said, ‘Yes, absolutely! I am a deeply curious person, and New York City is full of things to be curious about.’ Not quite what Mara had wanted, but good enough. It would definitely make the cut.

Imogen’s confidence is growing. Her interactions with Max at work are flirty but subtle, and they’ve filmed a lot of useful B-roll of Imogen running in Central Park, making small talk with everyday New Yorkers, even fielding a totally unproduced approach by a model scout which had delighted Mara considerably. They have a solid three episodes, five if you count the first two: Kristy’s tragic backstory and her TBT surgery and reveal.

Yet, so far, all of these interactions have taken place outside of Imogen’s loft, and tomorrow – spurred on by Amanda and Yuri, inspired by Mara – will be Imogen and Max’s first date alone. So far, Imogen has had the helpful distractions and cast – some natural, some paid extras – that public places afford. Mara worries that these are the factors that have helped Imogen stay on script, as it were. Imogen is beguiled by New York City, by Max’s attention, by herself. But Mara worries that without those elements, when it is just the two of them alone, she might falter.

In an attempt to head it off at the pass, Mara decides to pop over to Imogen’s flat for a chat, just to make sure she is feeling ready for things to progress. After all, they do have a production schedule to adhere to, and if things are going to stay on the rails and not blow out the budget, they need to be moving on to a hometown visit in Puerto Seguro in just over two weeks’ time.

Over the iced coffees Mara brings with her, Imogen assures her that she is more Imogen now than she’s ever been.

‘Padlocks,’ she whispers conspiratorially to Mara and winks at her. Winks at her! Imogen has so much more piss and vinegar, as Mara’s father would have said, than Kristy did. This fact stirs both a contorted, maternal pride – I taught her that . . . she is becoming more like me! – and an intractable vanity, an aching urgency not to be outdone, usurped. Ever since the night at Imogen’s loft when she’d given her the phone and the bracelet – and had taught her about the padlocks – when Imogen had hugged her in a way that nobody had ever hugged her, Mara had been wrestling with these duelling, contradictory forces: to breathe life into Imogen and to snuff her out.

Imogen tells her now that she had a dream where she was Imogen, which is a first, she explains, because up till then she has always been Kristy in her dreams, and surely that means something? Mara agrees that it does, that it’s a good sign, and that it is her sincere hope that Kristy gets to remain Imogen forever . . . and that is Mara’s misstep.

Mara knows she’s fucked up instantly when Imogen’s face goes white and tears spring to her eyes. This elephant in the room . . . the winner-take-all, loser-lose-all game Imogen has agreed to play isn’t something they have talked about openly since the TBT. It is the very air they breathe, it is the glue that binds them, but it doesn’t need to be pointed out. Mara has a fleeting awareness, a half-formed thought, that perhaps the taboo nature of the topic points to its inherent wrongness . . . but she quashes it before it can sink in and instead attends to the wavering creation in front of her: her teary, beautiful golem.

‘I keep forgetting,’ Imogen’s attempt to speak evenly – though her chin is quivering and her eyes are blinking back tears – only makes her more pitiable, ‘that you can take this all away from me.’

‘It’s not what we want.’ Mara’s chest feels like a boa constrictor is slowly squeezing the breath out of her. ‘It’s not what I want. We’re doing all we can for you to win.’ Mara considers explaining to Imogen that she isn’t enjoying this power like she normally does – like a drug whose effects have worn off, she is not feeling the imperious high that comes with holding the gavel in her hand. She has even considered changing tack and leaving Imogen’s fate up to the voting public in the event that Imogen fails to win Max’s heart. Should Imogen keep her face and body? Has she earned it? Does she deserve it? Dial 1 800 Save Imogen to place your vote! Or has she proven herself unworthy of her Total Body Transformation? Unable to rise to the occasion? Dial 1 800 Off With Her Head!

But The Shot isn’t Dancing With The Stars, and like she’d told Ramiro: the cruelty – even just the spectre of it – is the point. Audiences don’t necessarily want to see the gladiator torn limb from limb, but it’s the possibility that they might that sells out the arena. In any regard, Mara is annoyed that Imogen is making this all about her, that she can’t see how the rules of the game are a burden to Mara, too. Can nobody spare a thought for the executioner?

‘But . . . but it’s not up to me.’ Imogen’s voice takes on a pleading, urgent tone. ‘I mean, it’s up to Max, I mean . . . things are going good, so far . . . but when – if – you tell him it’s me, the real me, Kristy me, he’s just going to remember how he feels about her. He hates her. He . . .’

‘Kristy,’ Mara interrupts, using her true name in the way that parents use their children’s full names to get their attention. An odd thing happens then. Mara sees Imogen’s face change, sees something subtle ripple across her features, settle in the corners of her eyes, the set of her mouth. Kristy. Mara actually shivers.

And then Mara knows.

What is locked inside of Imogen knows how to communicate with what is locked inside of Mara. Like prisoners sending coded notes between cells, Kristy calls out from deep inside of Imogen to the mother that is deep inside of Mara. She does not like it. Nor does she feel she can control it.

‘Kristy, calm down, darling. Listen to me. He doesn’t hate you. And Imogen is proving that, because Imogen is still you. You haven’t changed inside; you’ve just been given an opportunity to express parts of you that never would have come to the surface if you’d stayed Kristy Shaw in Puerto Seguro. Believe me,’ Mara places her hand on top of Kristy’s, raises an eyebrow conspiratorially, ‘I know what that feels like. Remember where we met? We’re so alike. If I’d stayed Mara Bolt from Puerto Seguro, shit, I’d probably be married to some boring tax attorney or something, have a few entitled, bratty kids, live down the street from my mother and drink my way through the day at the Seguro Club. We would probably still have met at Irvings, but you would have hated me, and one of my stupid kids would have put a melting popsicle in a Chanel purse or something.’

Kristy smiles at that, sniffles, wipes her sleeve across her nose like a child.

‘Listen, Kristy, I think the trick here is that you need to trust that there is only one you. Kristy and Imogen are both you. What Max is starting to see in Imogen is Kristy. And what Kristy has always had inside of her is Imogen. If he falls in love with Imogen, it means he never stopped loving Kristy. See what I mean?’ Mara’s words seem to settle Kristy, and Mara senses Imogen reasserting herself.

‘But what about the padlocks? I mean,’ Imogen lowers her voice, ‘I keep her there.’

‘And you should,’ Mara says firmly, ‘for now. Eventually, slowly, you can start to let her come visit. After you have Max back, you can invite the best of Kristy back into your world. Just like we talked about before, remember?’

‘Yeah.’ Imogen nods uncertainly. ‘But, you can still, if he doesn’t –’

‘Imogen,’ Mara’s voice is clipped as she returns to the name she chose for Kristy, ‘stop. If you keep going down that path, you’ll implode. You’re halfway through, Imogen, and you’re doing so well. You have to find a way to put that out of your mind. If you can’t, you’ve already lost.’

Mara watches, marveling, as Kristy recedes and Imogen returns fully. It is like nothing she’s ever seen before: vaguely supernatural, deeply unsettling. From now on, Mara tells herself, she’ll keep her distance. She’ll make sure other people from the crew are always around. She’ll keep her prisoner well away from Imogen’s.

The team in the control room may as well be watching the moon landing when Max knocks on the door of Imogen’s apartment, such is the anticipation. Imogen answers the door looking every bit the seasoned hostess, complete with a frilly little apron around her waist (provided by wardrobe). Her hair is tied back in a loose ponytail and she is barefoot, each little toenail painted raspberry-jam red. Hint of a pink bra strap beneath a modest, motherly cardigan. Scant makeup, tiny little gold hearts shining in her earlobes. Everything a signal. Every detail a decision, an invitation.

Mara holds her breath as Imogen welcomes him in, kisses him on the cheek, makes small talk. She starts to breathe easier when Imogen offers him a glass of wine, tells him to make himself comfortable while she finishes cooking. And is fully inhaling and exhaling like she’s in a freaking yoga class by the time Imogen and Max are sitting on the floor, cross-legged around the coffee table, eating the roast chicken (slightly burned . . . how adorable!) that Imogen had presented with pride.

This is going well.

They talk about work (Faith giving Max more responsibility, Imogen settling in well, making friends with Winnie, finally having a proper chat with Greg Hardy – a conversation more like a thinly veiled infomercial than a welcome-to-the-team, but hey, a contract’s a contract).

They talk about college (Max struggling to balance work and his studies, but can’t keep his internship unless he does well in the program; Imogen reveals, to Max’s delight, that she’d like to study to be an astrophysicist, and he promises to take her to the Hayden Planetarium).

They talk about music (they both agree Ed Sheeran is mega talented).

They talk about movies (Max remarks on the framed posters; Imogen fangirls about John Hughes and Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, having dutifully done her homework).

Imogen clears the dinner plates, brings them more wine and dishes of ice cream. They move to the couch. Their knees touch. The mood changes. This will be a great place for a commercial break, Mara thinks.

‘So, tell me about your last relationship,’ Max asks. ‘I mean, have you ever been in a serious relationship?’

Mara leans forward in her chair, but she isn’t nervous. She and Imogen have discussed this eventuality. Past relationships, after all, are a predictably standard topic in new ones. She just hopes that whatever Max has to say about Kristy is charitable . . . she doesn’t want to risk another freak-out from Imogen, and has no intention of comforting her again, not like she did before. Not alone.

‘I had a boyfriend in high school,’ Imogen says, cavalierly, ‘but we both kinda knew it wouldn’t last. There was no big dramatic breakup or anything, we just moved on. I came here, and he moved out of state.’

‘Well done,’ Mara whispers to herself; it was the line she’d given her. Show him you’re a no-drama kind of woman, she’d explained to Imogen, project independence; men find that very sexy.

‘What about you?’ Imogen asks casually, a spoonful of ice cream in her mouth.

‘I’ve been on a few dates here in the city,’ Max begins, ‘but nothing special. Nobody from work, in case you’re wondering.’ They smile at each other, and Imogen gestures for him to continue. ‘I was in a relationship before I moved here too,’ Max says, ‘back in Florida. It was a high school thing, like you. We broke up after graduation. Well, to be honest, I broke up with her; she took it kinda hard.’

It’s okay, this is okay, Mara thinks, she can handle this. This isn’t new information. Still, though, she feels the tendons in her neck stiffen. She’ll be happy when this particular conversation is over.

‘Oh yeah?’ Imogen says. ‘She didn’t want to break up?’

‘To be honest, I think I could have handled it better.’ He stretches his lips into a guilty grimace, exposing both rows of teeth. ‘I learned a lot from that experience.’

Oh, good work, Max! Mara thinks. Channel Real has conducted countless hours of audience surveys and focus groups, and one thing they’ve learned is that viewers will forgive almost anything if the transgressor claims to have experienced a personal journey from which they’ve learned and grown. Cancel culture has added doing a lot of listening and educating myself to the list of possible redemptive activities. Now all he has to say is that he’s a better version of himself today, and they can move on.

‘I think I’m a much better version of myself now,’ Max says, and Mara claps loudly, startling the rest of the control room. But then he continues, ‘I think you learn a lot when you hurt someone. Even if you didn’t mean to, you know?’

‘What do you mean?’ Imogen asks innocently. But Mara sees it. She sees the ripple she’d seen before. The Kristy ripple. Mara looks around her to see if anyone else noticed it, but their faces are placid, focused, business as usual. Don’t let her through, Mara wills, feeling a vein in her forehead start to pulse.

‘Oh, well,’ Max looks up toward the ceiling, searchingly, ‘I guess I just mean that, you know, there’s a right way and a wrong way to let someone down. And I did it the wrong way, because I actually didn’t want to hurt her. So I avoided it until the last minute, which just made it worse.’ He cringes again, reaching for his wine.

‘Did you, like, break up with her on graduation?’ Imogen asks, smiling like she’s just plucked the idea out of the air.

Max swallows his wine too quickly and coughs, then asks, ‘How did you know that?’

‘Oh my God, was I right?’ Imogen feigns, ‘I was honestly just joking.’

‘Yeah, look, it wasn’t my finest hour,’ Max says, eyes downcast. ‘That’s what I mean, I guess, about what we learn from hurting someone else. It’s better to just rip the Band-Aid off and be honest, right?’

‘Right,’ Imogen says, sympathetically.

‘Move on, Imogen,’ Mara mutters at the screen through gritted teeth.

‘But, were you faithful?’ Imogen asks.

Fucking hell, Mara thinks, and feels one eye beginning to twitch. But, despite her anxiety, part of her wants to know what Max will say. And that meant audiences would too. ‘What’s your plan, Imogen?’ Mara whispers, hoping she has one. If Imogen can thread this needle, this conversation could turn out to be manna from heaven, possibly even a cliff-hanger at the end of an episode. She can imagine the women of America sitting tall at the edge of their couches, mouths open, waiting for Max’s answer . . .

Max inhales and gives a you got me smile. ‘I don’t want to lie to you, Imogen. I did cheat on Kristy, that was her name, my ex.’ Again, Mara sees Kristy flash across Imogen’s face, darkening her eyes. ‘Just once,’ Max continues, ‘on a summer trip to France.’ And a million women would be throwing their Chardonnay at the television set when they heard this, Mara thinks, which is actually fucking brilliant, this will get people talking online, make it must-watch TV . . . if Imogen can land this plane, that is. ‘This girl Jacinda. It was a one-time thing. We were both wasted and it just felt like it didn’t count in a way – you know, what happens in Paris stays in Paris? But,’ he’s suddenly serious, ‘I felt terrible about it. I’m not cut out for that kind of guilt.’

‘Good,’ Imogen says, inhaling a lungful of air and then holding her breath. Max looks at her expectantly. Mara and everyone in the control room look at her expectantly too, and Mara tries to conceal her own rattling fear – after all, she’s seen Kristy claw her way to the surface before; is she doing it again now? Finally, after what feels like hours, Imogen exhales and says, ‘Because, not to get too dark or anything, but my dad cheated on my mom, before they died. It broke my mom’s heart. And, well, I really like you.’

Mara exhales. Imogen was improvising, regaining control.

‘I really like you, too, Imogen,’ Max says softly.

‘We all make mistakes,’ Imogen says. ‘I’m not perfect, either. But just promise you’ll always be honest with me.’

‘I promise,’ Max says, unblinking and serious.

Mara imagines a panel of Olympic judges all holding up scorecards, a series of perfect tens. Imogen is fucking nailing it. So is Max, for that matter. Something else that Mara knows from the reams of audience data they collect is that twenty-five percent of married American men have had extra-marital affairs. And that a large percentage of women choose to stay with their cheating husbands. And those women – a sizable proportion of the The Shot audience – whose girlfriends and coworkers have told them they are crazy for staying, will appreciate seeing Imogen give Max a chance to be the best version of himself. See, they’ll say, just because someone cheats once doesn’t make them a cheater. So Max will have a little redemption story arc, Mara thinks happily. She can easily work with this. People love a love story, sure, but they don’t want it to be easy. If Max has to work a little to win Imogen’s affections, all the better.

And then, surprising them all, Imogen leans across and kisses Max, tentatively, on the lips.

‘Zoom, camera left and camera right,’ Jill directs, and twelve cameras in the loft quietly alter their apertures until Imogen and Max’s heads fill the screens. Max returns the kiss lightly, lingering for a moment. Imogen remains still, and then slowly presses her lips back against his, just enough to embolden him to move his hands behind her head and – in a move that would set a million female viewers’ hearts aflutter – gently pulls the rubber band off her ponytail, releasing a cascade of strawberry-scented hair, which he buries his fingers in as their mouths open, and they really kiss.

Mara and the team watch as Max pulls his face away from Imogen’s to look at her, smiling. He moves her hair away from her neck, and is about to kiss her in that most intimate of places – at the nape of her neck – when he stops, frozen, and then drops her hair as if it scalded him.

‘Are you okay?’ Imogen asks.

‘Yeah, yeah, it’s just –’ he looks at her quizzically, ‘– you’ve got a little birthmark on your neck.’

Mara’s stomach drops as Imogen’s face turns scarlet. Her hand darts to her neck as if to hide it. She tries to compose herself. ‘Oh, yeah, had it since I was born.’

Max shakes his head, smiles and says, ‘Sorry, maybe I’ve had a little too much wine, it’s just . . .’ He trails off.

‘What is it?’ Imogen ventures, and Mara can see little beads of sweat blooming along her hairline, and realises that she, too, has broken into a sweat.

Max looks at her. Laughs and shrugs. ‘Sorry,’ he says, ‘it’s nothing. Sorry, Imogen.’

*

‘Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!’ Mara yells, and the whole control room jumps.

Mara processes a thousand thoughts in one moment, but the loudest among them is that this. Was. Her. Fault. Period. Kristy’s birthmark. She’s seen it before – a dime-sized splotch of pigmentation – but she’d barely registered it. But it is her job to register everything, she tells herself. Hers is the all-seeing eye, but she’d blinked. And she knows why. This lapse, this error, this unforgivable aberration in her heretofore flawless execution of these kinds of matters is, she knows – achingly and shamefully – because she’s become emotional about Imogen. She’s been off her game and has, for the first time in her professional life, fucked up. No matter that she’d caught herself. No matter that she’d begun to correct her course. This error goes all the way back to Kristy’s TBT, when Mara had gone soft, impersonating a mother at Kristy’s bedside.

Everyone is staring at her. She can’t allow them to know that this is, ultimately, her mistake. She can’t allow them to believe her capable of making one.

Mara presses a button and speaks into a microphone which she imagines exploding into Brixton’s ears as he sits, bored and experiencing major FOMO a few floors up in his office. ‘Get Warren on the line, now.’ Brixton knows better than to offer a sarcastic quip. He connects the line to Warren and she hopes he’s listening in as she lets loose a cavalcade of expletives and accusations, culminating with an allegation of deliberate sabotage. Sabotage that would, if proven to be true, spell the end of his career and see Dr. Warren Michaels’ bank balance transferred to Mara. She assures him that if she ever finds out that this, too, has been one of his wilful Wabi Sabi experiments, she’ll have his head on a pike.

She asks him if he understands her.

He tells her that he does.

She asks him if he understands that she has his tiny balls in a vice, and if he so much as raises an eyebrow at the amount of TBT advertising and product placement he receives in the final edit, she’d TBT him right into a eunuch.

He tells her that he does.

What Warren doesn’t know is that every question she throws like a dagger at him, she is also thrusting into her own gut. ‘How could you overlook something so identifiable? A birthmark, Warren? A fucking birthmark? It might as well be a fucking name tag: Hi, My Name is Kristy Fucking Shaw.’

Warren is a stammering, apoplectic human ball of panic, and the more he panics, the more she calms down; the more responsibility he takes, the less she feels – so that by the time she hangs up on him she’s convinced herself that in fact she’d let nothing slip by her, she’d not left her post unattended. This has all been Warren’s doing. Still, she tells herself, she’ll need to be extra vigilant moving forward – there can be no more surprises.

When Mara gets in her car and turns her phone back on, there are three text messages. From Imogen: I’m freaking out. Please call me!!! From her mother: Mara, Mother here. Apparently the house needs a new roof and there’s a hurricane coming. Would appreciate your help. And a text message from Dr. Constance Baker’s office, asking her to reply with Y if she will be attending her therapy appointment tomorrow, or N if she needs to reschedule.

Mara replies: N.


FURLOUGH

The morning after her apartment date with Max, Imogen sits at the reception desk at Lawson, Hardy & Moreno, lost in her mind. Perhaps not so much lost as oscillating between two thoughts. The first is how monumentally angry she is that her birthmark was overlooked. Dr. Michaels had scanned her body more closely than she herself ever had. He had cataloged and mapped her, was she supposed to point out every blemish? Every freckle? Every distinguishing feature? No! This was his job, and he’d failed. She’s done so well so far, she knows she has, only to be put at risk because of him. She hadn’t noticed the mark was still there, nor does she feel she should have been expected to – how often does anyone look at the back of their own neck?!

The moment Max saw it, the moment she felt him see it, she was flooded with images from their day at the swimming hole . . . of ice cubes on hot skin, his lips on that exact birthmark. She was terrified, then, that he’d see her, through her, right into the cell in her mind where Kristy was weeping with the memory of that perfect day. But he hadn’t, and so she runs from that thought to the second one, the better one, which is that last night – after the kiss, after they’d gone into her bedroom – had been . . . exquisite. Which is the kind of word she’s been using more and more lately. Exquisite. Paradigm. Discourse. Degustation menu. Conversations with Max have become like little college classes. She can feel herself getting smarter, blooming, expanding. Or, she muses, perhaps she has always been a more intelligent, curious, witty person stuck in the wrong body and the wrong town. Like a cactus planted in the snow, set up to fail.

During one of their recent coffee breaks, Max had become very animated about a lecture he’d attended at school, and spoke to her passionately about the power of the built environment and how architecture impacts our lives. He spoke emotionally about how he wanted to push the boundaries. He told her he wants to be a disrupter. To her surprise, she’d kept pace with him, something which she attributes to the fact that Imogen doesn’t second-guess herself nearly as much as Kristy would. That, and perhaps the copious amount of audiobooks she’s been listening to.

Imogen hasn’t told Max about her dyslexia. That is a part of Kristy she’ll reveal to him later, when it’s safe. Instead, she queues up any book he or Winnie mention – as well as the ones whose covers draw her in – on the app Mara gave her, and devours them at every available moment.

She listens from the moment she wakes up and while she gets ready for work, on the subway, on the walk from the subway to the office, and then again as she retraces her route home until the moment she drifts off to sleep. She has worked her way through The Hunger Games series and Dune, The Handmaid’s Tale and The Road and World War Z. She’s discovered that she’s a fan of dystopian fiction, something she deliberately weaves into a conversation with Max. ‘It’s amazing what people will do to each other when the rules go out the window,’ she tells him, after listening to José Saramago’s Blindness.

She listens while she cooks, she listens while she sits in the bathtub, she listens when she takes her favorite run through Astoria Park, which helps distract her from her only complaint about her new body: Imogen can’t run as fast as Kristy. It turns out pinky toes are useful when it comes to running, as was all of the muscle that had been removed from her glutes and legs. It’s the one thing Kristy did better than Imogen, and she has to admit she misses it. But, she figures it was a fair trade. Imogen might not be capable of winning the medals Kristy won, but she turns heads – men and women look over their shoulders as she passes them to stare at her ass – and she loves that.

Every book she listens to, every deep conversation she and Max have, also serves to make her feel like she’s finally catching up to her age at an accelerated pace. Where Kristy had felt frozen in time, forever eighteen and abandoned, Imogen feels she has matured rapidly, like she’s shed her teenage skin and become a grown woman. Even her conversation with Max about Jacinda Yeats, the fact that he had admitted to Imogen that he’d cheated on Kristy, strikes her as laudably adult, exceptionally rational. A small part of her was upset to hear it, sure. But the larger part of her feels like it bonded them, this confession.

It has also, she senses, altered the balance of power between them. Imogen chose to forgive him, even if Kristy could not. It is Imogen who has allowed their young love to progress, and so it is Imogen who has the upper hand. And from now on, they will only tell each other the truth. Well – some of the truth Max will have to wait for, but she’ll tell him everything eventually. In the meantime, she’s become very good at drawing out more and more from him. After all, Imogen’s backstory only goes so deep, and the more layers she adds – like the one about her dad cheating on her mom – the more layers she has to remember. Better to be a great listener.

Max has told her about his parents, what it’s like to be the only son of people who have built something successful, a name he can trade off. But, he explained, they never put pressure on him or make him feel like he has to take over the family business. Harold, his dad, Max shared with open admiration, had broken away from his own family’s rigid template, and he isn’t about to turn around and shackle Max to anything he doesn’t want.

Harold Irving, Imogen is surprised to learn, is the son and the grandson of South Florida politicians. Max’s grandfather had only narrowly lost the Governor’s race in ’63. They were redder than red, and their platforms had shifted through the generations from anti-Communist to anti-school integration to anti-abortion to anti-immigration, a political approach that seemed to recycle itself ad nauseam. The expectation that Harold would take the baton was a given; he’d studied political science at Miami Dade and had secured an internship in the Mayor’s office.

And then his number was called.

He’d been around some anti-war protests at college and had even briefly dated a leftist organizer, which he referred to as his first real rebellion. ‘Anyway,’ Max had told her, ‘my dad dodged the draft and got really into the anti-war stuff, civil rights marches, all of it. He even got arrested a few times. He met my mom at a march, actually. You wouldn’t know it to look at them now. They haven’t flexed their social-justice muscles in a long time.’

No, Imogen had thought, you wouldn’t. Imagining Harold and Rose Irving – the same Harold and Rose Irving who had made her feel so small, so inadequate, so undeserving of their son – waving placards about equality and running from the cops requires such a suspension of disbelief for Imogen as to make it almost comical. Why had he never shared these anecdotes with Kristy, Imogen wonders, did he think she wouldn’t have appreciated them?

‘But,’ Max continued, ‘even if they’re less active, they took a stance. And it cost them. My grandparents and all my aunts and uncles are all super MAGA. A lot of them don’t even talk to my dad anymore. I think that’s really brave of him, you know, to lose so much for what he believes in.’ He looked at her searchingly.

She smiled and nodded, reached out and placed her hand on his knee. ‘It’s important to know what you stand for,’ she said, feeling like she’d just plucked the response from the ether.

She isn’t sure she knows what Kristy stands for, but Imogen is beginning to figure it out alongside Max. Sometimes after they talk she feels breathless and spent. Their conversations are strenuous in ways Max’s and Kristy’s hadn’t been; these demand more of her, expect more of her – and that can be exhausting. Imogen finds she is sleeping like a baby for the first time since she was a baby.

The phone rings, a client asking to be connected to billing. Imogen performs the transfer and returns to her thoughts. Last night, after Max had – to her immense relief – decided to disregard her birthmark, they . . . what words should she use? ‘Did it’ sounds so juvenile. ‘Made love’ sounds too corny. ‘Had sex’ sounds too clinical and ‘fucked’ is too lewd. She lands on ‘slept together’ – although that also sounds a bit soap-opera-ish, but it’s the best option. And technically they did sleep together afterwards . . . and woke up together this morning.

Max had been so gentle. He touched her, Imogen thought, like she was fragile and precious, as though he worried he might break her. So unlike the way he’d handled Kristy, who he had gripped and held on to, testing the limits, pressing all of his weight into her. He had been tender with Kristy at times, like the prom dress night at Irvings, but mostly he had been more interested in his own body, in what pleasure he could receive from Kristy.

With Imogen he was reverent. With Imogen he skimmed and caressed, moving over her like electricity incarnate. Every hair on her body rose toward him, magnetized. And she too surrendered to Imogen, to her pleasure and her desires. So unlike Kristy’s body which had anchored her in the ever-present awareness of its flaws, resisting abandon. Imogen was like water, unselfconscious and yielding, reshaping herself around Max’s body. And it was in this liquid state of pure pleasure that Imogen, like Kristy, had lost her virginity to Max.

Afterwards, lying in his arms, Imogen had thought again about the birthmark incident, those tense seconds when she honestly thought the whole thing might be over. He’d looked at her so strangely after he saw it, but he hadn’t mentioned it again. A rush of guilt surges through her now when it occurs to her that perhaps he let it go so easily because he believes Imogen. Believes in Imogen. More, apparently, than he believes his own eyes, his own memory. Someday, she tells herself, I’ll be able to apologize to him for that. Someday, she lets herself imagine, they might even laugh about it.

Early this morning, moments after Max had left – giddy, adorable, kissing her on the top of her head and telling her it would be hard not to kiss her at her desk when he saw her at work later – Mara and Brixton had come over. It’s strange, Imogen thinks now, that Mara didn’t come on her own. Brixton stood cross-armed behind Mara as she explained to Imogen that the fault was entirely with Dr. Michaels and the TBT team, but that she was, nonetheless, extremely sorry it had happened. She promised that she’d raised holy hell with Dr. Michaels, and made a big show of apologizing to Kristy for putting her destiny at risk with such an irresponsible oversight.

Imogen had shocked herself when she responded icily to Mara, ‘It’s a pretty disappointing oversight, for all the rules you’ve placed on me – to have the first mistake come from your team. I just hope there’re no more oversights coming.’

Mara had stared at her, pursing her lips and breathing hard through her nose like an agitated horse. Brixton chimed in and said, ‘Okay, Cersei Fucking Lannister, just stay in your lane and let the grown-ups work, okay?’

Mara had given him a withering look and said, ‘Enough, Brixton. Imogen is correct. This was an unacceptable risk. We put her future in jeopardy. She has a right to be angry.’

Imogen didn’t expect Mara to cave so easily. Something is different about Mara now, Imogen senses. It’s almost as if she’s making Mara nervous somehow, and she can’t for the life of her understand how that could be. Is Mara – the strongest and most dominating woman she’s ever met, who holds all the cards – even capable of being nervous? But perhaps this is the power of Imogen, something she herself is only just beginning to understand.

She has tipped the balance of power between herself and Max in her favor, but if she’s honest, she’s been battling Kristy the whole time, unsure of what is going to come out of her mouth until she speaks, and it was Kristy who couldn’t resist asking, Did you, like, break up with her on graduation? So stupid, such a gamble! It was only at the last moment that Imogen was able to wrest back the microphone from Kristy. That whole story about her dad’s infidelity, telling Max she really liked him, kissing him first – she’d been improvising wildly, so it could just as easily have been her who ruined everything and not the birthmark. She had been trying to appease Kristy – her bruised ego, her righteous indignation – as much as she’d been trying to redirect Max’s attention. But in the end, Imogen knows that the fact that Max might feel he has more to prove to her – that he’s an honest, truthful, good man – than she has to prove to him, is a coup. It takes the pressure off Imogen. Now all she has to do is coast on what they’ve established, on their attraction to each other, their interest in each other, and not make any more mistakes until they reach the finish line.

But does she want that same kind of power over Mara? She’s been wanting so much from Mara, but not this. And she needs Mara, doesn’t she? To shield and guide her? To protect her? She knows that Mara has the legal, contractual power to take Imogen away from her. But it occurs to her that the real question is, can she be Imogen without Mara?

And it is in that moment that Imogen realizes that yes, she can. Imogen is flying. Imogen has saved herself. It’s Kristy who needs Mara, not Imogen. Weak, self-deprecating, illiterate, trailer park Kristy wants Mara. And it is only when Kristy has picked her lock that she reaches for Mara. But Imogen . . . Imogen only needs herself. And, of course, Max. She’ll have to be very careful about any more breaches.

Kristy paces back and forth in her cell. Shakes the bars. Jiggles the padlock. Shivers at the sound of her own scream, echoing and reverberating. Ignored.

The next day they cross the threshold into week three. Max had asked her if she wanted to grab a drink after work, but Imogen made the spontaneous decision to decline, to show him that she had other people to hang out with, other things to do. Kristy had always been so available to Max, always waiting for him to make their plans. She had, she’s ashamed to admit now, canceled numerous plans with Denise at the last minute because Max had asked her to hang out. Imogen is different. Imogen has to check her schedule. So she told him they’d have to wait for Saturday, when they’d planned to go to the Planetarium. It’s only two days away, she’d texted him, and he’d sent her a gif of a man dramatically clutching at his heart. She knows Mara would prefer she gets the most out of her time with Max. Every day counts, she imagines Mara telling her, we need to stay on schedule. But Imogen trusts that two days apart from each other will only bind Max more closely to her. So when Winnie asks if she’s free for a Top Secret Thursday Night Adventure, Imogen says yes.

Winnie has decided that Imogen is her new best friend, and Imogen is happy to oblige. Winnie is light, easy, funny and a native Manhattanite eager to show Imogen her favorite places. When Winnie had discovered that Imogen hadn’t been to New York City since she was a kid, since before her parents died, she made it her mission to familiarise her. They’d been on frenzied tours of Winnie’s favorite food trucks, spending hundreds on Ubers and stuffing themselves silly with arepas and kebabs, dumplings and pretzels. Winnie took Imogen to the famous Strand bookstore, where Imogen pretended to peruse the shelves and in the end purchased a coffee table book of fashion photography with minimal text. She’s excited to see what tonight will bring.

Imogen feels very Imogen with Winnie. Perhaps, she figures, it’s that Winnie was the first person she’d performed Imogen for. Or perhaps it’s because Winnie seems so enamoured of her, so thrilled to have this project – Imogen’s curated welcome to NYC – that she doesn’t seem to have a shred of suspicion about this beautiful foundling, this scarred curio.

How lovely it is to have a real friend, Imogen thinks as they walk along the High Line, the bread-like scent of the native grasses infusing the air, on their way to another one of Winnie’s after-work surprises. Winnie is so unlike Denise. With Denise, there is always an undercurrent of competition, a riptide of scarcity. Although they’ve known each other their whole lives and have pledged to be friends forever, they exist in the unacknowledged reality that a win for one is a loss for the other. Winnie, on the other hand, seems only to want for Imogen whatever it seems Imogen might want for herself, which includes Max.

‘Of course I’m not mad!’ She swats Imogen on the arm as they walk side by side. ‘It’s like I said on your first day: you’re Pam the receptionist and maybe you’ll find your Jim!’ Winnie is obsessed with the Office-like documentary that is supposedly being filmed, and worries constantly about how she’ll be portrayed. Imogen feels bad about this lie, and tries to steer the conversation away from the topic.

‘You’re the best,’ Imogen says. ‘I don’t know why I was worried about telling you.’

‘I get it, office romance and all, you just want to be sure before you start telling everyone. The documentary people will love it!’

Imogen can’t help smiling at this, and wishes she could tell Winnie that she’s more right than she could possibly know. That there are very likely some ‘documentary people’ in their midst right now, filming them. Someday, Imogen hopes, she’ll be able to tell Winnie everything.

‘Max and Imogen, sitting in a tree,’ Winnie sings, and it is Imogen’s turn to swat her on the arm.

‘Hey, are you going to tell me where we’re going now?’ Imogen asks as she slides into an Uber next to Winnie.

‘Nope!’ Winnie says brightly. ‘It’s a surprise. And we’ll be there in,’ she looks at her phone, ‘exactly eight minutes.’

Exactly eight minutes later they pull up in front of a four-story brick building on the East Side. A small, rusted sign above the door reads: Russian Baths.

‘This place is old-school,’ Winnie explains as they walk up the stairs, ‘which is what makes it so great. It’s not all perfect bodies and influencers like most spas around here – there’s a lot of very hairy, fat old Russian dudes.’

‘Oh, my favorite!’ Imogen says, rubbing her hands together comically.

Walking into the old limestone building, they are instantly met by the strong scent of liniment creams and old towels and boiled onion.

‘See what I mean,’ Winnie says conspiratorially, ‘old-school.’

Imogen laughs and follows Winnie to the reception desk.

‘Two platzas, please,’ Winnie says to the old man wearing a white tank top and boasting ridiculously large, muscular arms, his pecs bursting like cleavage. ‘My treat.’ Winnie winks over her shoulder at Imogen as she hands the old strongman her credit card.

‘What’s a platza?’ Imogen whispers.

‘Oh, you’ll see,’ Winnie says in hushed tones, and leads them past the kiosk with a menu boasting borscht and Siberian pilmeni, pierogies with cabbage. In the change room, they squeeze themselves between large, naked women speaking loudly in Russian, who are passing each other jars of cream, their hair wrapped in towels and their chubby toes squished into well-worn flip-flops.

Wrapping their stiff, scratchy towels around their waists, Imogen and Winnie emerge through a different door into the inner chambers, the steam and heat opening their pores immediately, and sweat begins dripping down their necks. Imogen spies a dark, deep steaming hot tub that beckons her, but before she can wander toward it two stern, stout, unsmiling women – their hair in turbans – block their path.

‘Platza?’ the most unsmiling of them asks.

‘Yes,’ Winnie answers seriously.

Winnie and Imogen follow the two women into a large, marble room – every surface dripping with condensation – and are instructed to lie on their stomachs on the plastic massage tables. After hanging their towels on hooks, Winnie looks at Imogen and says, ‘See you on the other side!’ before dutifully lying facedown on the table. Imogen looks at the woman who waits next to her table and, sensing her impatience, quickly follows suit.

At first, it is glorious. The attendant seems to be washing her with a giant sponge as if she were a beloved car, pine-scented suds rolling and sloshing over her body. Buckets of water are poured over her until she feels cleaner than she’s ever felt before. It is blissful. But then, a different sensation jolts her out of her euphoria. The woman is beating her with something – a broom? – that stings her back and butt and legs. Alarmed, she turns her head to look at Winnie next to her. Winnie’s attendant holds what looks like a bunch of leaves tied together and is beating her in the same way – but Winnie looks peaceful, her body melting into the massage table. Imogen wills herself to relax, tries to unclench her muscles and trust Winnie.

She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath.

Sting, slap, sting, slap, the leaves come down hard and fast.

And suddenly Imogen is struck by a terrifying vision, so real, so visceral that she worries she might actually die from fear. With every swat of the leaves, she sees the membrane of Imogen’s skin growing thinner, becoming transparent, like an egg sac, a caul, eroding and stretching, and through it, Imogen can see Kristy, fetal yet fully formed, pressing against it, pulsing, striving. She withstands it, this nightmarish hallucination, fighting against the urge to flee, to run from the room, to find a mirror and check whose reflection gazes back at her, to run her hands over her body – to check for popping seams and ripping tears. She bears it, bears down on it, exerts all her mental will on it until it recedes and gives up. She knows what it is. Who it is. She can hear the rattling padlock ringing in her ears.

Saturday morning, Max picks Imogen up in an Uber and takes her to the Hayden Planetarium. ‘It’s as close to outer space as I can take you,’ he says. They make their way through Central Park to the natural history museum slowly, hand in hand. It is a balmy, languorous September day. They pass families having picnics, lovers napping in the shade, and tourists snapping photos in front of Strawberry Fields. Imogen has taken to running here whenever she can. On weekend mornings she takes the N train from Astoria to Madison Avenue and never ceases to feel goosebumps rise on her arms when passing from the loud, thumping city into the shady park. It works a kind of magic on people, she’s noticed. Nobody seems rushed here, which strikes her as very atypical of the New York City she’s experienced so far, as if Central Park itself – its hidden nooks where you can find yourself alone in a city of eight million people, where you can stand inside one of its short tunnels and hear only your own footsteps ricocheting and echoing off the walls – implores you to slowness. Even the runners and the cyclists seem less hurried, less combative, than they do in the city itself – as if they are riding a gentle wind rather than hurtling themselves through the streets like missiles.

Despite Winnie’s valiant efforts, Imogen isn’t sure she’ll ever be a New Yorker. There is a part of her that she knows will always resist this city’s complexity. Cities on top of cities on top of people on top of people. New York City isn’t a place, Imogen comes to realize when she is finally let loose in it, that will take a step toward you. You have to do all the work, discover the passwords and the secret handshakes, the hidden code. If you don’t, you’ll be limited to the It’s a Small World version of the city, made to sit, hands in your lap, seatbelt across your chest, in a little cart while you are carried past Rockefeller Center, the Empire State Building, Ground Zero, Times Square, the Statue of Liberty, crossing the Brooklyn Bridge to gawk at eruv lines and be-wigged Orthodox women, to hear just enough reggae coming from a restaurant whose window is painted with: $6.99 lunch special saltfish and ackee to feel as if you’ve really been somewhere. Then you would be deposited back to your tour group with matching hats – Imogen has seen a lot of these – where you’d buy a hotdog from a street vendor, feeling satisfied and excited to tell your friends back home that you’ve been to New York City. And the city would laugh and laugh, knowing you’d been nowhere, seen nothing, that she’d revealed not one part of the richest mysteries she keeps hidden under her dirty skirts.

Imogen has come to know the city well enough to understand that she has only barely scratched its surface. She is lucky that her flat is in Astoria with its Greek bakeries and unironic Irish pubs. It is not a part of the city that has bent and twisted itself for tourists, and her daily walk to the subway to catch the E train to Penn Station where she walks the remaining blocks to the offices of Lawson, Hardy & Moreno has acquainted her with glimpses of the bits of the city which remain out of her reach, languages she can’t fathom, music she’s never heard, smells whose origin she can hardly guess at, and the suffering and fear clinging to the edge of everything.

But today, the city is appeased, whatever necessary sacrifices are required have been offered, and she is warm, generous and benevolent. As Imogen and Max approach the planetarium, Imogen feels chills run through her body. She’s never seen anything like it. The building itself is a glass cube encasing a giant dome.

‘That’s it,’ Max tells her, ‘just wait.’

The sphere seems to be levitating inside the large room, defying gravity. Max leads her inside and an attendant scans their tickets on his phone, telling them to make their way along the cosmic pathway – the spiraling entrance to the dome itself. Stepping into the upper level of the dome, the word sanctum floats into Imogen’s consciousness as they enter the large auditorium, bathed in blue light, and she marvels again at her expanding vocabulary. But that’s what it is, she knows: a sanctum, hallowed ground. They take their seats, and Max squeezes her hand. The show begins, and Imogen doesn’t catch her breath again until they are outside the building, launching themselves into an Uber, making their way back to her loft, propelled by the kind of need for each other that only nebulae, black holes and dying stars can inspire. They spend the rest of the day, and all of Sunday, alone in the expanding and endless universe of Imogen’s bed.

Mara had said that the cameras would stop filming once there was nudity or if intercourse was imminent – that’s how she’d phrased it to a blushing Imogen. She’d also said that if they turned the lights out, the crew would still be able to hear through the microphones but that they’d turn those off, too, once things got serious. And, of course, the bathroom is off-limits. Imogen isn’t sure if she believes Mara – she wouldn’t put it past her to have figured out a way to read her thoughts by now – but Imogen doesn’t care. She wants Max so badly she’d have slept with him on a jumbo screen in Times Square if she’d needed to. And she had needed to.

Now, sitting at her desk, the glorious weekend behind her and feeling very Monday, she wonders at that need, that desire. Whose had it been? Kristy’s or Imogen’s? Kristy has had sex with Max more times than she can remember. He’d been her first and, she hopes, only (flashes of the beach . . . missing bikini tops . . . fish bones in the fire) and she knows every inch of his body, all of his movements and idiosyncrasies, the signals of his breath. But that had been Kristy’s body. Imogen’s body has new, exotic needs, more specific requests. She reddens in her desk-bound reverie, taking inventory of her sexbody: her vagina is different, her breasts are different, her mouth is different. Her everything. And it feels different, too. Everything they do is a surprise, a new delight. It doesn’t feel to Imogen that this is Kristy and Max back where they belong . . . it feels like it is Imogen and Max, somewhere totally new. At the beginning.

Mara called early this morning to congratulate her. ‘Well done, Imogen. You’re doing so well. You’re making great progress,’ she’d said, as if Imogen had just shown her a watercolor painting. Mara’s tone is different now. Or rather, Imogen recognises the tone with which Mara addresses the crew – all business, no coddling – which she herself had never been the recipient of, until now. Why? Is she still upset about Imogen’s reaction to the birthmark debacle? Mara is still charming, still encouraging, still saying all the right things to keep Imogen moving forward and on schedule. But there are no more gentle embellishments, no more overtures of affection. Perhaps she should see it as a compliment; Kristy had needed so much reassurance, so much hand-holding, but perhaps Mara simply recognizes that Imogen does not. And really, when she thinks about it in these terms, this new dynamic with Mara is perfectly fine with Imogen.

But then, this morning, Mara said the other thing. The thing Imogen knew was coming. The thing she’d signed a contract agreeing to. ‘I think you should be able to move into next week, the final week, with confidence,’ Mara told her. ‘You’re really poised to come out on top.’

Even now, hours later, sitting at her desk, Imogen feels the nausea that she’s come to associate with what she refers to in her own mind as simply ‘the agreement.’ Sometimes she marvels at how good she is at forgetting about it, at keeping it at bay. Padlocks on padlocks. But it’s been nearly three weeks, and where before Mara had projected a calm, ‘take your time’ attitude, she is now projecting the excitement and impatience of a director getting ready for opening night; not many rehearsals left, team, no room for mistakes. Imogen hates being reminded that the very real connection that is deepening between her and Max is a mere game – with rules and a prize and an audience.

At the end of next week Max will be taking Imogen back to Puerto Seguro to meet his parents. He doesn’t know it yet, but Mara is ‘taking care of it’ – by which she means she’s instructed Mr. Hardy to give Max a long weekend to go home and photograph the old buildings and structures in Puerto Seguro as part of a vague new project he is working on, which involves words like ‘folk architecture’ and ‘mundane motifs.’ And as long as Imogen can continue to hold his interest and present herself as the kind of girl you take home to meet the parents – he will, inevitably, invite her. Next week, Mara reminded her, will be the second-to-last episode of The Shot. Next week, after Imogen meets Harold and Rose, Imogen must reveal to Max who she really is. Audiences at home will have to wait for the final episode to find out what Max’s reaction is.

Next week is going to be the best, or the worst, week of her life.

But she doesn’t want to think about that now.

She won’t think about that now.

She won’t she won’t she won’t.

The next day turns out to be a half-day. Apparently Lawson, Hardy & Moreno are big believers in mental health breaks and working smarter, not harder, and are famous for surprise instructions via the office intercom to down-tools and get out and enjoy the day. Max explains that he’s desperate to use this time to catch up on some studying, which he’s fallen even further behind with since meeting her, and she politely declines office drinks with Winnie and the others – she simply isn’t in the mood for water-cooler gossip and questions about Max and her. She has no interest in going home, either, where all that awaits is a run on the treadmill while watching another John Hughes movie. So when Imogen steps out of the air-conditioned building onto the street still flooded with warm, syrupy daylight, she finds that she is happily planless and feels a buoyancy she’s never felt before.

She realizes with a ripple of excitement that she is free to roam this wilderness of a city. If any of the other people in her midst are Mara’s producers, they are more than welcome to follow her, what does she care? The more the merrier. But she will determine the route. Surely Mara won’t mind if she takes herself on a little excursion? Isn’t this the B-roll that Mara’s always talking about, the actuality? Still, she wonders what Mara would do if she wandered too far outside of bounds? Send a chopper? Would a Navy SEAL descend from the sky and whisk her back to her loft in Astoria?

She rounds a corner and sees a line of people queuing up outside a deli. She joins it, feeling natural, feeling like Imogen makes as much sense in this line as the others do: mothers with toddlers at their knees, old people with their shopping bags on wheels, college students looking at their phones, a uniformed police officer chatting amicably with a nurse in scrubs. The line gets shorter as people exit with brown paper bags, some with the tips of bread loaves sticking out the top. The deli is called Little Athens and the smells of grilled cheese and hot lemon and spiced lamb intensify as she nears the front. She isn’t really hungry; she’d just wanted to swim in this school of fish for a little while. When the stooped woman in a hairnet with skin the color of autumn leaves demands her order, she realizes this is not an invitation to browse. She hurriedly orders a small tub of olives.

Exiting the deli, she continues to wander, popping the perfectly round green olives dripping in garlicky oil into her mouth, wiping her chin with her bare arm. She passes a subway stop, the stairs descending to the city underneath the city, and she merges into the flow of bodies and finds herself on the D train to Coney Island. The train is only half full at this odd, stolen hour of the day and she finds a seat easily. The subway smells, as it always does, of sweet, spilled sodas and sugary coffees, with undertones of urine and rot.

Imogen pops in her earbuds, the train ride ahead is prime audiobook time, but when she looks down at her phone to open the app, she freezes. The date on her phone’s homepage reads Tuesday, September 18. Her head swims. She knows this date is meaningful, but for a few disorienting seconds, she cannot figure out why. And then it bursts through her consciousness: Kristy’s birthday! How strange she hadn’t noticed yet!

Kristy is twenty-two today. Imogen imagines Kristy’s parents down in Puerto Seguro, imagines the store-bought vanilla sheet cake her mother would have asked Auntie June to pick up. The gel icing letters spelling out Happy Birthday Kristy! And the frosting roses that would stain her lips with their crimson food coloring and make her teeth hurt with their far-too-sweetness. The twenty-two trick candles her father would have insisted on – just as he had for the twenty-one years prior – laughing like a child every time the little flames come back to life, refusing to be snuffed out.

It’s strange, Imogen thinks, how clearly these scenes play out in her mind, and yet, how unrelated they feel. Kristy’s birthday is not Imogen’s. Imogen, she feels in this moment, is exempt from the passing of time in the usual way. She is birthdayless, created in the fullness of herself. Like Eve, she thinks, who was never a baby. She was just first, like Imogen is first. Made from a rib, also like Imogen – although for Imogen, it was the subtraction of her ribs, and so much more, that birthed her. And besides, Imogen doesn’t want cheap, saccharine cake. She wants rich, imported olives.

She turns on her audiobook, she is almost finished with Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go. It was Max’s recommendation. He’d recently caught the movie version at a student film night, and had told her how much it had upset him, but that he felt compelled to read the book, to understand it better. ‘Don’t tell me!’ she’d told him, ‘I’ll read it too, and then we can talk about it.’ She’d downloaded it that same night. She is not enjoying it – she finds the idea of not knowing who you are, or rather, what you are, profoundly confronting. Still, she is determined to finish it for Max, and to have insightful, interesting things to say about it.

She gazes out the window and watches the city thin and flatten. Through her earbuds she can hear the robotic, monotone voice announcing stops for the Barclays Center, Sunset Park and connections to Bay Ridge before her arrival at Coney Island where, the voice tells her, this train terminates. This word makes her uneasy, like she’s come to the end of the world.

She gets off the train and follows the signs to the boardwalk. She rounds a corner and suddenly there is the ocean. So strange, she thinks to herself; New York City is surrounded by water, a cluster of islands and slender peninsulas, and yet it is so easy to forget that. The ocean seems so far away from the brick and steel and concrete and asphalt . . . but here it is, gleaming, just where she left it.

At the sight of the ocean Kristy surges inside Imogen, demanding to surface, just for this little while. Feeling breezy and benevolent, Imogen decides to consider it. After all, it is Kristy’s birthday. If there is a city in which you can talk to yourself and not be gawked at, it is this one. So, keeping her eyes on the horizon line beyond her, she whispers quietly, ‘If I let you out, do you promise not to cause any trouble?’

Yes, Kristy’s voice bellows through her head, I promise!

‘And do you promise that when it’s time to go back to your cell, you’ll go back?’ Imogen asks. ‘No problems?’

No problems, Kristy answers, I swear.

‘I don’t know,’ Imogen wavers. ‘I’m still mad about the platza. And you have got to stop rattling the padlock. It’s distracting.’

I will! Kristy exclaims, I swear!

‘Pinky swear?’ Imogen says, and raises her hand into the air, making a hook with her little finger.

Pinky swear, Kristy says.

And so Imogen grants Kristy furlough. And it is Kristy’s unrefined wonder that wants to stop at every stall on the boardwalk. It is Kristy’s open-mouthed I’ve-never-been-anywhere-ness that throws darts at balloons and buys herself cotton candy and puts three quarters into the ancient, rusted telescope bolted into the old weather-beaten wood of the railing, that presses her face against the viewfinder, delighting in it despite the fact that nothing comes into focus and she spends her allotted time looking into a gray-blue fuzz.

Where does Imogen go while Kristy eats a piece of pepperoni pizza bigger than her own head? Where does Imogen go while Kristy sits for a caricature portrait, quietly singing ‘Happy Birthday to me, Happy Birthday to me’ . . .? Kristy can’t say, but as the sky darkens and the lights start to come on and she finds herself growing weary of the boardwalk, she recedes without complaint, as promised. Imogen returns to take the wheel, to take them home.

Is this how it can be? Imogen thinks. If I let her out from time to time, when the coast is clear, will she stop fighting me? But that begs the obvious question: Why is Kristy fighting? Isn’t this what she wants? Isn’t it me – Imogen – that she wants? This thought, too, she tosses into a cell.


RAW

Mara lies atop her gray, raw linen duvet, wrapped in a black silk robe like the chrysalis of some rare, deadly moth. Her hair is smoothed and styled in her usual way and she has a fresh swish of eyeliner, despite the hour and the fact that bed is her only destination for the night. Details matter to Mara. She is never unaware of what she looks like; she never fails to set the scene – wardrobe, set, lighting – of her own life.

Her perfectly manicured finger swipes left and left and left again on the dating app she sometimes logs in to. She hasn’t used her own picture in her profile – too risky; too many people at work could find out and she couldn’t bear that humiliation. Instead, she’d used a photo she found online of a female wolf, gazing dangerously down the barrel of the camera. The wolf picture doesn’t stop men from swiping right on her. Perhaps they are desperate and swipe right on everyone. Perhaps they hope she is into some kind of animal play kink. Perhaps they hope she really is a wolf. She will never find out, though, because she has never swiped right on anyone.

It has been three years since Mara has had sex, and that’s all it had been. Kieran Pilchick, the CFO of some European media company at an international conference in Copenhagen where she’d been a keynote speaker. He’d cornered her at the bar – or rather Mara had allowed herself to be cornered – and they’d drunk enough top-shelf whiskey to make the slow, stumbling walk to his hotel room feel spontaneous and youthful, both pretending that they hadn’t known this was the destination from the moment he’d said, ‘May I sit here? I saw your speech.’

It had been, Mara knew objectively, great sex. All the requisite boxes were checked. Foreplay was engaged in. The two bodies were well maintained and attractive. Compliments and declarations of desire were given and received. Both parties climaxed. Perhaps Kieran had been interested in continuing to get to know Mara; perhaps he hadn’t – but she’d spared herself this knowledge by leaving soon after their fornication, declining to exchange numbers, and assuming that if he’d emailed her it had gone to spam, where she hadn’t gone searching for it.

As far as a relationship goes – well. The word itself – puerile and foolish – embarrasses her, like making out or hickey. Relationships are something she whips up through the magic of television for the sheep who choose to be on her shows, and those who watch them. That doesn’t mean she doesn’t long for someone – a consistent presence, a familiar and reliable scent. She can admit at least this much to herself. But the steps involved in getting there – the meeting, the revealing, the intimacy, the vulnerability – she can’t do. She just can’t. What she wishes for is to wake up one morning next to her consort, her partner, her unparalleled beloved, with all the calm depth already established between them. All the heavy lifting behind them. But she knows that this companion will have to be a wolf like her, and that is hard to come by.

Mara tosses her phone across her massive Alaskan king bed. It seems there is nobody in greater metropolitan New York who lights even the smallest fire in her. But, she is in need of release. Of letting some water out of the dam. She closes her eyes and conjures Imogen and Max in Imogen’s bed last week. Of course there are cameras in Imogen’s bedroom. And the bathroom. They would never use any of the footage – so as far as Imogen is concerned, they don’t exist. But Mara needs to see everything. She needs to know everything.

She replays the scene in her head. Their young, lithe, slippery forms. But it feels wrong to watch Imogen this way, so she replaces Imogen with herself, and imagines feeling Max encircle her, exalt her. But Max, too, seems wrong, transgressive. So she replaces him with Eric Cox . . . No, no, that won’t do. Too much shame. She tries Brixton – still not right, too much sarcasm. So instead, she goes to the place that always works for her: she replaces them all with herself. Another Mara. Eyes still closed, she reaches across to her bedside table, opens the drawer, and retrieves her stainless-steel vibrator. It is cold in her hand, and then becomes warm, warmer, hot, as Mara takes care of Mara.

Afterward, she pads naked to her Liebherr polished chrome refrigerator and opens the French doors wide, letting the cool air summon goosebumps on her arms, aware of the beam of soft yellow light in which she stands, happy with the scene, a contented director. Amid the bottles of San Pellegrino, an unopened round of truffle brie, a punnet of raspberries, is a plate of steak tartare. She’d ordered it a few hours earlier, anticipating she would want it now. She retrieves the white plate with the raw, red disc of finely chopped beef, the bright yellow egg yolk perched atop it like a miniature sun and brings it to her marble kitchen bench where she stands in the dark, eating it with her fingers until every last bloody morsel is gone, and then she licks the plate.


MY BODY MY CHOICE!

On Thursday evening, Max and Imogen exit the Lawson, Hardy & Moreno building and decide the weather is far too lovely for a taxi – a rare cool breeze finding its way off the Hudson River all the way to their sweaty palms, which they nevertheless press together – and choose to walk to St. Marks, where they have a dinner booking at Sonar.

‘I still can’t believe you managed to get reservations,’ Max says, ‘I didn’t think God could get a reservation at Sonar.’

Imogen smiles and says, ‘Musta been my lucky day,’ using the ruse Mara had given her, that she’d won a dinner for two in a raffle she’d spontaneously entered at her local farmers’ market. Of course, Mara had made the arrangements, and Imogen has no doubt the restaurant will be populated with cameras and microphones. Imogen had been overly effusive in her gratitude when Mara dropped by – Brixton in tow – to give her a fake gift certificate to present to the host, who would be expecting them. It had turned out that Mara was not at all happy with Imogen’s spontaneous jaunt to Coney Island.

‘I would prefer,’ Mara had said, barely concealing her frustration, ‘that you don’t wander off like that. You’re so close, Imogen, don’t be reckless.’ Imogen could tell that Mara wanted to say more, but held herself back. Imogen had stammered an apology, explaining that she was caught up in the rarity of a half-day at work with nowhere she needed to be. Mara had simply nodded, and proceeded to fill her in on the details of Sonar. Perhaps, Imogen thought then, she had been wrong to think that she didn’t need Mara as much as Kristy does. There was something in the set of Mara’s jaw, her unblinking stare, that conveyed to Imogen that she’d be foolish to underestimate her, or rather, she’d be foolish to overestimate herself. Imogen determined that she’d go out of her way not to break any more rules, that she’d be a good, obedient . . . and here she fumbled, how should she describe herself? A good and obedient character? Pawn? Creation? Contestant? In any case, she’d try not to piss Mara off again. Tonight had been organized on the gamble, albeit an educated one, that Max would be asking Kristy to go with him to Puerto Seguro this coming weekend. For television purposes, this would be their last NYC date before the home visit, and the big reveal.

Just thinking about it now – about the agreement – lets loose a flock of birds in her rib cage, and she squeezes Max’s hand, who squeezes back and smiles down at her. They find themselves standing beneath a wooden sign hanging from a nineteenth century lamppost, three wavy lines carved into the wood – transmitting the word Sonar without using the word Sonar – and Max says, ‘This must be it.’

As if on cue – definitely on cue, Imogen knows – a heavy door made from the wood of salvaged ships opens and a small man in suspenders and a pencil moustache hands them a laminated card which reads: Welcome to Sonar. While we encourage our guests to engage in conversation using human language, our staff refrain from speech as we have curated a soundscape for you to accompany your dining experience, which we have designed – adhering to the principles of molecular gastronomy – so that you may have a multi-sensory encounter. The maître d’ watches as Max reads – and Imogen attempts to read – the card, which he then retrieves. He bows his head solemnly and beckons them to follow him inside.

They enter a darkly lit, narrow dining room. Imogen thinks she hears someone crying until she realizes that whale-song is playing through the surround sound speaker system, echoing and plaintive. As her eyes adjust, she sees that the dark blue walls are undulating with light waves, projected from some hidden place, so as to create the illusion that they are underwater. The maître d’ leads them to what is arguably the brightest table in the restaurant, a cozy two-seater under an antique lantern, which hangs from the ceiling above them. Better lighting for the cameras, Imogen thinks, as she takes her seat across from Max.

Their waitress, dressed like a turn of the century fishwife, silently approaches their table and smiles beatifically as she deposits another laminated card in front of them before placing her hands in prayer position as she turns and leaves. Imogen is grateful when Max reads the card aloud, his tone distinctly can-you-believe-this? – so they can laugh at the pretence together. Whales bellow and croon as Max recites, ‘As you embark on your twelve-course degustation journey, we invite you to close your eyes and chew slowly, focusing all your attention on your palate.’ Max leans across the table, eyes wide and expectant. ‘This is so New York City,’ he whispers, and laughs in what Imogen recognizes as his most un-self-conscious laugh – the laugh of a long-ago Max, idle and at ease under a tree, or out beyond the waves. Imogen can’t help herself from joining him, and they giggle like schoolchildren in church, unable to commit to the solemnity of the performance around them.

Their waitress returns and delivers each of them a squat crystal tumbler filled with blue liquid. Again, she leaves them with a card, and again Imogen is grateful when Max continues to take it upon himself to be their narrator. ‘Please enjoy this aperitif, the Blue Jellyfish. Jellyfish are renowned for allowing the current to take them, which we invite you to do this evening. Be a jellyfish, don’t resist! Turn over for details.’

Imogen and Max peer more closely at the liquid and see, to their great delight, what looks like a small jellyfish floating in the center of the glass. ‘Whoa!’ they say in unison, and then, ‘How?’ again, in unison, and then, ‘Jinx!’ also in unison – which sends them into another bout of laughter that they try, and fail, to muffle.

Max turns over the card and reads aloud, ‘Belvedere vodka, Joseph Cartron curaçao bleu, Meletti sambuca and locally sourced organic heavy cream.’

He looks at her and makes a shall we? face. Imogen raises her glass and says, ‘Cheers!’ They clink glasses and take hesitant sips of the licorice and citrus concoction. Imogen feels the gloop of the jellyfish sliding down her throat.

‘I don’t think I like that very much,’ she says, scrunching up her nose.

‘That’s a big nope from me,’ Max agrees, and they both reach for their water.

‘Ah!’ Max says after he’s swished it around his mouth, ‘the cream! That’s how they made the jellyfish! It would have congealed in the alcohol. Looks cool, tastes awful.’

‘Don’t you mean locally sourced organic heavy cream?’ says Imogen with playful seriousness.

‘I hope it’s not too local,’ Max says, ‘I’m not sure I want New York City cow cream.’

‘Subway cream,’ says Imogen.

‘Sewer cream,’ says Max.

They laugh and Imogen thinks, This is who I am: witty and sharp. This is how it can be with us, here. Over the next hour, the silent fishwife brings them dish after science-experiment dish – smoking, melting, ballooning, disappearing, flaming gels and foams and powders and essences. Some they are only meant to inhale deeply, others they are meant to lap and slurp, utensil-less. They both agree that the single seaweed sugar cube – presented under an enormous glass dome and accompanied by a card that instructs them to place the cube on their tongue and allow it to sizzle and dissolve – is their favorite. Their ears fill up with a pleasurable ringing fizz and it reminds them of the popping candy they both loved as children. It tastes like honey and the sea, Imogen marvels, like sugar and sweat. They hold each other’s gaze for the long minute or two that it takes the cube to dissolve. Then, wordlessly, while whales warble and chirp, they lean toward each other and enjoy a brief, but magnetic – if mollusky – kiss.

‘I want to ask you something,’ Max says, as they wait for their flight of distilled cold brew coffee infusions, and Imogen sits up a little straighter, remembering the purpose of this dinner. She had – in the sensory overload of the evening – forgotten the cameras, failed to notice the other patrons, who she now sees, as she casts a quick glance around the room, are also surreptitiously watching her. Her eyes dart up to the hanging lantern, certain she spies the tiny black reflection of a lens trained on them from above.

‘Oh yeah?’ she replies. And Max – as if he was reading from yet another laminated card, this one provided by Mara herself – tells her that the firm is giving him the following Monday and Tuesday off, and is sending him down to Puerto Seguro to conduct an architectural survey, and could she possibly, he knows it’s too soon to ask for days off, but might she, he’d be so, so thrilled if maybe she’d consider, if it’s cool, if it’s not too weird or anything, coming with him for a four-day weekend. They could leave on Saturday morning and come back on Tuesday, be back to work by Wednesday, unless she has plans, or is busy, or something, no pressure at all.

‘Of course,’ she says, reaching for his hand, and although she knows she should be thinking of Max, of the importance of his invitation, she is thinking instead of Mara, of what Mara wants from this moment, and how important it is that she delivers. So it’s Mara that she’s imagining when she asks, demurely, ‘Does this mean I’m your girlfriend?’

Max smiles his winning smile and replies, ‘Only if that means I’m your boyfriend.’ And with that, Imogen hopes she’s compensated for Coney Island, for her testy response about the birthmark incident, and that Mara is – as she’d always promised – rooting for her.

It’s Friday, and Imogen had been happy to learn that Lawson, Hardy & Moreno consider World Peace Day a holiday. Virtue signalling, Max had said when he told her, because it only applies if there’s not a deadline, which meant it did not apply to him. He would be spending World Peace Day in the office working alongside Faith to finish the designs for the hospital remodel. ‘Besides,’ he’d said, ‘we leave tomorrow, so I’ll get to make up for lost time with you then.’

She had planned to stay home and pack, to lay low, get some rest, and prepare herself for tomorrow’s flight to Puerto Seguro. But when Winnie calls and asks, ‘Are you busy with you-know-who?’ Imogen can practically hear the shimmy of her shoulders, and can’t bring herself to deny her new best friend the delight of presenting whatever it is she has up her sleeve. So she says, ‘Nope, I’m flying solo today.’

‘No you’re not,’ Winnie says, ‘I’m already on my way to your place. Stand by.’

Fifteen minutes later, Winnie buzzes her intercom. ‘Can’t come up, I’m holding this taxi. Wear sneakers and come downstairs.’

Imogen knows better than to resist or ask for more details. Winnie loves surprises. Mara, however, does not. As she is tying the laces on her New Balances, her phone pings with a text from Mara: Make good choices. Imogen knows that she is warning her not to pull a Coney Island. Imogen knows that Mara has gone ahead to Puerto Seguro to make all the arrangements for the home visit – so how, she wonders now, can Mara see what she’s doing? She shrugs it off, assumes that Mara has her ways.

She responds to Mara’s text with a thumbs-up. She thinks of saying more – Please don’t worry, Mara. Or, I’m focused, I promise. Something beseeching, humble. Despite how clinical things have become between them, she wants Mara on her side. If Max rejects her, she can’t stop herself from thinking, would Mara really take Imogen away from her? Would she really put her through all those painful surgeries again, just to follow the rules of a show that she herself made up? If she made them, can’t she unmake them?

She is about to compose something more to Mara, something to gauge the temperature between them, when her intercom buzzes again. ‘Come on!’ Winnie cries. Imogen stuffs her phone in her purse and runs down the stairs, out of the building and into the waiting taxi.

‘Seventy-second and Columbus, please,’ Winnie says to their driver, and as he pulls away, Imogen sees in the rearview mirror the ever-present black sedan slide onto the road after them. Mara’s people, she knows. Glancing over her shoulder she can make out the driver – a man with a beard – and the passenger – a woman in a blue sunhat. Imogen doesn’t mind it; if anything, she’s happy to know that Mara’s people are on her tail, because that’s what Mara wants.

Imogen turns her attention to Winnie and says, with an exaggerated air of blasé annoyance, ‘So, what exciting and perfect day do you have planned for us, Win?’

‘Today, we are going into the trenches, Imi,’ Winnie says seriously. ‘Today, we enter the fray.’ She pulls something soft and pink out of her backpack and tosses it to Imogen. ‘Suit up!’ she says brightly. Imogen unfolds the piece of fabric in her hands and sees that it is a felt beanie with two little peaks at the top like cat’s ears. Winnie puts her own on and smiles.

‘What are these fashion abominations?’ Imogen asks, holding hers up between two fingers like a dead mouse.

‘Pussyhats!’ Winnie guffaws. ‘How do you not know that? We’re going to the march.’

‘The march?’ Imogen intones.

‘The women’s march? The march for women’s rights and bodily autonomy and to preserve the work of the countless women who came before us?’ Winnie says, breathlessly. And it is then Imogen notices the two cardboard signs mounted to yardsticks that Winnie has placed in the footwell.

‘Oh, that march, yes.’ Imogen makes a sorry face with a cringey smile as she puts on her hat. ‘How do I look?’

‘Like a feminist who gives a shit about the state of the world,’ Winnie says matter-of-factly, and proceeds to spend the rest of the drive impressing Imogen with her vast knowledge of all the waves of feminism, contemporary politics, Roe vs. Wade, #MeToo and Time’s Up and the tampon tax.

This is great, Imogen thinks, Mara will love this. She can show Imogen being politically engaged and extroverted. She can already imagine the video diary she’ll film with Mara afterwards. Would Kristy have ever been so socially conscious? Mara would ask her. No, Imogen would answer, this is the result of my Total Body Transformation, and the incredible generosity of The Shot. And Mara would smile, on her side once more.

By the time they clamber out of the taxi with their matching hats, Imogen is fired up. Without warning, she sees her mom’s face. Not Imogen’s catalog mom’s face, but Deborah’s face. But rather than press the delete button over and over again like she normally would, she lets it stay for a moment, floating in her consciousness. It is nice to see her. Would she be proud of me, doing a thing like this? Imogen wonders. Would her life have been different if she’d known someone like Winnie? If she’d lived somewhere like here? If she’d been given a pink hat and been told to run into the streets shouting her demands?

‘Pick one,’ Winnie instructs, snapping her out of this reverie and holding the two picket signs aloft. Imogen chooses the one that reads, Down With The Patriarchy! and leaves Warning: We Are Syncing Our Periods! to Winnie. Ahead of them is a sea of pink hats and signs. Imogen and Winnie smile at each other and make their way forward to add their bodies to the masses. A blow horn sounds and the sea of people begins to march. Imogen and Winnie are engulfed in a torrent of humans, mostly women, some men, here and there a child riding someone’s shoulders. Then, from somewhere up ahead of them, a staticky voice bellows through a megaphone: ‘My Body My Choice!’ and all around her the echo reverberates, ‘My Body My Choice!’ Again the single clarion call, and again the thrumming response of thousands of voices in unison.

Imogen looks at Winnie who is shouting at the top of her lungs, bobbing her sign up and down. It is thrilling. The next time the megaphone calls, Imogen adds her own voice to the cry, ‘My Body My Choice!’ She glances around her, reveling in the solidarity, the sense of being in a pack.

Then she sees them: Beard and Blue Hat. They don’t have signs or pussyhats, but they are chanting, doing their best to blend in. Imogen can see that somehow, no matter how the crowd moves and reforms itself, Beard and Blue Hat seem to always have an unencumbered view of her, a cleared path between them, through which, Imogen knows, they can point the cameras that are doubtlessly mounted somewhere on their bodies. Imogen nods as subtly as she can, hoping to convey the message: ‘Don’t worry, I see you. I’m cooperating.’ She hopes Mara will see it from wherever she is watching.

Imogen and Winnie continue to march and chant and wave their signs. The crowd grows larger and denser, and Imogen notices there are police among them – stone-faced and armed. Cops on horseback flank them, as do news crews and a few red-hatted spectators who jeer at them.

The mood alters.

The chant changes from My Body My Choice to a more militant Women Unite, Reclaim the Night! which Imogen feels in her marrow. A flash of fish bone and cigarette smoke and the scent of Joel’s salty sweat. When next she cries ‘Reclaim the Night!’ it is, Imogen knows, Kristy shouting through her bars.

A thudding pain in her right shoulder as she is knocked forward.

A man in a red hat stumbles past her and disappears into the crowd ahead of her.

There is outraged shouting and jostling.

Four police officers plow through the crowd after him.

A siren wails.

A new voice, a man’s voice, in a megaphone competing over the chanting says: ‘Please disperse now. Please disperse NOW.’

The pack does not disperse.

The pack digs in.

But then there are horses among them, their hooves pounding and intimidating.

More red hats.

Someone knocks into her again, shoulders her like a battering ram, and she drops her sign. Before she can retrieve it, it is trampled underfoot.

What had been a single, united cord of bodies fused in protest, slithering like a snake toward City Hall, splits now into three, four, five strands – into the trees of Central Park, off the designated pathways. Imogen reaches for Winnie’s hand and takes the hand of a stranger who shakes her off. Winnie is gone; she’s been swept away in a different current. Imogen looks around her for Beard and Blue Hat but they, too, are nowhere to be seen.

Fuck, she thinks.

There is no more chanting now, only frantic jostling. Children who had been on shoulders are now clutched against the chests of their parents. Old women press their bodies up against the cherry trees, waiting for the current to recede. Imogen does her best to keep pace with the rush, to be swept along by the surge rather than to fight against it. For a moment she feels as though she’s been lifted off her feet, so fast and close is the smashing tidal wave of human beings, pink hats everywhere.

She wants to run, to find Beard and Blue Hat, but can’t find a pathway out of the melee. Panic engulfs her. She wraps her arms around herself, around Imogen’s body, so slender and willowy she worries she might snap like a twig. Urgently, she wants her old body. The first body. The one that was so solid and reliable.

Kristy, she speaks inwardly, Kristy, take over.

There is no response.

Kristy, she tries again, I need your strength, please.

Still nothing. And somehow Imogen knows that Kristy won’t come to her now, that Kristy would be curled into a ball, covering her ears with her hands against the chants and yells, the relentless waves of bodies. That she would even, maybe, be angry that Imogen had brought them here. Kristy has never been one for crowds; she is an introvert where Imogen is an extrovert. Imogen will have to get them out of this herself.

She decides that instead of stretching and craning to see over the horde, she’ll look at the ground, look for gaps she can move into, and that in this way she’ll find her way out, one opening at a time. Like diving under a wave instead of trying to swim over it, she hears Kristy’s voice instruct her, and is flooded with the relief of having not been abandoned completely by her prisoner. For a few paces, it seems like it’s working. Crouched low, she makes progress, gaining ground toward the edge of the crowd where she hopes she can untangle herself and slip away. But then she is kneed hard in the ribs and she pops up, more disoriented than ever.

And at that moment she hears her name above the din.

Both of her names.

And then a hand tight around her arm, and attached to the hand is Brixton.

She is so relieved to see him she bursts into tears. He positions her body in front of his and holds her by both of her arms, shielding her from any more knocks from behind as he propels her at a steady diagonal until they manage to break free of the crowd. More police on horseback are heading toward them; skirmishes between red hats and pink hats are breaking out all around them. Wordlessly and calmly, Brixton leads her away from the fracas.

They walk in silence, catching their breath, for many long minutes until they can no longer hear the sirens and megaphones. He lets go of her hand and only then does she realize she’s been gripping it.

‘Let’s get a drink,’ he says, and leads her to a small, narrow bar down an alleyway. It is dark and cool inside, and Imogen follows him to the far end of the counter and climbs onto the stool next to him. ‘Two Manhattans,’ he orders, and then turns to her and says, ‘When in Rome.’

She stares at him. His muscular, hairy legs poke out of a red and green tartan kilt; his black Doc Martens are scuffed and dirty. He wears a tight-fitting tank top with the word feminist printed across it in block, black letters, and a pink pussyhat is secured with bobby pins to his topknot. He’d painted his nails to match.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asks, unblinking.

‘Here in this bar? Or what was I doing at the march?’

‘The march, obviously.’

‘Well, Imogen Byrne the First, I will have you know I’m a strong supporter of women’s rights and really fucking hate those red hats.’ He pauses as the bartender places their drinks before them. ‘And, more importantly, it’s my day off – because we are working this weekend for your little getaway, so I can do whatever the fuck I want. You, on the other hand, don’t have days off. What were you doing there?’

She takes a tentative sip of the cocktail, followed by a longer one. ‘This is good,’ she tells him, suddenly incredibly thirsty.

‘Whoa there, Nellie, they’re good but they’re strong.’ He calls out for a pitcher of water and then turns back to her. ‘So? You gonna tell me?’

‘Winnie invited me,’ she begins, and then, ‘Oh fuck! Winnie!’

‘Calm down,’ Brixton says, and retrieves his phone from his backpack. ‘Hold on.’ He presses the phone to his ear and mouths the word Mara at her, and then: ‘Heeey, Mar, you’ll never guess who I’m having a cocktail with. Yes. Yes. Yaaaaaas. She’s fine, just a little spooked. I’ll tell her. I will. Well, I won’t tell her that. I think she’s well aware that this wasn’t a good idea,’ he says this looking at Imogen and nodding his head as if to say right? She nods her head fervently. ‘Hey,’ he continues, ‘do our people have eyes on Winnie? . . . Okay, great. I’ll call you later. Byeeee!’ He puts his phone down on the bar and turns to her. ‘Winnie is okay, she got into an Uber. But, oooooooh, you’re in trouble.’ He says it childishly, like a big brother who’s just tattled on her. And, like a child, she starts to cry again. He watches her for a moment, an are you for real? look on his face, and then says, ‘Done?’

She is. She asks for another Manhattan. They drink the second round in silence, and then order a third.

‘How much trouble do you think I’m in?’ she asks him, biting her lip.

‘Well, I would say you’re in approximately, hmmm,’ he pantomimes solving an equation in the air with his index finger, ‘thirty grand worth of trouble? At least?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, you feminist rebel, that everything you do costs money. There were at least four guerrillas following you today, and Mara had to call crew into the control room in case anything important happened. Fees go up if you weren’t booked to work, so yeah, I’d say your little escapade cost around thirty grand.’

‘But won’t she, like, use it in the show?’ Imogen asks sheepishly. ‘I mean, before it got . . . dangerous . . . doesn’t it make Imogen, I mean, doesn’t it make me, look good?’

‘Are you serious?’ Brixton looks at her like she’s just wondered aloud whether the earth might possibly be flat. ‘Honestly, on what planet would a reality show about a jilted woman changing herself to get her man back go down well with the pussyhat crowd? They won’t use a single second of it. Like I said, wasted day, wasted money.’

Imogen feels the blood drain from her face. The last thing she needs is to deepen the rift between her and Mara, to antagonize her. She panics, squeezing his arm. ‘You have to make sure she knows I didn’t do it on purpose!’

‘Calm down!’ Brixton says again, smiling widely as he releases her grip, finger by finger, from his arm. ‘You’re fine. Thirty grand is nothing. The stories I could tell you of money that has gone down the drain on these productions would turn your hair white.’

She nods, but can’t seem to get control of the rhythm of her breathing. She flattens her hands on the bar and stares at them. Then she feels Brixton’s big, wide hand on her back. ‘It’s okay, Florida,’ he says, softer now, ‘you’re fine. I promise.’

She feels her breathing organize itself. They are quiet for some time.

‘I thought you hated me,’ she finally says, halfway through their third drink. ‘Why did you help me?’

‘Okay, first of all,’ he says, pulling the cherry out of his glass and nibbling it, ‘I didn’t help you, I helped the show. You’re a very important asset. Secondly, I hate Kristy. I really like Imogen!’ He smiles at her as though he’s said something hilarious. She frowns at him, worried she might cry again. ‘Look,’ he amends, ‘I don’t hate Kristy or Imogen, okay? You need to understand something. I’m crew and you’re talent. Do you know what that means?’

‘I’m on camera and you’re not?’ she ventures.

‘Well, yes, that, but more importantly it means we are two different species. I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Imogen, because it’s been a long, weird day and here we are. Ready?’

She nods her head.

‘What we do, what Mara and I and the crew do, is kind of shady. We’re, like, experimenting on you for entertainment. Which, for the record, I am fucking here for. But you know that, right? Please tell me you have figured that out.’

‘Yes,’ she answers slowly, ‘I get that it’s a show; I get that people will watch it. And yes, I get that there is something – as you say – shady about it. But, if I win, if it works, that’s a good thing, right?’

He waves his hand in the air as if to disperse the odor of her comment. ‘That’s inconsequential,’ he says. ‘That’s not what I’m trying to tell you.’

‘What is it then?’ she asks, meekly, suddenly not sure she wants to know.

‘What I am telling you, Imogen, and what you would be smart to remember, is that the only way Mara and the others – me included – can do our jobs is to not even really see you as, like, human. There is a line between crew and talent. A buffer zone. It’s the only way we can follow through on the rules, or get you to make idiots of yourselves on television.’

She takes this in. She understands what he’s saying. She gets it. But then she thinks about Mara that night in her loft, when she’d given her the bracelet and the phone. How she’d hugged her tightly. And all the other moments when – despite the fact that it seemed Imogen was on her bad side now – Mara seemed to cross the line. To see her as human. Regardless of whatever has soured between them, Imogen still sometimes catches Mara looking at her with what she can only describe as tenderness, even a kind of longing.

Finally, she says, ‘I hear you, but I think Mara is looking out for me.’

Brixton laughs loudly now, getting the brief attention of other patrons in the bar. ‘Oh honey,’ he says, the laughter still in his voice, ‘if it seems that way, it’s because looking out for you means looking out for the show, which means looking out for the network, which means looking out for her.’ He pauses, drains the remaining liquid from his glass and then concentrates hard on its emptiness. ‘But,’ he begins again, the laughter gone now, ‘there is something weird about how she is with you, sometimes.’

She smiles and is about to tell Brixton that what he perceives as weird might just be the fact that Mara actually likes her and wants her to win, but his face is suddenly so darkly serious, she swallows her words and waits for him to speak again.

‘That’s not necessarily a good thing, Imogen,’ he says finally. ‘Just remember that you and Mara have very different goals, okay? Be careful.’

He’s right, she thinks, unable to lie to herself. ‘I’ll be careful,’ she says.

‘I mean, do whatever you want, I really don’t care,’ he says, slipping easily back into his natural, sarcastic self, but he is smiling at her now, a kind smile. She knows he’ll never show her that smile again – not in front of Mara or the crew. They have slipped into a kind of time-out, a parallel universe where Imogen and Brixton can be friends. They are backstage. The bartender brings them each another.

Brixton’s brow is furrowed and his gaze fixed on his drink, which he is holding between both hands as if it might leap off the bar. He moves to speak, and then stops. Imogen goes to prompt him, and also stops. Finally, Brixton opens a palm toward her and says, ‘Give me your phone.’ Imogen retrieves her phone and places it in his palm. He doesn’t need to ask her for the password – he set it himself. This is, after all, not really her phone at all. He taps and scrolls, scrolls and taps, and then hands her phone back to her. ‘Happy Festivus,’ he says. ‘I’ve turned off your tracking. If you mention this, I’ll deny it.’

‘My what?’

‘Your tracking,’ Brixton repeats, in his best impression of a patient kindergarten teacher. ‘Did Mara discover you under a rock?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘Your phone could be used by Mara to track you, and now it can’t.’

Imogen is gazing at her phone as if she’s only just realized what a marvel of technology it really is, and then says to Brixton, curiously, ‘Why would you do that for me?’

‘Honestly?’ he says. ‘I don’t really know. Don’t make me regret it.’

They sit in silence, sipping their drinks.

‘Do you want me to win?’ she asks him.

He swivels on his stool so that he is facing her directly and makes a show of looking her up and down – in a way that reminds her that this new body that she is inhabiting is still temporary: a rental, not a purchase. ‘Do you really want to win?’ he says, raising his eyebrows.

She wavers. And her wavering surprises her. And her surprise unnerves her, but still she says, ‘Yes,’ with as much firmness as she can, even as she feels a brick come loose inside her.

‘Well,’ he says, swiveling back to face the bar, ‘then I want you to win, too.’

‘Thank you for helping me today,’ she tells him. ‘That was scary.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ he says, looking straight ahead, and she knows he means it literally.

Still, she smiles then, happy to have an ally. Even if he’ll never admit it and she isn’t entirely sure she can count on it.

‘Another round?’ she asks, knocking her empty glass against his.

He catches the bartender’s eye and holds up two fingers. ‘Your body, your hangover!’


BLACKOUT

Mara left for Puerto Seguro on Friday. She wanted to join the advance crew and ensure that everything was in place for Imogen and Max’s arrival. Before leaving, she had the head of IT at Channel Real create a secure link on her iPhone where she could have a continuous live feed of Imogen, toggling between different cameras. She had been perusing the aisles of the Seguro Family Grocers, having offered to cook dinner for Lillian that evening and give Jane, the temporary nurse, a night off. She’d had one eye on the various olive oil options, and the other on the live feed of Imogen’s loft, when she saw that Imogen was getting ready to go out. Where is she going? she’d texted Jill, who was manning the control room in NYC and had ears on Imogen’s end of the phone call. Somewhere with Winnie, Jill responded. Mara fired off two texts then: to Jill – Keep me updated, and to Imogen – Make good choices.

But Imogen had not made good choices. Again. Something is changing in her. It’s a good thing they’re near the end, Mara thinks. Her instruction and guidance has backfired. She’d wanted Imogen to be confident, to have some verve and moxie. She wanted her to be able to pull it off, after all. But Imogen has sped beyond that, she’s become practically defiant. That whole Coney Island thing was insubordination, and clever insubordination at that – which Mara is not happy about. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to work out what Imogen was trying to tell her with that ridiculous adventure: that she has autonomy over her body, that she is capable of surprising Mara.

Of course they’d filmed her little escapade. At any point, Mara could have directed any number of the plainclothes producers with tiny cameras fastened to their hats, their lapels, their sunglasses, to sidle up to Imogen and say, ‘Mara says to go home.’ Or, she could simply have called Imogen on her cell phone and told her herself. But as she watched the live feed – Imogen eating olives, Imogen wandering the boardwalk – she figured it would make great B-roll for the edit, some nice pensive scenes they could put thought-track over. So it wasn’t a total wash. Not like the women’s march.

The fucking women’s march – that was the last straw. Mara doesn’t believe that Imogen lost the crew deliberately. She’d seen the nod, she’d received the message: Imogen had been trying to make good choices as Mara had instructed her. That much Mara believes – but still, it had devolved into unfettered chaos. It could have gone so badly. Imogen could have hurt herself – her body, Channel Real property – and that alone would have caused problems for production. Thank God for Brixton.

And there is something else, isn’t there? Mara can’t help but feel that all of Imogen’s boundary-testing is somehow personal, aimed directly at her. Like a rebellious child, Mara thinks. Which makes Mara what, an overbearing mother? Perhaps. And like an overbearing mother, she wants Imogen to be unafraid of anyone and anything, except, of course, Mara herself.

Max and Imogen are set to arrive tomorrow and will be staying at an Airbnb near the beach. Of course, Max suggested they stay at his parents’ house in the Lagoon – but there’d be no way to get cameras and microphones in there. So, following Mara’s orders, Imogen explained to Max that she isn’t quite ready for the whole sleepover-at-the-parents’-house thing . . . and wouldn’t it be more fun if they had a little more freedom? An advance crew had arrived three days ago to make sure the little bungalow was ready, and to put staff in the other locations where Max and Imogen might go.

The most difficult negotiation had been the Seguro Club – which is undoubtedly where Max’s parents will insist they dine, and that is footage they need. Mara had gone to high school with Cameron, the general manager, and has a distinct memory of rebuffing his advances. He certainly must remember, because he overtly enjoyed lording his power over her, insisting she pay double their standard location fee – even though the Seguro Club probably makes its placemats out of hundred-dollar bills – and is also requiring that they use Seguro Club staff rather than Mara’s own plants. This is a risk, as they’ll have to be quickly trained on how to use the little cameras that fit neatly in their neckties, how to make sure they’re capturing a constant usable angle without being conspicuous, and most importantly: how to keep their goddamn mouths shut about it all when they’re at Mudflats after work drinking beer and overflowing with juicy local gossip. Mara Bolt, yeah, Mara from high school, she’s here doing one of her shows, with Max Irving, yeah the Irvings’ boy, and some chick . . . we’re not supposed to say anything . . . Max doesn’t even know he’s in it . . .

Mara reluctantly agreed to Cameron’s terms but not before putting the fear of God into his staff and ensuring they understand they will be spending all their tips on legal fees for the next thousand years if they breathe a single word. She hopes it worked.

Of course, she’s staying with Lillian. It has only been a few months since she last saw her mom, but Lillian looks as if she’s aged a decade. Her spine seems to have curled in on itself and she reminds Mara of a fern doing the opposite of unfurling . . . refurling? Lillian’s translucent skin is covered in Band-Aids and scabs and bruises of various colors. ‘I seem to bump into everything these days,’ she’d explained with a clear voice that hadn’t aged along with her body, ‘and every time I bump into something, I bleed.’ On the plus side, Lillian seems mellow, almost gentle. She isn’t recounting every perceived slight she’s encountered since the last time Mara was home, or constantly haranguing Jane, instead imploring her to enjoy a well-deserved night off.

Mara had been tense while she prepared their meal of filet mignon and autumn squash, replaying Imogen’s reckless actions that morning. So she was looking forward to this moment – retiring to their usual spot on the back veranda and drinking vodka gimlets, chatting about trivial things. For the first time in as long as Mara can remember, the silences are long and comfortable – a new development that Mara finds herself enjoying.

An hour later and three gimlets deep, Lillian ventures, ‘Mara, darling, are you . . . shall we say, Sapphic?’

‘Sapphic?’ Mara repeats, crunching a piece of ice between her molars, a habit her mother hates.

‘Stop that crunching. Yes, you know, are you a lesbian?’ Her mother whispers the last word as if the seagulls circling above them in the evening sky might carry this bit of speculation right over to her book club like gossipy carrier pigeons.

‘Mom,’ Mara says, closing her eyes in mock exasperation, ‘no, I’m not a lesbian. Why, would that be a problem?’

‘No, no, darling, I know there are plenty of lesbians these days. Ellen . . .’ she begins, as if she is about to regale Mara with a long list of prominent lesbians but, coming up short, she stops. Both women take a sip of their drink, and her mother begins again, ‘Well, are you seeing anyone?’

This time Mara’s exasperation isn’t mock. ‘Mom, no, not at the moment. I’m very busy. I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I am actually choosing to put my career first.’

‘No need to get snippy.’

‘I’m not getting snippy.’

‘I just want you to be happy, darling.’

‘I am happy, Mom.’

‘You aren’t lonely?’

‘No, Mom, I am constantly surrounded by people.’

‘Who work for you.’

‘Yes, but what does that have to do with anything? I enjoy my colleagues,’ she lies.

‘You’re forty-five years old.’

‘Good job, Mom, you remember how old I am.’

‘I was very nearly forty when I had you, which was very uncharacteristic for the time.’

‘I know, Mom, what are you getting at?’ She can feel them circling the drain of this particular theme, one they usually avoid, and she has no interest in being sucked down. Besides, she’s heard the story of how hard it had been for her mother to get pregnant more times than she can count, a story whose next chapter is Mara’s miraculous birth, and whose epilogue is Lillian’s subsequent emergency hysterectomy.

‘I’m just saying, dear, that nowadays you have many more interventions at your disposal that can assist someone of your age to conceive. You wouldn’t have to rely on sheer luck, like your father and I did. But you still don’t have forever, you know.’

Mara freezes. Something inside her stirs, demanding her attention. ‘Mom,’ she says icily, ‘I did have a child. I do have a child.’

Lillian looks straight ahead; Mara sees her knuckles go white as she tightens her grip on her glass. ‘That’s not what I’m talking about, Mara, and you know it.’

‘Why don’t we talk about it, Mom?’ Mara baits her, feeling herself harden against her mother again in a way that feels like a better, more natural fit than their recently discovered amiableness, like sliding into an old pair of jeans.

‘What is there to talk about?’

Mara detects a quiver in Lillian’s voice that makes Mara’s own spine light up with anger. This woman, her mother, who can inflict so much yet withstand so little.

‘It was a girl, you know. You never asked.’

Lillian says nothing.

‘She had dark hair; I saw that much before they took her away.’

Lillian says nothing.

‘She would be twenty-eight years old now. Who knows, she could be here in Puerto Seguro. We might have stood behind her at the checkout line or at the gas station.’

Lillian says nothing.

‘I would have named her Imogen,’ she confesses.

Lillian says nothing.

‘Why didn’t you let me keep her, Mom?’

Lillian says nothing.

‘Were you getting back at me? Because you couldn’t have more children? Was I not enough . . .’ Mara remembers the phrase Kristy had used all those months ago, ‘enough to make us a family?’

Lillian says nothing.

‘Why. Didn’t. You. Let. Me. Keep her, Mother,’ louder this time.

Lillian says nothing.

‘Mom!’

‘What!’

‘Say something!’

‘What do you want me to say, Mara?’ her mother pleads, her eyes filling with tears. ‘It was the best choice for you. You were so young. That Cox boy was not in any position to be a father. You had your whole life ahead of you.’

‘You could have helped me, she could have stayed with us.’ Mara feels her own tears surging but forces them back.

‘Mara, I –’ her mother stammers, ‘you know, I had my, I . . . Mara. I couldn’t have.’

‘Because of it,’ Mara says. And is crushed by a tsunami of memories; of weekend plans ruined, of her father practically carrying her mother to their bedroom, of hushed calls with doctors, her mother’s long absences, of slaps across the face followed by tearful apologies, of drawers full of pills, of strange babyish voices coming out of her mother’s mouth. And the other side, too, the wild, elaborate gifts, the sudden interest in brushing Mara’s hair, the mother who woke her in the middle of the night to drive her to Disney World, her dad catching up with them a few hours later while Mara slept in the back seat of the car. Her father’s face leaning into her mother’s, Why, Lily, why? as he reached across to take the keys out of the ignition.

‘I don’t have it,’ Mara says, not sure of what she wants to convey, perhaps simply that Mara has, at least in this way, beaten her mother at something. But even as she says it, she doubts herself. She may not have it, her mother’s it, but she has something else, doesn’t she? Her own private madness?

Lillian opens her mouth to speak and then closes it again. She lets her tears run unwiped down her cheeks in a way that strikes Mara as undignified. As something it would do; that bare rawness.

‘It’s absolutely crazy to be driving around with a gun,’ Mara says cruelly. ‘I know you killed that cat on purpose.’

Lillian stands up and glowers at Mara with more force than Mara thought the old woman possessed. ‘Your father would be so ashamed of you right now,’ she says with ominous calm, before throwing her glass down hard, shattering it into countless glittering shards, so that long after her mother has gone inside and Mara has stared dumbly at the horizon as the sky drains of color and the shadows grow thick in the empty space between Mara and the line of sawgrass, sea oats and salt meadow that separate her from the still, waveless sea, Mara has to crawl over the chairs to avoid walking barefoot across the shrapnel of her mother’s rage.

Neither woman cleans up the mess; that is someone else’s job.

Before last night, Mara had felt a little guilty that she’d be spending all the time she is home working. But Mara wakes up to find that her anger and hurt have not subsided while she slept, and knows she isn’t ready to talk to her mother. Nor, she figures, does her mother want to talk to her. They have gone twenty-eight years without having this conversation. Twenty-eight years during which they pretended Mara had simply gone away on a lovely holiday. Twenty-eight years where they pretended that there isn’t a woman, somewhere, right this minute, who is Mara’s daughter. Mara is at a loss to see how she and Lillian can repair this rift; there seems no way back to the light companionship they’d only just seemed to discover. It is her mother’s fault, all of it. And it is her mother’s job to fix it.

So it is without guilt or worry that Mara leaves to go oversee the first big event of Max and Imogen’s home visit episode. They had arrived early this morning. Of course, Brixton and Marcus, the director of photography, have been monitoring the feed from the RV nonstop and have strict instructions to call her if anything wild happens. But so far, it has just been a bunch of romantic B-roll, shots they would use to set up the big family dinner: Imogen and Max checking into the bungalow, going for a walk on the beach – though Imogen had seemed very agitated during that particular scene – getting an ice cream, having a nap, some making out. Mara’s biggest worry is that Imogen will forget to pretend that she’s never been to Puerto Seguro before, but Brixton and Marcus have reported that her performance so far has been Oscar-worthy, even when they’d popped into Irvings and walked right past the handbag section where Mara first met Imogen. Max, the prodigal son returned, was approached by Irma, the birdlike manager who’d known him since he was born and who had trained Kristy. Imogen had peered around wide-eyed and made a great show of being impressed by the small-town department store.

Now, they are on their way to Max’s parents’ house. This will be an unfortunate dead zone. Mara and the team had discussed rigging Imogen up with a camera, but decided to err on the side of caution. Imogen and Max are too physically affectionate; there is too much nuzzling and kissing to risk detection. The cameras will only be able to follow them as far as the front door, and then they’ll have to rely on Imogen’s video diary to narrate what this first meeting entailed.

Mara requests to be picked up at her house by the RV on their way to the Seguro Club parking lot, where they plan to wait while Imogen and Max are in his family home. They can’t very well park outside the Irvings’, but there are a few quote unquote dog-walkers and au-pairs with strollers loitering about, to catch the shot when they depart.

Mara climbs up into the RV and joins Brixton and Marcus, who she’d asked to personally oversee the filming of the finale. Jill, the series director, was sitting like an undercover cop near the Irvings’ house, directing all the plants.

Mara takes her place in front of one of the many screens that have been set up and watches the day’s rushes. Is it just her, or does Imogen look a little pale, a bit wan? Mara wonders as she scrolls through the scenes. ‘Is she . . . hungover?’ Mara turns to Brixton, who is also looking a little worse for wear.

‘Yesterday was fucking weird, we had a drink,’ Brixton answers flatly, avoiding eye-contact, and Mara finds she has no energy to reprimand him. She, too, is feeling the effects of last night’s cocktails, and the emotional bomb that had detonated. Yesterday was fucking weird. She turns her attention back to the rushes and tries not to imagine how things are going inside the Irving house. She knows they’ll have to leave for their dinner reservation at the Club shortly, their timings and table location having been dutifully, if reluctantly, provided by Cameron.

Moments later, Marcus announces, ‘They’re leaving, camera four,’ and Mara enlarges the camera four feed to full screen. She watches as Mr. and Mrs. Irving, Max and Imogen emerge through the Irvings’ front door, all smiles as Mrs. Irving loops her arm through Imogen’s while they walk to the car – good signs that things have gone well so far. Mr. Irving and Max both hold umbrellas under their arms and look ominously up at the darkening sky. Evening storms are expected in Puerto Seguro this time of year. Mara has fond, visceral memories of the frantic birdsong heralding the rain, and the cool reprieve it brings after a sweltering day. But they are shooting indoors tonight, so it doesn’t matter.

Mara and the team watch as various camera feeds slyly follow the Irvings on their short drive to the Club. Once inside, numerous cameras pick up the foursome being seated at their table, crisp white napkins snapped open and draped across their laps. And from here, with mics hidden all over the table, Mara and the crew have ears on the group.

Mara puts on her headphones and surveys the various camera angles they have on the table; so far so good. Jill has taken her place as a party of one at the bar where she can keep an eye on things from the inside. Marcus whispers some directions in the earpieces of various staff and plants, and Mara watches the angles improve – she gives Marcus a thumbs-up, and then settles in to watch the evening unfold.

Harold Irving seems to be wrapping up a conversation they began in the car, something about another couple he and Rose met on a cruise ship and how they have since become close friends, and are planning to go on another cruise with the same couple soon.

‘You know, Dad,’ Max says, ‘not to rain on your parade, but cruise ships are terrible for the environment. They dump all their fuel and waste right into the water.’

‘Oh please,’ Harold Irving makes a dismissive wave with his hand but keeps a smile on his jovial, red-nosed face, ‘there are rules and regulations about all of that, and besides, fish shit too.’

‘Harold! Language!’ Rose Irving is dressed in a sensible sea foam–green cashmere sweater and pearls, her hair in a chignon like something out of an Audrey Hepburn movie. Lillian has hundreds of outfits like this; it must be the Lagoon Housewife uniform, Mara thinks. Rose playfully slaps Harold’s arm. ‘Let’s continue to at least try to make a good impression on our young Imogen, shall we?’ Rose winks at Imogen, and Imogen smiles back.

Cameron comes to the table to welcome the Irvings and Mara rolls her eyes. Of course, even after playing hardball and being a total dick about everything, Cameron wants his on-screen moment. He welcomes them back and tells Max it is nice to see him again, they make a little small talk about how school is going and Max introduces Imogen. Cameron takes their drinks order – a bottle of Taittinger and sparkling water for the table – before hesitating a moment as if he wants his performance to last longer.

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ Mara says, giving the monitor her middle finger, ‘fuck all the way off now, Cameron.’

A new waiter comes with the Champagne and pours them each a glass, presents the evening’s specials, and informs them he’ll be back shortly to take their order.

Harold lifts his glass. ‘Son,’ he begins, ‘your mother and I couldn’t be prouder of you. We are very impressed with how well you’re doing with your studies and your internship, and are quite honestly baffled that you managed to find the time to meet this gem.’ He nods toward Imogen. ‘Your futures are bright, indeed. To young love!’

Rose, Max and Imogen raise their glasses too. ‘To young love!’ they repeat.

Max and Imogen glance shyly at each other, Imogen’s face reddening. As far as Mara is aware, they have not yet said that they love each other. Perhaps this toast will spur things along, Mara hopes.

Oysters arrive, courtesy of Cameron. Followed by Waldorf salads and beef carpaccio. Mara herself has eaten this same menu in this very dining room so many times she can almost taste it. The conversation is light and mostly focused on updates about various family members and gossip about other members of the Club. Who has cheated at golf, who won the local tennis tournament, who is renovating their house. Max and Imogen display dutiful interest.

Mains are ordered; Imogen copies Rose and orders grilled fish and vegetables, while the men order rare steaks. A bottle of red is opened for the steak eaters, and white for the women. Another toast, this time to the new presidential candidate, who they all agree is their only hope. Subtle glances from other diners let them know they are not in sympathetic territory.

‘So, Imogen,’ Rose asks, her voice serious, ‘Max has told us about your parents. I hope that’s okay. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.’

Imogen smiles demurely, and Mara holds her breath. Stick to the script, kiddo, she thinks, leaning closer to the screen.

‘Yeah, it’s not been easy. But I try to focus on the time I had with them,’ Imogen says pensively, as if the thought is just now occurring to her, ‘and to lead a life they would be proud of.’

Harold and Rose smile benevolently at her. You can almost read their thoughts on their foreheads: We’ll be your parents now! Choose us! Choose us!

‘I’m sure they’re proud, dear,’ Rose says, reaching across the table for Imogen’s hand. Imogen reaches back and the two women give each other a meaningful squeeze. Max places a hand on Imogen’s back.

‘Well, I hope it’s not out of line for me to say this,’ Rose says conspiratorially, glancing at Harold, ‘but you are such a vast improvement on Max’s last romance.’

‘Fuck,’ whispers Mara.

Harold and Max say ‘Rose!’ and ‘Mom!’ in unison, but they are both laughing in agreement, and Rose takes this as her cue to continue. ‘Look,’ she says directly to Imogen, ‘nothing against the girl. She was always polite, and tried her best. She was just . . .’ Rose looks up at the ceiling, searching for the right word, ‘limited by her circumstances, and not at all suited to Max.’

‘Fuck fuck fuck,’ Mara says, louder, digging her fingernails into her palms.

‘Max,’ says Harold, ‘now that you’re an independent man out in the world, can you finally admit that perhaps that girl was just a clever way to rebel against your poor old folks? Just a little?’

‘Okay, okay,’ Max says, putting his hands up in a you got me manner that suggests he both wants to play along and bring the conversation to a close, ‘maybe, just a little. But Kristy meant well.’

‘Well, you’ll be happy to know she’s no longer at the store,’ Rose says, sipping her wine. ‘I’m not sure where she is, but she doesn’t work for us any longer.’

‘Kristy quit?’ asked Max, curious.

‘Well, if by “quit” you mean she just didn’t show up for her shift one day and put poor Irma in a pickle, then yes, she quit.’

‘Where did she go?’ Max asked.

‘I’ve got no idea. It’s not as if we move in the same circles.’

Imogen is watching this exchange with a pained smile, and Mara watches as she begins to blink rapidly. She takes a long sip of her wine and wipes her mouth with her napkin. ‘Sorry, which way are the restrooms?’ she asks, and Mara can tell she is doing her best to sound normal, unperturbed.

‘Oh, just right through there, dear.’ Rose gestures in the direction of the bathrooms and Imogen rises, excusing herself. The conversation goes on normally in her absence, nobody thinking twice about it.

Mara thinks about calling Imogen on her cell phone, which she is sure is tucked in the clutch she carries under her arm, but thinks better of it. So far, Imogen has managed to keep her composure. It’s natural she’d need a moment to gather herself in the ladies’ room, but Mara trusts she’ll pull it together. A camera catches Imogen’s back disappearing into the bathroom and then stays on the door, waiting for her to reemerge.

Mara stands up and stretches. The crew glance at each other nervously, but nobody dares to speak to Mara. She sits back down. Imogen still hasn’t come out. Mara checks her phone. She glances back up at the screen; no Imogen. And then: all the screens go black. For a moment, nobody speaks or moves. It is as if they’ve all been put on pause.

Unpause: ‘What the fuck!’ Mara yells. ‘What the fuck is going on!’

Marcus opens the door of the RV and goes outside. Not a drop of rain has fallen despite the electric charge in the atmosphere, still Mara can see dark, pregnant clouds illuminated by moonlight hanging over them all like a threat. Mara watches through the window as he checks the cables running from the RV to a power source connected to the Club. ‘All the lights are off everywhere!’ he yells back at them. ‘It’s a total blackout!’

Mara gets on her phone and calls Imogen. No answer.

She calls her mom, briefly suspending their war, and keeps her voice as steady as she can.

‘Yes, Jane is lighting candles,’ Lillian reports tersely, ‘you needn’t worry yourself about me,’ and hangs up.

She tries Imogen again. Still no answer.


PART THREE

POSTPRODUCTION

‘Was nothing real?’

‘You were real, that’s what made you so good to watch.’

‘I know you better than you know yourself.’

‘You never had a camera in my head.’

~ The Truman Show

‘I just want to let them know they didn’t break me.’

~ Molly Ringwald in Pretty in Pink


RUN

Imogen listens as Max and his parents discuss her, the old her, and her first instinct is to agree with them. Yes, she wants to say, Kristy wasn’t going to keep up with Max’s ambitions. You’re right, she feels compelled to add, Kristy was a victim of socioeconomic factors beyond her control. But that impulse passes quickly and is soon replaced by a dread so complete she feels her body turn to cold stone. She is suddenly awash with nausea, which she briefly attributes to her hangover from yesterday’s overindulgence, but quickly realizes that the source of her unease is something else, or rather, someone else. Padlocks begin rattling and she finds she doesn’t have the strength to still them. She has to get away before she messes everything up.

Nobody at the table would understand why talk of Kristy upsets her – perhaps they’ll think it’s new-girlfriend jealousy? Or female solidarity? In any case, she needs to compose herself. She is so close to the end, she just needs to hang on a little longer.

‘Sorry, which way are the restrooms?’ Imogen addresses Rose Irving. Rose points her in the right direction and as she makes her way there, she catches a few pointed glances from busboys and waiters – staff who try to nonchalantly reposition themselves. Mara’s hidden cameras, no doubt. She hopes that the no cameras in the bathroom rule extends to restaurants as well. Shoving open the door to the posh ladies’ room, she stands in front of the mirror and stares at herself.

Her selves stare back.

She’s grown used to Imogen’s reflection in the mirror these last few months. At first, while she was still healing from her Total Body Transformation, she’d had Imogen all to herself. As every bruise faded and with each bandage that came off, as every stitch dissolved and as bones reset . . . Kristy became Imogen, slowly, intimately, a private reincarnation. She’d felt as if she’d given birth to herself. By the time she was unleashed into Max’s life, the transformation was complete. She was wholly Imogen.

Well, that’s not entirely true, is it, Imogen thinks now, staring at herself. She’d had to exert some will over Kristy at first. March her back into her cell time and time again, locking her in, just like Mara had taught her. But it had been Kristy who signed them up to this. Imogen had had no say in her existence! It had been Kristy who agreed to die so that Imogen could be born. Kristy, the willing mud. So why had she required padlocks at all? Imogen has been avoiding this question, ignoring its persistent tap-tap-tapping at the inside of her skull. But it is coming into focus now, whether Imogen is ready for it or not. Being back here in Puerto Seguro is sending her into a tumble . . . She can feel herself Kristyfying . . .

Everywhere Imogen and Max went today was drenched in memory and meaning for Kristy. Main street, the ice-cream parlour, and, of course, the beach. The last time she’d been here, at the Club, she was at the same table with the same people, but then she’d been a pariah, a misfit. Today, everywhere she and Max went, she felt herself mapping lines home, charting courses to her parents, to Mercy.

Throughout the course of the day Imogen began to feel a sort of disunion from her self, from her body. Rather, she felt herself as a place, full of her own weather. And although the day had been mild and harmless, inside she felt storm clouds gathering, ominous bursts of thunder. Imogen’s body continued to perform all the right choreography – kissing and holding hands, moving through space and time – while inwardly she perceived herself like a lighthouse, or more accurately, a watchtower, and she could feel Kristy scrambling and clambering, ascending to the lookout, to gaze out from Imogen’s eyes for a better view. It is Kristy now who calculates their distance: from here at the Club, she is about twenty minutes away from the park, fifteen if she runs.

What are Kristy’s parents doing now, while Imogen sits like a debutante dining with the Irvings? These people who hate Kristy and her parents. These people who have probably never even been to the part of Puerto Seguro where Kristy grew up, where her parents sit now watching television . . . thinking of her?

Tomorrow, Imogen reminds herself – reminds Kristy – as she runs a hand towel under the cold faucet and places it on the back of her neck, tomorrow you tell him, and then it’s over. As much as she’s sure of anything, she’s sure that Max is in love with Imogen. And then another thought occurs to her: Kristy is in love with Imogen too. All this time she thought Kristy was trying to sabotage her, to impose herself on her, but she senses now that she’d been wrong. Kristy has been trying to tell her something. Imogen, who was born on the day Kristy walked into the operating room, emerging into the world as a twenty-one-year-old uncontaminated by a past and unperturbed by an uncertain future. But who is Imogen really, or rather, what is Imogen? And, she allows herself to wonder, dangerously picking at a mental scab she didn’t even know was there, did Imogen love Max like Kristy did? Or would Imogen have chosen someone else, or even no one at all?

That’s it, isn’t it, Imogen directs her thought to Kristy, that’s what you’ve been trying to tell me?

Yes, Kristy says, yes.

But that’s not all, is it? Imogen asks her.

No, Kristy says, it isn’t.

Imogen isn’t ready to hear the rest. She needs to do something. Max and his parents are waiting at the table. She needs to get through this.

Imogen gazes again at the face in the mirror. She smiles. She frowns. She contorts her face into a grimace, into a kissy face, back to a clownish smile. Where do Imogen’s ideas come from? Her thoughts on architecture and music and films, her humorous observations when she and Max people-watch in Central Park?

Surely this is all Kristy, essentially. All her. It has to be; she hasn’t had a brain transplant, after all. Yes, Dr. Kildare’s revelation about her dyslexia has been life-changing, and the audiobooks have helped Imogen refine and populate her inner world. But, like Mara had said in the beginning, like Dr. Michaels had written in his book, Imogen simply allows the best version of Kristy to emerge.

But then why aren’t you happy, Kristy?

Imogen recalls what Brixton had told her yesterday, that she is talent, that Mara and the crew don’t – can’t – regard her as human. She’d resisted it when he told her, but it occurs to her now that she has been, is, a science experiment. Kristy had been so charmed by Mara, so awed and dazzled by the entirety of what she’d been offered, that it hadn’t sunk in: she is the first person to do this. Imogen is the first person to be created – re-created – for television. They’d told Kristy that the TBT was safe. Dr. Kildare had cleared her to proceed. But how could they have known what would happen inside her? How could they have known that they weren’t turning Kristy into Imogen, but rather were fracturing her, shattering her psyche? But Mara must have known . . . Mara was ready with the padlocks. Mara, Imogen understands now, knows that they are both alive inside her, that Imogen and Kristy share this body. She’s always known.

Is that what you’ve been trying to tell me?

Yes, Imogen, yes.

Is that everything?

No, Imogen, no.

Would this fracturing happen to anyone who had TBT? She supposed it must. She wonders what her parents’ lives would have been like without their injuries, without bodies that seem to work against them, with the money to travel and see more places, to eat better food, to go to thirty-dollar reformer Pilates classes . . . Who would her mom be? She has always been so kind, so selfless, so devoted to Kristy. But could she have found other things to love? More ways to love? So that Kristy didn’t have to bear the crushing weight of all of Deborah’s adoration? Adoration which Kristy never felt she deserved. And her dad? What if he could have been someone who actually traveled to all the places he watched documentaries about, and had interesting conversations with historians and World War Two vets? She thinks about something she learned in one of her favorite documentaries, about the multiverse and parallel realities. Anything that can happen, will happen, across infinite time, the narrator had explained. Is there a version of reality where her mom and dad lead big, exciting lives? This idea has always soothed her, the idea that even if things weren’t great in this reality, they were great in a different one. But now, she just feels sad for her parents. How would she ever face them again, as Imogen? Would they even want to see her now? Or would they reject her like birds who kick their chicks out of the nest after they’ve been tainted by human hands?

Imogen knows she has been in the restroom far too long. What will she say? That she’s started her period? That she got lost? She turns to make her way toward the door but finds that she’s not ready. She can’t face them, not just yet. She would come up with an excuse later. Instead, she sits down on the plush candy-pink sofa in the little sitting room adjoining the bathroom. She imagines it’s there for nursing mothers, or for someone who’s had a little too much to drink and needs to catch their breath – why else would you put a couch in a restroom? A stack of fashion magazines are fanned across the table in front of her next to a bowl of sickly sweet potpourri and seashells. Imogen pulls her phone out of her purse. Perhaps it is being this close to home, but she has a strong urge to call her mother – or, rather, to allow Kristy to call her mother. Or even Denise, whom Kristy hasn’t spoken to since their strained attempt to reconcile after the incident at the beach. What does Denise think she’s been doing all this time? The phone Imogen is staring at now is technically the property of The Shot, and the only numbers programmed into it are Mara’s, Max’s, Winnie’s and Brixton’s. But Kristy’s parents’ number is etched into her heart, which had not been transplanted.

She presses the first number . . . then the second . . . and before she knows it, it’s ringing. Hang up hang up hang up, she tells herself – but she can’t.

‘Shaw residence,’ Kristy’s mother’s voice declares, and tears spring to Imogen’s eyes. She doesn’t say anything. ‘Shaw residence, hello?’ Deborah says again.

‘Who is it?’ Kristy’s father calls in the background, and Imogen’s heart lurches.

‘Hello?’ Deborah says again, impatient.

Imogen can’t speak. What should she say? In whose voice?

Another beat of silence, and then, ‘Kristy?’ Deborah asks, quietly, gently.

Imogen hangs up. And in that moment she knows that tomorrow won’t go as she’d hoped. How could she ever have thought that Max wouldn’t care that she was her? In the thousands of times she’s rehearsed the big reveal in her head, Max’s response is something along the lines of, ‘I can’t believe you had to do all of this to show me how amazing you always were . . . I’m so sorry I ever left you, I don’t care which body or face you have, I don’t care which name you go by, I love you.’

But this was crazy, surely. Max and his family despise Kristy. Well, at least his parents despise her. It seems that Max pities her, which might be worse. And the trickery . . . Max won’t like it. He’ll feel like the butt of a joke, the subject of a prank. He’s never liked to have too many eyes on him. Even back in high school, for all his popularity, he shied away from anything that might put him in the spotlight. The only time she ever saw him unconfident was when he had to give a presentation in their history class – his face had turned beet red and his voice had shaken. He will despise her for dragging him onto television – for sharing what he believed were private moments only to find out there were cameras and microphones everywhere.

Sitting on the couch in the Seguro Club ladies’ bathroom she knows it totally, without a shred of doubt. Yes, Max might love Imogen. But as soon as he realizes that Imogen is a fiction, an avatar, he will bolt. He will hate her as well as pity her. And then she’ll lose everything.

But Imogen can no longer pretend. Even if it was Max who Kristy had wanted, even if that longing is what had lit the fuse, it is no longer the force driving Imogen to play this game. The more that Imogen became, the more she expanded and evolved, the less she desired Max. It’s not that she’s been pretending. She had felt the power of their connection, of their intimacy. But it’s as if she’d been programmed to feel it – that had been, quite literally, her reason for being. It was through no lack on his part, no flaw; there was no one else who’d stolen her affection. What Imogen has come to want, she realizes now, is autonomy, an untethered identity. Kristy couldn’t make sense of herself without Max – even in his absence, she had measured her every move, thought and desire against his imagined judgment, seeking approval from a ghost. So much so, that she’d agreed to immolate herself so that her ashes could be reconstituted as Imogen. But Kristy hadn’t been able to foresee Imogen’s own singularity, the force of her will. Imogen was given the chance to create herself out of whole cloth – well, not all of herself, she concedes; Mara had fashioned the scaffolding, imprinting Imogen with her own projections. After all, Imogen thinks now, that’s what all of those early details had been, right? The eighties movies and the dead parents, the quilt and the teddy bear – the features that were baked into Imogen before she’d taken the reins, weren’t these Mara’s own . . . how could she describe them . . . psychic intrusions? It makes her angry, the thought of Mara staining her with so much of her own raw emotional mess. Well, Mara can’t determine any more of Imogen’s desires. Show or no show, she can’t deny her newfound clarity: Imogen wants everything other than Max.

And then the lights go out.

For a moment, she just sits in total blackness. She doesn’t breathe. She doesn’t move. It is as if she isn’t sure whether the lights went off in the room, or simply inside of her. And in this moment, this liminal state, this artificial twilight – Kristy pounces, pulverises the padlock underfoot. She will not be put back in the cell. By the time Imogen’s eyes adjust and she realizes it must be a power outage, Kristy is jostling for control of the wheel and Imogen longs to hand it over. The chemical bond between them alters. Whereas before they’d been grafted onto each other, growing out of and into and through each other, competing for the same nutrients – now, Imogen-Kristy knows, they can work together. They will have to.

They turn on their phone’s flashlight, aim it at the door and make their way out of the bathroom and down the corridor back toward the dining room. Phone screens and flashlights illuminate the room, and there’s murmuring and laughing, staff reassuring, phones ringing. A glass breaks and someone yells ‘Sorry!’ . . . They make out the table where the Irvings wait. They can see Max’s silhouette sitting in his chair. They take a step toward him. And then they turn toward the door, and run.


HUNT

Ten minutes later, the lights come back on. A text from Cameron pings on Mara’s phone: Generator on. All good. Mara looks at the monitors and waits for the busboy and waiter and conscripted diners as they angle themselves back toward the Irvings’ table. She puts her headphones back on and tunes in to the audio feed coming from the microphones that have been placed under each of their chairs.

‘Where is she?’ Mara says aloud to no one, and no one answers. The silence in the RV is stretched taut: a vibrating, dangerous quiet. Rose, Harold and Max Irving are seated around the table chatting idly. Max turns his head toward the bathrooms expectantly, but nobody is walking toward them.

‘I’ve got to visit the ladies’ room myself,’ Rose says, clearly picking up on Max’s concern, ‘pardon me.’ Harold and Max both stand up as Rose excuses herself and makes her way down the same corridor that seems to have swallowed Imogen whole.

Mara watches as the Irving men sit in tense silence. The blackout has added an undercurrent of unpredictability to what has so far been a comfortable, easily flowing evening. In Mara’s experience, men don’t tend to manage these sorts of abrupt changes well, especially if they are spurred on by the erratic and unpredictable nature of women’s emotions. She watches father and son take deep swills of their wine and attempt surreptitious glances in the direction of the ladies’ room where things of mystery are afoot and from where, after a few moments, the Irving matriarch reemerges, lips pursed, brow furrowed.

‘She’s not there,’ Rose announces with dramatic solemnity, like a doctor bearing bad news in a hospital waiting room, before taking her seat at the table and reaching for her wine.

‘What do you mean “not there”?’ Max says, an edge of panic in his voice.

‘I mean, she isn’t in the ladies’ room.’

‘Where is she then?’

‘I don’t know, dear, perhaps she’s gone outside for some fresh air?’

Max stands up so suddenly he jostles the table. His parents steady their glasses and gawk at him as he walks as quickly as he can without running toward the door, and disappears outside. Moments later, Max re-enters the restaurant sans Imogen and sits back down at the table. Nobody speaks for a long time. Finally, they all begin to speak at once – a confetti of words tossed into the air: where, why, safe, all okay, perfectly good explanation.

‘I’m just going to step outside again and try to give her a call,’ Max says. ‘Something must have come up; she wouldn’t just disappear like this.’

‘Good idea, son,’ says Harold.

‘Good luck, dear,’ says Rose.

Mara watches a grainy feed of Max, phone pressed to his ear. He doesn’t speak. Nobody answers. She watches as he taps at his phone, likely texting Imogen, and then paces back and forth while he waits for a response. It’s clear from his deep breath while he looks upward past the canopy of palm trees and into the night sky for answers, that no response comes.

Mara calls Imogen again, tapping her foot menacingly as it rings until her voicemail picks up, ‘Hello, you’ve reached Imogen, please leave a message.’ Mara hangs up and composes a text message: Where the fuck are you? Call me now. Thinking better of it, she deletes it and instead writes: Imogen, I’m worried. Please call me. xx She hits Send. Waits. Nothing.

She opens the location app on her phone, expecting the little yellow sun icon to report Imogen’s exact location to her, but it is gone. What the actual fuck? Has Imogen turned off her tracking? How would she even know how to do that?!

Where the FUCK is Imogen? reverberates like a mantra in Mara’s head, over and over and over like some ancient incantation that has the power to summon Imogen before her.

‘Be right back,’ Mara announces and descends the stairs of the RV. Even as she makes her way toward the restaurant door she doesn’t know what, exactly, her plan is.

Max is still standing outside when Mara sweeps past him, careful to not even glance at him. She walks past a bewildered hostess and when her path intersects – obviously by design – with a wide-eyed Cameron she simply mutters, ‘Not now,’ and continues toward the ladies’ room.

She pushes the door open. She is about to yell Imogen’s name when she notices an elderly woman washing her hands at one of the basins. So instead she says quietly, in a sisterly way, ‘Imogen, are you in here?’ Mara knows it’s improbable. Rose Irving has already checked. But she just has to see for herself. To feel the presence of Imogen’s absence, which buzzes all around her now like a swarm of bees.

A rage begins to rise inside Mara.

She watches as the old woman retrieves a tube of orange lipstick from her purse and, peeling back her lips over her dentures, draws the color – which makes Mara think of poisonous frogs and caution signs – across her mouth, stopping only to lick her too-white porcelain teeth. The woman doesn’t seem to notice Mara staring, or rather, glaring, at her. Finally, after what seems like an eternity, the old woman shuffles out of the ladies’ room, never acknowledging Mara’s presence. When she is sure she is alone, Mara tries phoning Imogen again. And again, the call goes to voicemail. This time, Mara leaves a message: ‘Where the hell are you, Kristy?’ She uses the name like a threat. ‘I understand that may have been an uncomfortable conversation, but it was also an inevitable one. And you are risking everything you’ve worked for. I emphatically suggest you come back here immediately and say that you received an emergency call from a relative, and that you’ve been outside talking, that Max just must not have seen you. Apologize and get this back on the rails. Need I remind you what is at stake, contractually.’

She knows she needs to calm down. She knows that her temper has the potential to make all of this much worse. She knows that at this point the Irvings – and most importantly, Max – still have no idea about The Shot or Imogen’s identity. This could still, somehow, be salvaged.

But she had needed to check that bathroom herself. Something tells her that if she can just retrace Imogen’s last steps with her own eyes, look into the same mirror that Imogen looked into not ten minutes ago, then she can track her . . . hunt her down and carry her back to the pack; a reckless, wayward, ungrateful, selfish cub.

But her cub, nonetheless.


MUD

Imogen-Kristy is vaguely aware that this is, in a dark and dangerous way, funny. That she is running barefoot on a wet, muddy track – a track that her feet, even these new feet, know so well – holding her expensive heels in one hand, her purse in the other, in a silk dress whose hem is slapping against her calves, wet with mud . . . running away from the Seguro Club like a thief.

What must she look like to the trees she passes? To the moon that tracks her? A ghost? An escapee from some high-society cult? A figment of someone else’s imagination? These thoughts beat like a drum, propelling her forward. She runs to their rhythm, her breath steady, her pace controlled, mud squelching between her toes with every footfall. Her nausea has been replaced with an animal-like focus. She runs where she is programmed to run, where she doesn’t have to question the route, where her body will take her even if her mind resists: Imogen-Kristy runs home.

Her phone rings, she ignores it. A message pings, she ignores it. Instead she listens to the insects and night birds and the sound of her own breathing. She runs across the bridge, inhaling the Intracoastal Waterway, tasting the air, relishing the rot and brine and life of it. She runs across the train tracks, deftly skipping over the slippery steel rails, the splintery sleepers, like it is a child’s game of hopscotch, or that other one she used to play when she was a little girl: Don’t step on the crack, you’ll break your mother’s back . . .

Her thoughts sharpen. She is pure kinetic force now, a perpetual motion machine; she isn’t sure she could stop if she wanted to.

When they – Imogen and Kristy together – had slipped past Max and his parents, into the night, they had known that Kristy was who they needed now. And as Imogen-Kristy runs now, sure-footed and preternaturally capable, Imogen allows herself to recede even further. With every footfall and firing muscle fibre, they run into Kristy and out of Imogen. And it is Kristy’s swift gait and wildcat grace that transports them now.

Kristy runs and runs and runs. Oh God it feels good. To be alone in her body!

And then she stops, panting, dropping the expensive shoes onto the dirt and putting her hands on her knees.

The entrance to the Puerto Seguro Residential Park is like a portal to another world, to both the past and the future. She half-fears, half-hopes that as soon as she walks under the familiar archway, crossing the threshold into the park, she will magically turn back into her original form, like Cinderella. She picks up her shoes and walks forward into the silent park, but no fairy godmother appears. She holds her breath as she makes her way past The Queen, regal and unchanged, her branches drawing black lines of shadow on the ground, past the rows of homes until she stands just a few meters from her parents’ trailer, the windows glowing warmly like an aluminum jack-o-lantern. Frogs sing. A cat argues with a rat. A dog barks and a baby cries. It is nearly nine o’clock and the waxing moon is shining like a spotlight above her, bathing the trailer park in a milky glow that softens its rusty edges, fills in potholes and mends the brokenness that permeates the place. Her eyes well up with tears and her chest constricts as remorse and gratitude collide inside her like a chemical reaction; remorse for the scorn she’d always felt towards her home, gratitude that she’d found her way back to it – even if only to stand outside of it and cry.

Her mom would be washing up in the kitchen, her father would be reading his book with the TV on in the living room, and soon her mom would join him with two cups of chamomile tea. Mercy would be curled up at her father’s feet, perhaps dreaming of a hunt or chasing a tennis ball, and her parents would be chuckling at the way she bicycles her three legs in her sleep, making little grunting noises. The thought brings a smile to Kristy’s face and a tear to her eye simultaneously. Do her parents still laugh in her absence? Do they crack jokes, and banter with each other when they play Jeopardy along with the contestants on TV? Or has her absence sucked the joy – what little there was – out of their predictable, comforting lives? She feels a wave of guilt. She takes a few paces back, lest she be in earshot, and pulls out her phone.

Within seconds, Max answers.

‘Imogen? Are you okay? Where are you?’

‘I’m okay, Max, I’m sorry I worried you,’ she says, her eyes steady on her house like it’s a buoy she might swim to. The kitchen light flicks off, right on schedule.

‘What’s going on? Where are you? Do you –’

‘Max,’ she interrupts, ‘I need to tell you something. Are you by yourself?’

‘Hold on,’ he says. Kristy listens as he excuses himself abruptly and a few moments later he says, ‘I’m outside the restaurant, alone.’

‘Max.’ She gathers herself, takes a deep breath, begins again. ‘Max, it’s Kristy.’

‘What about her? Oh! Imogen, was it all that talk about her tonight? I promise you there is nothing to worry about.’ Relief floods his voice. Her heart sinks; she knows he must be thinking that this is all a misunderstanding. That it is fixable. That he’ll have Imogen back at the table for dessert and port, and someday this will be a funny story the four of them will reminisce about.

She swallows, and continues.

‘No, Max. I mean me. This is Kristy. I am Kristy.’

Silence.

‘The first time you talked to me was after one of my track meets. We lost our virginity to each other in your room while your parents were out of town. You got really drunk one night at Seth Peterson’s party, threw up in the bushes, and then told me you loved me. You broke up with me on graduation day while we were swimming and broke my heart. It’s me. You have a –’

‘Stop.’

‘I’m, Max –’ Kristy stammers.

‘Stop. Just, stop.’ His calm unnerves her. ‘What do you mean you are Kristy? Do you know her? Is this some kind of . . .’ he searches for the word, ‘prank or something?’

‘It’s for a TV show, Max,’ she says, feeling bile rise in her throat. ‘I had all these surgeries . . . I – I –’ she stutters, ‘I wanted to win you back, and I met this woman, Mara, and she’s this famous reality TV producer and she was looking for someone to be in her new show, The Shot,’ frantic now, words pour out of her, ‘and you know that TV doctor guy? Dr. Warren Michaels? He does this thing called Total Body Transformation? Basically it’s like complete plastic surgery, like what they do in the movies for people in witness protection, but even more. I did that. And, then they gave me a name, Imogen, and the apartment, and a job where you work and this whole made-up life and I had one month to win you back, and –’

The silence on the other end of the phone deepens, widens, blackens. ‘Max?’

He had hung up.

Kristy puts her phone on silent and tucks it back into her purse. The complicated relief she feels from her unburdening to Max is short-lived. She knows that she has just tipped the first domino, that something horrible has just begun.

Mara, she thinks. Just the name, floating through her mind, is enough to send chills through her body. There is no turning back now. She stands still. She takes a long, deep inhalation and holds her breath until her lungs hurt and her ribs contract. She exhales.

She stares at her parents’ home. Should she knock on the door like a visitor? Or simply open it and walk in and try to pretend like nothing happened? Or, she wonders, should she spare them the pain of looking at her . . . at what she’s done to herself? She is beginning to think that the latter is the best idea, though she has no idea where she’d go. In her purse is a slim wallet with two fifty-dollar bills, her spending money – as Mara called it. No identification beyond her Lawson, Hardy & Moreno pass, nothing she could use to rent a room somewhere. Kristy’s driver’s license is in a safe somewhere in New York City, but a lot of good that would do her now – she’d probably just be accused of stealing it. It’s a long enough walk back into town to come up with a plan, she figures. She turns to go when suddenly the front door of her parents’ trailer is flung open and Mercy bounds out, doubtlessly for her last pee of the night. Sensing the presence in the dark, she runs straight toward Kristy and stops a few feet away from her, lowering her body close to the ground, her tail pointed straight behind her like an arrow, and emits a deep growl.

Kristy falls to her knees and holds her hands out. ‘Mercy,’ she whispers, ‘it’s me, girl, it’s okay, it’s me.’ Mercy continues to growl, but cautiously inches a little closer.

‘Mercy!’ her mother’s voice calls from the doorway. She’s unable to see Kristy in the shadows.

Mercy looks back toward Deborah and then again at Kristy, weighing her options. ‘Come here, girl,’ Kristy coos, ‘it’s okay, Merce, it’s me.’ Slowly, cautiously, Mercy the three-legged wonder dog makes her way toward Kristy, darting her nose close enough to Kristy’s hand to take a sniff before withdrawing just as fast. ‘Shhhhh,’ Kristy whispers, ‘come here girl, it’s me.’ But then Mercy starts to cry – the high-pitched keening that always breaks Kristy’s heart. Her tail starts to wag and she launches herself into Kristy’s arms, knocking her back into the dirt. Tears fall from Kristy’s eyes that Mercy swiftly licks. She laughs. And cries. And holds Mercy’s pulsing, wriggling body close to her. ‘I’m so sorry, girl,’ she says into her soft, floppy ears, breathing in the familiar musk of her. She is so lost in the reunion she doesn’t notice the form of her mother moving toward her, carefully leaning on her cane, until she is upon the mysterious crying woman who is on the ground embracing her dog.

‘Um, excuse me,’ her mother says indignantly, ‘can I help you?’

Kristy looks up at her mother. Her mother looks down at a stranger.


THE DEVIL IN THE DETAILS

Mara sits alone on the back veranda of her mother’s house. Everyone had long since gone to sleep by the time she’d snuck in, carefully closing the heavy wooden door and avoiding the particularly creaky floorboards, just as she had thirty years ago when she’d returned from a party she wasn’t meant to go to.

After she’d confirmed that Kristy was, indeed, missing from the Club, she’d sat in the passenger seat of the RV-cum-control room and directed the driver like a mad sea captain all over Puerto Seguro. She’d called Kristy dozens of times, left dozens of voicemails and sent dozens of text messages. She had known it was unlikely she’d find her simply walking the streets as if out for an evening stroll – even Kristy has more cunning than that – but she was out of options. And somehow Mara knows it is Kristy she is dealing with now. A Kristy who has been in solitary confinement for three months. A Kristy who has had a lot of time to think. To evolve. What would Kristy be thinking now? What would she be capable of? Mara doesn’t know, but she had needed to be seen taking action and directing her team, which, to their dismay and alarm, had resulted in aimless hours of driving.

Now, it is well past midnight and she sits sipping her dead father’s good bourbon, considering her next move. She knows where Kristy has gone, of course. At least, she has a good hunch, one she’d bet money on. But she also knows she couldn’t have just idly rolled into the trailer park, the RV like an enemy tank, and simply retrieved Kristy from her parents’ trailer. Or maybe she could have, but she found that she did not want to see Deborah. Didn’t want to compete with Deborah. Didn’t, when she thought about it, want to fight Deborah for Kristy. Because Kristy would choose Deborah, a voice inside her says now, choose her real mother, and you couldn’t bear it. Mara shakes her head vigorously. Regardless of what happens from this point on, Mara has decided they would continue to film everything; whether Kristy understands it or not, the show is still in production. It won’t end until Mara says cut. And she doesn’t want their showdown to take place at the trailer park. The Shot finale – whatever that looks like now – deserves a better location. So she’ll wait. And think. And drink.

Her father had loved this bourbon, which claimed to be from Kentucky’s finest and oldest distillery. It was his nightly balm. He’d always do his best impression of an Appalachian bootlegger, an exaggerated southern accent, as he poured his nightly double, neat. ‘Been a hard day in the mines,’ he’d drawl, taking his first sip, smacking his lips theatrically, ‘and more of the same awaits your ol’ pop tomorrow.’ Mara would laugh every time, gazing up at him with awe when she was small, and down at him with tenderness when she grew taller than him.

Your father would be so ashamed of you, her mother had snarled at her last night. Is it true? What would her father make of Mara now, she wonders, although she knows the answer. There had been a time when he’d been so proud of her, so excited about her future. Back when Mara had been a junior producer at a small independent film company, working mainly on educational films for high school students – films like The Endocrine System and You and Drugs: Worth The Risk?. In those days, she’d spoken to him about becoming a documentary filmmaker, of going into war zones or chasing disgraced politicians right up to their slamming front doors.

It was a fluke, really, that she’d changed lanes into reality TV. A friend of a friend had offered her a role on a home-renovation show, where two neighbors renovated each other’s houses in the interior design equivalent of a trust fall. Mara had been transfixed by the intersection of real lives, real tensions, real hopes and dreams and fears and phobias with the careful orchestrations and manipulations of the producers. How they seemed to sculpt reality, to augment and alter it, to enhance it. ‘Sorry to ask you,’ a producer might say to one of the contestants, ‘but could you cry one more time? But over here where the light is better? And could you kind of gaze out into the distance?’ And, to Mara’s surprise, they always did. Sure, sometimes there was exhausted push-back or threats to leave the show, but they always stayed. The stakes were simply too high, and by the time they’d reached that point, they were always in too deep. Very, very rarely were the details of a contract trotted out, like a bank robber who only needs to reveal the mere hint of a gun tucked into his coat pocket to take back control.

Even then, Mara had seen the holes in production. All that was missed. All the ways that the contestants eventually began to anticipate what was required of them, to act out scripted versions of themselves, to seek to please the producers and to reduce the number of retakes before they could all wrap for the day. It watered everything down, Mara had seen, it dulled the edges and rendered all outcomes predictable. They may as well have just hired actors – some shows surreptitiously did. What they needed, Mara had been sure, were cameras everywhere, producers everywhere, eyes and ears every-damn-where, and to keep the contestants wild, untamed, and a little dangerous.

She would like to have discussed this with her father, as she’d always enjoyed diving into big, heavy topics with him. But she could tell by his stilted response when she’d tell him about these new jobs that he couldn’t muster the same enthusiasm for this new direction as he had for her earlier dreams. He was constrained, curt. She wishes she would have drawn it out of him, wishes they could have had a long, interesting conversation about her new experiences, her interest in reality TV, the way she’d cleaved away from the more serious documentary space she’d been aiming for. But she knows what he would have said, eventually. He’d have told her that if she had a seedling of morality and a commitment to the greater good inside her, then she had a duty to stay true to those values.

If you can make people better, he’d often said, then you must. It was the same rationale he’d applied to her mother, loving her through all her episodes, remaining steadily and reliably good. Feed people something nutritious, he’d say. Don’t make more slop, make hearty chicken soup. But even he had faltered, hadn’t he? Where was his commitment to morality when she’d needed him? If he could have made things better for her, and he most certainly could have – why hadn’t he? Had the ‘greater good’ in that scenario meant appeasing her mother, keeping up appearances? Regardless of what he’d meant by it, he’d sent his daughter off to grow ever fuller and rounder, gazing in wonder at the arcs of heel and elbow the being inside her drew across her abdomen. He’d sent her away until she’d dug into her deepest reserves of primal power to bring that being into the world, only to see the back of its fragile, beautiful skull retreating away from her in the nurse’s arms. Her father had served her slop then. Nobody had made her chicken soup.

In the end, she’d used a portion of the inheritance she had received after her father’s passing – her mother insisting that she wouldn’t get the rest until Lillian herself joined Thomas in the ground – to start Channel Real. So in a way, Mara thinks now, as her body grows heavy with the buzz of the bourbon, this, right now – Kristy on the run, Mara hunting her down, all for the show, for the ratings, for the power – is her father’s legacy.

‘You maimed that poor girl, Mar,’ she knew her father would say.

‘I gave her a chance to change her life,’ Mara would argue.

‘She’s practically still a child, she couldn’t have known what she was doing,’ he’d say, shaking his head.

‘I was a child, too. And I signed things, too. I wasn’t allowed to change my mind. And I survived. So will she.’

‘It’s unnatural, what you did to her.’

‘Who’s to say what’s natural? We take aspirin when we have a headache. We have smartphones and the internet –’

‘Don’t try that shit with me, young lady.’

And she’d stop trying that shit with him.

‘What happened to you, Mara?’ he’d ask her, in a voice that said he both genuinely wanted her answer, but that he also might already know it.

She might have told him about the failed relationships, the attempts at vulnerability that only seem to backfire, the dread that seems to fill her lungs all the time. How work, that innocuous little word, has become the only thing she can trust, because really it is just an extension of herself. How she knows that sometimes she goes too far . . . and that she has had moments of panic about The Shot, about the possibility – which she truly considered slim up until tonight’s events – that she’ll have to follow through on the TBT reversal.

But wherever her father is now – whatever ethereal realm he occupies – he’d surely see the deeper truth she is hiding. The one that festers like an ulcer. The one that guides her like a compass. And that truth is this: she will show no mercy, even as she wishes she could, even as she wonders if she should – she will not. None has ever been shown to her.

‘But you love her, Mar, I can tell,’ her father would say from his position of dead omniscience.

‘I do,’ no point in lying to a ghost, ‘but it’s a wrong love.’

‘No love is wrong,’ he’d try, and maybe he’d be right. But she knows that what sometimes passes for surges of love for Kristy is a deformed, radioactive, monstrous love. It is love wrapped in threat, shouted by frustrated mothers in jest but felt by Mara in fact – I brought you into this world, I can bring you out!

But if Kristy would just come to her senses and reach out to her, beg her for forgiveness and help – she would. If Kristy would crawl on her knees to Mara, thanking her for her life, beseeching her to spare it, to help her get back on track, Mara thinks she would pull her up onto her lap and rock her, promising to fix it all, promising to protect her.

‘Aaaaaaaaaahhhh!’ Mara says, trying to break this reverie, scattering the ghost of her disapproving dad, loudly enough to startle a family of sleeping starlings that have been nestled in the beach scrub near the veranda. She hopes she didn’t wake her mother upstairs; she couldn’t bear to see her now.

She looks at her phone: 1:15 am.

She’ll try Kristy one more time, she tells herself, and if she doesn’t answer, she’ll go to bed. She is going to need her wits about her in the morning. Even hungry wolves bed down. The phone rings once. Twice. Mara waits for voicemail to pick up but instead she hears Kristy’s voice say, ‘Hi, Mara.’ Her voice is thick and hoarse, like she’s been crying and blowing her nose. It takes Mara a moment to gather herself; she hadn’t really thought Kristy would answer. She clears her throat. ‘Kristy. This isn’t good.’

‘I know.’

Silence.

‘Have you told him?’ Mara asks.

‘Yes.’

‘Is he okay?’

‘No.’

Silence.

Both women, in the town where they grew up, feeling like children pretending to be adults, are wishing some better adult would swoop in and take care of everything. But only one of them has learned that the best way to avoid the pain of adulthood is to strike first, and the only way to project confidence when you have none is to call the shots. Mara sips her bourbon.

‘Mara?’ Kristy breaks the silence.

‘Hm?’

‘You’re not going to let me keep her, are you.’ A statement, not a question.

‘No.’

‘Good night, Mara.’

‘Good night, Kristy.’


THE IMOGEN LIE

Kristy worries her mother might fall over and break something from the shock of seeing her daughter – this shapeshifter in the moonlight – crying in the dirt with her dog. Or that she’ll have a heart attack and keel over and die right in front of her, adding manslaughter to the list of vague crimes Kristy is beginning to feel she’s committed. She expects weakness and fragility from her mother, so it is with slack-jawed awe that she obeys her mother’s curt, ‘Get up, come inside,’ and follows her into the trailer.

‘Robert, Kristy’s home,’ her mom announces matter-of-factly as she shuts the door behind her, as if she’d been expecting her to show up at precisely this time.

Kristy follows her mom into the living room, Mercy trailing her warily but devotedly. Mother and daughter stand side by side in front of Kristy’s father. He stares up at Kristy from his recliner, his reading glasses comically magnifying his eyes, a hardback book about the origins of trench warfare on his lap while his chamomile tea emits thin wisps of steam. The look of confusion that contorts his features sends chills down Kristy’s spine. Again, she half-expects her father to have a stroke then and there, and thinks what a pity it would be if the last sentence he read before he floats up to the Pearly Gates was about the mass manufacturing of military-grade shovels.

‘It’s her, Robert,’ her mom says, softly.

‘It’s me, Dad,’ Kristy confirms.

Mercy presses her nose into Kristy’s hand, demanding to be stroked, vouching for her identity.

Robert continues to stare. Kristy sees herself through her parents’ eyes. A grid of cheaply framed photos of Kristy cover the wall behind her father’s chair – thirteen to be exact, two rows of four images and one row of five – each one a school photo, beginning with kindergarten, where Kristy, pigtailed and turtlenecked, smiles with her whole face, her eyes wide and guileless, all the way to her final year of high school, her hair pulled back tight in a runner’s bun, her smile forced, acne rimming her oily forehead, her eyes full of skepticism. She knows the woman standing before her father now looks nothing like the girl in those frames. The girl in the frames has her mother’s chin, her father’s eyes, her grandmother’s smile, her grandfather’s ears – a mosaic of genetics. This person – who Kristy will explain shortly is named Imogen – is without ancestors. Her features have no history, no meaning.

Robert opens his mouth as if to speak to his daughter, to the girl who has sat on his lap in this very chair while he made silly voices and tickled her stomach, her giggles enough to restore him from a long day at a thankless job that was making him sicker by the shift.

Kristy inhales, bracing herself for whatever it is her father is about to say, but instead of speaking, a torrent of tears gushes forth. Kristy is dumbstruck. Never has she seen her father’s eyes so much as water with emotion, let alone this sudden unbridled sobbing. With his usual difficulty, he stands up from the chair, and before she knows it she is in her father’s arms, his broken yet bear-like body engulfing her. Her mother completes the embrace from behind, leaning against Kristy’s back, encircling her waist with her arms. Together, the little Shaw family cries hard.

They wail and lament. They sniffle and laugh and cry some more, Mercy darting in and out of their legs, whining and barking and tuning her howl to the key of her people, insisting on her rightful part in this ritual, a ceremony of both gratitude and mourning.

After they gather themselves, her mother corrals them around the kitchen table, puts on a pot of coffee and sets out a plate of cookies, all of them sensing the night is far from over. Kristy does her best to fill her parents in on the last few months . . . the surgeries, her loft, her job, the dyslexia, the rules of the show, her friendship with Winnie and, of course, Max. They listen quietly, asking no questions, the looks on their faces oscillating between concern and regretful sorrow. But it is the events of the last few hours that Kristy stumbles and trips over. How far she’s come with Max, the blackout at the Club and how she’d run home, barefoot, through the trails and backstreets that are imprinted in her bones. She doesn’t try to explain what is taking place between Imogen and her, how they are in a kind of dance, a negotiation, figuring out a way to share their body. She barely understands it herself.

‘What I don’t understand, honey, is why you want to keep . . . this,’ her mother asks, gesturing toward Kristy with two open palms. ‘I mean, it sounds like you’re saying you don’t want to be Imogen anymore. That you want out? The show is over, right? Perhaps we just call Mara and make a plan, you know, to bring you back?’

‘I don’t know how to explain it,’ Kristy begins quietly, holding on to her coffee cup with both hands, an anchor to the moment. As Imogen continues to retreat and Kristy continues to resurface, she finds there are parts of Imogen she reaches for, elements of her she is devoted to. She thinks of conjoined twins. Sometimes, she knows from documentaries, they can be separated. But other times, if they share a heart or other vital organs, they can’t be. This is how it feels to her now: she cannot completely cut Imogen away from her without losing something that has become vital to her.

‘I don’t want to be Imogen,’ she tries, clumsily, ‘I still want to be Kristy, to be me, but this version of me . . . I dunno . . . I want the life that this version of me might be able to have.’ She looks up, her parents look down. ‘It’s not about you guys,’ she continues, ‘Mom, Dad – it’s not.’ She reaches across and takes each one by the hand. ‘It’s not that I didn’t like how I looked before, it’s more than that . . . It’s like a second chance or something. Like I can start over without all the –’ she searches for the right word, ‘fear.’

They sit in silence. Kristy watches her parents’ faces, she can see the churning effort they are making to somehow – always – take her side.

‘Look!’ Kristy says, as she stretches her neck and turns her head side to side, showing each of them her profile. She touches the ridge of her nose, points out the little Kristy bump. ‘It’s me, me me.’

Her parents lean closer, peering. ‘Yes,’ her mom says quietly, ‘I can see it.’

Both of her parents take a turn lightly touching her nose with the soft pads of their fingertips and Kristy feels something inside of her break.

‘But what were you afraid of?’ her dad asks searchingly, a note of panic in his voice, as if he’s just discovered that he failed to protect his daughter from the big bad wolf. And maybe he had failed, Kristy thinks, remembering the anger she’d felt when she left this trailer three months ago, how disappointed she was in her parents. It all seems so silly now, so small. Sure, maybe they failed her in some ways – but not in all ways. And besides, she’d failed them too. She’s failing them right now. Kristy closes her eyes and takes a long, deep breath, opens them and looks at her parents, these two people who have done their best, who love her more than anyone ever would or could, who need her, and who she’d abandoned.

Perhaps it is the familiar smells of home, Mercy’s head on her feet, the Seguro Automotive mug she holds in her hand like she has thousands of times before, but veils are dropping before her eyes. She can see with searing clarity that what had drawn her to say yes to Mara and to The Shot and to all of this was that it had been an opportunity for a do-over, an upgrade, an escape. This revelation is followed swiftly by another, equally ineluctable one: Mara has always known this, too. Mara had seen this in her before Kristy had, and she’d pounced on it.

What did Mara want from me? Why did she choose me?

‘I was afraid that all my choices had already been made for me,’ Kristy finally says, her voice steady with the certainty of what she is unearthing. ‘I was afraid that any dreams I had didn’t really matter; that there was, like, an electric fence around me . . . I could only go so far before I’d get zapped. I just feel like this,’ Kristy waves her fingers around her face, ‘makes the world . . . bigger.’ She exhales, braces for the pained recriminations her words will surely prompt from her parents. For the declarations of rejection, of disappointment, of insult.

Instead, her mother takes her father’s hand and, looking back and forth between Robert and Kristy, she says, ‘We get it.’ Her father nods his head in agreement. Kristy chooses to believe them – even as she suspects that they are, as they have done countless times before, just trying to find the words that will soothe and comfort her.

Still, she feels some relief, and so Kristy continues, finding that she’s smiling in spite of herself, ‘There’s one more thing.’

‘What?’ her father asks.

‘I don’t want Mara to win.’

Her parents nod again.

‘We get that, too,’ her mother says.

And this time, Kristy knows she is telling the truth.

She knows she can’t stay at her parents’ house. Mara will be looking for her, and this is the most obvious place for Kristy to come. But before she goes she allows herself a long, hot shower. Mercy insists on lying on the bathmat, panting in the steam. Kristy stares at the familiar lightning bolt–shaped crack in the peach-colored tile under the showerhead, lathers her hair with the same Herbal Essences shampoo they’ve always used, the synthetic scent of imitation rose filling her with a sense of safety that she knows won’t last beyond the confines of this shower. She towels off and walks into her bedroom, Mercy trailing behind her. She shuts the door behind them and looks around. Nothing has changed since she left. It is like a museum exhibit, frozen in time.

Will she ever see Imogen’s New York City loft again? Will she be able to retrieve any of Imogen’s expensive clothes? Will she ever again sleep in Imogen’s plush bed, dreaming Imogen’s dreams? She looks at the bed in front of her, the same one she’s had since upgrading from a child’s twin-sized mattress, covered in the shooting star bedspread she’d picked out from Target in ninth grade. She feels a deep longing to crawl under that bedspread now, to turn out the lights and hide. To make her parents deal with everything, to turn Mara away when she inevitably comes pounding on their door waving contracts in the air. To be awakened like some fairytale princess when everything bad and hard is over.

But she knows she forfeited the right to ask for her parents’ help the second she signed herself over to Mara. And she knows she can call on new reserves of power, on Imogen’s confidence, on Imogen’s entitlement, on Imogen’s brazen fearlessness. She pulls a pair of underwear and a bra from her dresser, a pair of old jeans and a t-shirt. Nothing fits her anymore; the underwear and the bra sag, she has to find a belt to keep her jeans up, while the t-shirt – white with an image of the Eiffel Tower on it, something Imogen wouldn’t be caught dead in – looks more like a nightgown on her now. She laces up her running shoes as tight as she can, trying to make them fit Imogen’s narrow, four-toed feet. A stranger’s shoes. A stranger’s clothes. The clothes you steal when you’re on the run.

Her parents pretend to believe her when Kristy promises them that she has a plan, that she’s called Denise, that she is going to stay at Denise’s place tonight and will come back in the morning, that they’ll call Mara together and try to reason with her. She knows they are simply too exhausted to argue, and allow themselves to be lulled by Kristy’s reassurances. Her mother gives her the emergency hundred-dollar bill she keeps in her wallet, and the keys to the car. ‘I’ll take Mercy,’ Kristy says, and her parents don’t argue with that, either. They stand in the doorway watching her as she and Mercy drive away.

Mercy’s raw elation as she sticks her head out the open window is in direct contrast to the dread Kristy feels with every mile she puts between her and her parents’ house. Her utter planlessness comes into sharper and sharper focus. It’s after midnight and she doesn’t have Denise’s phone number in Imogen’s phone, but couldn’t bring herself to admit that to her parents. She simply didn’t have the heart to tell them just how far out to sea she is, to make them worry any more than she already has. She knows where Denise lives, though, and will just have to try her luck.

The dark country road leads her out of the briny sawgrass and muddy ditches to the edge of town. No matter how long she might have managed to stay in New York City, she would never have learned its streets and secrets the way she knows Puerto Seguro, and she drives now in a dreamy autopilot.

Denise still lives with her parents and Meegan in Puerto Seguro Terrace, one step up from the trailer park but many steps down from the Lagoon. Or at least, that’s where she lived before Imogen was born. Kristy pulls up to the house; all the lights are off. She gets out of the car and Mercy jumps out of the driver’s seat behind her before Kristy can stop her. She doesn’t have the heart to make her wait in the car. Girl and dog creep silently toward the house and follow the stone path that winds around the side to Denise’s bedroom window. It is open, and a ceiling fan is slapping cotton curtains against the screen which Kristy attempts to peer through, but sees nothing.

‘Denise,’ she whispers, ‘Denise, it’s Kristy.’ Silence. She tries again, a little more loudly, tapping her finger on the window screen, ‘Denise, please, it’s Kristy.’ Still nothing. One more time, as loudly as she dares, pressing her mouth against the metal, ‘Denise!’

‘What the fuck?’ Denise’s voice, thank God.

‘Denise it’s me, Kristy. Kristy Shaw.’

‘Kristy? What the fuck?’ Denise shines her phone’s flashlight through the screen onto Kristy’s face. ‘What the fuck?’ she says again, more loudly.

‘It’s me! It’s me, I swear, I look different. I know. I can explain.’

‘Who the fuck are you?’ Denise says. ‘Is this about Jimmy?’

‘No, no,’ Kristy stammers.

‘I’ll call the police,’ Denise warns.

‘We grew up together at the park! You have a daughter named Meegan, we worked together at Irvings. You like vanilla Frappuccinos with extra whipped cream,’ hisses Kristy, frantically.

‘Who are you?’ Denise says again, terror and confusion in her voice.

‘It’s me! I had a bunch of surgeries, Denise. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you everything. My voice was changed. I swear it’s –’

‘Mercy?’ Denise says, peering down at the dog whose sole front paw is propped on the windowsill, her wet nose pressing into the screen.

‘Yes!’ Kristy says, ‘it’s Mercy, it’s me, Denise, it’s me.’

‘Wait there,’ she commands.

Moments later, Denise comes outside wrapped in a long robe despite the heat. ‘We can’t talk inside, Meegan and my parents are asleep.’

‘We can talk in my car,’ Kristy suggests. Denise nods and follows her, climbing into the passenger seat. Mercy jumps into the back. The two women stare at each other for a long while. Kristy begins to wonder if she’s made a huge mistake, but she has nobody else that passes for a friend.

‘Okay,’ Denise says, still observing Kristy closely, taking in Imogen, ‘talk.’

It takes a while, but Kristy tells her everything, ending with, ‘And now I know Mara’s looking for me, and I don’t know what to do.’

‘Holy fucking shit,’ Denise says.

‘Holy fucking shit,’ Kristy agrees. She realizes she doesn’t really know what she wants from Denise. She had thought to ask to spend the night, but she realizes now what a dumb idea that had been. How would Denise explain Kristy to her parents? She doesn’t want Denise to lie for her, doesn’t want to keep adding to the list of people she’s roped into her mess.

As if reading her thoughts, Denise says, ‘I’m so sorry, but you can’t stay here. Things haven’t been great with my folks. This would just tip them over the edge.’

‘It’s okay,’ Kristy says, an idea forming in her head. ‘Hey, do you still have the key to Irvings?’

Denise scowls at Kristy, narrowing her eyes. The key is a secret. Denise had used the back entrance to the store one day only to find the key still in the lock – whoever had opened the door had just left it there – and Denise, seizing the opportunity, had pocketed it. She’d confided in Kristy, and they both agreed it could never be used. But they also both agreed that Denise should hold on to it, for reasons neither one of them could name. Perhaps having a key made the place feel less like a prison.

‘What are you going to do with it?’

‘Honestly, I don’t know. But I know I need it.’

Denise looks at Kristy closely again, her shock and disbelief replaced with pity. ‘All of this for Max,’ she says, shaking her head.

‘Yeah, I know,’ Kristy says, unable to defend herself anymore tonight, too weary to explain what she had herself only just begun to understand.

‘Shit,’ Denise says again, more to herself than to Kristy, ‘Ess Aich Eye Tee.’

‘I know,’ Kristy says.

‘Stay here, I’ll be right back,’ Denise says as she exits the car. Kristy watches her recede into the shadows, slip back inside her house. Long minutes pass and Kristy wonders if she’s changed her mind about helping her, but then she sees Denise’s figure emerge and tiptoe back to the car. Leaning through the open window, she passes Kristy a small brown paper bag. ‘The key,’ she says.

‘Thank you, Denise. Thank you so much.’

‘Good luck,’ Denise says. ‘Be careful.’

Kristy pulls away from Denise’s house, the paper bag secure on her lap. Okay, she thinks, I have one option. Her plan, half-baked and inchoate, is to sneak into Irvings, get some clothes that fit, sleep in one of the display beds, and then sneak out again before anyone comes to open the store. But she doesn’t feel ready, and the plan feels flimsy, theatrical. She drives past the turnoff that would take her to Irvings, and tells herself she’ll just drive a little longer, gathering her thoughts.

She considers going on the run, heading for the interstate and going north to Georgia or west toward the panhandle – she could assume yet another new identity, not Kristy, not Imogen, but some hybrid of the two, some amalgamation.

But she has two hundred dollars to her name – one hundred from Mara, and the note that her mother had folded into her palm – no valid ID with Imogen’s face on it, and no bank account in Imogen’s name. She hasn’t actually been paid for her work at Lawson, Hardy & Moreno. Mara and Channel Real had paid them for access to Max’s workplace. Kristy hadn’t really thought twice about it at the time – she never really regarded it as a job job – but she could sure use those paychecks now, she thinks, checking the gas gauge on her parents’ car. Half a tank. Enough. For now.

She slows down, buying herself some time. She crawls past the lumberyard, the concrete and metal storage facility, the used car lot – the respectable businesses that keep the gears of any town going giving way to the ones that tell a different story – the strip mall with the dodgy law firm next door to the cash advance kiosk and the pawn shop with the bars on the window . . . the gentlemen’s club with the flashing neon sign and the sex toy emporium with a giant mechanical bull on the roof. And then there it is, on the edge of the edge, an oasis, a mirage: Mudflats. Sitting alone off the two-lane highway like a hitchhiker who’d given up on finding a ride and just set up camp.

Mudflats looks more like a speakeasy of yore, something from a Wild West movie set, than a bar. The sign above the swinging doors reads Mudflats Saloon. And true to its name, it oozes saloon-ness. The wraparound veranda where men in motorcycle leathers conspire and deal deals and spit into the dirt, the tin roof, the stray cats, the cigarette machine and the bullet holes and the names etched into walls with switchblades. It is no place for a young girl, and that fact makes it a magnet for all the young girls of Puerto Seguro.

Summoning Imogen’s moxie, Kristy pulls up alongside the pickup trucks and motorcycles parked outside. She rolls up the windows so that Mercy won’t be able to jump out, but leaves enough of a gap to keep the evening breeze circulating. Mercy whimpers as Kristy gets out of the car without her. ‘Stay, girl, I’ll be right back,’ Kristy says, reaching her hand through the gap to pet the dog on the head. Kristy can almost hear the words Mercy wants to say back to her, But you just got back! Instead she lets out a weak bark.

Kristy walks across the dirt and up the chipped and moldy wooden slats that have long since replaced the stairs, past a lone smoker on the porch, and through the vintage swinging doors into the dimly lit interior, the glow of the jukebox and the stained-glass Budweiser light hanging over the pool table offering the only ambience. It is everything and nothing like she’d expected. There are only about six or seven people inside, including the bartender. All of the patrons are in solemn groups of one, silently drinking, a few of them looking at their phones, one of them reading a newspaper, all of them looking tired and bored; none of them looks exciting or heroic. Nor are there any Puerto Seguro kids having their big Mudflats moment. Kristy takes a seat at the bar, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirrored wall behind the shelves full of bottles of liquor and glasses of dubious cleanliness. The bartender is sitting on a stool reading a yellowed paperback, the cover folded back so Kristy can’t make out the title. He looks up kindly and says, ‘What’ll it be?’

‘Vodka and soda, please.’ Kristy orders Imogen’s drink, hearing Brixton in her head – If you’re going to drink, drink vodka sodas, they have the least calories.

The man reluctantly gets up off his stool and places his book down, butterflied, on the bar. Kristy leans forward to make out the title and is shocked to see that it’s Change Now! by Dr. Warren Michaels. She looks at the bartender more closely: his Steely Dan t-shirt is tucked into his Wranglers, amplifying his perfectly round paunch. He wears flip-flops, which strikes Kristy as very un-saloon; she was expecting cowboy boots and spurs. His arms are covered in tattoos that have long since turned into gray, faded shadows of nondescript shapes and look more like a skin condition than anything edgy and cool. Kristy guesses he’s her father’s age, late fifties. Maybe he even knows her dad, who used to come to Mudflats before his accident.

He must have seen her peek at the book cover in the mirror because when he places her drink down in front of her he asks, ‘Read it?’

She surprises herself by laughing out loud. He looks wounded and she quickly adds, the laughter still in her voice, ‘Sorry, I’m not laughing at you.’

‘Okay,’ he says skeptically, raising his eyebrows.

‘No, I’m serious. Sorry. It’s just that, well, yeah, I’ve read it, kinda. I’ve met that guy, actually. Dr. Michaels.’

‘Is that so?’ Smirking now, not even trying to hide his disbelief.

‘It is.’ Kristy takes a deep breath and then a deep swig of her drink. He’d gone heavy on the vodka and light on the soda.

‘Do you have a lime?’

‘No.’

‘Okay, no problem.’

‘You really met him? Dr. Michaels?’

‘Yeah, I have. A few times, actually.’

‘Why?’

Kristy looks at the ceiling for a moment, trying to decide what to say, and finds herself saying, ‘Fuck it, may as well tell you. I didn’t always look like this.’ She flashes a smile and flutters her eyelashes dramatically. ‘I used to be a lot . . . curvier, and my face looked totally different. My hair, my voice, everything was different. And then Dr. Michaels gave me, like, a hundred surgeries. Now my book cover matches my inner story.’ She can barely get out the last sentence without breaking into peals of laughter again.

‘Yeah, whatever,’ he says, certain she is making fun of him.

‘I’m sorry!’ she says again, wiping the rogue laugh-tear that is rolling down her flushed cheek, ‘I’m actually telling you the truth. I’m laughing because I know how crazy it sounds, and because I can’t really believe you’re reading his book.’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘I guess I just don’t think of you as his target audience,’ Kristy says in a voice that she hopes is saying, Come on, man, level with me. ‘You’re not exactly the usual soccer mom housewife that watches his show.’

‘I work nights, I watch daytime television,’ he says without a hint of irony, and Kristy wonders if she is on the verge of getting kicked out of Mudflats before she’s even finished her first drink, and then he lets out a big, rumbling laugh. ‘Hey, Marvin!’ he bellows at one of the lone drinkers slumped in a booth in a dark corner. ‘This one here doesn’t believe I’m a soccer mom housewife! Imagine that!’

‘He’s a soccer mom housewife, hand to God,’ Marvin emits from the shadows.

‘I’m a soccer mom housewife,’ the bartender repeats, solemnly placing his hand on his heart. ‘Ask me anything you want to know about The Bold and the Beautiful.’

Kristy can’t stop herself from laughing now, and the bartender reaches out his hand. ‘Stewart, soccer mom by day, bartender by night, pleased to meet you.’

‘Kristy,’ Kristy says, taking his hand, ‘or Imogen. Or nobody. Reality TV star by day, fugitive by night. Ask me anything you want to know about eighties movies and fake dead parents.’ He grips her hand and shakes it hard, which she recognizes as a seal of approval.

‘Yeah, okay then, you enjoy your drink, fugitive,’ he says, winking conspiratorially, then he retrieves his book and sits back down on his stool, shaking his head for a moment before picking up where he left off.

Kristy takes another sip of her drink.

Someone, not Marvin, puts a song on the jukebox. She vaguely recognizes it, but can’t say who the vocalist is; a mournful woman with a country twang sings about the sound that car wheels make on gravel roads, and in that moment Kristy feels like she understands what the woman is singing about. How certain sounds are like signs. How coming and going are sometimes not very distinguishable from one another. How nostalgia and regret are twin sisters, but that love is their mother. She wishes she had someone to tell these thoughts to, someone to help her comb through the tangles until everything makes sense. She thinks about interrupting Stewart the bartender, but he’s too immersed in Change Now! Two patrons have decided to start a game of pool and the loud crack of the pyramid breaking startles her. She looks at her phone. Twenty-seven missed calls from Mara. Fourteen text messages. The last one is only fifteen minutes old. As if the phone itself can sense Kristy’s attention, Mara’s name appears. It’s 1:18 am, Kristy notes. Mara must be up, unable to sleep, wondering how she’s going to get out of all this just like Kristy is. Probably having a drink, just like Kristy is. Where is she? Kristy wonders. Probably at her parents’ house in the Lagoon. Kristy finds herself smiling at the thought that they’ve both run home to their parents’ houses like children who’d gotten into a schoolyard spat. She takes another sip of her drink, thinks fuck it, and accepts the call. ‘Hi, Mara.’

After she and Mara hang up, Kristy skulls the rest of her drink, orders another, and Stewart silently obliges. She scrolls through the text messages on her phone, almost exclusively exchanges between Max and Imogen. She feels a pang of guilt so sharp it nearly takes her breath away. This whole time she’d felt so wronged by him, like he owed her something, owed her his love. She’d been so convinced of the unfairness of it all, of him going off to college and all the lights turning green for him while she was stuck on red. Mostly, she’d felt like she’d been misunderstood, that he’d never really seen her, never really known who she could have been under different circumstances. Maybe that’s what happens when you’re lucky enough, like Max clearly was, to be born into circumstances that don’t even require your attention, where you crave no alteration, when your ecosystem is so perfectly calibrated to your optimal wellbeing, it never even occurs to you that it’s not that way for everyone else – not even the ‘everyone else’ you proclaim to love, whose virginity you take, who you leave behind . . .

She’d never questioned whether Max had deserved this . . . this lie. The Imogen Lie. Kristy looks at Imogen’s reflection in the bar mirror and feels the urge to throw her drink into her own perfect, fabricated face. Max broke up with her – clumsily, at the eleventh hour – but looking back now she wonders if maybe he’d chosen the ocean, their morning swim, precisely because it had been their special place, to honor what they’d had, not defile it. He’d been an eighteen-year-old boy; what more could she have expected from him? He’d gone off to college, like thousands of other high school sweethearts probably had on that same exact day. They weren’t remarkable, they were wholly normal, and Max had probably seen that even when she couldn’t. He’d been a fine boyfriend – not perfect, not blameless, but fine. What was it he’d told Imogen that night he’d come to her flat, the night they’d slept together for the first time? I think you learn a lot when you hurt someone. Even if you didn’t mean to, you know? He hadn’t been proud of hurting her, he hadn’t gloated, and he’d tried to become a better person. She thinks of all the people she’s hurt with what she’s done, and wonders what she’s learned. Wonders if it’s made her a better person. She’s not sure.

Kristy picks up the brown paper bag Denise gave her; she wants to see the key, to hold it in her hand like an amulet. She unrolls the crumpled bag and shakes out the contents: the key, ringless and featureless, falls onto the bar with a modest plink, followed by something else. A folded piece of newspaper. Kristy thinks maybe Denise wrapped something in it, so she opens it gingerly. But there is nothing inside, and as Kristy flattens and smooths the paper against the bar, she sees two faces staring back at her, and her stomach lurches. Slowly, one searing word at a time, she reads:


Joel Mullen, 29, and Ryan Bishop, 30, both residents of Puerto Seguro, Florida, pled guilty today in court to six counts of sexual assault. The victims, all in their teens, have asked that –



Kristy crumples the paper into her balled fist. There is no surge of certainty; no repressed memories come crashing in on her. She simply knows what she’s always known: that the bruises on her thighs and the tenderness of her most private skin were the only proof she’d ever have, that the details may never surface. She cannot even begin to decide whether that is a mercy or a curse. She’d been in the clutches of those monsters. And to survive them, she’d gone so far outside of her body that no memories had even formed. Perhaps she’s known about cells and padlocks all along. Perhaps she never needed Mara to teach her.

Mara. She’d told Mara her fears, her suspicions. She’d confided in Mara in the way Mara had trained her to do, had groomed her to do. She’d trusted Mara to know what to do with something so . . . raw and untreated. Looking back now she knows she told Mara about that night on the beach because she had sensed something open inside her, a leaking wound, something that needed gauze and sutures before she could trust herself to be Imogen. But Mara had dismissed her, had told her it was nothing, had told her to ignore it. What else did she expect from Mara? It had been stupid of her to go to Mara for help, for compassion. Mara had too much at stake, Kristy saw now, to acknowledge that Kristy had been violated. And in any case, Mara had just violated her, too, hadn’t she? Hadn’t she stood by and filmed her while Dr. Michaels . . . while he . . . assessed her?

The hate that she feels for Mara in this moment is so bright she wonders if she glows with it, whether other people in the bar can see it radiating off of her.

Is that the only reason Kristy wants so desperately to keep Imogen? Just to beat Mara? Does she mean what she said to her parents, about wanting the life Imogen might be able to provide her? She searches herself, peeking behind the drapes and under the couch of her psyche to see if any self-delusion lurks. She opens all the padlocks and flings open all the cells. After all, she’s deluded herself about so many things these last months. But in the end she comes to the same conclusion: she wants Imogen’s face and body, her confidence and nerve, and she wants Kristy’s history and family, her self-containment and curiosity. She wants them both, twinned, morphing into the next iteration. She wants this third being. And, she realizes, she wants Max’s blessing. And if not his blessing, then his forgiveness. And if not his forgiveness, she wants him to know how sorry she is.

Mara is a monster; Joel Mullen and Ryan Bishop are monsters. She needs to know that she is not Max’s monster.

She finishes her second drink, which may not have had any soda in it at all. One-thirty now. Would Max still be awake? She can’t imagine him sleeping peacefully. Would he have gone back to their Airbnb only to be surrounded by Imogen’s things, her scent, the trail of her lies? Or would he be at Harold and Rose’s house, in his childhood bedroom, the one he’d spent so much time in with Kristy?

She dials his number.

She waits.

She feels her gut twist into knots.

She feels bile rise in her throat.

She waits.

‘Hi,’ Max says, with effortful neutrality.

‘Hi,’ she says, cautiously, as though she is talking to someone who has a gun pointed at her head.

‘So what should I call you?’ Sarcasm, hurt, confusion braided into his tone.

‘What do you want to call me?’

‘A fucking crazy bitch?’

‘Fair enough,’ she says. ‘I’ve been calling myself that all night, to be honest.’

‘Why are you calling?’ Exasperated now, unwilling to give her even a sliver of empathy.

‘To apologize for being a fucking crazy bitch.’

Silence.

More silence.

‘Max, you didn’t deserve any of this. I know you’ll never forgive me, but I just want you to know that I know I fucked up. I can’t believe I did this to you. I’m –’ she chokes on her words, tries and fails to hold back her tears, ‘I’m so embarrassed. I’m so, so sorry.’

Silence.

More silence.

‘Max? Are you there?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Do you hate me?’

Silence.

‘I don’t even know who you are.’

She laughs, a teary snotty laugh.

‘What are you laughing at?’ he asks, an almost imperceptible hint of gentleness in his voice.

‘I’m laughing because that’s why I did this whole crazy thing. This fucked-up insane thing, at least at the beginning. Because I didn’t think you knew me. And somehow I thought that if you met me wrapped up in different packaging, you’d see the real me . . . inside the fake me . . . and then love the real me again . . . even if it was the fake me you fell in love with . . .’

He laughs. Not a big laugh. Not a belly laugh. But the wry laugh of irony, then says, ‘I loved you both, you know.’

Now it is Kristy’s turn to be stunned into silence.

‘I know you think I didn’t love you,’ he continues, ‘Kristy-you. But I did. But, you know, in a high school way. In a home way. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t care about you.’

‘I know that now,’ she says, quietly.

‘You know what?’ he says. ‘This might sound crazy, but at this stage who cares.’

‘Tell me,’ she prompts, the same way Imogen had during their many tête-à-têtes back in New York City.

‘Well, you know how both of us are only children,’ he begins tentatively, ‘Kristy,’ he clarifies, ‘and I guess Imogen too, but with Kristy-you . . .’ He stops, searching for the words, and then begins again. ‘I always wanted a sister. And I remember when I first met you, at your track meet, I remember thinking if I had a sister, she’d be like you. Athletic, down-to-earth, you know. And sometimes,’ he continues, pausing uncertainly.

‘Tell me,’ Kristy says again.

‘Sometimes,’ he ventures, ‘I’d pretend in my head that you were my sister. Unless we were, you know, I didn’t think you were my sister then. But the way that we’d be, you know, silly together. The way we would play, in a way. Do you know what I mean? I always felt so innocent with you. I know it’s weird. I guess I’m saying that I loved you, Kristy-you, in two different ways. And I always wished, even though I knew it was impossible, that we could have kinda turned into a brother–sister sort of friendship, that I could have broken up with one part of you, but kept the other part of you –’ he trails off.

Kristy doesn’t know what to say. She thinks about all the times Kristy and Max had escaped into their little bubble, had spent whole afternoons swimming, or racing each other along the beach. She remembers their day at the swimming hole, how they’d pointed things out to each other – Look at that spider web, look at that lizard, look, a manatee – like children, yes. Like siblings? Maybe. He had not been that way with Imogen. His words puncture her, and she feels herself deflating. Are we all so fractured? she wonders. Was all love so messy, so . . . schizophrenic? Because if she’s honest, she understands exactly what Max means. All the strange and striving ways different parts of us love different parts of someone else, and all the ways we learn to consolidate, to hide away anything deviant, anything untidy. It makes her so weary.

Kristy takes a few deep breaths, gathers herself, and stands up. She feels the wooziness of the two drinks but decides she’ll be fine to drive. ‘Stewart,’ she announces, ‘I’ve got to go. How much for the drinks?’ Stewart looks up from his book and gives her a long, hard stare before asking her if she is okay.

‘I am, I promise.’

‘Seems like you might be in a pickle.’

‘I am, I promise that, too.’

‘How dangerous is the pickle?’

‘Honestly? I don’t know. But I’ll be okay. I know it.’

‘Alrighty then. The drinks are on the house. Be safe, fugitive,’ he instructs, giving her a military salute.

Walking to the car, she senses immediately that something is off. As she gets closer, she sees that the driver’s side door is open. ‘Mercy!’ she calls, but there’s no response. She runs the last ten paces to the car but she already knows Mercy is gone.

Kristy looks into the dark woods surrounding the parking lot. Something about wilderness that butts right up against highways and humanity scares her more than true, remote wilderness; the chances that there might be wild, dangerous people living in the borders, in the seams, is high.

‘Mercy!’ she yells, loudly now. ‘Come here, girl!’ She is just about to yell again when she sees the piece of paper tucked under the windshield wiper, flapping in the warm breeze. Retrieving it, her hands shaking, she sees that it’s folded into a simple paper airplane, the same kind she used to make as a kid. She unfolds it and recognizes Mara’s handwriting immediately. Squinting and willing her brain to process the words quickly, she reads:


I have your dog. I won’t hurt it. Text me when you’re ready to meet in person, and go straight into surgery. Otherwise, we’re going to have to involve the police and lawyers and it will get very costly for you. And ultimately, you’ll end up in surgery anyway. Game over, Kristy. You lost. M.



Kristy stands holding the letter, immobilized. How had Mara known she was here? What the fuck? How could she just steal Mercy? Would she hurt her? Should she call the police? Should she text Mara, and hand herself over . . . to who? To Mara and Dr. Michaels?

In the midst of her fury she finds she is most angry that Mara referred to Mercy as it – the words seem to confirm everything she suspects about Mara, about how Mara regards others, about how she regards Kristy. Does Mara refer to Kristy as it? Is Kristy an it? The it that Mara created? She suddenly feels monstrous, freakish, a mutant awakening to its origin story. She lets out a primal scream, an ancient keening, shouting her rage at the sky. In seconds, Stewart the bartender–soccer mom is running outside holding a shotgun, and Kristy sees that he has a pronounced limp as he makes his way as fast as he can across the parking lot in his incongruous flip-flops.

She turns to face him and instinctively puts her hands up at the sight of his gun. ‘I’m sorry, sorry, I’m okay.’

‘What the fuck! Did someone attack you?’ He keeps his gun raised, his eyes wildly scanning the darkness around them.

‘No, no. Someone stole my dog. I mean, I know who did it, but my dog got stolen. She only has three legs,’ she adds, as if this were a crucial detail.

‘Who the fuck would steal your dog?’

‘A reality TV producer.’


THE FOURTH WALL

Where do I know that sound from? Mara wonders after she hangs up the phone with Kristy. The tinny echo of the country music in the background. The whine of a rusty door hinge swinging. The hiss of a bottle cap popping off a beer. The unmistakable crack of pool balls. Mudflats! Ding ding ding! Kristy is at Mudflats. Mara knows it in her bones. How many nights had she spent at Mudflats, a bead on a string of Lagoon girls pretending to be Liv Tyler and Alicia Silverstone in the Aerosmith video, purposely allowing their G-strings to peek over their low-cut jeans as they played pool, terribly. How many times had she puked her guts up in the bushes? Tried to look cool and practiced smoking cigarettes on the veranda? Cried in the bathroom over some crisis she couldn’t remember now if her life depended on it?

Mara knows she can’t drive. The last thing she needs is to get pulled over for drunk driving by some Puerto Seguro cop she went to high school with. She picks up her phone.

‘Brixton!’ she says brightly.

‘Mara, it’s the middle of the night . . . What’s going on? Did you find her?’

‘Yes. And no. I have located her with my mind.’

‘What the fuck, Mara?’

‘I need you to assemble the crew. Get the RV, get Marcus, get everyone and get over here to get me, now.’

‘Mara, have you been drin–’

‘Think very carefully before you finish that sentence.’

‘We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.’

‘Make it ten.’

Eight minutes later Mara climbs into the passenger seat of the RV. Nobody says a word. ‘I want you to start rolling,’ she says to Jill.

‘What, now? Me?’ Immediately beads of sweat begin materializing around her hairline.

‘Yes now, yes you.’

‘But I’m a director, Mara, not a cameraman.’ Jill looks frantically to Marcus, a help me look on her face which he ignores. Jill continues, ‘All our cameras are on our guerrillas, none of whom are on duty at the moment –’

‘Are you,’ Mara interrupted, ‘seriously explaining guerreality to me? We have a camera, right?’

‘Right.’

‘You know how to use it?’

‘Yes, it’s been a long time, but yes.’

‘Then roll.’

‘On what?’

‘On me. On us. On all of it.’

‘But, Mar,’ Brixton interjects, ‘what do you mean roll on us?’ He steals a quick glance at himself in the rearview mirror. ‘We aren’t talent, Mara, this just seems . . . I don’t know . . . dangerous.’

‘Dangerous how?’ Mara, cloyingly indulgent, offers him more rope to hang himself with.

‘I don’t know, Mara, maybe reckless is a better word. We have no plan. The Shot isn’t that kind of show. Will audiences even want to see us?’

Jill watches this exchange with a hopeful look of solidarity on her scared-shitless face, willing Brixton to persuade Mara where she cannot.

‘Fuck yes they want to see us. Us means that things have gotten ultra-real. Us means things have gone off the fucking rails, and that is exciting. That is great television. It’s breaking fucking news. The fourth wall is tumbling down, gang,’ Mara looks pointedly at Jill now, ‘and it’s gonna be fantastic. Jill, roll.’

‘You’re the boss,’ Jill says, accepting defeat, and reaches for the pelican case that houses the big camera they usually only use for Kristy’s interviews and hoping she remembers how to use it.

Minutes later they pull up to Mudflats. A fresh wave of nostalgia rolls over Mara when she sees its unchanged exterior. ‘Stop here,’ she instructs at the edge of the parking lot. ‘Jill, follow me inside with the camera. Brixton, I need you to get on the phone and wake up all the guerillas, tell them to get their cameras and microphones ready to go and wait for instructions. Marcus, get all the feeds online and ready.’

‘Mar,’ Brixton says, trying to sound game, conspiratorial, ‘what is your plan?’

‘When I know, I’ll tell you,’ she says, scanning her face in the mirror. Now that she is going to be on camera, she is self-conscious. Quickly retrieving a lipstick and some under-eye concealer from her purse, she applies it while giving Jill more instructions. ‘Whatever happens, don’t stop rolling.’ She smacks her lips and gives herself a wide, crocodile smile in the mirror before saying, ‘Alright, let’s go.’

Mara and Jill descend the RV steps and Mara strides confidently toward the Mudflats entrance, Jill trailing behind her, trying her best to keep the camera steady on her slight frame. Mara stops abruptly. A dog is sticking its nose out of the passenger window of a car, whining for attention.

‘I think I know this dog,’ Mara says, amused. ‘Hold on.’ She slowly approaches the car, just in case it’s some sort of rabid mutt, but as she gets closer she sees that the creature is furiously wagging its tail. ‘Shhhhh, it’s okay,’ she tells it, peering through the window. ‘How many legs do you have, hey?’ She pulls out her iPhone and turns on the flashlight, shining it into the car, where she sees that the dog’s whole body is squirming with the anticipation that Mara is there to play with it. ‘Ha! Three!’ Mara turns to face the camera. ‘This is Kristy’s three-legged dog. I’ve met it before, I’m sure of it.’

‘Okaaaay,’ Jill says from behind the camera, ‘so we know she’s here.’

Mara bites her lip, regarding the dog. Seconds later, she announces, ‘New plan,’ and reaches for the door handle. ‘Stop rolling.’

‘Mara,’ Jill says, lowering the camera, ‘what are you –’

The door opens and the dog leaps out and immediately starts licking Mara’s hand. Of course Kristy hasn’t locked the doors. Of course her dog would be as guileless as Kristy was herself when Mara first found her. This was all too easy. ‘Come here, you, come on!’ Mara coaxes the dog toward the RV, opens the door and the dog bounds up the stairs into the main cabin. Marcus freezes, mouth open. Brixton, who is hiding behind one of the window curtains, peeks around and, seeing that Jill isn’t filming anymore, yells, ‘What the actual fuck, Mara, is this . . . is this Imogen’s dog?’

‘It’s Kristy’s dog. Imogen doesn’t have a dog,’ Mara corrects him cheerfully, reaching down to tentatively pet the creature on its head.

‘Mara, this is kidnapping, or dognapping. Either way this is stealing,’ Brixton says indignantly. ‘You need to tell us the plan.’

‘The plan,’ Mara looks directly at Brixton, her smile gone in a flash, her eyes hard, ‘is the same as it’s always been: to make something new and amazing, to get ratings. We could have stormed Mudflats and confronted her, sure, or we can up the stakes and make her come to us. Where we choose. I’m thinking sunrise at the beach? Imagine the lighting!’ Marcus, Jill and Brixton stare at her with pure alarm.

‘Listen,’ she says in a tone that manages to be both distracted and flippant, ‘we won’t use the dog in the cut, we won’t use any of this, it just gives us some leverage to choose the battleground.’

‘What battle, Mar?’ Brixton says in a placating, hostage-negotiator tone. ‘It’s over. Let’s just call the lawyers and the police and deal with the logistics.’

Mara looks at Brixton with piercing disappointment, and he withers before her eyes. ‘I expected more from you, Brix. It’s not over until we see her lose. Lawyers and police? That’s behind the scenes, off camera, not real. We need this to be real.’

She looks at the driver, who she only just noticed is one of her interns whose name she’s never bothered to learn, who’d clearly begged Brixton and Marcus to get onto the home-visit crew but who now looks like he’s never regretted anything more in his life. ‘Drive,’ she commands.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ his voice squeaks.

‘Don’t call me ma’am.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he croaks, and pulls away.


CHANGELING

Kristy switches off the headlights before turning into the alleyway that leads to the Irvings Department Store back entrance, and pulls up slowly. She’ll go inside, she’ll change her clothes, she’ll sleep for just long enough to gather her thoughts, to think of her next move.

She is so tired, so deeply, deeply tired. Her worry for Mercy is a knife in her ribs, but she has to believe that Mara won’t hurt her. She creeps like a thief past the loading dock and the industrial-sized dumpsters, past stacks of plastic crates and clapboard pallets. She inserts the key into the lock and, just like that, the door opens. It seems ridiculous to her that it is this easy.

She doesn’t dare turn on any lights. Besides, she knows this building like the back of her hand. She peers at the panel mounted on the wall – b-safe security systems etched in its casing – but it’s dark and, she hopes, disabled. She makes her way past the break room where she and Denise used to share their sandwiches, past the returns and gift-wrapping desk, and finds herself in the shoe section.

‘Kristy,’ says a voice from the shadows, and she leaps out of her skin. Max is sitting on one of the low leather couches used for measuring feet and trying on shoes.

‘What the fuck!’ she yells. ‘Max! What are you doing here?’

‘Um,’ he says, ‘I think I’m the one who should be asking you that question.’

‘I,’ she fumbles, ‘I have a key. I didn’t have anywhere else to go.’

‘Well, you just happened to come to my hiding spot, Imo– . . . Kristy. I’ve been coming here when I needed some space to myself for years. Don’t you remember?’

‘I remember,’ she says. Of course she remembers . . . sneaking in here with him, the prom dress, Max’s kindness, the sex they’d had that night . . . She’d locked that memory away for safe-keeping from Mara. It unspools again now, but it makes her feel uneasy. Part of her feels afraid of Max, even though she can’t imagine him hurting her. Her nerves are shot and she is jumpy, paranoid. She had hurt him, and she’d taken something from him. She’d taken Imogen. He must be angry; why else would he be sitting here in the dark?

They regard each other for a moment, and then Max breaks the silence. ‘What I told you, a little while ago, about wishing you’d been my sister. It changed things, didn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ she tells him, ‘but I’m not angry, Max. I’m just . . .’ She trails off.

‘You don’t love me anymore, do you?’

‘No.’

‘Neither of you?’

‘No. Should I leave?’

‘No.’

Again, they stare at each other. Her adrenaline recedes, her fear dissipates. There is no rancor, no anger. There is hurt, yes, and confusion. But they’ve been allies in this building once before; it was, after all, the site of the purest expression of whatever kind of confused love Kristy and Max had ever had for each other. They both feel it, and wordlessly acknowledge it. It is a truce.

‘Max, she’s taken Mercy.’

‘Who’s taken who?’

‘Mercy, my Mercy, my dog, remember? Mara took her, the producer. Fucking Lagoon bitch. She stole her out of my car while I was at Mudflats.’

‘You were at Mudflats?’ Max asks, clearly impressed.

‘Yeah, Max, she stole my dog. I don’t know what to do.’

‘Okay, just hold on, let me think.’

Kristy sits down on the edge of the couch and passes him the note Mara left on her windshield. He reads it solemnly, and then looks up and asks, ‘Wait, you said she’s from the Lagoon? What’s her last name?’

‘Bolt,’ Kristy says, hopefully.

‘Bolt . . .’ he repeats, turning the syllable over in his mouth. ‘Bolt, Bolt . . . Bolt! Yes! I know that house! We went to a Fourth of July party there when I was a kid. I think my dad and her dad knew each other.’

Kristy looks at Max, a smile forming on her lips, and shakes her head incredulously. ‘Are you saying that we . . .’

‘Kidnap Mercy right back? Yes, I am.’

Kristy’s smile takes over her whole face. ‘Max?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Why are you helping me?’ She knows the answer, but she needs to hear it anyway. Everything feels like a trap; she needs to make sure that this isn’t one, too.

‘Because,’ he begins, slow and deliberate, discovering the answer as he speaks, ‘because as mad as I am about all of this, as much as I think it’s crazy – like, so fucking crazy – that you did this, I also kind of get it . . . and I don’t think Mara should get to write the ending, our ending. I think we should. I’d always wished I’d ended things better with you before.’

Kristy nodded, mulling this over.

‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Let’s write our own ending.’

Her phone pings again; it is 3:30 am. Three messages from Mara. Two are blurry pictures of Mercy, captured in low light. One shows Mercy curled up in a peaceful sleep. The other is a selfie of Mara, unsmiling, with Mercy in the background. The last message reads: Ready to turn yourself in? followed by the shrugging-woman emoji. Kristy shows the messages to Max. ‘So insane,’ he says, shaking his head.

‘So what’s the plan?’ she asks him.

‘Simple, we just go get her, Kristy. Mara isn’t Voldemort. She’s just a person.’

‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Kristy says, ‘but okay, let’s go.’ She stands up and is heading toward the exit when Max tells her to wait.

‘We can’t go around kidnapping dogs from fancy Lagoon mansions dressed like . . . that.’ He gestures to her old jeans, her oversized Eiffel Tower t-shirt. ‘We need to go in style.’ He claps his hands together and she jumps. Then he stands up, smiles, and starts running deeper into the store. ‘Come on!’ he yells back at her, ‘one more time!’

‘But we have to go!’ she yells after him, knowing exactly what he means.

‘For old times’ sake!’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘Hurry!’

‘Holy shit,’ Kristy whispers, feeling the irresistible tug of his offer, and chases him.

Max runs through the men’s section. ‘Let’s go for a Bonnie and Clyde kind of thing!’ he shouts. ‘Find a fancy dress!’

Kristy races past Max, who is stepping into a pair of black tuxedo trousers. She runs to the women’s evening-wear section, the same one where she’d discovered her nebula-blue satin prom dress. There before her, draped over the bone-white mannequin whose dimensions are more like Kristy’s now that she has Imogen’s body, as if it were destiny, is an emerald-green 1920s-style flapper dress, sleeveless, the waistline dropping to the hips, the bodice embellished with sequins and feathers, the skirt all tassels and fringe. A display sign next to the mannequin reads: Planning a great party? Go Great Gatsby!

‘Hello, Bonnie,’ Kristy whispers, running her hands along the dress. Carefully, she unzips it and guides it down the body of the mannequin. Max appears, dressed in a tuxedo, complete with a bow tie and a very dapper-looking hat. ‘Here, let me help,’ he says, unscrewing the mannequin from its base so Kristy can slide the dress off. He turns his head while she undresses, so unlike the last time they’d done this.

‘The birthmark,’ Max says, keeping his gaze averted.

She stops, sighs.

‘Max, I’m so sorry.’

‘Was it a trick?’

‘No, it was a mistake,’ she says, overwhelmed by the layers upon layers of deceit that she knows she’s wrought. All the times she feigned ignorance about things she already knew. All the little embellishments she’d sewn into her already fictitious backstory. She knows Max will be combing through this rubble for a long time to come.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says again.

‘It’s okay,’ he says, unconvincingly.

She zips up the dress and smooths it over her body. ‘You can turn around,’ she says, and he does. He regards her. It’s not lust, or love, or desire or even regret that she reads on his face: it is, she recognizes, pride. The same look he’d given her when she’d won a race back in high school. She may have gone about it in the most surreal, bizarre way, his face told her, but she’d managed to find a way to alter her course after all, she’d evolved and grown – perhaps in more ways than he’d ever understand. And rather than finding his pride patronizing or embarrassing, she accepts it gratefully.

‘It feels like a dream, being here again with you,’ Kristy says, letting her fingertips run across a rack of faux-fur coats. And it does, but not just any dream; the dream she’s preserved inside her for so long. How many times has she fantasized about her and Max swanning around Irvings like this, plucking whatever they like from the racks and shelves? Except in those dreams they’d been so happy, in love, creating something together. ‘I kept this memory safe,’ she says. ‘The memory of the last time we were here together. I told them a lot. I told them everything. But I kept this safe.’

Max considers her. She can see him turning her words over in his head and, reaching some private conclusion, he holds out his hand to her.

Kristy feels her chest constrict. Is he tricking her now? Is this revenge? Is he going to take her hand only to break it, finger by fabricated finger? Or worse, she can’t stop herself from wondering, does Max have a monster in him, too?

But he smiles at her, and she knows then that his offered hand is just that. She takes it.

What are they to each other now? she wonders as he leads her back toward the shoe section. There is no love, not real love, not the kind she desired for so long. Friends is too trite, too commonplace a term. Friends don’t do what she did to him. Perhaps there is no easy word for what these last hours have altered in them, she thinks, as Max makes his way toward a smart pair of gleaming black men’s dress shoes, so polished they look like they are fashioned out of dark glass. Collaborators? Warm. Coconspirators? Warmer. Costars? Warmest.

Kristy runs up and down the ladies’ shoe aisles but can’t find anything that seems right. ‘There’s nothing very Bonnie-ish!’ she calls, before stopping in front of a pair of ruby-red ballet flats, blinking and glittering even in the dark with tiny red jewels. She picks them up, willing them to be her size. ‘No way,’ she whispers, when she sees that they are. She slips them on; they fit perfectly. She can’t help but click her heels together. Max sidles up to her, resplendent in his costume. ‘I think you’re getting your characters mixed up,’ he says, smiling.

‘Kristy, Imogen, Bonnie, Dorothy,’ she says, throwing her hands up and rolling her eyes, ‘who can keep track! All I know is Mara is most definitely the wicked witch.’

‘And she stole your Toto!’

‘Ha!’ Kristy guffaws, and does her best impression of Judy Garland’s Dorothy, ‘There’s no place like home.’

They laugh together, and then Max turns serious, ‘Okay, let’s go, we want to beat the sunrise,’ he instructs. ‘We need the cover of darkness.’

They make their way toward the back entrance. Max is just about to reset the alarm when he says, ‘Shit, I forgot something, be right back!’ and runs off into the shadows again. Moments later he returns, sporting a very expensive-looking cane, the handle of which is a silver eagle. He gives it a spin and does a silly little Fred Astaire jig.

‘Oh. My. God,’ Kristy says. ‘It’s magic.’

They leave Kristy’s car at Irvings and take the Cadillac, which Max had the good sense to park further down the road. It belongs to Max’s dad, so it belongs in the Lagoon, and has an all-important resident’s decal. They roll the windows down and let the warm night breeze dance on their skin. Max stops for a red light at an empty intersection and says, ‘Are you sure about this?’

‘I’m not sure about hardly anything right now, but I am sure I need to get Mercy back,’ she says. When the light turns green, Max takes the wide arc of a left-hand turn toward the Lagoon. Kristy is pierced by foreboding. ‘She’s not going to stop, you know.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Even if we get Mercy back –’

‘When we get Mercy back,’ Max corrects jovially, before noting how serious Kristy has become.

‘I signed a contract, Max. If Imogen doesn’t win you back, she has to have the surgeries reversed; she has to go back to being Kristy. I lost the game, Max. I ruined her show, and she’s gonna make me pay.’

He drives in silence, then asks, ‘Would it be the worst thing to go back to being Kristy?’

‘That Kristy doesn’t exist anymore, Max,’ she answers, and considers trying to explain to him that even now, Imogen is with them, and that she doesn’t want Imogen to leave – but she knows that would just create more questions that she doesn’t know the answer to, so instead, she says, ‘and I don’t want their hands on me again.’


MISTRESS OF CEREMONIES

Mara is asleep on one of the plush couches downstairs in the living room. Brixton sleeps on the other one, his dark sunglasses over his eyes as he snores. Jill, Marcus and the rest of the crew who’d been called in are asleep in the RV and various cars parked outside. They are all under strict instructions by an increasingly erratic Mara to not, under pain of death, wake her slumbering mother. They’d all killed their engines and rolled in silently to line the street in front of the Bolt residence like a SWAT team awaiting orders from their mad general. Mercy is asleep on a cushion in the room her mother always refers to as the den but which is really just a second living room, across the hall from Mara, who had put down a bowl of water for the mangled mutt and shut the door.

If someone had been watching Mara, they would have seen a placid, serene sleeper, almost angelic; she breathes daintily through her nose, her two hands folded across her chest in an almost funereal manner; she is the very picture of sweet repose. But they would be wrong. Mara’s brain is in the grip of a dark and twisted nightmare, bloody and gruesome, full of severed limbs, of teeth rattling in pans and eyes in jars, of needles and scalpels, of spine-tingling presences, felt but not seen. Mara is at once the victim and the monster, both the Hider under the bed trying to hold her breath and the Seeker, stalking through the house, inspecting shadows, axe in hand.

Her eyes open.

Relief and guilt flood her. She feels shock at the power of her own mind to generate such troubling imagery. She sits up and reaches for her phone. Four am. At least two more hours until sunrise, and until her mother rouses, which will complicate matters. She desperately needs more sleep, dreamless sleep. She needs to clear her head. Brixton and Marcus were right to be nervous. Putting herself on camera, breaking the fourth wall . . . if she’s honest, she surprised herself. Stealing the dog was a better option – it has bought her some time and allowed her to gain the upper hand – but even that was an impulsive thing to do, and she knows it. But it just seemed too perfect, too easy; the creature was just there for the taking. It hadn’t even resisted! And leaving the note and sending the pictures . . . she knows that was risky – more than risky, it was emotional. Desperate. Something a scorned woman would do. And, it was proof of her crime. But she knows – If I could only get some real sleep, if I could just clear my mind, if my instincts, dull and faulty through my weird love for Kristy-Imogen, would just sharpen and crystallize – that she can make all this work. She is still in control.

She tries to console herself back to sleep by focusing on the real wrongdoer: Kristy. Kristy has committed the greater crime. Kristy has stolen Imogen. Kristy has kidnapped Imogen. And Imogen, Mara thinks, belongs to her. Everything Mara is doing now is justified, a reaction to an act of aggression, nothing more, nothing less.

She watches Brixton’s chest rise and fall, jealous of his sleep, certain he is having more pleasant dreams than she’s had. She is suddenly acutely aware of the wheezy snore he emits, which in turn makes her aware of all the other night sounds: the ringing cicadas, the croaking frogs, the wind in the leaves. Even the house itself seems noisy, the timber settling in the cool of the early morning. It might as well be a Metallica concert, so loud and intrusive is the night. She’ll never sleep with the clang and clamour of it. She reaches for her earbuds and pops them in, scrolls through an app until she finds a sleep meditation that promises to have her in a deep REM state in fifteen minutes, pushes Play, and closes her eyes.

Brixton is shaking her by the shoulders. ‘Wake up,’ he whispers urgently, ‘Mara, wake up!’

She opens her eyes. She can’t hear him over the melodious cadence of the ASMR voice instructing her to let go, which apparently she had. She removes her earbuds. ‘What!’ she asks, annoyed that it’s still dark outside, that this is still prime sleeping time.

‘Someone’s outside,’ he whispers, ‘two people, I saw them looking through the window . . . I, you’re gonna think this is crazy, but I think it’s Imogen and Max.’ He looks over his shoulder toward the window, smiling maniacally at the prospect of such high drama.

‘What the fuck?’ Mara has been waiting for a call from Kristy, a promise to do as she was told in exchange for Mercy. She had not anticipated a visit. How does Kristy even know where she lives?

‘I don’t know for sure, but it looked like them.’ A sudden rustling noise in the bushes near the front door silences them both, and their eyes widen.

‘Follow me,’ Mara says, rolling down onto the floor in an awkward faux-military-style move and crawling on all fours toward the front door. ‘Get down!’ she commands Brixton. ‘If it’s them, we don’t want them to know we’re awake.’ Brixton obliges and crawls behind Mara toward the front door. Slowly, Mara stands up and even more slowly, she reaches for the little bronze flap that covers the peephole.

Through the fish-eye lens, she can make out two figures. As they inch closer to the door the porch light automatically turns on, revealing a startled Kristy in what appears to be a sequined flapper dress and Max in . . . a tuxedo? With a top hat and cane? What the actual fuck? They quickly duck back into the shadows and Mara sinks back onto her hands and knees, relaying what she’s seen to Brixton. ‘Message the crew,’ she whispers, ‘and Marcus. Tell them to start rolling and to hide in the trees around the yard. They cannot make any noise getting out of their cars – tell them to leave their doors open or crawl out of the windows. Now!’

Brixton and Mara sit with their backs against the front door while Brixton texts the team. ‘They’re on it,’ he tells her after he receives a flurry of roger that and thumbs-up emojis. There’s a scratching at the door to their left, and a whimper that threatens to turn into a bark. ‘Shhhhh!’ Mara says. ‘It’s okay, shhhh!’ The dog keeps pawing at the door, clearly sensing that something is going on. Then, it stops abruptly, and Mara can hear its nails tick-tick-ticking along the tile in the opposite direction. She hears muffled voices. Kristy and Max must have spotted the dog through the window. Its whimpering gets louder. Don’t bark, don’t bark, don’t bark, Mara wills, and then it barks.

‘Shhhhhh! Mercy, quiet girl!’ she hears Kristy’s voice frantically whispering through the window, then some low, indecipherable murmurs from Max. The dog stops barking but Mara can hear it scampering around the room, looking for an exit. It is probably jumping up onto the windowsill, scratching the paint. Lillian will be furious.

‘Is everyone in position? Cameras and audio?’ she hisses.

‘Yes,’ Brixton answers, alert and focused.

‘Who has eyes on them?’

‘Hold on.’ Brixton taps out a message, then seconds later says, ‘Jill with the good camera, she’s behind the magnolia tree . . . Lydia is behind the bushes . . . so is Jonas. The rest are in position all around the perimeter of the front yard.’

‘Good,’ she says. ‘Okay.’ She exhales loudly.

‘What should we do?’ Brixton asks, barely able to hide his excitement.

‘Nothing, yet,’ she says, smiling back at him. ‘We have to let it play out. They came here to try to get the dog back without Kristy turning herself in. We have to let them get closer.’

‘How much closer?’

‘I don’t know yet . . . I’ll know when I know.’

‘Why is Max with her? Does that change anything?’

‘No,’ she says, her whisper rising to a more normal volume before she gets a hold of herself, ‘if anything it makes it worse. She’s trying to have her cake and eat it too. She’s broken the rules.’

Brixton nods in agreement. They wait in silence.

And then a tree snaps in half, no . . . that can’t be right. A whip cracks . . . no, not that either . . . that makes no sense.

A power line snaps? A car backfires? A scream.

Definitely a scream.

But whose?

‘What the fuck!’ It’s Max, screaming at the top of his lungs. ‘Someone call an ambulance! Call a fucking ambulance!’

Mara and Brixton leap to their feet, wrench open the front door and run outside. The porch light switches on again, casting a long strip of light into the yard and illuminating Kristy, in her green flapper dress, lying in a pool of dark red blood. Unmoving. Max, blood staining the white of his shirt, is crouched over her, pressing his hands into her abdomen. Mara and Brixton stare, gaping. Mara is instantly acutely aware of the theatrical nature of the moment – the perfectly lit tableau, the wardrobe, the lines Max was saying . . . all it needed was the musical score. It was a perfect scene.

‘Oh my God,’ says a woman’s voice emerging from the shadows to their right, creeping out from the side-yard of the house, ‘Oh my God.’

‘Mom?’ Mara says as Lillian appears, in her nightgown and slippers, holding Thomas Pugh’s pistol shakily in both hands as if it is a dead bird she’s found on the ground. ‘Mom!’ Mara yells, running toward her, carefully taking the gun out of her hands and placing it on the grass. ‘Mom, what . . . why . . . what were you thinking?!’

‘Somebody call a fucking ambulance!’ Max yells again. He looks furiously from Mara to Brixton, waiting for someone to take action. Brixton looks to Mara for direction, and when she nods her approval Brixton dials 911.

‘I thought it was the cartels,’ her mom is saying, more to herself than to Mara, ‘or the gangs.’ Her voice shakes.

Pilar chooses this precise moment to return from her trip, arriving for her pre-dawn breakfast preparations just in time to hear her employer’s insinuations. She throws down her paper bag of groceries, a dozen eggs spilling out onto the driveway like little bombs. Lillian sways briefly before vomiting all over her Burberry house slippers. Pilar glares at Mara. ‘I told you this would happen,’ she spat. ‘I told you!’

Mara ignores her and tries to tend to Lillian.

‘Sit down, Mom.’ Mara leads the elderly woman toward the front steps, easing her down, when they hear two heart-stopping thuds followed by a spray of glass and Mercy plows past them, knocking into Lillian’s shoulder and causing her to scream. Mara watches in horror as Mercy makes a beeline for Kristy’s body – Imogen’s body, my body – stepping into the blood pooling around her, sniffing frantically, licking her face, crying piteously.

‘What’s the address, Mara!’ Brixton shouts.

Mara tries to answer but her voice won’t oblige.

‘Mara!’ Brixton and Max yell at her in unison.

‘Forty-two Juniper, the Lagoon,’ Mara stammers.

‘Forty-two Juniper, the Lagoon,’ Brixton repeats into the phone, then to the others, ‘they’re on their way.’

‘Hold on, Kristy,’ Max is saying in a low, urgent voice, his mouth pressed close to her ear, ‘please, please, please, please . . .’ He repeats this like a mantra. His hands on her abdomen are submerged in blood. So much blood.

Brixton runs to the edge of the lawn and vomits, apologises, wipes his mouth on his sleeve and makes his way to stand next to Mara.

‘Is she dead?’ Lillian asks, sounding more like a feeble old lady than Mara has ever heard her sound before.

‘You fucking shot her!’ Max yells, before going back to his pleading.

‘I just need to think,’ Mara says.

‘Think about what, you fucking bitch!’ Max shrieks. ‘I know who you are, Mara! I know what you’ve done!’

The peal of a siren in the distance grows louder. The sky is brightening slowly as the sun rises and a flock of seagulls squawk from the beach behind them, hungry for their morning meal. Mara’s fingers feel tingly and her vision swims, but her thoughts are coming into sharper focus. ‘Jill!’ she yells, ‘Lydia! Jonas! All of you! Get closer, keep rolling!’

Figures appear from behind trees and bushes. Max, wild-eyed, watches in horror as a ring of people form a half-circle around him. Only one of them has a camera he can actually see; the others just stand there staring at him, their cameras hidden in their shirt buttons and hats, microphones in their belt buckles. Red ambulance lights light up the trees like Christmas decorations.

‘Keep rolling,’ Mara says again, quietly, as her eyes land on a flickering light on Kristy’s wrist: the gold bracelet Mara had given her, covered in blood. Her phone buzzes in her hand. It’s a calendar alert: Therapy tomorrow 2 pm.


TOTAL BODY TRANSFORMATION

Kristy hovers over her shot and bloodied body, watching it. She can see the two whorls of the double crown on the back of Max’s head. She sees his hands on her stomach, thinks she can see the raw pink rolls of her intestine beneath them. I am not that body, she knows, as she floats like mist above herself, I am not my body.

Max is begging her to live. Poor Max, thinks the Kristy-mist, but he’s not his body, either.

She feels herself expand and rise. A breeze comes through the yard and the Kristy-mist can’t tell where her mist ends and the breeze begins. Bodiless, she begins to embody everything. She expands and rises ever further. She is the treetops. She is the mosquitos and the birds. She is the electricity buzzing in the streetlights. Max and her body are further and further below her, fuzzy glowing figures, like fireflies. She sees other fireflies, too. The firefly that had shot her, Mara’s mom? The Mara firefly. The firefly that is Brixton. Other fireflies, moving around like chess pieces. None of them are their bodies. But then a brighter, faster firefly dashes into the scene, so swift it leaves a comet trail behind it. The Mercy firefly, the Kristy-mist knows, and feels a tug, a tightening, atoms pressing closer together, pulling her down like an anchor. The Mercy firefly licks Kristy’s body’s face, and the Kristy-mist darts back into her body, burrows deep inside its cells, and waits.

The following June, The Shot debuts as a feature length documentary at the Tribeca Film Festival to great fanfare and buzz. Mara is on all the talk shows, explaining how she had always, from the very beginning, planned to break the fourth wall, but had to keep that a secret from the cast and crew; how she was trying to redefine documentary filmmaking, and create a show within a show; that it is Mara herself who is making important social commentary about toxic reality TV culture. The poster for the film is a still shot of Kristy’s assessment with Dr. Michaels, but it is Mara’s profile that is in sharp focus in the foreground, thoughtful and concerned, and Kristy’s nude figure is a blurry apparition of skin tones, the object of Mara’s more important gaze.

In the clips and trailers that Kristy has seen, it seems that Mara has salvaged the wreckage of the original series concept by including more ethereal footage from Imogen’s Coney Island escape (Imogen talking to herself on the boardwalk, making a pinkie swear with a ghost), the women’s march, even the forbidden bedroom scenes. Somehow she’d convinced Brixton and other crew members to sit for interviews and talk about the surrealness of what they were doing, their own equivocations – which somehow, at least for the general viewing public, sanctions it. The red-hatted former president has taught them all that trick; you can’t be convicted of a crime you do in plain sight, that you boast about on the news. And of course, Mara has interviewed herself, weaving her own observations and misgivings throughout the film. She has to hand it to her, Kristy thinks: Mara even found a way to make it seem like Kristy was in on it, that she was knowingly being – as Brixton puts it – meta.

‘My entire career,’ Mara says during a BBC interview, ‘all the shows I’ve made have been a part of this bigger concept. My career has been a kind of performance art, you could say.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Deborah says from Kristy’s hospital bedside where she, her father and Kristy are watching the small TV mounted high on the wall across from them.

‘Of course, the violence wasn’t a part of the plan. I never intended for anyone to get hurt. I’m a complete pacifist. We didn’t anticipate that Max and Kristy would join forces and attempt to break into my family home. My mother is eighty-two years old and lives alone; her reaction was totally understandable. We’re very pleased that the Florida courts agreed.’

‘Yes,’ says the interviewer, ‘but you lost one of your court cases, too. Kristy didn’t have to have her Total Body Transformation reversed.’

‘Well, that’s not entirely what happened,’ Mara begins.

‘It is entirely what happened!’ Kristy’s dad yells at the television.

‘We decided to allow Kristy to keep her TBT,’ Mara says benevolently. ‘After all, the poor girl was in a coma for nine weeks, and we weren’t sure if she was going to have brain damage or not. It seemed the least we could do.’

‘Oh, fuck off, Mara!’ It is Kristy’s turn to yell at the television. ‘You tried to get them to reverse my surgeries while I was in the coma, you fucking bitch!’

‘Language!’ both her parents say, not taking their eyes off the TV.

‘Yes,’ says the interviewer, ‘Kristy Shaw suffered severe brain injuries from her fall onto the flagstones, and her gunshot wound has left her with severe gastro-intestinal conditions and half of her intestine gone. We are told she’s currently recovering from her third surgery in hospital, nearly ten months after the incident. Do you not feel any remorse? Did things not get too far out of hand?’

Kristy sees a flicker of annoyance flash across Mara’s face, but she is sure nobody else notices it. To the uninitiated, Mara remains as composed as ever.

‘In life,’ Mara begins, and Kristy can instantly detect a rehearsed speech, ‘terrible, unforeseen things happen to us all the time. Every day. Human life is sometimes beautiful and full of love and joy, and at other times it is fraught with loss, grief, and yes, violence. I am sorry that Kristy was harmed in the same way I am sorry that any child is going hungry tonight, that there are war refugees drowning in the ocean, that protesters are shot in the street. But I am an artist. Should I not capture it? Do you ask photojournalists if they feel guilt about the atrocities they capture on film? No, we are grateful they were there as our collective witness to what life can do to people, to what people can do to people. And that is what we saw with Kristy. At every turn, she had choices. And she made them.’

Kristy aims the remote control at the television and turns it off.

Nearly a year after she was shot, Kristy is finally discharged from the hospital for what her team of doctors hope is the last time, and she finds herself in her childhood bedroom. She props herself up on pillows and beckons Mercy onto the bed next to her. Her parents bring a television into her room, kiss her on the forehead, and close the door behind them.

Kristy has had to wait until the The Shot documentary is on Netflix before she can see it. Her parents offered to watch it with her, but she told them she wants to do it alone.

So now, she watches.

She weeps.

She yearns for unnameable things.

She misses Winnie.

She feels deep, deep reserves of shame sear her from within.

For the millionth time, she wonders whether the Kristy who agreed to The Shot ever knew herself at all; and for the millionth time she grapples with the fact that, for all it took, it was The Shot that showed her who she really is. And another shot that revealed a deeper, truer essence still . . .

As the credits roll, Kristy marvels again that Mara has managed to weave a story that makes it seem like The Shot was Kristy’s idea. That Kristy herself had come up with the idea of Total Body Transformation, and that Mara had been a mere facilitator, a generous benefactor. She cringes at the scenes where she was pretending to be Imogen, answering phones at Lawson, Hardy & Moreno, going on dates with Max and beguiling him with tall tales, making love to him in Imogen’s apartment and pretending it was their first time. Fresh waves of guilt sweep through her body.

She reaches for her phone and texts Max’s number: Have you watched? I’m so sorry. She knows it is futile even as she hits Send, and watches as the ‘undelivered’ message appears. He changed his number months ago. It had all been too much for him; the trauma of that night at Mara’s, everything going public. He’d deferred a semester at school, given up his internship at the firm, and testified on her behalf in court – all while she lay in an induced coma, her brain and body slowly healing. She has no right to need anything from him now. She knows that whatever had existed between them was settled. They had tried, and failed, to write their own ending, to wrestle it out of Mara’s hands – but it was an ending all the same.

Another year passes.

*

Kristy looks at herself, naked in the full-length mirror of her hotel room. In the morning, she has an interview with the admissions team at the Northwestern creative writing program in Chicago. There had been a time in her life when she’d have wanted to honor that long-ago dream to study astronomy and physics, but that changed when she’d accepted a sizable advance from a publishing company to write her own side of the story about her experiences with The Shot. They’d offered her a ghostwriter to assist her, given she wasn’t really a writer, but she asked for the chance to write it herself – or rather, recite it herself. She had continued to be an avid listener of audiobooks – another bittersweet gift that The Shot gave her – and by the time she was speaking her story into a microphone that transcribed it into a document, she found that she understood how to craft a narrative. There was healing in the speaking, of hearing her own voice confess her deepest fears, her most egregious lies, her shameful desires. She left nothing out. When she was finished, she felt cleansed.

She’d forgiven herself.

And then she’d had to wait another interminable year for the book to be released, another year that she spent at home with her parents, taking long walks with Mercy – her ravaged body not yet able to run – and spending afternoons under The Queen with Denise while Meegan played in the shade. Denise had shown up at the hospital soon after Kristy awoke from her coma, and didn’t skip a beat. She picked up right where they’d left off – gossiping, complaining, lamenting – but this time, Kristy found it comforting. She’d cried when Denise had started in about old-lady Irma giving her a hard time at Irvings – cried for more reasons than she could count or explain – but Denise had simply taken her hand, given it a big squeeze, and kept on talking.

The book, dedicated to her parents, was released under the title SurReality: My Journey To The Dark Side of Reality TV. The author was noted as Kristina Imogen Shaw. And, to her relief, it turned out that the way her candid manner of speech translated onto the page gave her story what the New York Times book review referred to as ‘a charming, guileless quality, like stealing your sister’s diary and reading it in the attic.’ It had sold well, made some headlines with her allegations about Mara, and by the time royalties began rolling in she found she had more than enough to move her parents into a proper house with more left over for tuition.

So here she is, Kristina Imogen Shaw, hoping to get into college and become a writer. Tomorrow they would either accept her, or they wouldn’t – but these aren’t things that cause Kristy much angst. She’s been through worse. Her body reminds her of that every day.

She stares at her abdomen. The scars are still red and raised, even though she rubs oil into them every night. Scars on top of scars on top of scars. Whose abdomen had been shot? Whose skull had cracked open on the flagstones? Imogen’s? Kristy’s? Nobody’s. She remembers the Kristy-mist. She’s never told anyone about it. She knows her mother would understand – she believes in all that follow the light stuff – and her editor would have frothed over it. But she had chosen to keep that to herself. For all the cameras that had been in the yard that night, silently recording her dying, they couldn’t see that. But she remembers what the Kristy-mist knew.

She runs her fingers over the back of her head. Her hair has long since grown over her scars, but she can feel them, like braille under her fingertips. I am not this body, she reminds herself again. But then she feels something inside her start to pull apart, like a sticker peeling off a sheet of paper, and she pinches her arm to keep herself tethered.

Let’s float away, the mist inside her whispers seductively.

Not yet, she tells herself, stay here.


ROLL CREDITS

Lillian doesn’t feel she can stay in the Puerto Seguro house after ‘the incident with the girl,’ which is as much as Lillian is able to say when it comes to talking about that night. The idea that she could utter the words ‘after I shot and nearly killed Kristy Shaw’ is beyond the pale. But Mara never pushes her. If her mother had been frail and fragile before the incident, she is positively broken now.

There had been a moment – terrible and grotesque – in the frenzied minutes after the ambulance and police arrived on the scene, when Lillian overheard the name Imogen in reference to the dying girl on their walkway.

‘Oh God! Our Imogen?’ Lillian choked on the words, her eyes wild. Mara remembered what she’d told her mother the night before: I would have named her Imogen.

‘No, Mom, no,’ Mara told her, ‘not our Imogen, not our Imogen.’

The look in her mother’s eyes in that moment, her bony body reverberating with bald terror, that she had perhaps shot – and maybe killed – her granddaughter struck Mara as a punishment of sorts, a reckoning. And it had cauterized something inside of her, sealed shut the deep well of blame and rage toward her mother that had fuelled her for so long. After everything that happened, Mara has come to believe that her daughter – wherever she may be now – really is better off without her.

So when Lillian tells Mara that she can’t live in the house anymore, Mara doesn’t fight her. She arranges to purchase the Connecticut house, pays her cousins far more than market value, and moves her mother, Lillian Bolt of the Connecticut Bolts, back into her childhood home. Now, Lillian is only a three-hour train ride away from New York City, a journey which Mara makes most Friday afternoons. She is trying to be a better daughter. The incident with the girl – and all that led up to it – has become just one more thing the women do not talk about.

Mara thinks about Kristy all the time. She’s read her book, of course. And while, for the most part, she privately concedes that Kristy’s recounting is not untrue, per se, she is irked by the fact that Kristy – and conceivably her readers – still seem to believe that there can only be one truth, one set of facts. Facts, truths, Mara imagines herself explaining to Kristy, are neutral. They don’t have intrinsic meaning. It’s like color, she’d say. You think a leaf is green because your eyes tell you so. But what if you were color-blind? You’d see something very different. This doesn’t change the fact of the leaf, its being. But its color? Its meaning? Subjective, malleable, and at the end of the day – the leaf doesn’t give a shit what color you think it is.

But there is one passage in Kristy’s book that grates on her the most, that she most wants to unpick with Kristy, to correct:


It didn’t surprise me at all when Mara admitted that she’d always planned to insert herself into the show. Looking back, it’s so clear. Why pick Max and me? Two people so entwined with her own hometown, her own past. When I ran from the restaurant and decided to tell Max the truth, Mara had a lot of options – options that didn’t involve her. The most obvious one would have been to involve the authorities and the Channel Real lawyers. I was in breach of contract, after all, and she had legal recourse. But instead, she chose to steal my dog, and lure me back to her own family home. Could she have anticipated that Max would be with me, or that her mother would shoot me? No, but those were incidental details. She had set the stage – and the stage was her life, her home – and she ensured I took my place on her stage, no matter the cost. If it hadn’t happened the way it did, she would have found another way. All roads led to Mara Bolt. She chose to make herself a character in The Shot, and as we saw in her documentary, she wrote herself a pretty sympathetic role – the daughter caring for her mentally ill mother, the philanthropist trying her best to mend broken hearts. But that is not who Mara Bolt is; she is a butcher, and a thief, and I honestly believe that had I died that night, she would have been happy. It would have been a better ending.



Wrong! All wrong! Mara spends most of her train rides to Connecticut explaining this to Kristy in her mind, arguing with her. If Kristy really knew Mara at all she would know how deeply Mara abhors the idea of being a subject in one of her own shows, how little respect she has for the people who agree to go on them. Why do they do it? Mara always marvels. Why do they say yes?

Of course, that she’d planned to join the cast had been the lie she had to tell the world to save the show. She couldn’t very well admit that it had all gotten away from her. That when she saw Kristy lying there, bloody, dying, her first instinct had been to run to her, to throw herself on top of her. It was only the shock of seeing where the gunshot had come from that had stopped her.

And then, yes, she’d made a different plan. But she had been given no choice. The notion that nothing might come of all of this, of all they’d done, that the show wouldn’t have an audience, was unthinkable to Mara. But that this had been her intention? Her plan all along? She’d fully expected the general public to lap that up, but she’d never thought Kristy would. Mara would never willfully give up so much control. Mostly, she feels wounded that Kristy doesn’t seem to know her better, doesn’t understand this fundamental thing about her. It upsets her, even as she knows that she never shared herself with Kristy in any meaningful way.

Mara recalls the anesthesia-induced ‘Mom’ that she’d responded to when Kristy lay bandaged in bed . . . her own plagiarized, ‘Shhh, I’m here.’ She recalls the bracelet she’d given Kristy on the eve of Imogen’s debut at Lawson, Hardy & Moreno, of the intimacy of that moment, fastening the clasp around her delicate wrist, so much more like Mara’s own after her TBT. She can still feel the hug that Kristy had given her, her face – Mara’s own perfect creation – pressed into Mara’s neck. And how she’d felt when she’d seen that bracelet again, on a lifeless wrist, bloodied.

‘What you have gotten most wrong,’ Mara tells Kristy in these imaginary debates, ‘is that I really did want you to win.’ And she had; she wanted to be able to take credit for Kristy’s happiness, to guide her, to mother her through her life as Imogen. Imogen was hers, after all: Mara’s own. But when Kristy had gone rogue, had cut Mara out, had stolen Imogen from her – everything that happened after that was pure instinct. And in the end, hasn’t it all worked out for Kristy? She got what she wanted. She gets to keep Imogen, while Mara has to live without her.

She should be grateful, Mara thinks. Mara had still given her life, even if it wasn’t the one either of them anticipated.

And fuck it, it was great TV.


EPILOGUE

I CONTAIN MULTITUDES

In the years that followed, even after we decided to leave them behind, some new and terrible social experiment or other would bring Imogen and Kristy’s story back into the searing spotlight. And it was viewed less and less charitably each time. Recently, on a popular morning talk show, The Shot was discussed as an example of white privilege, of weaponizing white women’s tears. ‘Kristy got to be not one but two white women,’ one of the hosts had said. ‘Kristy is the ultimate Karen. What metastasized, unchecked privilege it is to be transformed into a pretty blonde white woman, and then to turn around and demand the world’s sympathy when things don’t go your way!’ That was fair. So was the generally accepted idea that The Shot had kicked off a torrent of ever crueller and more macabre reality shows.

There was a show where refugees competed for the opportunity to be relocated from a camp to a safe home in the suburbs, and another where suburban housewives competed for the chance to live like a refugee. There was a show where addicts competed for treatment, where the jobless competed for work, even one where orphans competed for parents. It seems that there’s no end to the ways in which we are entertained by suffering. Channel Real had even floated the idea of bringing back the arena. The twist was that the gladiators would be big game hunters, and the animals they fought would be endangered species – this way, when the human was killed, we didn’t have to feel so bad.

Before we decided to fuse, we considered spending the rest of our life trying to raise awareness about the dangers of these shows, to be a two-voiced talking head on panels, in congressional hearings, in classrooms and on the news. But it was too much, and we were told that viewers found us off-putting, repellent even; we defeated our own purpose. And we were, we knew, a contradiction. Simply by existing inside Imogen’s body, we muddied the water. Our message seemed to be that we wanted to keep this form, but that we didn’t want it to happen to anyone else. It wasn’t working.

And we weren’t working either.

We was too hard.

We did not always want the same things, the same food, the same show on TV, the same clothes. We did get accepted to Northwestern, but found we did not have the same creative urges, did not want to write the same books. We did not always want the same lover, the same music, the same dream.

Then Kristy remembered the week she had spent as a cat, as Fluffball, and proposed a fusion. An integration. We agreed. It didn’t happen overnight, but over the course of a few weeks we became one. We changed our name to Eve. We became I.

And now, I am just trying to stay off the radar, to keep my head down. Sometimes, some small un-integrated part of Imogen or Kristy will float to the surface. But I’ve learned the best thing to do is just say hello, find out what she’s doing here, and ask her kindly to retreat. She always does.

I don’t use padlocks anymore.
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