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One – Sarah
 
Emma rested her chin in her hand, a serious expression on her face as she flipped through the newspaper. Occasionally her brow furrowed and her lips moved as she sounded out a word.
I took a bite of scrambled eggs. “What’s going on in the world today, kiddo?”
“Trump is at it again.” Rolling her eyes, she pushed the politics section over so I could see the headline.
I suppressed a laugh, knowing Emma hated any implication that she was “cute.” She was eight years old, after all—finished with third grade, soon to be entering fourth. Practically all grown up. “Let me see that.” I scanned through the Trump article while she picked up the entertainment section.
After a minute, she shoved that section in my face. “Look at this, Mommy.”
I shook out the newspaper and set it beside my plate. “What am I looking at?” All I saw was an article about the upcoming Oscars and a gossip piece about Jennifer Aniston. 
Emma pointed to an ad at the bottom that took up a tiny fraction of the page. “This, duh.”
I squinted to read the minuscule type. CHILD ACTORS NEEDED for original TV production. Open casting call Wednesday July 4th, 5pm.
“What, you want to be an actress now?”
“An actor, Mommy.” She heaved an exasperated sigh. “The word ‘actress’ is outdated.”
I blinked. Emma had a point—I just wondered when her social justice knowledge had surpassed mine. “So you want to be an actor now?”
“I always wanted to be an actor!” She spoke as if that was completely obvious. 
“That’s news to me.” She’d talked about being an author, a dancer, a trombone player, an astronaut, and of course, a competitive gymnast. She actually had a good shot at the last, in my possibly-biased view. “When did you start wanting to act?”
“Um, like, the first time I turned on a TV?” She held up her glass of orange juice like a microphone. “I wanted to act, and dance, and si-i-i-ing!”
“Okay, Shirley Temple.” I shook my head.
“Who?”
God, I was getting old. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea,” I said. “You don’t want to take time away from your gymnastics, do you?” She practiced three times a week. “Or your hip-hop dance?”
“It’s summer,” she said. “I have to fill my time somehow.”
That was true. I’d wanted to send her to camp, but my finances wouldn’t quite stretch that far this year, and my ex-husband was no help. “My company isn’t entertaining enough for you?”
“You’re always working!” She rolled her eyes—again. That was her favorite thing to do lately. “If I was an actor, we’d be rich. I could buy you a new house, and you wouldn’t have to work anymore.”
“Yeah, that’s not too likely.” I was pretty sure no big-budget TV shows would be seeking new talent with an ad like that. More likely, it was some non-paying gig for a local public access channel. The location was in another suburb of LA, nowhere near Hollywood.
Emma pouted, and my chest tightened. Shouldn’t I encourage her dream of acting? She certainly had enough charisma for the job. What could it hurt to give it a shot? Wasn’t it my responsibility to give my daughter the opportunities I’d never had?
I could just take her to the audition and see how it went. We didn’t need to get an agent or anything like that. Realistically, Emma wasn’t likely to get the part. Soon she’d forget about wanting to act, like she’d forgotten about wanting to be an astronaut. She would, however,
remember that I’d been there to support her.
“All right,” I said. “I’ll shift my work schedule around—”
“Mommy, you work from home.”
Now I was the one rolling my eyes. “Could I get a ‘yay’ or a hug or something?”
Emma grinned. “Ya-a-ay!” 
 
*
 
The audition was on the other side of town, and Emma talked nonstop through the thirty-minute drive. Apparently she was a fan of a few child stars, and she’d been especially inspired by Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen in the Full House reruns I’d made her watch. Oops.
“Don’t get your hopes up too high, sweetie,” I said. “The other kids are going to be talented, too. Besides, we don’t even know what kind of show it is. You might not even want the part.”
“Of course I will.” She leaned back, putting her feet over the glove compartment. “I want all the parts!”
“Feet down, little superstar.” I swatted her shins until she reluctantly lowered them.
I breathed a sigh of relief as we reached the audition location. It was a professional-looking office building, not some sketchy warehouse, and the directory in front of the elevator pointed us to Mercury Productions on the third floor.
I reached for Emma’s hand, which she promptly pulled away. This was all starting to feel real. What if the director loved her as much as I did? What if she did get the part, and this was the start of a whole new life for us? 
“Stop worrying, Mommy.”
I blinked. Had she read my mind? Or was it just that I was standing motionlessly as the elevator doors opened at the third floor? Probably the latter, I decided.
We both stepped out and were greeted by a bored-looking receptionist who gave us a number and told us to wait. Although we’d arrived on the dot of five, most of the dingy-looking chairs in the lounge were already occupied.
I sank into a seat, pulling my Kindle out of my purse. I offered it to Emma, who had some age-appropriate novels on it. Thankfully she shook her head, preferring to keep looking around, bright-eyed, instead. She didn’t seem to mind the slight shabbiness of our surroundings. In fact, excitement radiated off her.
The numbers went by quicker than I expected. They were taking small groups of would-be actors at once, which I assumed sped things up. I glanced at my watch, wishing we could get this over with. I’d already decided I’d take Emma for ice cream afterwards, as much for me as for her. My stomach was rumbling.
Once we were called in, I checked out the competition. They were around Emma’s age, give or take a few years, and their expressions ran the gamut from bored to hyper. Emma stood beside me, outwardly calm even though I could feel the pent-up energy underneath the surface. No one but her mom would’ve noticed the way she fidgeted slightly as a man at the front of the room began to speak.
“Welcome, everybody. My name is Jim Barton, and I’m the director of the TV show we’re auditioning for today. Wrong Headed is a suspense-horror-mystery program about two families trapped in a cabin. The character will be six to nine years old and either male or female. If that doesn’t appeal to any of you, you’re free to leave now.”
One mother coughed and stood up. Her son, who looked about fifteen, followed her out of the room. Everyone else stayed crowded around the director, waiting for our next instructions.
“We’d like to hear each candidate read a few lines,” Jim said. “Richard Blake, who will play the child’s father, will read along with you.”
I took note of the man standing beside Jim. He did look vaguely familiar, like a B-list celebrity, although I couldn’t have said where I knew him from. Maybe this wasn’t a public access show after all.
The auditionees separated from their parents and formed a line. Emma was the third one up, with two people behind her. Moving to stand against the wall, I gave her a thumbs-up. I hoped my face didn’t betray how nervous I’d suddenly become.
The first boy read his lines without much emotion. For the feeling he put into it, he could’ve been reading a list of names out of the phone book. The second candidate didn’t do much better. Her acting was fine, from what I could hear, but her voice was so soft I couldn’t make out any of the words.
Then it was Emma’s turn. Standing next to her, Richard Blake read his lines without looking at the script. “It’s snowing hard, Ivy. We might get stuck here.”
Emma glanced at her paper, then looked up at him plaintively. “What will happen if we get stuck?”
“Shh, honey, don’t worry. This is between your mom and me. We’re not going to get stuck.”
“You just said we could.” She stepped over to the window and pointed outside. “It’s really coming down. Is it even safe to drive?”
“Well, I don’t know,” Richard said. “That’s why we’re not leaving now. The snow will definitely have melted by the morning.”
“And if it doesn’t?” Emma’s lips trembled. “I’m scared, Daddy. I want to go home.”
I watched as the scene continued, pride swelling within me. Emma was doing great—better than I’d expected, honestly. I knew plenty of kids were talented, and others had more experience than her. Still, even if she didn’t get the part, I was so proud of her for doing her best.
This seemed to be going on longer than the other two’s auditions. The two kids waiting for their turns shifted on their feet, glancing over at their parents. Emma never spared a glance in my direction. She was single-mindedly focused on the part she was playing, and even when she stumbled over a line, she didn’t miss a beat.
“Nothing bad is going to happen,” Richard said. “We’ll leave in the morning, and everything will be fine.”
Emma bit her lip, looking up at him with suddenly-huge eyes. “Daddy, I really hope you’re right.”
The director began to clap, and I eagerly joined in. The other candidates and their parents, despite looking reluctant, put their hands together too. No one had clapped for the first two, and I hadn’t heard any applause coming from the room before this group—but I tried to rein in my hopes. This didn’t mean Emma had the part.
“Emma,” Jim said, “you have the part.”
Emma let out a shriek and ran over to me, and I spun her around in a joyous circle. My baby girl was going to be an actress! An actor, rather—I didn’t care. Someone else had acknowledged how amazing and special she was.
I let her go, breathless. I barely noticed as the other people filed out of the room, grumbling about not getting a fair shot.
“Mommy,” Emma said, clinging to my leg, “we’re going to be on TV!”
I frowned. “We?” 
She pointed at Jim. “He said the show is about two families.”
Jim coughed. “Richard will be playing your father, and Katie Days will be your mother.”
Katie Days—the name rang a bell.
“But I already have a mother,” Emma said.
“It’s just pretend, sweetie.” I ruffled her hair. “I’m sure Katie’s a wonderful person.”
“No, Mommy.” Emma’s eyes filled with tears. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”
 



Two – Katie
 
Eight in the damn morning. God, I hadn’t been up this early in a long time. Being back on set was going to be trippy, and not in a good way.
I shoved open the door to the movie studio and nodded to Jim, the director. Slipping into a chair at the head of the table, I took off my sunglasses. I’d only had a few drinks last night—I didn’t think my eyes were too red.
“Good of you to join us,” Jim said mildly.
I glanced at the wall clock. Okay, I was ten minutes late. So sue me. Jim was the one who’d reached out to me about this role, not the other way around.
“Hi, everyone,” I said, ignoring the jibe. “Katie Days.”
“You probably know Richard Blake,” Jim said. “He’ll be playing your husband, Archer.” 
The rest of the people at the table introduced themselves. Quinn Hart, who played my friend Charlotte. Aaron Monk, who’d be her husband Wesley. Cole and Autumn, whose last names I didn’t catch, would be their teenaged kids Gavin and Lida. Then there was a little girl named Emma, pouting beside her mother Sarah.
I didn’t recognize any of them. Apparently my name would be the star power behind this show. I snorted to myself. Good luck with that.
“Who’s she playing?” I asked, nodding toward Emma.
“Our daughter, honey.” Richard grinned.
I choked on nothing and began to cough. “Excuse me?”
“Is there a problem?” Jim asked.
Sure, there was a goddamn problem. I was twenty-five years old, for Christ’s sake. Only a few years ago, I’d been a child actor myself! I’d thought Jim wanted me to play a sex symbol or some smoldering seductress, not a mom. I fought the urge to pull out my phone and check my appearance in the camera. How old did I look?
But I needed the money. My savings from years ago were finally running low, and the contract I’d signed had some nice numbers on it. Jim was a well-known director, and the show was pretty much guaranteed to be successful—as long as I could swallow my pride long enough to make it.
“I’m just a little surprised,” I said. “As you’re obviously aware, I’m best known for playing a preteen on Great Takes Eight.” Recognition flashed in the kid’s mom’s eyes. “Am I really going to be believable as the mother of a—however old that kid is?”
“She’s eight,” Sarah said softly.
Jim glanced at the other actors, and I wished briefly that I’d started this conversation in private. If he was going to tell me I looked older than my age, I didn’t need everyone else to hear it, too.
“Like it or not, age means nothing on camera,” he said. “Surely you must know there are thirty-year-olds playing high school characters.”
Sure, so why wasn’t I doing that, too?
“It’s not to say you look old at all,” Jim said. “In fact, we’ll be using make-up effects to age you a little. I just thought, from what I’ve seen of your acting, that you’d be the perfect person to play Ivy.”
“And I’m only thirty-one,” Sarah put in. “Some people have kids young.”
“Right, I guess I technically could’ve had her at seventeen, if I wasn’t gayer than a three-dollar bill.” 
I glared at her hard, and Sarah withered. All right, now I felt bad. She was only trying to help—and she was cute, in a housewifey kind of way. Shoulder-length brown hair, rosy skin, chubby cheeks. Her outfit looked like she’d bought it at Target without trying it on. I didn’t see a ring on her finger. What’d happened to the kid’s dad?
“Anyway,” I said, “it’s fine. If you’re going to make me look older, I’m sure no one will even associate me with the twelve-year-old that I played on another show.” I wasn’t trying to be sarcastic, but it came out that way anyway.
“Katie, you’ve been out of the public eye for a few years,” Jim said. “The general public is aware that people get older. They’ll be able to handle seeing you as a mom. If you have any other concerns about this, let’s address them later.”
“Fine by me.” I picked up my purse.
Jim coughed. “Um… we’re actually just getting started. We were going to do a cold read of the first episode.”
“Right.” I rubbed my temples. “Of course.”
 
*
 
A few minutes into reading, the episode had captivated my attention. The two families—my character Ivy, her husband Archer, and their child Naomi, along with Charlotte and Wesley with their kids Gavin and Lida—were neighbors who’d gone to spend the winter holidays at a cabin in the woods.
They began arguing a few days into their trip, Ivy and Archer clashing over longstanding money issues while Charlotte and Wesley got annoyed with Lida over her performance at school. Realizing she wasn’t enjoying herself, Ivy was thinking about leaving early.
Unfortunately, a massive snowfall trapped all of them there halfway through the episode. They weren’t able to dig themselves out of the cabin, and their phone service and Internet were down. Tension grew throughout the day as they tried to figure out whether they’d have enough to eat. 
“This snow can’t last forever,” Richard said, playing Archer. “It’ll be melted by morning for sure, and everything will be fine. Everything between us, too.”
“I don’t know,” I read. “We clearly have a lot of issues that we need to work on. Being in this situation has really brought them to light.”
“Then we’ll get counseling,” Richard said. “We’ll work things out as long as we love each other. And I do love you.”
“I love you, too.”
“All characters go to bed,” Jim read. “Fade in to the kitchen at dawn as Katie makes her way down the stairs. Pan out to reveal Charlotte’s lifeless body bleeding on the floor.”
The room was silent—then exploded. “What?” I said, yelling over everyone else. “Quinn’s character is dead, just like that? Who the hell killed her?”
“That’s what you’re going to find out.” Jim smirked. “Ready for a second read-through, or do we need a coffee break?”
“Seriously?” I demanded. “You’re not going to tell us?”
“No, that would influence your acting.” He flipped back to the start of his script. “Let’s read through it again.”
Cursing, I settled into my chair. 
 
*
 
Another read-through, and then we discussed the episode—what our character motivations were, what was going on beneath the surface. I huffed as Jim explained my character Ivy’s backstory. The only thing I needed to know was whether she was the killer or not. I didn’t think she was, but how could I know for sure?
After that, we all got up and acted out the scene with blocking. “That’s the details of how you move in relation to the camera,” Jim explained for Sarah and Emma’s benefit.
Two run-throughs, and we were done. “We’ll start shooting tomorrow,” Jim said.
Finally. My head was pounding—those drinks last night might not have been a good idea. Slinging my purse over my shoulder, I headed for the door.
A tap on my shoulder came at the same time as a hesitant voice. “Katie?”
I honestly thought it was the kid until I turned around to see her mom looking at me with a hangdog expression. “What? Autograph? Sure.” I fumbled for a pen.
“Oh. Um, no.” Sarah looked even more sheepish. “I was just hoping we could talk to you a little. Emma’s feeling a little nervous about having a pretend mom, so I thought it might help if we all got to know each other a little.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Sounds very lovey-dovey and all, but I have somewhere to be.” My bed, with an icepack over my eyes.
“Okay, no problem. Maybe another time?” She retreated a little with every word.
“Yeah, maybe not.” I cut a glance toward Emma. “It’s not actually necessary, and plus, I don’t really do kids.”
Emma’s mouth hung open as if she’d never been so insulted in her life, and Sarah didn’t look a whole lot better. It was almost enough to make me feel guilty. I’d only spoken the truth! Kids were weird and funny-looking, tiny humans without an operating manual. I barely remembered my own childhood, and I’d been working through half of it anyway.
“Sorry,” I said curtly. “See you tomorrow? First day of filming.”
Sarah grabbed her daughter’s shoulder and pulled her close, and Emma spun around to cling to her waist, already emitting a moan.
Good job, Katie. You made a little kid cry.
 



Three – Sarah
 
“I don’t want to go back!” Emma wailed as soon as we got into the car. “I hate it. The story is scary, and the mom lady is mean!”
Starting up the engine, I frowned. “Is the story that bad, sweetie? You watch horror movies all the time.”
I sometimes questioned my parenting when she kept running to my room after having nightmares. She always wanted to watch the same movie again the next day, so I figured it was okay.
“It’s scary,” she said again. “But not as scary as that lady.”
I sighed. Emma had a point. Katie Days had been openly rude to her, and generally seemed like a bit of a train wreck. Showing up late and clearly hung over, then making a scene about the outrageous idea that she could pass for a mom.
“I know she’s not so nice,” I said. “Sometimes we have to deal with not-so-nice people. This will be a good experience for you.”
“But I don’t like her,” Emma said, playing with her seat belt. “I don’t want to do the show.”
“Buckle your seat belt, would you?” I accelerated onto the highway. “I thought we talked about this. You’re going to have fun and learn a lot, and the money you make is going straight into your college account. Trust me, you’ll be happy you did this when you’re eighteen and don’t need to take out student loans.”
“But…”
“Plus we signed a contract.” 
She sighed loudly. “Can’t you be my mommy on the show, though?”
“We talked about this, too. You know I’m not an actress.”
“I’m not an actor either, but they said I’m going to learn as I go. Why can’t you do that, too?”
Because they hadn’t asked me to, and never would. The standards for grown women’s acting were higher than child actors. Plus, why would they want a dowdy, washed-up thirty-one-year-old when they could pretend that gorgeous Katie Days had given birth to my daughter instead?
“It’s not quite the same,” I said. “It doesn’t work like that. She’s talented, she’s experienced, she has name recognition.” And she had the right look to be on TV.
“You have name recognition,” Emma huffed, crossing her arms.
“Only to the other parents at your school.”
She was quiet for the rest of the car ride, leaving me plenty of time to consider whether I was doing the right thing. I wasn’t turning into some kind of showbiz mom, pushing my child to do something she didn’t want to, was I?
We could break the contract if we had to. I could get a lawyer to look over it. Just because I thought this would be a worthwhile experience didn’t mean Emma needed to do it. Gymnastics was worthwhile, too, and being on a TV show would take away from her practice time. Wrong Headed might be the one factor that kept her from reaching a competitive level.
I turned up the radio, trying to drown out the thoughts in my head. 
“Not this song,” Emma said, jabbing the button to change the station. “Oh, I love this one!” She cranked up the volume and sang along.
Maybe things weren’t so bad after all.
 
*
 
After talking it through with my own mother, I decided to keep pushing Emma to stay on the show. She’d been given this opportunity—it’d practically fallen into her lap—and a short-lived bad mood shouldn’t prevent her from pursuing it. If she really hated the show after a week or so, we could rethink the idea of dropping out. 
In the meantime, Mom had suggested that we find an agent and join a union. I stayed up late researching online, trying to find what was best for Emma. By the morning, she was officially a member of the Screen Actors Guild, and I’d reached out to a few agents by email. Since she already had a role, I figured they’d line up to represent her.
“Rise and shine,” I said, pulling the blanket off Emma’s sleeping form. “We have to get to work.”
“Ugh, five more minutes.” She clung to the edge of the blanket.
“You only have twenty minutes to get ready, and that’s including the time to eat breakfast.”
“Are you serious?” She shot up to her feet.
“I thought I’d let you sleep in, since you have to leave earlier than you do for school.”
“I still need the same amount of time to get ready, Mommy.” She shook her head at me, chastising—I’d made a grave mistake. “If anything, I need more time. I need to look good if I’m going to be on TV!”
“Then you better get going.”
I got myself ready quickly, not too concerned with how I looked. There was only so much I could do about my lifeless brown hair or the ever-present bags under my eyes. I generally didn’t bother with much make-up, so I only swiped my usual coat of mascara over my lashes before heading down to the kitchen.
Emma had squeezed herself into the poofy white dress she’d worn to her first communion last year, and her lips were smeared with red lipstick. Where had she even gotten that from? 
“You do know they’ll pick your clothes for today, right?” I asked, suppressing my amusement. “They’ll do your make-up, too.”
“I knew that,” she said, her eyes darting around. “What do you think I am, a baby?”
She ran upstairs, returning later in leggings and a plain T-shirt—although the mystery lipstick remained on her face.
When we arrived at the studio, they took her in for hair and make-up right away. I hovered by the door, unsure whether they needed me or not. I’d brought my laptop in case I had the chance to get some work done. I set my own hours, but I’d barely had time to do anything yesterday, and I was afraid of falling even further behind.
People bustled around, everyone else seeming to have somewhere to be. I’d kind of pictured myself setting up my laptop at the table where the actors had read lines yesterday. As a court transcriber, all I needed was my computer and headphones. 
But I couldn’t just go in there and start working. What if other people were using that space? I wished Jim was around—shouldn’t he have been here to tell me what to do?
I was on the verge of going into the make-up room, figuring I’d just watch Emma get made up for however long it took, when someone brushed by me, leaving me in a cloud of sweet-scented perfume. The woman stopped to look back at me, and I saw she was Katie Days.
“Oh, hi,” she said. “You good? You look a bit lost.”
I cleared my throat. “I’m perfectly fine.” No thanks to her.
To her credit, she looked ashamed. “I’m sorry if we got off on the wrong foot,” she said. “I had a good night’s sleep, and I’m excited to act beside your daughter. She seems very talented.”
If she was trying to butter me up, well… it was working a little. Still, I needed to let her know what she’d done wasn’t okay. “My daughter didn’t want to come back today. She was crying about the way you spoke to her.”
Katie winced. “I was a sensitive kid, too. I’m honestly sorry.” She looked around the hallway. “So, are you good? I think the schedule said Emma’s hair and make-up will take an hour, same as mine, so you’re free until then.”
“Schedule?”
“They emailed it this morning.”
“Oh… I haven’t checked my email.”
She gave me a funny look. “Doesn’t it just come to your phone?”
“I try not to use my data, it’s expensive. Anyway, I’ll check it now. Thanks, Katie.” I hesitated. “Do you think I’d be able to do some work in the boardroom we were in yesterday?”
“Sure, I don’t see why not.” She moved toward the door. If she was getting made up at the same time as Emma, she was already several minutes late.
I should’ve let that be that, but— “Wait.” 
She paused, her hand on the door.
“I never watched Great Takes Eight… but I did love that one movie you were in, Trail Mender.” 
Her eyes lit up. “You saw that? No one’s ever seen it.”
I remembered reading an article at the time about how it was a big change for her career. She’d been best known for the sitcom, which was on for several years, and then she’d had a supporting role in the serious indie drama. Unfortunately, it’d been a box-office flop.
“I told everyone I knew to go see it,” I said quietly. “You’re a great actress. It’s going to be amazing for Emma to learn from you.”
“Well… thank you!” She turned away, still smiling as she headed into the make-up room.
Part of me was still angry with her. An even larger part definitely resented her.
Still, it felt nice to have left Katie Days smiling.
 
*
 
“Mommy, you missed my make-up! It was so cool!” Emma pointed at her face, which was caked with beauty products. She’d been primped and powdered so that she looked nothing like her usual self.
I knew enough about the industry to know she’d look closer to normal when she was filmed. Actors looked different under the studio lights, so they needed make-up to correct their appearance. Even so, my heart twinged. I felt a little like I’d lost my daughter.
“You look great,” I said, tugging on her ponytail.
“Sorry, do you mind leaving her hair alone?” the stylist asked. “We put a lot of effort into making it look like that.”
It looked like a normal ponytail to me, but okay. “Sure.” I took a step away, nearly bumping into another actress’s chair. The place was set up like a beauty salon, with several of the cast getting their hair and make-up done at once. Most seemed to be close to finished.
Next up was wardrobe—I’d checked the schedule once I’d gotten my laptop set up. I’d managed to transcribe a few minutes of a court case, and then I’d decided to check on Emma. Not that any of these people needed or wanted me around—I just felt better knowing I was close in case anything happened.
“I’ll see you again when you have your costume for today.” I patted her shoulder—hopefully that was okay.
“But I want you to come with me,” she said, pouting. “You can help me choose.”
“I don’t think you’re going to have much choice, sweetie. They’ll probably have chosen for you.”
“Actually, she’ll have some input,” Katie piped up from her chair. A stylist was still working on her hair, probably since she’d arrived late. “They’ll have a few options for her to try on, and she can certainly tell them which one she likes best.”
“See, Mommy? Katie says I can choose.”
“Oh, you’re on a first-name basis now?” I cut a glance toward Katie, feeling oddly jealous. Had they been bonding in my absence? 
The sheer force of her attractiveness left me breathless. Fully made-up with her hair teased into a layered bob, she could’ve just stepped off a screen. Her blue eyes looked even bigger than they usually did, and her full lips were painted a soft shade of pink. I quickly looked away.
Wasn’t she too pretty to be gay? I knew that wasn’t how it worked, but… wow. A woman like that had to be fighting off men left, right, and center. It was strange to think none of them would have a chance with her.
Not that my love life was active, either. I only rarely got approached, but the odd time that a man came up to me in the grocery store or on the street, I turned him down. I’d barely dated since my divorce five years ago, preferring to devote myself to Emma. 
I couldn’t justify investing time and energy into a man I didn’t even know, just to figure out if he could be a potential partner. Every time I wanted to go out, I had to impose on my mother for help or call a babysitter. If I’d been able to meet men through work or friends, they might’ve had a chance, but I had no coworkers, and my few friends were other moms. Although I had my needs, I satisfied them on my own.
I glanced at Katie again, trying to picture her with a woman. Somehow, I could see it. Despite her femininity, something about her body language, or maybe the shape of her features, made it clear where her preferences lay. I’d never seen it onscreen—evidence of her acting talent—but it was there in real life.
She turned her head, and our eyes met. I blushed, hoping she didn’t realize I’d been staring at her. As conceited as she was, she’d probably take it the wrong way—she’d think I was some obsessed fan, or something. Or, worse, that I had a crush on her. Ha!
Her lips turned upward as the stylist took a step back. “I guess my hair is done,” she said. “Let’s go get our costumes.”
 



Four – Katie
 
“I feel like Ivy’s into designer clothes,” I told Gina, the costume artist. “Silk, cashmere… she has a taste for the finer things in life.”
Gina frowned, putting a hand on the rack of clothes she was trying to get me to pick something from. “That’s not the directions Jim gave me for what you should wear.”
Off to the side, Sarah coughed. “I think Katie’s putting a little of her personal taste into this. The character is someone who went off to a cabin in the woods for a few weeks of tobogganing and snowshoeing.”
I huffed. “And Ivy can’t do her winter activities in style?”
Gina rolled her eyes and turned the rack toward me. “See if you can’t find something for the first episode. There’s plenty of choice.”
Shaking my head, I started to go through the clothes again. They were all poorly-made, mass-produced items that’d come from somewhere like Target. Clothes someone like Sarah would wear in real life.
I took a peek over at her as she and Gina looked at the rack of Emma’s options. She was basically who I was supposed to be playing, now that I thought about it: a young-ish mom of an eight-year-old. It’d be good for me to watch her more, analyze her, get in her head.
That wouldn’t be an unpleasant experience, I thought as I cast my eyes up and down her body. She had a great figure, despite the baggy clothes she covered it up with. She was definitely easy on the eyes.
“Naomi would love this,” Emma said, holding up a pair of ripped jeans and a knee-length sweater.
“Want to try them on?” Gina asked.
“She wouldn’t wear them,” Emma said, as if that was obvious. “I mean she’d love to, and she’d be jealous when she saw other people wearing stuff like this, but she wouldn’t feel cool enough. She’d stick with something plain and simple, like this.” She pulled out some non-ripped jeans and a hoodie with the Gap logo.
I snickered to myself. She was already getting in her character’s head. Either that, or she was projecting her own feelings—but somehow I didn’t think that was the case. She seemed like a person who’d wear whatever she felt like and not care what anyone else thought.
Sarah looked at me, and I could see the question in her eyes—was I laughing at her daughter or with her? I nodded to her, and that seemed to be good enough.
I had to admit Emma was growing on me. At least, she wasn’t the most annoying kid I’d met. Normally I found kids on set downright insufferable. 
I’d gotten my start when I was around her age, so maybe I identified with her or something. I just hoped she wouldn’t hold up production too much when we filmed.
 
*
 
A room in the studio had been set up to look like the interior of a cabin. Jim handed out updated copies of the script, which I glanced through to make note of any changes. I’d memorized my lines during the rehearsal yesterday—years of experience on a sitcom had given me the ability to learn them fast.
“All right,” Jim said, “let’s get started. We’ll do the conversation between Katie and Richard first, the one talking about Ivy and Archer’s financial troubles.”
Emma flipped through her script, counting. “But you’re skipping the first five pages.” She frowned, clearly concerned that Jim was making a grave mistake.
“Shh, sweetie,” Sarah said. “They don’t film everything in order.”
Emma looked thoroughly confused. It was actually kind of cute.
We got mic’d up, running the lavalier mic wires down our shirts and sticking the transmitter pouches in our back pockets. Then I went into the “bedroom” and took a seat on the bed, folding one leg over the other while Richard stood by the window. Apparently he wasn’t quite in the right position, so the camera operator rearranged him and put tape on the floor to show where he should be.
The other actors stood around the edge of the room, outside the set itself. “Lights… camera… action!” Jim said, standing in front of the camera with the clapboard. 
“Finally,” Emma sighed.
I snorted, and Jim stopped short of clapping the board. “If we could have silence, please. No one should make a sound while we film.”
“Sorry,” she said.
Jim clapped, and Richard and I launched into our dialogue. He had skills, and we got through the whole conversation in one perfect take.
“That was great,” Jim said. “Let’s do it again.”
“Again?” Emma screeched from the sidelines. “Why?”
Sarah put her hand on her shoulder. “Sweetie, they have to do everything a few times. Could you be patient, please?”
We ran the scene again, doing things slightly differently so the film editors would have different options to choose from. Richard flubbed a line, so we had to start over again, drawing another sigh out of Emma.
“Is it my turn now?” she asked, fidgeting on her feet.
“Not quite,” Jim said with an impatient glance at Sarah. “Now we need to go over that scene two more times, doing a close-up of each of them.”
“What?”
Sarah picked Emma up, hefting her easily onto her hip—she was stronger than I would’ve expected. “C’mon, kiddo, let’s take another look at the snack table.”
 
*
 
After a while, we paused for lunch, and a while after that, we broke for the day. The one good thing about having a kid on set was that there were laws about how long she could work. She could be on set for eight hours, of which she could work no more than five. Jim could always keep the rest of us for longer, but there was only so much we could do without Emma, so we wouldn’t have any sixteen-hour days.
We ended for the day around five, which wasn’t bad since we’d started at nine. It felt almost like having a nine-to-five job, something I’d never experienced. I headed to the parking lot, keys in hand. I was ready for a long nap, then a bottle of wine, and perhaps a bit of swiping on Tinder to see if any pretty girls felt like having some fun.
“Good job today,” Richard called as I headed for my car.
“You too, buddy.” Noticing Cole and Autumn, the twenty-somethings playing my neighbors’ teen children, were also in the parking lot, I waved at them. “You guys, too. Really good.”
I wondered if they could see the bitterness under my smile. They were only a couple of years younger than me, so why were they playing teens when I was the mom? I put the thought out of my head. 
As I clicked my key fob, Sarah and Emma passed me. I nodded to Sarah, then to Emma. One of the few things I remembered clearly about my childhood was the feeling of being ignored, as if being smaller than the grown-ups meant I didn’t deserve any acknowledgment at all. I’d always hated being babied or talked down to. 
Because of that, I tried to treat kids like adults—although sometimes that got me in trouble, because that included swearing and talking about sex in front of them. Or the mishap with me being curt to Emma yesterday.
“How was it being back on set?” Sarah asked. “I know you haven’t acted for a while.” 
Oh God, she was going to drag me into a conversation now? Couldn’t she have nodded back to me silently with no more than a “have a good night,” like a normal person? 
Remembering I’d wanted to get in her head, I forced a smile. “It felt funny. I haven’t worked this hard in years.”
“But today was fun,” Emma said, bouncing from her heels to her toes.
I looked at her flatly. She’d found that fun? She could’ve fooled me, given how much she’d complained. “It’s fun, but it’s work,” I finally said.
“Fun work,” she repeated. “Furk.”
I traded a glance with Sarah, who looked way too proud of her daughter’s cleverness. I was pretty sure my face showed dubious sarcasm instead.
“Anyway,” I said, “I haven’t really worked at all in years. I made enough from Great
Takes Eight that it took me a while to blow through my savings, and believe me, I was trying.”
Sarah frowned. “What about Trail Mender?”
Now I wished she hadn’t heard of that. “I did that more for fun.” 
In reality, I’d been trying to take my career in a new direction. Great Takes Eight had just finished, and I’d wanted to show my skills at serious acting. When it flopped, my career went down along with it.
I could’ve kept trying, but I hadn’t seen the point. I’d put my all into that movie, and no one had cared enough to buy a ticket. The general public wanted to see me spouting off scripted one-liners, not delivering impassionate speeches or breaking down in tears.
I was eighteen at the time, and I’d just finished high school with the tutor who worked with me on set, so I’d applied to college. Of course, I’d had no idea how to interact with people my own age, especially when they all recognized me from TV. I’d dropped out after a semester and a half, saying I’d take courses online.
What I’d actually done for the next six years was… not much. A lot of it was too blurry to remember.
Sarah was still looking at me curiously, almost with concern, so I forced a smile. “I should get going.”
“Okay. See you later.”
“Bye, Katie,” Emma called.
I watched out of the corner of my eye as they headed to their car. Of course Sarah drove a station wagon. How could I have expected anything else?
 



Five – Sarah
 
“What’s going to happen in September, Mommy?” Emma asked one Monday over breakfast.
“With your school, you mean?” I was surprised she hadn’t worried about this earlier. “You won’t be able to go to school during the normal hours. I’ll be homeschooling you on set instead, and you’ll go back to school in December.”
I omitted the part about how I was going to have to carve out some time in the day for my own work. Although I could transcribe court proceedings at the studio, like I’d been doing so far, I was going to have a lot less time when I was homeschooling Emma. I imagined I’d have to stay up late every night to get a decent amount done, as well as working on the weekends. 
It’d be stressful, but I was determined to keep my income steady to support Emma. There was the child support from my ex, too. Every cent Emma made herself was going straight into her college fund.
Her mouth dropped open. “What about my friends? I won’t get to see Julie and Ellie and Cee?”
“Haven’t you been seeing them lately?” Wrong Headed had already been filming for two weeks, and I’d just taken her to a pool party the other night.
“It’s different when it’s school time,” she said with clear dismay. “They won’t want to hang out with me when they’re busy.”
“Of course they will, sweetie. They love you, and they’ll understand you have to miss some school.” I poured her some more orange juice. “Didn’t you stay in touch with Yvette when she moved to a new school?”
“It’s not the same.” She pouted.
I did feel bad that her normal childhood was going to get interrupted. But that was all it was, right? An interruption? I didn’t expect her to become a full-time actor, although it was possible—Jim always said she was doing so well. Either way, even if the show had more seasons, the episodes were only twenty minutes long, so a nine-episode run only took four and a half months, and part of that would be during the summer.
If she did happen to keep acting, things would get even harder. I’d only be able to homeschool her for so long—the math curriculum in particular got pretty difficult after the fifth or sixth grade. I’d need to hire her a tutor, and where was I going to find the money for that?
“Maybe you could ask Katie what it was like when she was a child actor,” I said. “You might be able to relate to her.”
“I don’t like Katie.”
“You don’t? I thought you two were friends now.”
Emma pursed her lips. “She was mean to me on Friday. She told me to shut up when I was just talking.”
I winced. I did recall Katie asking Emma to be quiet, but to be fair it’d been the end of the day and Emma had been getting on my own nerves as well. “She was a little nicer than that,” I said.
“Not that nice.”
I toyed with the strips of bacon on my plate. “I think you have to be patient with someone like Katie,” I said. “She’s trying, but she’s just not a happy person, and when you’re like that, it can be hard to make other people happy.”
“Why isn’t she happy, Mommy?”
I sighed, knowing I’d taken the conversation to an awkward place. How much of what I’d observed about Katie could I really explain to an eight-year-old? “She seems to be lonely,” I said. “Have you ever heard her mention her mom or dad? Or a girlfriend, or even a friend?”
Emma’s eyes widened. “No.”
“I think because she was a child actor, she might have a hard time connecting with other people.” I’d Googled her a bit, just out of idle curiosity, and I’d learned that each season of Great Takes Eight had around twenty episodes. She must’ve spent most of the year on set. 
In more recent years, there was no mention of her marrying or even dating, although there were a few deeply-buried articles about her partying at exclusive nightclubs. Most of the commenters thought it was sad that she’d let her career slip away, and their conclusion was that early success had gone to her head.
One “Where Are They Now” article had the most information. It talked about her dropping out of college and becoming estranged from her parents. I had to assume she resented them for putting her in that position, and I hoped I’d never make Emma feel that way.
“But I’m a child actor now,” Emma said slowly. “What if I have a hard time connecting with people?”
“You’re not Katie. It’s a whole different situation.”
At least I was telling myself that.
 
*
 
I sat at the back of the boardroom, listening absent-mindedly to the read-through for the second episode. I’d been up late working since I knew I wouldn’t be able to transcribe during the morning while they were rehearsing in here. Now I fought the urge to simply doze off.
“Oh my God,” Aaron, the actor playing the dead woman’s husband, read. “Wake up, honey, wake up. You can’t be gone!”
“Step aside,” Richard said. “I know CPR.”
“And what is CPR going to do when she’s already bled out?” Katie demanded.
“I’ve seen CSI,” Emma said. “She’s clearly in rig—rig—”
I peered over her shoulder at the script. “Rigor mortis,” I said. “Say it with me. Rig-or mor-tis.”
Emma did her best, but she was still stumbling over the line after a few tries. I pursed my lips, wondering why the screenwriters had given a child such a complicated Latin term. Of course Emma was going to have a hard time with it.
“We’ll work on it some more later,” Jim said.
In her spot across from me, Katie rolled her eyes. My eyebrows shot up. Was that woman really going to sit there and judge Emma for messing up one line? My blood boiled. Whether or not she was a happy person, her attitude was getting on my nerves.
They read on for a while, establishing that the Charlotte character was in fact dead. After panicking and trying to get out of the snowed-in cabin again, they re-established that their cell phones and Internet service didn’t work.
“Archer and Ivy step into their bedroom so they can speak privately,” Jim read. 
“We’re going to have to keep her body in the snow until the cops can come,” Richard said quietly. “We’ll carve out a spot for her, and that’ll keep her fresh, as it were, so they can tell what happened to her.”
“What do you mean, what happened? She killed herself, clearly. What else would they need to find out?” There was panic in Katie’s voice.
Just hearing her, even without her costume or body language, I could believe she was a wife whose best friend had just violently died, and that she was trying desperately to convince herself it’d been suicide.
“She couldn’t have,” Richard said. “The knife was on the ground, not in her stomach. Someone killed her.”
“No, they couldn’t have. The knife—the knife must’ve fallen out.”
Autumn, who played the dead woman’s daughter, let out a wail. “Mom was murdered! Dad, somebody murdered her!”
“Shit, I didn’t realize she could hear us,” Katie muttered.
“You’re missing the point,” Richard said brusquely. “And they don’t seem to understand, either. We’re snowed in, and she was killed. The murderer is one of us!”
 
*
 
During filming the next day, I worked in the boardroom during the parts they didn’t need Emma for. She skulked around the room, picking pens up and putting them down, then sitting down and heaving a sigh loud enough that I could hear it through my noise-canceling headphones.
“Why don’t you go find something to do?” I asked, sliding the headphones off. “You can watch them film, or—or—well, you can watch them film.”
She gave me a hard look. “It’s boring, Mommy.”
She’d watched them film every day, and I couldn’t blame her for not wanting to do it any more. There was nothing for her to do here, either, and I couldn’t spare the time to entertain her.
“Here,” I said, pulling my Kindle out of my purse. “Why don’t you read the new Captain Underpants again?”
Her lips twisted. “I’ve already read it, like, five times.” But she accepted the e-reader and sat down, opening it with a huff.
Luckily for both of us, it was only a few minutes before a production assistant knocked on the door. They needed Emma now, so I went along with her.
The camera operators set up their angles, and Jim had the actors run through the scene once, making sure everyone knew how to move and where to stand. I cringed when I realized this part contained the line Emma had so much trouble with yesterday. I’d been so busy, I’d forgotten to practice it with her when we got home. I could only hope she wouldn’t hold up the filming too much.
“Oh my God,” Aaron said, bending over the prop dead body. “Wake up, honey, wake up. You can’t be gone!” His voice pitched higher and higher, so that he was practically howling by the end.
“Step aside,” Richard said, grabbing his shoulder. “I know CPR.”
Katie pressed her hands to her heart. “And what is CPR going to do when poor Charlotte’s already bled out?” 
“I’ve seen CSI,” Emma said, her brow furrowing as she concentrated on her line. “She’s clearly…” She hesitated. “Clearly…”
“Cut!” Jim called. “Emma, the line is ‘she’s clearly in rigor mortis.’ Want to try it again?”
Richard and Aaron looked impassive, but Katie’s irritation was visible as the actors went back to their original positions. Once Emma had repeated the line a few times, they tried again.
“She’s clearly in rigger morta,” she said.
“Cut!” Richard came up to kneel in front of her, putting his face at her eye level. “It’s rigor mortis, Emma.”
“Rigor mortis, sweetie.” I stepped onto the set and put my arms around her. “You can do this.” I saw Katie looking at us with an inscrutable expression as I let her go.
A third try, and then a fourth. Emma couldn’t seem to get the line down. Richard and Aaron were completely professional and patient with her, and I was impressed by how they summoned the same depths of emotion for one take after another. Katie was equally good at that, but when the camera wasn’t rolling, she rolled her eyes and sighed.
“Let’s take a quick break,” Jim said after the fifth take, when Emma bit her lip and blinked several times in a row. “Sarah, if you could…”
I didn’t know what he thought I could do to get Emma to learn the line, but I nodded curtly. “I’ll do my best.”
Katie got between me and Emma. “Actually, I’ll try to help her, if you don’t mind.”
I glared at her. Was she implying she could help Emma when I’d failed? Reminding myself she was an actual actor, and a former child star, I gritted my teeth. Maybe she did have a trick or two up her sleeve, and even if she was rubbing me the wrong way personally, I owed it to Emma to let her try. “Sure,” I said.
“Listen,” Katie said, “what I always used to do is break words into their parts.” She stood with her arms hanging awkwardly, looking down at Emma from a few feet above her. “So for this one, it’d be rig, like an oil rig… er, like you’re saying ‘or’ fast… mor, like ‘more,’ and tis, rhymes with ‘piss.’”
Emma giggled, and Katie slapped her forehead. “I mean, rhymes with ‘miss.’”
Had she done that on purpose? She definitely wasn’t much of a kid person… but she had Emma smiling and laughing when a second ago, she’d been on the verge of tears.
“Ready to try it?” Katie asked. “Rig…or… mor…tis. Rigor mortis.”
“Rigor mortis,” Emma repeated slowly. She looked over to me. “Mommy, I did it!”
At least she hadn’t completely forgotten about me now that Katie had swept in and taught her what I couldn’t. “Let’s try the whole line this time,” I said, moving to stand beside Katie. “I’ve seen CSI. She’s clearly in rigor mortis.”
Emma repeated the whole thing after me, sounding very much like she didn’t fully grasp what the line meant. Still, she burst into a proud grin when she was done.
“All right, break time’s over!” Jim yelled, and the other actors reassembled around us.
“Thanks for your help,” I told Katie before I got off the set. “Really.”
She gave me an all-too-attractive smile. “No problem at all.”
 



Six – Katie
 
On Monday morning, I showed up to the studio in sunglasses and a baseball cap. I hadn’t been able to sleep, so I’d ended up staying up until the early hours, drinking half a bottle of wine by myself.
Normally I would’ve been out with my friends—drinking buddies might’ve been a more appropriate term—every weekend. We were a ragtag squad of D-list celebrities and our hangers-on, who went out and got shit-faced every weekend, or sometimes during the week. Most of our time together was spent dancing or making out with whoever was around for the night, and our conversations revolved around how much we were drinking and who we’d been hooking up with.
Since I’d started working again, I hadn’t gone out. My friends had texted me to let me know what they were up to, but forty-hour weeks had sapped me of the required energy.
Kiara, one of the make-up ladies, tsked when she saw me. “Hung over again?”
“No, I just couldn’t sleep.” I took a seat and leaned my head back, ready to close my eyes and space out for the next hour.
My hairstylist, Elena, took off my cap and went to work on my hair, and I relaxed at the sound of their chatting. Apparently Kiara’s boyfriend was up to no good. Elena had been married for years and kept telling her she needed to relax and make compromises. The other actors and stylists threw in their thoughts once in a while.
I heard Emma and Sarah’s voices as they came in—I’d arrived before them for once. Keeping my eyes closed, I said, “Hey.”
“Hey, Katie!” Emma said. “How was your weekend?”
That kid acted like we were friends, or something. “Not too exciting,” I said. “How about yours?”
“What do celebrities do on the weekend?” Sarah asked before Emma could answer. She stood off to the side from her daughter’s chair, leaning against the wall.
“Whatever you two are doing.”
“Emma may be a celebrity soon, but not me,” she said. 
I opened my eyes, causing a yelp from Kiara, who’d been putting on eyeshadow. “You might be surprised,” I said. “Child actors’ parents can get a good amount of attention, especially when the child gets really famous.”
“I doubt that,” Sarah said. “No one’s going to think twice about an average-looking, divorced single mom.”
Did she really see “average” when she looked into the mirror? I blinked my eyes open again, my face twisting up as I sat forward. I expected to Kiara to be irritated again, but she’d stopped applying make-up and swiveled around, along with Elena and the two women working on Emma.
“You are definitely not average-looking,” Elena said. “If I had a chance to make you over…”
“Not to offend you, honey, but there’s so much more you could do with those gorgeous waves,” Emma’s stylist said.
“A little eyeliner would really make your eyes pop,” Kiara added.
“I’d look worse than you with that hairstyle and the amount of makeup you wear,” Autumn said. “And I’m playing a teenager.”
I looked harder at Sarah, trying to picture what they were saying. Sarah was already attractive, and a few simple changes would turn her into a stunner. She wouldn’t look like she was twenty, but she could definitely be a hot mom.
 “Oh, please.” Sarah waved away the suggestions. “I’m thirty-one years old. There’s no one I need to impress.”
“How about yourself?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her.
She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear self-consciously. “I like myself fine. I should get to work, actually.”
“Think about what we said,” Kiara called.
Elena sprayed something onto my hair. “Come see me when you’re free. We’ll talk about a cut and color.”
“That’s okay. Thank you, though.” Sarah darted away.
 
*
 
We had a few scenes to tape in the afternoon, so I chugged a cup of coffee as soon as I got back to the set. “One thing before we start,” I said, checking my script and then looking at Jim. “My character is wincing in this scene. Is that a grief thing, or…?”
“You’re feeling ill, actually,” Jim said. “Reread the stage directions.”
I glanced at the script. It did say something about touching my stomach. “Why am I ill?”
“You’ll find out later. This is the kind of thing you should bring up during the cold read, by the way.”
“All right, sorry.” I headed over to the spot the camera operators had blocked for me. 
Not knowing my character’s future was getting to me, especially when I didn’t know if she might be the murderer. I’d known every single thing about the inner lives of the other characters I’d played, although Jim’s way was also a legit method of directing.
“All right, scene,” he called. “Scene seven, take one. Lights, camera… action!” He clapped the clapboard and stepped to the side.
I stood next to Richard in the kitchen, and we looked at each other warily. “There’s only enough food for a few days,” I said. “We were going to go on a shopping expedition on Friday. If the snow doesn’t let up, we could be trapped here for longer than that.”
“Charlotte was murdered, and you’re worried about your stomach?” he snapped. “There’s no way we’ll be trapped for that long. This snow is going to melt any day now, but Charlotte will still be dead.”
I sniffled, trying to wince as Jim had said. “I’m just trying my best to cope.”
“Wesley must’ve killed her,” Richard said. “Or else one of their awful children did.”
“Gavin or Lida?” I whispered. “It couldn’t be. Why would any child murder their own mother?”
“It doesn’t make any sense to me, either, but I know it wasn’t me or you. It wasn’t Naomi, either.”
Touching my stomach, I gave half a laugh. “Our little Naomi couldn’t hurt a fly.”
“The three of us need to stay away from those people,” Richard said urgently. “I don’t want them anywhere near us.”
“We’re in a two-bedroom cabin. We can’t stay too far away from them.”
Richard gave me a dark look. “We’ll do our best.”
“And scene!” Jim said. “That was perfect, you two, but the boom was in the shot.”
Everyone groaned. I rolled my eyes, looking at the boom mic hovering just over us. The technician looked apologetic. “Sorry, guys.”
On the sidelines, Emma just looked confused. I saw Sarah lean down to explain what’d happened, her lips brushing against Emma’s ear. For a brief second, I felt a bit jealous of the kid. Sarah stood again, keeping a hand on Emma’s shoulder as they watched the camera people set up again.
“Okay, let’s do that exactly like last time,” Jim said. “You two were great, really great.”
“Great” wouldn’t get me the last five minutes of my life back.
We ran the scene a couple more times, getting two clean takes and then two sets of close-ups. As I moved so the camera operators could take off the blocking tape, Emma flawlessly cartwheeled onto the set.
“Wow.” To my surprise, my admiration was genuine.
Hearing me, she did another cartwheel and looked over at me for approval.
“All right, that’s enough showing off.” Sarah hurried over.
“She’s great,” I said. “Is that, like, a normal kid thing? Is everyone under the age of twelve just able to do that?”
“No, Emma does gymnastics three times a week.”
“Can’t you do the splits?” Emma asked me, sliding down to the floor. 
I shook my head slowly. “Maybe if I broke both my legs.”
Emma stuck out her tongue. “It’s so easy.”
“Be nice, Emma,” Sarah said.
“No, it’s okay. It’s pretty cool that she can do all of that stuff. I never had time when I was a kid.”
“I’m working on my drop-back,” Emma said, standing up and bending over backwards.
“Sweetie, you can show Katie later.” Sarah gestured at the actors and crew. “Everybody’s waiting for you.”
“Oops.” Emma stood up. “I’ll show you at the end of the day, Katie.”
“Okay.” 
I stepped off the set, wondering if I was really going to stay late at work just to see a kid show off her gymnastics skills. When had I turned into a person who cared what some random child could do?
More importantly, why was I kind of looking forward to it?
 



Seven – Sarah
 
“Why can’t I talk to Lida now, Mommy?” Emma asked Katie, crossing her arms as she stood in the bedroom of the movie set. “I haven’t talked to her all day.”
“You stay away from her, Naomi. There’s a very bad person in this cabin, and we don’t know if it might be her.” Katie’s voice trembled as she hugged Emma to her, bringing her to sit on her lap. 
“But Lida is my friend,” Emma said. “Gavin, too.”
Katie glanced behind her at Richard, who spoke in a thundering voice. “No!”
“No, honey,” Katie said softly. “They’re not your friends right now. Maybe when we all get out of here, you can play together again.”
“Never again,” Richard said firmly. “Not until we find out who the killer is.”
“Shh, don’t put thoughts like that in her head,” Katie said, covering Emma’s ears. “She’s only eight—she won’t understand.”
“She’s seen a dead body. It’s a little late to protect her.”
Emma wrenched away from Katie and stood in the corner, facing both of the others with her eyes flashing. “Why would Lida or Gavin have killed their mommy?” she asked in a heartbreakingly broken tone. “How do I know it wasn’t one of you?”
“Cut!” Jim yelled. “Great take, everyone.”
“That was amazing,” I said, running onto the set to give Emma a tight squeeze. “I felt like I was really there.”
“You are really here, Mommy.” She rolled her eyes.
“Let’s take it again from the top,” Jim said.
I backed off, giving Katie a nod as I allowed her to take my place. In my decidedly not professional opinion, spending time with her outside the studio had worked. Her acting in the third episode had been stellar, especially the parts when she was with Emma.
She nodded back at me, her eyes lingering long enough to make me shiver. Sometimes I wondered what went through that woman’s head. What must it be like to be that young, that glamorous? When I was her age, Emma was already two—not to mention, I’d never been famous.
Even if she wasn’t at the top of her game when it came to her career, she was still a star and incredibly talented, with jaw-droppingly good looks. It befuddled me that she was single—if indeed she was, because our brief conversations had never touched on her love life.
Sometimes the way she looked at me made me wonder if she could be attracted to me, but I quickly put those thoughts out of my head. There was more curiosity than desire in her glances, and I assumed I had to be as foreign a species to her as she was to me.
What kind of woman would she go for, though? Someone young and carefree, no doubt—slim and beautiful like her, with no kids, no commitments, and plenty of money. I could just picture her locked in an embrace with another starlet, posing suggestively on the cover of a magazine.
Sarah, you’re still looking at her. I whipped my head to one side, breaking the uncomfortable eye contact. The scene started over, and I carefully brought my gaze back to Katie, telling myself I wasn’t going to look too hard.
It wasn’t as if I had a crush on her or anything. I’d never gone for a woman, although I’d considered the idea that I might not be completely straight. I’d certainly been turned on by women, but that seemed normal in today’s world of sexual fluidity. It didn’t mean I wanted to have sex with one.
Then again, I hadn’t particularly wanted to have sex with any men since my divorce, either. I snorted to myself, wondering if David had turned me off the entire gender.
“Cut! No noise on the set, please.” Jim looked irritated.
“Oh, shoot. I’m so sorry. I’ll be quiet.”
 
*
 
“Oh my God!” Katie shrieked, putting her hands to her heart as if she’d been stabbed in the chest. “This can’t be! No! Archer, open your eyes! Please!”
“Naomi?” Aaron asked, coming up behind her. He caught sight of Richard’s motionless body lying on the kitchen floor. “Archer!”
“Dad, what’s wrong?” Autumn, who played the teen daughter, walked into the room, and immediately fell to the ground. “No!”
Even though I’d heard them read these lines a few times the other day, my blood ran cold at the words. I couldn’t imagine finding anyone I knew dead, especially a spouse. I wouldn’t even have wished death on David at the lowest point of our divorce proceedings.
Katie played the part perfectly, picking up Richard’s hand to listen for a pulse, then attempting CPR as if it wasn’t too late to bring him back. I wondered how they’d deal with his breathing for the actual episode. Was there a way to edit it out?
Since Emma wasn’t in this scene, I could’ve left, but I found myself riveted to the spot. Emma returned from the snack table and handed me a plate, which I accepted without moving my eyes. I picked up a carrot and munched robotically, still staring straight at Katie.
“They’re good, right?” I asked when the actors had finished.
Emma bobbed her head. “Who do you think killed Charlotte and Archer?”
“We’ll find out.” I ruffled her hair. “Maybe you did.”
She snorted. “It wasn’t me.”
“Maybe you’ll get killed, then.”
I was mostly joking, but her eyes widened and she put down the strawberry she’d picked up. “What happens if I get killed off? Would I have to keep working?”
“I don’t know, do you think they’d bring your character back as a ghost?”
She considered the question seriously. “No, I don’t think so.”
The idea of her character being killed hadn’t occurred to me before, and now I wondered what actually would happen. I wouldn’t mind if she was able to go back to school in September like usual, especially since squeezing my work into stolen moments was getting tiring. Would she get paid for the full length of the contract, though? I’d have to ask her agent.
On set, Aaron and Archer left while the camera operators angled in on Katie and Richard for their close-up. Katie went through her lines all over again, and I watched the shifts in her attractive features. I was always impressed at how these actors could call up their emotions on command, even when all they were looking at was the lens of a camera.
I ate another carrot, then patted Emma on the back. “You have your lines memorized for your next scene?”
“Yep.”
“I’m going to go back and get some work done, then.”
She squinted at me. “You stay and watch Katie’s part and not mine?”
I guessed I kind of was about to do that. “All right.” I’d get the work done somehow. “I’ll stay.”
 
*
 
I sat in the boardroom, headphones blocking out all outside noise. My fingers raced over the keyboard as I transcribed as fast as I could. I was days behind at this point, and there was nothing I could do to make myself go faster.
A hand waved in front of the screen, slim and long-fingered, with no rings. I looked up to see Katie, her mouth forming the shape of a “hey.”
I slid my headphones off, equal parts irritated and curious. “What’s up?”
“I just thought I’d see what you’re up to. I needed a break from the set.” She slid into a chair, putting her feet up on the table. Her khaki pants hugged her long legs in a way that made it hard to look away.
“I’m in the middle of something,” I said, hovering my fingers over the keyboard. “Sorry I can’t keep you company.”
“What are you doing?” She poked her head over my shoulder, and I caught a waft of her perfume. “Looks pretty official.”
“I’m a court transcriber. I’m transcribing some divorce proceedings at the moment.” I turned the screen toward her so she could see. “I think she’s going to get away with half his assets, if not more.”
“Sounds fascinating.” She leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Why don’t you take a break with me?”
“I kind of have to work.”
“Why?” She looked genuinely perplexed, as if the idea of having to work for a living had never occurred to her. “Emma’s working.”
“Sure, for now. I can’t quit my job because of that. It’s just going to be a busy couple of months.”
“Surely you could dial back to part-time.”
“Not really, not if I want to go back to full-time afterwards.” There was no shortage of people qualified to do what I did. The only thing you really needed was good typing skills, and if I let my workload slip, someone else would snatch it up.
“It’s not really just a couple months, though, is it?” Katie asked.
“The season is four and a half.”
“I know.” She frowned. “I mean, Emma will keep acting after. She has to.”
I swallowed. “Do you think she’s that good?” As her parent, I wanted to believe she was, but that was a biased opinion.
“Are you serious?” Katie tilted her head. “She’s excellent. Things like her pacing and the way she delivers lines can’t be taught. She has natural talent. Even if she’s not on the next season, she’ll be able to find work afterward—as long as she wants to.”
“I think she would,” I mused out loud. “She’s been enjoying this so far. I just—I didn’t know if she was average or what, you know?”
“Wow… I didn’t realize you didn’t know.” Katie set her elbows on the table. “What we’re doing here now is something special. This show is going to be good, Sarah, and that’s partly because of Emma.”
“Special?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if there were Emmy nominations.” She stretched and stood up. “So think about maybe not working yourself to the bone, okay?”
I swallowed again, my throat suddenly dry. “All I want is a good life for Emma.”
“Don’t forget about letting Sarah have a good life, too.”
 



Eight – Katie
 
The fifth week of shooting was a wrap. Once I got home, I collapsed on my bed. My house, a two-bedroom not far from the Pacific Palisades, was quiet, which was just what I needed after the headache of this week.
After lying there for a few minutes, the house began to feel too quiet. “Alexa, play some ambient music,” I said. The speakers on each side of my bed piped slow instrumental music into the air—Aphex Twin, if I was to hazard a guess.
With a few clicks on my phone, I ordered take-out for the night. Then I hopped onto Tinder to see if I could order myself a woman, too.
Tinder had been a game-changer when I signed up a few years ago. Before that, I’d had to lurk around bars and clubs to find the kind of quick and dirty hook-ups I liked. Using an app made it far easier to find girls I was attracted to, and to weed out the ones who weren’t interested in the same thing that I was.
It’d been easy enough to find what I wanted back in the day, and it was even easier now. I was blessed with somewhat good looks, or at least that was what people told me. On top of that, girls were often fascinated by the idea of bedding a celebrity, however minor. Once I told them who I was, their pants were halfway off, and that was if they hadn’t recognized me already.
I swiped for a few minutes, taking my time looking at each profile. It wasn’t as if I had much else going on. This was going to be a boring weekend, unless I found someone to spice it up. 
My phone vibrated in my hand, and I swiped down to see the message, fully expecting it to be a drinking buddy. Instead, it was from an unknown number.
Hey, it’s Sarah, it said. Emma and I were wondering if you might like to come to her gymnastics competition tomorrow. We wanted to ask you today, but you were out the door as soon as we were done shooting!
My nose wrinkled as I reread the message. Sarah had to be out of her mind if she thought I wanted to spend any more time with her than necessary. Did she think I’d willingly subject myself to a room full of snotty-nosed brats?
No thanks, I began to type, then paused. Sarah wasn’t a bad person—definitely not my least favorite person. Even her kid was halfway decent, outside of being eight, which she couldn’t help. It wasn’t like I had anything else going on.
Besides, seeing her outside of work might help me get into her head. Put some effort in, Katie. You could still have a shot at being a serious actor.
Fuck. I had to go, didn’t I?
Maybe, I wrote. Let me know the details, and I’ll see if I have time tomorrow.
Her reply came back almost instantly. Great! Emma’s so excited that you can make it. It’s at 2pm, 3504 W Slauson Ave in Park Mesa Heights.
Hey! I wrote. I didn’t say I was going to come.
All she sent back was a smiley face.
 
*
 
At two-fifteen the next day, I found myself at the address she’d given me. As I walked into the gymnastics center, I wondered how I’d even find those two. The place was milling with people—some adults, but mostly kids.
“There you are!” Sarah said, running up to me. “You’re early.”
“Early?”
She grinned. “The competition starts at two-thirty. I noticed you don’t like to be on time for things, so…”
She looked way too self-satisfied. It was cute on her, actually—but then again, she was usually cute.
“You got me,” I said. “So, where’s Emma?”
“Getting changed. You won’t get to talk to her until after—hopefully to congratulate her after she gets first place.”
Her pride in Emma was cute, too. You can’t fuck her, I told myself. It’d be too messy. Besides, she’s straight.

We sat down, and I yelled over the noise of the other parents and guests. “Where do you find the time to take her to gymnastics? She’s so busy with filming.”
“You’re telling me.” Sarah shook her head. “Things have been crazy lately, but I’m doing my best to keep her life as normal as possible. Plus, she loves gymnastics.”
“But where do you find time for you?”
She snorted. “I don’t, really. That’s just life when you’re a parent, especially a single one.”
Ah, so she was single. “Her dad doesn’t help out at all?” I knew I was on shaky ground here, but I’d been wanting to ask about the kid’s dad for a while, and this was the first time the subject had come up semi-naturally.
“Child support, sure.” Her lips went thin, and she glared into the distance. “He fucked off to New York when he left me. Said he wanted a more exciting life and that he wasn’t ready for all of this commitment.”
“Wow.” I felt bad for having asked. This was totally irrelevant to the role I was playing, so I should’ve left the topic alone. Still, I felt obliged to say something more. “He helped create Emma. He should help take care of her.”
“Technically he could take her every weekend if he wanted, but he never does. I don’t actually mind that much, though. He was a pretty lackadaisical parent for the first three years of her life, so I was pretty much on my own then anyway.”
“I’d rather have the cash in hand, too,” I said. “Then again, I hear some people appreciate men for other things.”
She snorted. “Trust me, this one had nothing else to offer.”
The competition was about to begin, so I sat back and watched the kids run out. I’d kind of expected there’d be more people with me and Sarah. Didn’t she have any siblings to invite, or even friends?
“Welcome to the Girls’ 7-12 Intermediate Gymnastics Competition,” the man at the front called out. “Our first event is the balance beams. First up is Kyla Lowrie.”
A kid stood up from the seats on the other side of the room and headed for the beams. Instead of watching her perform, I searched the crowd for Emma. There she was, looking like a little gymnast in her pink leotard and high ponytail. She caught my eye and waved excitedly. Almost embarrassed to have been looking at her, I gave a curt wave back.
I watched the next few kids take their turns, one after the other. They were all pretty good, jumping and spinning across the beam without ever falling. I knew I would’ve toppled off the beam as soon as I tried to even stand on it.
“This one is Emma’s nemesis,” Sarah whispered into my ear as a petite brunette named Melody went up. “She got third place by a hair last time, and Emma got nothing.”
I nodded. “Want me to boo her?”
“That’s okay, but feel free to cheer for Emma.”
Melody executed her exercises flawlessly, at least from what I could see, and the judges held up their signs. 8.5, 8.7, 8.9, and 8.1.
“That’s better than the last few, right?” I asked.
“Yeah, she has a shot at first place—but Emma’s up next.” 
Emma looked our way again, and I gave her an awkward thumbs-up before I realized she was looking at her mom, not at me. I studied the way Sarah clapped wildly, trying to memorize the obvious pride on her face and the hope in her eyes.
The announcer called Emma’s name and she stood up with complete confidence, her shoulders thrown back and her head held high. The song she’d chosen was “Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger” by Daft Punk, and the title seemed appropriate as she cartwheeled toward the beam. Without even pausing, she did a front flip onto the thin piece of wood.
“Holy shit,” I breathed.
She spun in a whirlwind, ponytail flying, a look of intense concentration on her face. She did some moves I didn’t even know the name for before somersaulting up to the edge of the beam. I raised my hands to clap whole-heartedly—but she wasn’t done yet. She did a back flip and then slid into the splits, on the beam.
As soon as the music ended, I was on my feet, cheering wildly. It didn’t occur to me until too late that I was the only one screaming and stomping my feet. Sheepish, I dropped back into my seat. The judges held up their signs: 8.1, 7.8, 7.9, 8.5.
“An average of 8.0,” the announcer said. “Unfortunately, we can’t give bonus points for having a very enthusiastic mother.”
People laughed, and my cheeks flushed. Not only had I embarrassed myself, but these people seriously thought I was Emma’s mom. Maybe I really was too old to play a high schooler, after all.
“How could they give her such bad scores?” I hissed to Sarah. “She was amazing.”
“So were the rest of the kids,” she said. “Plus she stuck the landing after her back flip.”
I scoffed. Emma was clearly the best so far, and definitely better than that brat, Melody.
“Don’t worry, though,” Sarah said. “This is just the first event. Emma can still recover with the uneven bars and floor exercise.”
 
*
 
Emma finished the contest with a respectable 8.4 average and a third-place ribbon. Melody took second, but that didn’t seem to matter to Emma as she ran up to me and her mom.
First Sarah picked her up and squeezed her, and then it was my turn to find something to say. “You did great,” I tried, giving her a one-armed hug. “Congrats.”
“Thanks, Katie. I’m glad you could come!”
She ran off to change, and I looked at Sarah. “She’s a pretty cool kid, you know.”
“Thanks, I kind of like her.” She gave me a soft punch on the arm. “And by the way, you’re not as bad with kids as you seem to think.”
“I’m pretty bad with them. Just being realistic.” I shrugged. We were quiet for a second, and I decided to ask the question that’d been bothering me since she’d texted me. “Why did you invite me here? I had a good time and all. I’ve just been wondering. Where’d you even get my number?”
“The actors’ contact sheet,” she said, looking slightly uncomfortable. “I figured you might like it… and I also thought it’d be good for both you and Emma to spend a little time together. For the show.”
“Oh, just for the show?”
She coughed and looked down. “Well, why did you come?”
“Same thing,” I said. “For the show.”
“So we’re on the same page, then?”
What page was she talking about? Her eyes searched mine, and I had the feeling that a greater meaning lay beneath the surface. She meant Emma and I should get comfortable with each other to be more believable as mother and daughter, right? 
She couldn’t mean we were on the same page about wanting anything more than that.
“Of course,” I said. “Totally on the same page.”
 



Nine – Sarah
 
“Thank you so much for taking Emma for the afternoon,” I told Valerie on her doorstep, Emma racing inside to meet her friends. “You have no idea how many things I need to get done.”
“You must be so busy lately,” she said. “Do you have time to come in for some coffee?”
I really didn’t, but some stress-free interaction with another adult sounded like just what the doctor ordered. “Sure, I’ll make the time.” 
Valerie was Emma’s friend Cee’s mom, and even though she was married, she understood how tough it was to balance work and parenting. As I went in, I waved at Cee and Emma already playing in the living room. The rest of their gang were there, too, and Valerie’s husband sat with his feet on the couch, watching the four absent-mindedly as he tapped on his tablet.
“So, what’s it like being the mom of a TV star?” Valerie asked.
“TV star?” I laughed. “Emma’s having fun working, and she’s earning some money for her future. I don’t think she’ll be a celebrity anytime soon.” Even if Katie claimed to think otherwise.
“She’s going to be on TV, and she’s one of the stars of the show, so…” Valerie poured me a cup of coffee.
“I don’t know. People keep joking about her becoming a celebrity, but I just can’t see it.”
“Sarah, I don’t think they’re joking.” She sipped from her own cup, leaning against the counter. “Didn’t you tell me someone famous was on the show? Who was it, again?”
“Katie Days,” I said reflexively. “Yeah, I guess she’s kind of famous. I keep forgetting that lately.”
“Why? Is she nice in real life?”
“Um… not exactly.” I smiled at a memory of her crustiness, and the softness that lay beneath it. “She’s just a normal person who happens to have spent part of her childhood on TV.”
“So you mean she’s a jerk? Why are you smiling so hard?” Valerie dropped into a chair and pointed at the one across from her. “C’mon, sit. I want to hear all about her.”
“Were you a fan of Great Takes Eight?” I asked.
“I still watch the reruns from time to time.”
I wondered what it’d feel like to have people watching something Katie had recorded years ago. Some people still thought of her as her character on that show. “She’s actually pretty cool,” I said. “She came to Emma’s gymnastics meet the other weekend.”
“What? Why?” Valerie’s jaw dropped. “Are you two friends? Could I meet her?”
“No, I wouldn’t say we’re friends. We’ve talked a little.”
“And now you’ve hung out. That makes you friends.”
I laughed a little uncomfortably. I didn’t know if Katie was even capable of friendship. “I definitely wouldn’t introduce her to someone who’s going to go crazy over her.”
“I’d only go a little crazy,” she said playfully.
I relaxed a little. Something came to my mind. “Did you know she’s gay?” I asked.
“No, I didn’t know. I can’t say I follow a lot of celebrity gossip—”
“Yeah, you do.”
“Okay, I do.” She grinned unapologetically. “I don’t know every detail of every celebrity’s life, but yeah, I don’t recall hearing anything like that. Why, though?”
“Just curious. She was very open about it, but I didn’t see anything that said that on the Internet. I wasn’t sure if it was common knowledge.”
“But why do you care?” She peered at me. “Wait… do you…”
“Do I like her?” I laughed a little too hard. “Of course not. It’s not like that.”
“And that’s why you got all dreamy-eyed as soon as I mentioned her?” She quirked an eyebrow at me. “I’ve been around the block a few times, Sarah. I’d have to be blind to not see you’ve got it bad for her.”
“Well…”
“I knew it!” she screamed before I could figure out how to continue.
All four of the girls appeared at the door. “Knew what, Mom?” Cee asked.
“Nothing, nothing. You girls go play.” She shooed them off.
I lowered my voice in case they were still listening. “All right, there’s something about her. I mean, famous people tend to be beautiful and charming. It doesn’t mean I actually like her.”
“Hey, I’m not judging. I’m straight as an arrow, but if Angelina Jolie wanted to go for a roll in the hay, well…” She shrugged.
I bit my lip. It wasn’t even like that with me and Katie. Part of me wanted to be intimate with her, but it wasn’t all about sex. That part of me wanted to put a smile on her lips, to lace my fingers through hers, to go out with her, and maybe even come home to her. And that part was growing every day.
“She’d never be interested in me,” I said. “Never in a million years.”
“You never know,” Valerie said. “At least, not if you don’t try.”
 
As I headed off on my errands, I wondered whether I should try somehow. Not that I’d make a move on Katie or anything, but I did remember the stylists’ comments about making me over. Maybe I’d stop by and talk to them when I had a free minute sometime… sometime when Katie wasn’t around.
 
*
 
A week later, I stared into the mirror after a haircut. The hairdresser had basically worked a miracle, taking my lifeless, limp brown strands and turning them into beachy waves. I’d barely lost any length, and I’d never thought my hair would be capable of such volume.
“Mommy, you look so pretty!” Emma said, peering into the bathroom from behind me.
I was used to having no privacy, so I pushed the door open wider and let her in. “You think so?” I knew my hair looked good, I just wasn’t sure about the face that went along with it. This hair belonged to someone five years younger, with no kids.
“It looks amazing. Can you make my hair do that, too?”
“Probably not.” Her hair was pin-straight, like her father’s. “Besides, I don’t even know if I can pull this off again, myself.”
“Then you have to go to the hairdresser’s every week,” she said seriously. Her eyes lit on the sink counter, and she picked up an eyeliner pen. “What’s this?”
“That’s some make-up. The make-up lady uses things like this on you when you’re at work.”
“But you’re not working.” Emma opened the cap and twisted the base until an inch of eyeliner protruded. “Can I wear it when I’m not working, too?”
“When you’re older.”
She rolled her eyes. “Why did you get it if it’s not for work?”
“I felt like looking pretty. Am I allowed to want to look pretty?” 
Emma pouted as she backed out of the bathroom. “Sor-ry.”
I felt bad for my overly harsh tone. I’d apologize later—I was already a little irritated, and I worried I’d snap at her again if I said anything right now.
In the meantime, I brushed my hair out of my face and leaned closer to the mirror, eyeliner in hand. Where exactly was this stuff supposed to go? Above or below my eyes, or maybe both?
I pulled my lower eyelid down, remembering how I used to experiment with make-up in high school. As soon as I tried to draw onto it, my eyes watered and I blinked uncontrollably. “Fuck,” I said softly.
I’d have to ask those ladies about the make-up stuff on Monday.
I just hoped they wouldn’t figure out why I was suddenly interested.
 



Ten – Katie
 
“You look different,” I said to Sarah on Monday morning.
She was sitting in the back corner of the boardroom where we cold-read our lines, not even at the table with the rest of us, as if she was trying to hide from any possible attention. Unfortunately for her, she might as well have had a spotlight on her with the way her brown waves of hair shone.
“She got some eyeliner,” Emma piped up from her seat.
Ah… it seemed like Sarah had taken the advice from the other week into account. “You look nice,” I told her, slipping into a chair and setting my coffee cup on the table in front of me.
“I was overdue for a haircut,” she mumbled.
“No excuses necessary. It’s working for you.” Her eyeliner was clumsily applied and messy, and yet it still made her eyes look larger and more dramatic. I’d have to see if I could pull aside one of the make-up artists and ask them to give her a quick lesson.
“Thanks,” she said, looking down.
What was the point of putting in the effort to look good if she was just going to avoid any attention? “Isn’t that cut working for her?” I asked the other actors. “Jim, tell her she looks amazing.”
Jim cleared his throat. “You look as gorgeous as ever, Sarah, but we should really get started.”
Sarah’s cheeks were pink. “Sorry.”
As we started to read through the fourth episode, I could see it was going to be a doozy. Both families were freaking out, and with one member of each family gone, the survivors realized they had to work together—all the while realizing that no one could be trusted. And shit was getting dark.
“I don’t care if I live or die anymore,” Autumn read. “I don’t want to be alive without Mom. I’ll always wonder if I could’ve saved her somehow!”
“No, don’t say that,” Aaron said as her father. “You have so much to live for, darling.”
“Does she?” Cole grunted, playing the teenage son. “Because the way I see it, we’re all at fault for Mom dying. Archer, too.”
“Your mother would’ve wanted you to live!” Aaron said, and even though it was only a cold read, his voice cracked. I would’ve sworn he was a moment away from crying.
I cleared my throat. “I couldn’t help but overhear,” I said. “I—oh, my stomach hurts.”
“What do you want?” Aaron snapped.
“I just think we all need to cooperate if we want to have any chance of getting out of here alive.”
“Are you deaf?” Autumn said. “I don’t want to live.”
“Lida, I’ve known you since you were in diapers. Your mother was one of my best friends since college. I miss her as much as you do, so don’t act like you’re the only one who’s lost someone here. Not to mention that my own husband died!”
“Fine,” Autumn said. “What do you propose we do?”
 
*
 
The characters dug out a space to put the two dead bodies outside, keeping them on ice. They were rationing their food, eating as little as they could, so everyone was going to be hungry and irritable.
Tomorrow, we’d be filming the scenes where we all stayed in the kitchen until nightfall, staring each other down. I could feel the tension rolling off the page when I read the script. It was going to look amazing when it was all on camera.
I headed into the boardroom at the end of the day, finding Sarah typing away with her big headphones on. She looked adorable. I crossed the room and mussed up her hair, making her gasp and put her hands to her heart before she looked up and saw that it was me.
“You scared the shit out of me,” she said. “Why are you in here?”
“Just thought I’d come say hi.” I wasn’t sure why, myself. “Emma’s changing back to her street clothes.” And I’d changed extra-fast so I could come here before she was done.
“How was the afternoon?” Sarah asked.
“Everything went pretty smoothly, aside from the part where Emma kept forgetting to turn on her lavalier mic.”
“Oh, shoot. That’s the kind of thing I’m supposed to be helping out with.”
I frowned at her. “No, it’s the techs’ job. You’re not supposed to do anything but bring Emma here every day.”
“I’m her mom. It’s my responsibility.”
“Your responsibility is to chill out from time to time.” I pulled the headphones off her neck and set them on the table. “When’s the last time you relaxed, anyway?”
“I just got my hair cut.”
“Doesn’t count. You said you were overdue for that.”
She pursed her lips. “I had coffee with a friend.”
“When?”
“Last weekend, when I was dropping Emma off at her place.”
I gaped. “Do you even hear yourself?”
“Well, what do you want me to do? I’m a working single mom. We’re not known for having spare time. Things’ll get better in December, when the season’s done.”
“You need a massage.”
“Are you offering?”
She was really going to ask me to buy her a massage? “I do know a good place, if you want to write it down.”
“Like I have time to go anywhere? I thought you were going to give me one now.”
I burst into laughter. “Honey, I get massages. I don’t have the first clue how to give one.”
“You don’t want to try?” Her eyes lingered on mine.
Was she flirting with me? God knew I’d love to get my hands on her, but not to rub out any knots. “Maybe another time,” I said. “Why don’t we have lunch tomorrow, though?”
She looked at the floor. “You don’t have to do that.”
“What?”
“Come on, you’re a glamorous actress. I know you don’t want to spend time with a dowdy old mom.”
I snorted. “You realize you’re only six years older than me, right?”
“Six years, and a whole lot of life experience.”
That was true. She’d been married and divorced, had a kid… all I’d ever done was act, drink, and complain. “It’s up to you. It’s just that we’re both here anyway, and I happen to find you more interesting than anyone else on set.”
She blinked. “Oh… I get it. Are you doing research for your character, or something?”
I should’ve been. I’d completely forgotten about that. “Nope,” I said. “I’m just being friendly.”
“You’re pretty bad at it.” Emma appeared at the door, and Sarah waved at her before turning back to me. “Lunch tomorrow. You’re on.”
 
*
 
I came into the boardroom as soon as we broke for the morning. Since Sarah was immune to the world, I snuck up behind her and put my hands on her shoulders, squeezing and releasing in an imitation of a massage.
After a moment of panic, she took off her headphones and relaxed under my touch. “You’re actually not bad for a first-timer.”
I pressed on the area around her neck. “I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m probably hurting more than I’m helping..”
“Feels good, though. Hurt me all you want.” Her head fell forward and she let out a low moan.
A twinge went through my core at that sound, paired with the heat of her skin against mine. I dropped my hands and took a step back. “Is Emma coming with us?”
“I told her to do her own thing,” she said. “One of the make-up ladies is keeping an eye on her, just in case. I didn’t know if you wanted her tagging along.”
“Just you and me is fine.” I hadn’t been sure if an eight-year-old would be okay on her own. There were always sandwiches provided on set and plenty of people to look after her, so I guessed it wasn’t a problem.
Sarah and I headed out of the door and over to my car. “Nice ride,” she said, checking out the red paint and chrome plating.
“It gets me from point A to point B.” It was only flashy compared to her station wagon. By celebrity standards, it was a lemon.
We were in the car before I remembered to tell Sarah where we were going. “I know a nice Mexican place a few minutes from here, if that works for you.”
“I’m actually not a big fan of Mexican.”
I glanced from the road to her face, checking whether she was serious. She looked like she was. “We can’t be friends anymore.”
“Is that what we are? Friends?”
“What else did you want to be?”
She was quiet for a second, adjusting her seatbelt across her chest. “We can get Mexican if you want. It’s just not my favorite.”
“Something else is fine. Thai? Greek? Cambodian?”
She laughed. “Let’s play it safe and go for Greek.”
A few minutes later, we were seated in a restaurant, a salad in front of each of us. The place was nearly empty, and was quiet except for the soft music playing. It felt more than a little romantic, and I reminded myself that this wasn’t a date.
“These salads are huge,” Sarah said, stabbing a chunk of feta cheese. “I should cancel my souvlaki.”
“Eat! Live a little.”
“Says the girl who probably couldn’t gain a pound if she tried.”
I shrugged. I was content with my body, but Sarah’s was also gorgeous. “If you don’t want your souvlaki, take it home with you.”
That seemed to be good enough for her, and we made small talk about the TV show and Emma’s gymnastics lessons for a few minutes. I fidgeted, wanting to get to the meaty stuff. She had a way of keeping distance between herself and everyone else, and I wanted to tear that guard down. I wanted to know why she felt she needed it in the first place.
A waiter took away our salad plates and deposited skewered meat in front of each of us. Along with the roasted potatoes and grilled vegetables, it had my mouth watering.
“So, tell me what divorce is like.” I took a bite of melt-in-your-mouth chicken as Sarah jerked in surprise.
“You really get straight to the point, don’t you?”
“I guess I’m a to-the-point person. I’m just totally curious.”
“And you’ve never heard of a little thing called tact, I see.” She took a piece of green pepper and chewed thoughtfully. “It was horrendous. Brutal. Felt like my whole life had fallen apart, and five years later I’m still working on putting it back together. Anything else you want to know?”
“All of it.” I held my fork limply, forgetting all about the food. “Or if it’s too painful, tell me what marriage was like.”
She sighed. “These are some intense topics you’re bringing up, Katie.”
“If it’s too personal, we can talk about something else. I just don’t know how it all works.”
“Haven’t you been in a long-term relationship?”
I chuckled before realizing she was serious. “No. No, I haven’t. I have my fun, but it doesn’t go much farther than that.”
“Why is that? No girl has grabbed your attention?”
“Hey. We were talking about you, remember?”
Her mouth full of potato, she gave me an innocent look. “I guess I’m a to-the-point person,” she parroted. “I’m just totally curious.”
“All right, touché.” I sipped my water. “I’ll tell you about my love life if you tell me about yours. Deal?”
“Uh…” She tipped her head to one side, then the other, considering. “I guess, sure.”
“So, this ex of yours…”
“David.” She toyed with the corner of her cloth napkin. “We met in college, second year. I hadn’t dated much up to that point, and suddenly the guy friend I’d always thought was out of my league was spending every minute with me, and it felt like a romance movie come to life. We got married as soon as we graduated, and Emma came along a year after.”
I nodded. “And then…”
“He changed,” she said flatly. “He claimed he hadn’t wanted to be a dad just yet, even though Emma was planned. He was too young, he needed to get out and enjoy life—never mind that I was the same age, he had no problem leaving me at home with a crying infant while he went out and lived it up.”
“What a piece of shit.”
“Exactly. By the time he said he was taking off to New York, I already felt like a single mother. Our relationship had died a long time earlier, but I would’ve stayed in it for Emma’s sake. He actually did me a favor by breaking it off.”
“But you said it was so awful…”
“Oh, it was.” She cleared her throat and pushed a piece of onion around her plate. “The entire future I’d pictured for myself disappeared in an instant. The relationship I thought was the foundation of my life cracked, and everything built on it collapsed. I was such a wreck, I lost my job. I could barely eat. If my mom hadn’t flown in to stay with me for a few months, well… I don’t know what would’ve happened.”
Now I really felt like a jackass for prying. “Sorry to hear that,” I said quietly.
“I mean, things are fine now. It’s all in the past, and everything happened for a reason. I’m in a much better place now.” She brightened up. “Your turn!”
“My turn,” I repeated with an uncomfortable laugh. “I don’t know where to start. I feel like I pretty much told you everything.”
“All you said was that you date around but haven’t been in a serious relationship.”
I was pretty sure I hadn’t said I dated around. I normally only saw the same person once or twice before moving on. “I haven’t had a real connection with anyone. Sex is fun and all, but I never get the urge to see them again afterward.”
“So you just go around breaking hearts left, right, and center?”
I choked on a bite of souvlaki. “These girls are looking for the same thing as me, take my word for it.”
“How do you know? Do you ask them?” The glazed look on my face must’ve answered that question, because she moved on. “How’s it even work with two girls? Who hits on who?”
“That’s the nice thing. Anyone can make the first move.” I picked up the last bit of potato. “Also the not-nice thing, because if you’re both shy, it might never happen.”
“How’d you figure out you were gay?”
I swallowed the bite and checked the time on my phone. “I’ll tell you another time. We have to get going.”
 



Eleven – Sarah


“Excuse me?” Valerie said over the phone that weekend when I called her to ask about a play date for Emma. “You had lunch with Katie Days?”
“A bite,” I said, shooing away Emma, who was hovering nearby to hear about the status of her play date. “It was nothing, honestly.”
“Where did you go? What did you talk about?” Her excitement was palpable through the phone. “What did she wear? What did she order?”
“Jeez, Val, you act like she’s a rock star or something.” I took a sip of Coke. “She was on one TV show that you liked. Is it really that big of a deal?”
“It’s still more interesting than anything going on in my life, so spill.”
I gave her a quick rundown of the lunch, leaving out the amount of time we’d spent talking about our relationships. “I had a good time, and I think she did, too.”
“And then you two made out and decided to get married and ride off into the sunset?” Valerie asked hopefully.
I nearly spat out my Coke. “More like we headed back to the studio and got yelled at for being late.”
“Ahh, the conversation was so good that you stayed longer than you should’ve.”
She kind of had me there. “Anyway… Friday night, Emma and Cee?” I asked.
“Sure, bring her over.”
I nodded to Emma, who pumped her fists in the air.
“She’s welcome to sleep over, if you’d like to spend more time with Katie,” Valerie added helpfully.
This time I did spit out my drink.
 
*
 
“Hey, you,” Katie said when she came into the boardroom on Monday.
Hey, me? I almost looked around to see if she was talking to somebody else. Since they weren’t doing cold reads today, I was the only one in the room. “What’s up?” I asked, trying to sound casual.
“Just wanted to see if you were free for lunch today.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder.
“Oh. Um…”
“It’s fine if you’re not,” she quickly said. “I know you probably want to spend time with Emma.”
“Nah, I see her all the time,” I said. She gave me a funny look, and I laughed. “For real, I’m sure she won’t mind. We can continue our conversation where we left off last time. We’ll just have to make sure to get back on time.”
She went off to shoot, and I slid my headphones on. As I got to work, I wondered if she really enjoyed spending time with me that much. How could I be that interesting to her? I was an average person with an average life.
What would she and I talk about at lunch? We’d already covered such personal topics—would we keep getting more intimate? I imagined her asking more about my love life since my divorce. What would I tell her about why I hadn’t been dating?
Imaginary conversations echoed in my mind as I transcribed, and I found myself having to slow the audio down more than usual. Even then, I kept having to backtrack to redo the parts where I spaced out.
The thing about Katie was that she didn’t understand anything from my life, so I had to explain everything. I had to take my thoughts about the things that just were—things I didn’t question, or that had always been that way—and put them into words.
Katie still didn’t seem to understand much, but she tried, which was more than most people did. I felt like if we kept hanging out, she might get a glimpse of the real me—the one who was more than a mom, more than a transcriber and a divorce and a haircut. And maybe I’d get a glimpse of the real her.
The morning crept by painfully slowly, and after a while I gave in and got up. I headed over to the set, ostensibly to check on Emma, but really more to see Katie.
The two of them were in the middle of a scene together, along with the other actors. They were all in the kitchen, some seated at the table, others huddled on the floor. They stayed quiet, staring at each other with clear distrust.
“How long are we going to stay here?” Aaron asked brusquely. “We’re going to have to go to bed eventually.”
“That depends,” Katie said, gathering Emma to her protectively. “Do you trust us to not kill you in your sleep?”
“I’m fine with staying up, Dad,” Gavin told Aaron. “If you want to sleep, I’ll watch out for you.”
“Watch out for us?” Katie stood up abruptly, crossing the kitchen in a flash. “A woman and an eight-year-old girl? You know neither of us killed the others. It was you or you.” She pointed at Aaron and Gavin. 
“Mommy, I want to go home,” Emma whimpered.
“It could’ve been me,” Autumn said. “Why are you being sexist?”
“Oh, I don’t trust you either.” Katie scowled at her.
“And cut!” Jim said. “Not bad, but let’s play up the emotions, okay? Emma, I want to feel like you’re absolutely terrified. Your dad is dead, and you’re afraid your mom’s going to go next.”
Emma looked a little horrified at the idea, making my heart jump. I fought the urge to run over and comfort her, instead leaning against the wall as they went into the second take.
This time around, I watched the interactions between Katie and Emma more than the others. For a young single woman, Katie did a great job of acting motherly toward a child who wasn’t actually hers. If I hadn’t given birth to Emma myself, I could’ve been fooled into thinking she had.
I wondered if she wanted kids herself. How did that work for lesbians, anyway? I assumed they’d probably adopt, or one or the other could find a sperm donor if they wanted to go that route. How would they decide which one would bear the child?
Maybe Katie could explain it to me over lunch. She probably wouldn’t think about becoming a mother for a long time, especially given her inexperience with relationships and the way she claimed to “not be a kid person”—even though I increasingly disagreed with that. I had a feeling she’d be a great mom one day.
On set, Emma said “Mommy,” and I leapt to attention before remembering she was just acting. If I ever started to date again, I’d have to share her with another person. Would I ever find someone who’d love her as much as I did, or even anywhere close? 
What would happen if I dated a woman? Would Emma call both of us Mommy? The thought made me feel odd, and I tried to push it away. I wasn’t planning to date anyone, especially not a woman. Especially not Katie. Maybe once Emma moved out and went to college, I could start thinking about my love life again. I didn’t need to find her a stepdad, or a stepmom. I was doing just fine on my own.
 
*
 
For lunch, we picked a Caribbean spot that was supposed to have the best rotis in town. It was also a quick-service place, so we wouldn’t have to worry about the food delaying our return.
After ordering at the counter, we sat down at the dilapidated table. “This place is pretty sketchy,” Katie said, checking out our rundown environment. “Which best-of list did you say it was on, again?”
“I thought you were the one who’d heard about it.”
She blinked at me, and I got up to check the food inspection sign in the front window. The place had received an A, so I gave her a thumbs-up.
The server deposited a plate in front of each of us, giving me the stink-eye as she turned on her heel without a word. “Oh, could we have some water, please?”
“Get it yourself.” She jabbed a thumb toward a sink and glasses by the wall.
“Wow,” I murmured. “Won’t be coming here again.”
“Me, either.” Katie sliced into her shrimp roti, and then her eyes rolled back in her head. “Never mind, I definitely will.”
“Is it that good?” I forked up a piece of fried plantain, then immediately let out a moan. “Holy shit.”
“Umyumyum.” She dug into her roti, taking huge mouthfuls in a way that shouldn’t have been as attractive as it was. “How is this so good?”
“Let’s come back every day.”
“The waitress could slap me in the face and I’d still want to come back.”
“The owner could shit in my water and I’d still come back.”
Katie choked on the bite she’d just taken. “Did you just say ‘shit’? Isn’t that word not supposed to be in your vocabulary?”
“What, moms can’t swear?”
“I thought you guys just yelled at other people for swearing,” she said with her mouth full before swallowing. “‘Language, language! There are children around!’”
I snorted. “When have you heard me do that?”
“So you’re saying you’re a cool mom, not a regular mom?”
I got the Mean Girls reference. “I’m saying most moms are just fine with swearing, as long as their kids aren’t around to hear it.”
Katie took a moment to consider her response, giving me time to stare into her lovely face. Of course she was attractive, I’d always known she was attractive. I’d never expected to joke around with her like this, to have the conversation flow so smoothly. It seemed like, as much as I’d denied it to Valerie, we really were becoming friends.
“I doubt my mom ever felt that way,” she said. “She didn’t mind anyone doing anything in front of me, as long as I brought home my paycheck.”
“Right… I forgot you didn’t have the most loving family experience.”
She must’ve heard the pity in my voice, because she waved her fork at me. “Oh, don’t start feeling sorry for me. I’ve been no-contact with both of my parents for a few years now, and I’m quite happy that way.”
“You don’t hope you’ll reconcile one day?”
“After they sold out my childhood for a buck? Nah.” Her face tightened. “They milked me for money until I turned eighteen, but now this cow has left the barn.”
I didn’t know if I should laugh or cry. “I’m happy for you.” I reached out and put my hand over hers.
Just a friendly touch, a comforting reassurance. At least I meant it that way, because I wasn’t expecting shivers to go down my spine, making me tremble and twitch.
She gave me a sharp glance, and I quickly looked away.
I was certain she’d seen through me… so where did we go from here?
 



Twelve – Katie
 
Katie Days, queen of the gays, we need to see you in so many ways! Will you lead us out of this maze?!
I smiled at the text from Jennie, one of the girls I went out drinking with. I hadn’t seen the crew in a solid two months now, ever since Wrong Headed had started filming.
I slipped off to the side of the studio so I could text her back. What’s happening this weekend?
Her reply was immediate. Drink. Drink. Party. Party.
A while ago, that message would’ve thrilled me. I’d loved to go out and dance since the moment I was legal—all right, since a few moments before I’d become legal. Even though I used to go out every weekend and sometimes a couple of times during the week, it never got old.
Now, though? I wasn’t sure if it’d be worth it. Not only were the inevitable hangovers not fun to suffer through, I worried it’d make me give a worse performance on Monday. If it’d been another show, that might’ve been fine, but I could tell this one was going to be a critical success, and I wasn’t going to be the weak link holding it back from getting an Emmy.
I could just imagine the online reviews. Wrong Headed is a terrifying thrill ride, bolstered by a brilliant performance by breakout child star Emma Parker. The only downside is the phoned-in acting of Katie Days, a former child star herself, who should’ve left her drama career behind when she exited adolescence. I had to put in the absolute best effort I could for this show.
Another message from Jennie arrived. KATIE! I can see you saw my last message! You in or not?!?
Fuck… I was going to have to let her down. Too much work, I’m sorry! You guys want to chill, though? Get some food and make an early night of it?
When she replied, I could practically hear her scoffing through the screen. Sounds boring! We have fun shit to do.
So much for missing me. If they really wanted to see me, they would’ve been fine hanging out without alcohol involved. Of course, that would’ve changed the whole terms of our relationship. I’d never spent time with that group without drinking in all the years I’d known them.
I set my phone on the snack table as Jim called me up for the next scene. “Mind getting that sour look off your face before we start?” he asked.
I took a breath, consciously forming my features into a neutral expression. I read my lines fluidly, forcing Katie out of my mind for the length of the scene and becoming Ivy instead. When Jim yelled “cut,” it took me a moment to remember what I’d been doing before.
They needed to do a close-up on Aaron, so I moved off to the side and dug my phone out again. Sarah was at the edge of the room, her arms crossed, her eyes on me. “Setting up a hot date for tonight?” she asked in a whisper as the camera operators set up.
“I wish.”
The scene started, meaning we had to be quiet, and I wondered why I’d lied. I didn’t wish I had a date—I could’ve easily had one if I’d wanted one. These days, the thought of hooking up didn’t tempt me. I hadn’t been with anyone in a while, and that was at least partly due to Sarah.
Not that I was madly in love with her or anything—although I certainly wouldn’t have kicked her out of bed. No, it was just that when I compared us and the lives we were living, I didn’t want to be that drunk hook-up chick anymore. She was so much more mature than me, with such a quiet confidence. The years between us didn’t explain the difference between us, and neither did the fact that she had a daughter.
Jennie had texted me again while I was acting. We can pre-drink before we go out, if you want. You don’t have to drink. Her tone was flat, as if she was only extending the offer out of obligation.
I tucked my phone away, figuring I’d wait until later to decide whether I wanted to go. Even if I made it an early night, hanging out with that group without going out didn’t sound like too much fun.
What did someone like Sarah do on a Friday night? I looked over at her, noticing the way her new haircut made her hair fall in gentle waves. She’d never do anything so hedonistic as going to a nightclub. She’d probably be at home with Emma, watching Frozen or baking an apple pie. I had half a mind to invite myself along.
I wasn’t going to, obviously. Even if we’d had lunch together a few times, that wasn’t the same as hanging out at her place on a Friday night. Did platonic friends even do that? I only went to the homes of girls I was about to sleep with, and clearly that wasn’t Sarah.
When the close-ups were over, she turned her attention to me again. “So what are you doing tonight, then?”
“Nothing, probably. I’ll curl up with a bottle of wine and order in a pizza.”
“Sounds lonely,” she said.
“I’ll cry into the piles of money I’m making.”
She snorted out a laugh.
“What about you, anyway?” I asked.
“Not a whole lot. Emma’s going to her friend’s place, so I’ll get some ‘me time,’ for once.” She gave me a meaningful look.
I stared back at her. She meant she wanted some time to herself, right? She didn’t mean she wanted company. She definitely wasn’t implying she wanted to see me tonight… did she?
And even if she did, I didn’t want that—right?
I picked up my purse, jamming my phone inside. “Enjoy yourself,” I said. “I’ll see you Monday.”
 
*
 
On Saturday, I lay in bed until past twelve o’clock. I’d never appreciated sleeping in before, and now it was a luxury. I only got up because my stomach’s rumbling was more urgent than my desire to stay in my warm bed.
Stepping into my slippers, I padded downstairs to the living room. I’d left my pizza on the coffee table last night, and now I opened the box and dug in without reheating it.
I wondered what Sarah was doing right now. Something with Emma, probably. A kid would be like a dog, forcing you to leave the house whether you wanted to or not. Maybe I needed a dog. Or a kid… a step-kid.
Taking another bite, I told myself I was being crazy. It’d be years before I was ready for anything of the sort. I still felt like a child half the time myself. I didn’t have a degree, I’d never had any major responsibilities… Home-ownership was kind of one, but I just hired help when I needed it, whether it was housekeeping or legal advice.
After dropping the crust into the box, I flipped on the TV and proceeded to ignore the show in favor of Tinder. There were some pretty girls on here today, and as I swiped, I recognized one I’d already met up with, Ophelia. She must’ve made a new account. I swiped right again just to see if she remembered me, and was immediately rewarded with a match.
She messaged me right away. Hey beautiful. Still as sexy as ever, I see. ;)
Same to you, I wrote back, and grabbed another slice of pizza.
A news item on TV caught my attention, and I’d almost forgotten about Ophelia by the time I picked my phone up again. This timing is such a coincidence, she’d written. I was just thinking about you.
Only good things, I hope. I dropped my phone again and took the pizza box to the recycling bin, then grabbed a bottle of sparkling orange juice and sprawled onto the couch again.
Ophelia had messaged me again. The best things, she said. We should get together again. Are you free today? There’s so much I’d love to try with you.
Hmm… I definitely was free, but was I really in the mood for meaningless sex with some random girl I’d forgotten about until a few minutes ago? I’d never been the kind of girl who required emotions to have orgasms, and yet my body wasn’t responding like it should’ve. There was no ache in my low belly, no flutter in my core. Ophelia’s suggestion didn’t make me feel anything at all.
Wouldn’t seeing her be more enjoyable than sitting alone at home, though? I had nothing to do, other than review my lines for the next two weeks’ episodes, and they’d only take me an hour or two to memorize tomorrow night. 
What were my other options for today? Text Jennie, maybe? Anything sounded more enjoyable than trying to work up a sexual appetite for someone I didn’t actually want, so I sent Ophelia a gentle rejection and texted Jennie to see if she was around.
 
*
Jennie was still hung over from the night before, but she intended to go out tonight as well. We met up at a chic downtown bar for predrinks, having agreed I’d leave before she met up with the others to go to a club.
“There you are,” she said when she saw me, wrapping me in a heavily-perfumed hug. “So you haven’t dropped off the face of the earth, after all.”
“Not quite. I’ve just been working hard.” I hugged her back, and the maître d’ led us to a table.
Heads turned for Jennie, as they always did. She was around twenty-two and primarily worked as a runway model, which was why she stood five foot eleven and weighed around a hundred pounds. She had the exact look that men went crazy for, which was a waste because she was completely and utterly homosexual.
We’d run into each other at a gay bar last year and quickly realized we were both fans of each other’s work. Surprisingly, there’d been no sexual tension between us. While she was beautiful, our friendship tended to be surface-level, which was why this was the first time we’d gotten together without our whole crowd and a few bottles of alcohol.
“How’s the show going?” she asked after we’d ordered drinks.
“It’s good. I think it’s going to be really good.”
“When will I get to see it?”
“We’re filming until December, and then I think they’ll be editing until the summer.”
“Too long.” She twitched her aquiline nose at me.
“Sorry I can’t make it go faster for you,” I laughed. “What are you up to lately? Are you doing the Victoria’s Secret show again this year?”
“As if they could go on without me.” She accepted her drink from the waiter, who’d gone all googly-eyed as soon as he laid eyes on her. He hovered by the table as if he’d forgotten how to walk until she shooed him away like a mildly annoying fly.
I sipped my glass of wine, trying to think of what else I could talk about. I always forgot how little Jennie and I had in common because we were too busy dancing and taking shots when we got together. With Sarah, by comparison, we could talk for hours without any outside help. I loved trying to get inside her head, and to show her the inside of mine.
But I wasn’t here to think about Sarah. Why was I here, again? Right, to get out of the house. I’d needed a reason to shower and put on clean clothes today.
Maybe I should’ve met up with Ophelia instead. At least there would’ve been an orgasm or two in the bargain.
“Earth to Katie,” Jennie said, waving a hand in front of my face. “Where’d you go? I was asking if you haven’t been out at all lately.”
I tried not to sigh. Going out, drinking, and clubbing was really all Jennie thought about. “Not even once,” I said. “I think I might be growing out of it. The hangovers just aren’t worth it anymore.” 
“Oh, you should’ve told me sooner! I have the most amazing remedy. It just takes Red Bull, whiskey, and oat milk.”
“Great, I already want to puke.” I made a face. “I just don’t like being out that late anymore, especially when I’m working on Monday.”
“It’s only Saturday!” Jennie said. “Stay out tonight and try my hangover cure in the morning. It’ll be so much fun, you’ll see.”
I shook my head without even considering it. “No, I don’t think so.” I already missed my bed.
“Everyone’s dying to see you, you know.”
Why did she even bother to lie like that? We both knew they didn’t care if I was there or not as long as someone was buying bottles. Maybe they missed the tiny bit of star power I added to the group. Several of the others were also minor celebrities, but it always helped to have one more. Sometimes we got special treatment at clubs due to our moderate level of fame.
“Is this about a girl?” she asked, biting her cherry off her martini stick.
I couldn’t help but watch as her glossy red lips closed around it. “No, of course not.” I thought of Sarah’s lips.
“You’re telling me there’s no one waiting for you at your place?”
I snorted. “If there was, I wouldn’t have come out here at all.”
She shrugged, taking a sip of her martini to wash the cherry down. “I’m just trying to figure this out. You never vanished like this before.”
“I was never working before.”
“I work all the time, and so do half of the others.”
What was I supposed to say to that? I couldn’t say I actually took my job seriously without implying that she didn’t… even though I was pretty sure she didn’t. She’d sometimes be out until six on a morning when she had to work at seven.
Since when had I worried about offending other people, though? That seemed like something Sarah would do. Was that woman rubbing off on me? Maybe instead of getting into her mind, she was getting into mine.
“You’ll see me more in December,” I finally said, and we left it at that.
 



Thirteen – Sarah
 
Hey, how’s your weekend?
I didn’t get the text until hours after Katie had sent it. I’d just finished putting Emma to bed when I happened to look at my phone.
Rather than texting back, I gave her a call. “Who is this?” she asked when she picked up.
“Sarah. Emma’s mom?”
“Trust me, I know who you are, Sarah.” Her words gave me a little shiver. “What number are you calling me from?”
“My landline?” I didn’t know why my factual statements kept turning into questions.
“You have a landline.” She chuckled. “Figures.”
“Why?” I held the cordless phone to my ear as I put things in the fridge, cleaning up the leftovers from dinner.
“You’re old-school.”
“No, just old.”
She laughed again, huskily. “I thought there was some kind of emergency when I heard my phone actually ring. I almost forgot this thing had voice capabilities.”
“Well, you texted me.”
“To say hi. I didn’t know you were going to invade my privacy like this.”
I pressed plastic wrap over a bowl of corn and peas. “This isn’t a good time? Are you busy?”
“Sarah, chill. It’s fine.”
I smoothed the plastic down until it was satisfyingly flattened. “Okay. I was just calling to say my weekend’s been good, and how about yours?”
“Good.” She sounded distracted, and there was a noise I didn’t recognize.
“What are you doing right now?”
“I was just memorizing my lines.”
Oh, that was the sound—pages turning. “I should let you go.”
“No, I want to talk to you.” She was silent for a moment, and I could tell she wasn’t looking at her lines anymore. “It’s been a lonely weekend, honestly.”
My heart jumped. Katie wasn’t the kind of person to share something like that with just anybody. We really were friends now—she was letting me in. “Did you not see anyone?” I asked.
“That’s the thing. I did… but… I still just felt lonely.” She stopped as if expecting a response. Instead I waited for her to continue, and after a second, she did. “It was one of my old party friends. I’m realizing I don’t even enjoy her company, and she’s like my best friend. How have I changed that much in only a couple months? Or did I always hate those people and just didn’t realize it?”
“Hmm.”
“I’m sorry to dump this on you,” she quickly said. “I guess I don’t have many people to talk to.”
“You can talk to me.” I closed the fridge door and leaned against the counter.
“I know.” She sighed. “If you’d just texted me like a normal person, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
“You’re right, we literally wouldn’t be having it.”
That got a laugh out of her. “You’re cool, Sarah. I like you.”
My heart jumped a second time. “I like you, too.”
“I’m glad we’re friends. You’re so easy to talk to. I wish I could connect with other people like I do with you.” 
“Katie, are you drinking right now?”
She sounded guilty. “Is it that obvious?”
“I thought you were sick of hangovers.”
“I don’t get hung over from a few glasses of wine by myself. It’s the staying out late and taking shot after shot that gets me.”
I wondered how much that was true. “Listen, I should probably go.”
“Why? What do you have to do? Emma stuff?”
“No, Emma’s in bed. I… well….” I just didn’t want her to embarrass herself if she was that tipsy. On the other hand, I was curious what else she might have to say. “I’m not doing much, actually. We can stay on the phone.”
“Could I come over?”
“Sorry?”
She repeated herself, sounding younger and shyer by the moment. “Could I come over, Sarah? Just for a little bit. I want to see where you live, how you live… I’m tired of being alone.”
“I – I guess you can come over,” I said slowly. “There’s nothing special about my place. It’s completely average.”
“I want to see it.”
I couldn’t imagine why she was so curious about how I lived. Why had she taken such an interest in my boring, average self in the first place? Biting back my questions, I gave her the address.
“It’s not too far,” she said.
“You’ll take a cab, right?”
“No, I’ll take the bus.”
“Oh.” I couldn’t picture her doing that. Wait, was she joking?
She let out a snort—too loud to be cute, which somehow made it even cuter. “No, yeah, I’m going to take a damn cab.”
“Okay. See you in a bit.”
“See you, Sarah.”
We hung up, and I attempted to wrap my mind around the fact that Katie Days was coming here. A tipsy, lonely, overly-affectionate Katie, at that.
Was it too late to cancel? What was I going to do?
 
*
 
Twenty minutes later, my condo buzzer rang. I pressed the button to let Katie in, my heart already racing. I’d spent fifteen of the last twenty minutes frantically running around cleaning, and then the last five trying to make myself look presentable. I was pretty sure I’d failed.
A knock came at my door, and I let Katie in. She looked the same as usual—a little bright-eyed, if anything, and she was holding an unopened bottle of wine.
“Oh, you’re planning to drink more?” I asked.
She gave me a tight hug, her breasts pressing up to mine. “Only if you feel like it.”
I felt like too many things already, and wine would only make me feel like more. “I’ll get you a glass.”
I tried to catch my breath during our moment apart. When I came back, she was looking around my place as if she’d never seen a normal middle-class home before. “This is nice,” she said. “I like it.”
“You can take your shoes off.” I wondered how much those shiny white sneakers cost.
She came inside, peering around the doorframe to get a look in the kitchen before settling herself in the den. “What would you be doing if I wasn’t here?”
“Work, probably.” Or definitely.
“Oh, shoot, I’m interrupting your work time.” She’d just swung her feet up on the couch, and now she swung them back down. “Of course you’d be working now that you put Emma to bed. It was so stupid of me to come. I’ll just go.”
“No, it’s fine.” I considered squeezing onto the couch next to her, but sat on the armchair instead. “I’m somewhat caught up, for once. I was just hoping to get ahead before the week starts.”
“Okay, if you’re sure.” She unscrewed the wine bottle’s cap and poured herself a glass. “Are you sure you don’t want any, then? Celebrate being all caught up?”
“Well… maybe a little.” I got up to grab myself another glass. 
When I came back, Katie patted the spot on the couch next to her. “Sit, sit. Don’t be a stranger.”
“I like how you’re inviting me to sit in my own condo,” I said dryly. “You’ve really made yourself at home.”
“Glad you like it,” she said without a hint of irony.
We sat quietly for a second as I struggled to think of something to say. Nothing quite felt right at the moment—everything that came to mind was either too normal, failing to address the weirdness of the situation, or too weird, which would make this even more awkward. I should’ve spent less time cleaning, which Katie clearly didn’t care about, and more planning what would happen once she got here.
Luckily, Katie didn’t seem to feel the awkwardness. She splashed wine into my glass, far more than I would’ve asked her for, narrowly avoiding spilling it onto my grey sofa before recapping the bottle. “Feels like we should have some girl talk!” she said brightly.
“Does it?”
“Isn’t that what straight girls do when they get together?”
I swallowed. “You’re not straight, Katie.” And I might not be, neither.
She seemed unfazed. “It’d be fun to imagine I was, just for a little while. It’s impossible to be good friends with a woman when sex always gets in the way.”
I could imagine—at least from the other woman’s perspective, because sex was definitely getting in the way at the moment. Katie just oozed it: at work, at restaurants, and even more so now, alone in my condo with a light haze of alcohol blurring her features. I could feel her body heat, could smell her hair. If she asked me to take off all my clothes right now, I’d do it without asking questions.
“So tell me about your love life,” she said, turning to stare directly into my eyes. “I assume you don’t have a boyfriend, but you must have sex, right? Do you have a friend with benefits?”
I bit my lip, knowing the question inside me was going to come out, and trying to find a better way to ask than simply blurting it. “How did you know you were gay?” Oops, there it was.
She blinked, her long lashes fluttering over her pretty eyes. “I… think I always knew, in a sense,” she said, her tone going serious. “I grew up on a TV set, so I missed a lot of the usual stuff that went along with adolescence. No one was harassing me about getting a boyfriend, and it slowly clicked that my feelings toward certain girls in my life were more than platonic.”
“There was no a-ha moment?”
“Well… there was the time I stumbled onto a softcore lesbian porn while I was flipping channels,” she said. “I must’ve been about fourteen, and I was mesmerized.”
I nodded. I hadn’t had any a-ha moments—until the day I started having feelings for her. “Did you ever try guys?”
“I didn’t need to,” she said. “As soon as I started dating women, it just felt right.” She took a gulp of wine, then looked closer at me. “Why’s this stuff on your mind?”
“No reason,” I quickly said.
“Are you sure?”
I swigged back the rest of my own drink, the alcohol making me wince as it hit me with full force. “I’ve never thought I was completely straight,” I admitted. “I just don’t know how not-straight I might be.”
Her eyes drilled into mine, and I had the impression that she’d become completely sober. “Is there someone making you question things?” she asked softly. “Someone in your life, maybe?”
Oh, God. Oh, fuck. I’d known I shouldn’t bring up this topic. She’d figured me out now—she knew I wanted her. Now she’d have to let me down, gently explain that I wasn’t her type at all and that we should just stay friends, after which she’d distance herself from me more and more until she was again the complete stranger she’d been only a few months ago.
Or, even more terrifying, she’d be pleased by my confession. She’d lean forward and press her lips to mine… then take my hand and lead me into the bedroom.
I shuddered.
“It’s Autumn, isn’t it?” she asked, a smile dancing at the corners of her lips. “I’ve seen the way you look at her on set. She is pretty—I can talk to her if you want. I don’t know if she swings that way, but—” 
“No, Katie, it’s you!” I burst out, and immediately covered my mouth. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”
“I already knew, you idiot.” Her eyes glittered, and she leaned toward me. 
I should’ve moved, but I couldn’t, and all of a sudden her lips were on mine, soft and warm, with her feminine scent drifting to my nose and making my head spin. I let the kiss go on a second too long before I came to my senses and pulled away.
“Okay? Not okay?” Her concern was evident now.
I thought through the answer in a flash. It might end up being a terrible idea, but those few seconds of kissing her had been exquisite. I could still feel the pressure of her lips, and I wanted to feel it again. “Very okay.”
Another kiss, longer this time, and my mind settled enough for me to be conscious of what I was doing. What did I want from Katie? More importantly, what did she want from me?
She broke away, still caressing my face and hair as she looked me in the eye. My skin tingled where she touched it, and I became aware of a longing in my core. Yes, I was definitely attracted to women—at least one woman.
I opened my mouth, then closed it. I felt like I should say something, but what was there to say? I could tell her this was my first lesbian kiss and that it was everything I’d been dreaming about… but with the amount of chemistry I was feeling, I knew she could feel it too.
Taking her by the shoulders, I pulled her close again. I traced my hand down her face, wanting to touch and savor every part of her at once, and also to grab and hold her, to claim her as mine. I compromised and allowed my hand to drift down to her breast, and my breath caught in my throat when I heard her give a soft gasp.
She laced her fingers through mine, and when her eyes met mine again, they were hot with desire. “Want to take this to the bedroom?” she murmured.
My heart pounded. I did, but—but—what was the problem again? I couldn’t remember anymore. “Mm-hmm.” I nodded.
“Mm-hmm?” She licked her lips, and it occurred to me that with all her dating experience, not to mention her fame, she was somehow just as nervous as I was.
“Mm-hmm,” I confirmed.
I sat there expectantly, waiting for her to take some initiative. After a moment, she tugged on my hair playfully. “Sarah, I don’t know where your bedroom is.”
“Oh. Right.” Still holding her hand, I got up. Now I was the one leading her to the next step, and the feeling of being in charge left me breathless.
Once we got into my room, she took control again, kissing and caressing me while she pulled my shirt over my head. I did the same to her, my center throbbing more with each inch of skin that was exposed. “God, Katie, you’re beautiful.”
“And you’re amazing.” She ran her hands over me, and the tingling only got stronger. I wanted those hands—and lips, and tongue—on every part of me.
We tumbled onto the bed, and the rest of our clothes came off in a quiet frenzy. I couldn’t tell who was doing what to whom anymore, only that everything felt so right, so good. Our lips melded together, and then we were kissing and touching and licking other parts of each other’s bodies.
Everything was soft and warm, smooth curves rather than hard lines. Katie was gentle and patient as she showed me what to do, and then she was lying back and moaning as I tried my best to do it.
The world blurred around me, everything gone except our pleasure. Katie took long, gasping breaths under me, and then she was over me, nudging my legs apart as she dropped between them. What was she doing to me? How could I be this wet, this needy, this desperate? 
I shuddered once, twice, and my body seized up as my climax took over me.
Katie and I had just had sex… so what was going to happen at work tomorrow?
 



Fourteen – Katie
 
I left early in the morning, taking a cab to my place before Emma woke up. Sarah said a sleepy goodbye, clinging to me in a way that screamed she didn’t want me to leave. I had to change clothes and shower, though… grab my script and try to sort out my thoughts.
The last one was the main issue, of course. I had no idea what’d happened last night—well, other than the best sex of my entire life. How had we gone from Sarah confessing her curiosity about women to the two of us pleasuring each other for hours? And more importantly, how did I feel about that?
I closed my eyes as the cab jolted over a pothole, trying to parse through my emotions. I liked Sarah. I liked her more than anyone else I’d hooked up with, which wasn’t a problem when we weren’t hooking up—but now that we had, my usual habit of slowly fading wasn’t going to work too well.
I wanted to have lunch with her again, or maybe take her out after work. And more than anything, I wanted to get in her bed again. She’d been so awed by every little thing I did to her, and I had a lot more ideas for how to blow her mind.
By the time I arrived at the studio, I was still daydreaming about Sarah’s gorgeous body. Last night had been so sweet and sensual, and I wanted a repeat as soon as humanly possible. Who cared if that wasn’t my normal way of doing things? Clearly that way wasn’t working for me anymore, so I was going to roll with this for a little while and see how it went.
In the make-up room, the stylists were already halfway through getting Emma ready. “About time you showed up,” Kiara said, giving me a dirty look.
“Sorry.” I slid into a chair. “Had a late night.”
Sarah’s eyes met mine, and she smiled without turning up her lips. “Anyone special?” she asked softly.
“I don’t kiss and tell.” I waited to make sure no one else was looking, then winked at her.
 
*
 
Sarah was free for lunch that day, which was perfect because by noon I was just about dying to see her again. I’d been spaced out all morning while we ran through our lines, which was a bad look considering I hadn’t memorized them last night. I should’ve been working on them through the lunch hour, and yet here I was, waiting for Sarah at the exit of the building.
“Hey,” I said when she approached, giving her an awkward hug. I’d meant to say “hey, beautiful,” and to hug her a lot more gracefully, but all of this was a little new for me. I was only accustomed to being smooth up to the point of each conquest. Trying to keep someone’s interest after was a whole new ball game.
“Hey,” Sarah said. “Did you want to get Mexican?” She led me out toward my car.
“I thought you didn’t like it.”
“I never did before, but I’ve had good luck with finding new things lately.”
I snort-laughed. “Try not to make cracks like that while I’m driving.”
As we took to the road, our conversation flowed almost as freely as usual. I was happy to see things weren’t too weird now. Sarah really was an amazing person. What I had to figure out now was whether I wanted to keep things casual or try getting serious for the first time in my life. 
And what did she want? She had a child in the picture. She had to be a lot pickier about her relationships than a normal person, and I definitely wasn’t the best candidate to be a second mom to her daughter.
“So… Emma doesn’t know I was over last night?” I asked, changing the topic abruptly as I pulled into a parking spot.
“No, and let’s keep it that way.” Something dark flashed in her eyes, making my stomach twist.
It was better for Emma not to know, at least for now. Once we were more sure about each other, Sarah would tell her. Right now, we were just friends who’d had an alcohol-fueled exploration together. I had to find out if Sarah wanted this to be anything more than that.
Inside the restaurant, a sombrero-clad waitress served us with tortilla chips and guacamole while we waited for our burritos. Our hands brushed as we both reached for a chip at the same time, and Sarah quickly pulled hers away.
“You’re going to be shy now?” I asked in a murmur. “I touched you a lot more than that last night.”
Her cheeks went pink. “Trust me, I remember.”
She didn’t seem to want to talk about what’d happened between us, which was fair, so I kept the conversation light as our burritos came and we dug in. Mine was good, and apparently hers was amazing.
“So you’ve changed your mind about Mexican food?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I still like other food, but maybe it wouldn’t be too bad to expand my horizons from time to time.”
I looked at her carefully. “Are you talking about…?”
“Food,” she clarified. “Only about the food.”
That left me with no more clarity as we paid the bill and headed back to the car. I was dying to know how she felt, and once we were alone, I decided to ask her straight out.
“I’m just going to put this out there,” I said, putting my key in the ignition but not starting the car. “I had a great time last night, and if you want to go on a real date sometime, I’d be honored to take you out.”
Her cheeks flushed again. “You know I’m kind of not sure how gay I am, right? I’ve never been this attracted to a woman before.”
“As long as you’re attracted to me, I’m A-okay.”
“Okay.” She bit her lip, making me want to bite it. “I’d be happy to go on a date with you, then.”
“Yes!” I pumped my fist in the air.
“We just can’t tell Emma.”
 
*
 
I pressed my hands to my stomach, sitting on the cold floor of the set kitchen. “Naomi, I don’t feel so good,” I groaned to Emma. “Get Mommy some water, would you, please?”
“Okay.” She stepped past the other actors to the sink, where she poured water into a glass. “Do you want some crackers? I ate crackers when my stomach hurt.”
“No, thank you, sweetie.” I made a face, then let the pain melt away as if a realization had just occurred to me. “I only got sick after I ate the crackers, and I’m the only one who ate them.”
“What are you trying to say, Ivy?” Aaron demanded, standing up.
“I’m saying—I—” Fuck, I couldn’t picture the words on the paper anymore. “Line, please?”
Jim glared at me from behind the camera operator. “I’m saying someone in this cabin poisoned me.”
I repeated the line, hoping I could remember the rest from there.
“You better watch the accusations you’re throwing around,” Aaron said menacingly, “because two people are already dead, and you yourself are my number one suspect.”
I heaved myself off the floor. “I didn’t kill anyone, and whoever poisoned me must’ve planned this in advance!”
“Cut,” Jim yelled. “Katie, you’re a mess.”
I dragged my palm over my face. “Was I that bad?”
“You’re skipping lines. There’s the whole part about figuring out what was in the crackers that made you feel this way, remember?”
Grabbing the script in his hands, I examined it. He was right, I’d skipped over an entire section. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t have that much time over the weekend, and then I didn’t sleep well last night. I’ll do better tomorrow.”
“I hope so. You might as well go home for today. We’re just wasting production money trying to get a decent performance out of you.”
I’d never seen him annoyed like this. “I’m sorry, for real. I promise I do take this role seriously. I just had personal stuff come up.”
His face softened slightly. “Don’t let it interfere with your acting again.”
I picked up my purse and headed for the door, giving Sarah an embarrassed smile as I passed her.
I felt like a teenager being rebuked for staying out late. I should’ve memorized my lines over the weekend, and I definitely should’ve practiced over lunch.
But it was worth it. I’d been with her. And if I could go back, I would’ve done the same thing all over again.
 



Fifteen – Sarah
 
It was mid-September, which meant that on top of all of my other responsibilities, I now needed to add homeschooling Emma to the list. Or set-schooling, because I was trying to leave her evenings free for the gymnastics and hip-hop dance lessons I shuttled her around to.
After buying the fourth-grade textbooks on Monday night, I stayed up late familiarizing myself with the concepts for the first week. Most of it was fine, although the way New Math was taught was incredibly confusing. The bigger problem was that my mind kept drifting, taking me back to thoughts of Katie.
We were going to go on a real date, and I hoped I’d be able to handle it. On the one hand, it’d be just like all the times we’d gone out for lunch. Spending time with Katie was always easy and pleasant. On the other hand, it’d be a date. My first real date in years, and my first with a woman, ever. 
Surprisingly, I wasn’t too worked up about what this meant for my sexuality. Our time in the bedroom had been so intense and erotic, I had no doubt I wasn’t completely straight. Whether I was into women in general or just into Katie, I wasn’t sure, and it didn’t matter. She was the only person I wanted to be with, so why would I stress myself out over it?
For now, I just wanted to enjoy my time with her. Even if I didn’t know if this was going to be more than a fun fling, even if I didn’t know if she was even capable of a real relationship… I’d go with the flow and figure things out later.
I focused on the science textbook, which was explaining the planets in the solar system. I chuckled to myself at the inset box explaining that scientists had made a mistake about Pluto being a planet.
Light flooded the living room, overpowering the dim light of my lamp. I squinted at the door, where Emma had appeared. In her pajamas, she tottered over to me.
“What’s wrong, sweetie?” I cleared the textbooks off my lap and pulled her into my arms.
“I can’t sleep.” She pouted. “I’m so tired.”
“Did you try lying very still and closing your eyes?”
“Of course I did. I’m not a baby, Mommy.”
I cursed silently. Now I was going to have to spend time trying to get her to sleep—time I would’ve rather spent sleeping. Usually her gymnastics lessons knocked her right out. Apparently not tonight.
“Let’s get you some warm milk,” I said, picking her up as I stood. “That’ll get you to sleep quick.” Maybe I’d have some myself.
In the kitchen, I microwaved two cups of milk. “Do you miss your friends from school?” I asked. She still saw them on the weekends, but now that they were back at school, things had to be different.
“Not too much,” she said. “I FaceTimed Julie and Ellie and Cee while they were on lunch today.”
“You did?” That must’ve been when I was out having lunch with Katie. “They’re allowed to FaceTime at school?”
“During lunch. Duh.” She took both cups out of the microwave and handed me one. “Not during classes.”
“Maybe they can help you with your schoolwork,” I said. “You’ll be studying the same things at the same time.”
She rolled her eyes. “More like I’ll be helping them. I always get better grades than them.”
Except now they’d be studying all day while she’d only have whatever pockets of time we managed to find on-set. Not to mention, they’d have a real teacher rather than a mom. The only good thing was that Emma would have my full attention whenever I was with her.
“Let’s hope so,” I said.
I already felt terrible about taking her out of school for a couple months, and her friends’ semester had barely started. If her grades suffered at all, there was no way I’d let her act again, no matter how talented she was.
“I’m better at gymnastics, too,” she said, sipping her milk. “Ellie can’t even do one cartwheel.”
“Mm-hmm.” I was going to have to have a talk with her about boasting. “A babysitter is going to take you to gymnastics on Friday, by the way. I’m going to be busy.”
Her sleepy eyes narrowed at me. “Busy?”
I bit my lip. I shouldn’t have mentioned this so soon. I should’ve waited until Friday rather than making a big deal out of it. I didn’t plan to tell Emma I was dating until things were more solid with Katie—or had evaporated completely.
“Your mom still has a life, you know.”
“No, you don’t.”
She had me there. “Anyway, the sitter will take you, and she’ll stay with you here for the night.”
She made a face. “What if I don’t like her?”
“I’m going to call the lady you like.” So far Emma had been okay with the elderly, grandmotherly woman I’d found through an ad in the school newsletter. I prayed she was free, because Emma made a fuss about every other sitter. 
“All right.”
“Glad you approve, little princess. Now let’s get you back to bed.”
 
*
 
Now that I was going to be tutoring Emma, I couldn’t take off at lunch hour anymore. That hour was precious time for her to learn all the new concepts that had to be drilled into her head. For the next few days, Katie ate with us on-set, which meant she also participated in our lessons. 
“Spell ‘rolled,’” I said, looking at the worksheet between bites of my sandwich.
“R-O-L-L-E-D.” Emma fidgeted in her chair.
“Good. Spell ‘hold.’”
“H-O-L-L-E-D,” Katie offered.
Emma gave her a pitying look. “No, it’s H-O-L-D.”
“Oh, wow,” Katie said. “This is too hard for me.”
I couldn’t tell if Emma was buying her act or not, but either way, the words were too easy for Emma. “Just a few more, and we’ll go on to math,” I said. “Spell ‘world.’”
“W-O-R-L-D.”
“Good, and ‘spoiled’?”
“Um…” Emma’s face fell, and she rubbed the back of her neck. “S-P-O-L…”
“Try again.”
Emma frowned. “S-P-O-U-L…”
“Nope.” I caught Katie’s eye, and we smiled at each other.
“S-P-O-I-L-E-D,” Emma said triumphantly.
“Perfect,” Katie and I said at the same time.
Katie was actually pretty good at this, considering she claimed to not be good with kids. She had as much patience as me, if not more, and she was even able to explain some things to Emma when I couldn’t.
I could see the two of them getting closer, and it warmed my heart. I just wondered if both of them saw it, too.
 



Sixteen – Katie
 
On Friday night, Sarah called me in a panic. “The babysitter I booked can’t take Emma,” she said all in one breath. “She’s having a family emergency. I don’t know how I could possibly find somebody else at this point. We can reschedule, can’t we? Did you have to make reservations for your surprise date?”
“Kind of, yeah.” I’d booked us in at the most exclusive spa in LA. I’d had to pull some strings just to get us this appointment, and I might be blacklisted if I were to cancel at the last minute. “Are there any other options? What if I look for a babysitter for you?”
“Emma’s so picky. She doesn’t like strangers.” I could hear Emma talking in the background, although I couldn’t make out what she was saying. “I have to go. Emma’s going to be late for gymnastics.”
“Sarah, stay on the phone. We’ll figure this out.”  
“I’m not going to drive and talk.” The line disconnected.
Fuck. I collapsed onto my bed, still wearing only a towel. I’d been halfway through getting dressed when she’d called. 
Was she trying to get out of going on the date? Freaking out last-minute about being interested in a woman?
Although it was plausible, I didn’t think so. I was pretty sure she was just concerned about Emma, and I couldn’t blame her. She’d been so stressed all week, and I really wanted to give her a nice, relaxing evening. I would’ve wanted that even if it wasn’t also a hot date.
Grabbing my phone again, I did some quick research. The site I found allowed me to sort by review rating and availability. I found a highly-reviewed sitter who appeared to be free tonight and gave her a call. At first she didn’t want to take on a job at the last minute, but she changed her tune when I offered to triple her pay. Since it was an overnight gig, it’d be a good chunk of change.
Once she’d agreed, I sent Sarah the link to the sitter’s profile. She had a million five-star reviews, and I knew Sarah would notice all the comments about how well she got along with difficult kids. 
She can meet you at gymnastics practice and get to know Emma, I texted her. Just don’t take too long with her, because our appointment’s at 7:30.
She replied instantly, I can’t afford this. Even our normal sitter was going to stretch my budget.
Are you kidding? This is my treat. I stepped into a lightweight linen dress. Now hurry up and say yes before I end up at a fancy spa all by myself.
She said yes, and just over an hour later, we were at the gold-pillared entrance to La Vie Envie Salon & Spa.
“This place is gorgeous,” she said. “This must’ve cost a fortune.”
“Just chill,” I told her, touching her lower back as we walked in. “Don’t think about the money. I’m certainly not.”
“But this, and the sitter…”
“I wanted to show you a good time, and you’re just going to wreck it with all this questioning.” 
I checked us in, and the attendant walked us back to a massage room. She left us alone so we could change, and I turned away to allow Sarah her modesty. “The sitter worked out, by the way?”
“I don’t know what kind of magic she worked, but Emma immediately loved her.” She let out a breath. “And I don’t know what kind of magic you worked to get her.”
“Stop worrying. I’m serious. If you don’t leave this place with a clear head and a relaxed body, I’m going to be pissed off.”
“Great, now I’m going to stress about whether I’m relaxing enough.” She gave me a small smile.
Our masseuses came in, and we both got on the tables. I sank my face into the silky fabric around the hole, adjusting my limbs against the plush cushioning. Sarah and I continued our conversation as the two women got to work, but within minutes, the strong fingers working on my muscle knots made me go silent aside from the occasional groan.
The hour went by way too fast, with the masseuse’s talented hands sending me into a haze of pain and pleasure. My neck and back had been stiffer than I’d realized, and by the time she finished, I felt like a puddle of jelly. 
Apparently Sarah felt even better. “That was incredible,” she whispered after the masseuses left. “Thank you so much.”
“You don’t think your night is over, do you? We’re just getting started.” I drew the spa robe on lazily, trying not to peek at Sarah as she did the same. Being near her was creating some tension in my body, and not the kind that massage would take care of.
An attendant appeared at the door. “Time for your facials, ladies.” 
She led us into another room, where we sat in big chairs like the ones at the dentist, but much comfier. The estheticians offered us blankets before having us fill out a questionnaire about our skin types and skin care regimens. Apparently they were going to treat us with a customized blend of essential oils and moisturizing ingredients.
I lay back, covering myself with a blanket as the esthetician dabbed the products over my face. After covering my eyes with cucumber slices, she rubbed a scrub over my lips. She swished a cloth over my face before dabbing more stuff on. At this point, I didn’t even know what she was doing, but I loved it.
The esthetician started to rub my temples. From her chair, Sarah let out a moan. “How has the world been hiding this from me all this time?”
“You never thought you’d enjoy a facial?” I asked.
“I just never thought about them.”
I wondered when I’d had my first spa day. I was pretty sure I’d been around thirteen, too young to appreciate any of the lavish experiences. My mom had booked it for me as a reward for my hard work acting—or that was what she’d said at the time. She hadn’t come with me, of course, so maybe she’d just wanted me out of the way. Whenever I wasn’t working, she did whatever she could to not be around me.
“Okay, ladies, it’s time for the steam treatment.” 
My face was covered with a hot towel, and more heat blew onto me from a source I couldn’t identify. I let out an exhale that sounded suspiciously like an “ahh.” This felt amazing.
“This feels amazing,” Sarah said, echoing my thoughts.
Although I couldn’t see where my hand was going, I reached over to her. My hand brushed her arm, and I ran it downward until my fingers linked with hers. She hummed in contentment, and I could tell from the sound that she was smiling.
My plan was working. She was relaxing and taking some time for herself for once, and the fact that I’d caused her happiness made me happier.
 
*
 
“Thank you again,” she told me when we woke up in my bed the next morning. “That spa night was incredible, and what came afterward…”
“Even better?” I kissed her neck.
“Way better.” She arched her chest toward me until her nipple was in my mouth. 
She was pretty aggressive, for someone who’d never been with a woman until a week ago. It took all my strength to stop touching her and step away. I wanted to make her breakfast in bed.
When I returned with a tray, she sucked in a gasp. “This is amazing.”
It was cut-up fruit and toaster waffles. “Emma could do better than this.”
“Don’t compare yourself to my daughter, please. Slight turn-off.” She kissed me softly and picked up an apple slice. “But no, making me breakfast in bed would never occur to her.”
“I’ll have to have a chat with her about that.”
She shook her head. “When she’s older, she’ll appreciate all the sacrifices I’ve made for her. Right now, I just want her to have a good life.”
“Just don’t forget about your own life,” I said softly.
She pursed her lips. “You know, it’s very easy for you to sit there and tell me that when you’re childless and loaded. Things aren’t that simple when you’re a single mom struggling to make ends meet.”
My heart clenched. She was right. “I’m sorry. I’m only trying to look out for you. I care about you.”
“I know you’re coming from a good place. I’d just like you to keep these things in mind.” Her face softened, and she put her arm around me.
I grabbed a pear slice from the tray. “Did we just have our first fight?”
Her eyes crinkled. “Maybe. It went pretty well, didn’t it?”
“I think it went great.”
 
*
 
Eventually Sarah had to go home. I would’ve kept her there with me all weekend—would’ve paid the sitter whatever she wanted—but Sarah said something about missing Emma, or something. I wasn’t really paying attention, too caught up in looking at her luscious lips.
I did sneak over to her place the next night for a little while after Emma was in bed. Cuddling turned to touching, and surprisingly, I only wanted more by the time I snuck out again. Sarah was on her way to becoming the woman I’d had the most sex with, ever. Rather than getting bored, I was only more enchanted by her with every passing day.
I’d never envisioned myself with a girlfriend, especially one who had a child, but the idea was growing on me. I doubted I’d ever get tired of Sarah, and as far as kids went, Emma was pretty great. I could see her turning into a cool adult, too.
Was I ready to be a mom? No way. A step-mom, though? I could kind of see it.
It was already late by the time I left Sarah’s comfortable bed, and once again, I hadn’t memorized my lines.
And yet, instead of working on that, I stayed up Googling how to date someone with children and what it meant to be a step-parent.
 



Seventeen – Sarah
 
Episode six was being filmed this week, and since the actors had to practice their lines, I wouldn’t get the boardroom to myself to work. I stayed in the corner, balancing my laptop on my lap. My noise-canceling headphones did their best as I transcribed a court case about a breaking-and-entering case, but they couldn’t block out a sudden burst of laughter.
I took the headphones off and nudged Emma in the ribs. “What’s so funny?”
She shook her head. “I don’t understand the joke.”
“You don’t want to know,” Katie choked out.
I looked around the room. Everyone was still chuckling, and none of them seemed inclined to tell me why. “You’re filling me in later,” I muttered to Katie.
I pulled the headphones back on, but not before I heard Aaron scream out that his daughter was dying. Damn, they’d killed Lida? Reluctantly, I slid the headphones down to my neck. I could hold off on work for another half-hour. I was dying to hear what would happen next.
“Lida, tell me who did this to you,” Aaron said desperately. “Who could do such a horrible thing?”
“Lida’s eyes open and close,” Jim read from the stage directions. “She opens her mouth to speak, but only comes out with a gurgle.”
“Lida, talk to me,” Aaron said.
“Wesley grasps Lida’s hand,” Jim said. “He holds it to his heart, continuing to sob and beg her to speak. Her eyes stay closed, and a trickle of blood comes out of her mouth. She’s dead.”
The room was silent. I was probably the only one who hadn’t already read the script, and yet all of the actors seemed to be on the edge of their seat, like me.
“Hearing Wesley’s sobs, Gavin, Ivy, and Naomi come into the kitchen,” Jim said. “They see Lida’s corpse and rush over to her. Ivy and Naomi hang back while Gavin cries over his sister’s body.”
“This has gone too far,” Cole shrieked as Gavin, his voice higher than I thought it really should’ve been. “My mother is gone, and now my sister? Which one of you sick fucks did this?”
“We’ve all lost somebody,” Katie read. “Don’t act like you’re the only one in mourning. Not to mention, someone’s been poisoning me.”
“Bullshit,” Cole hissed. “You’re probably poisoning yourself to take the heat off you.”
“You can’t prove that,” Aaron said. “One way or another, though, we have to find out who the killer is. This ends tonight!”
Katie gave a harsh laugh. “And how do you propose we find out?” she asked. “Killer, oh killer, please raise your hand!”
“Let’s think this through logically,” Cole said. “Who had something to gain from these deaths?”
“This person isn’t trying to gain anything,” Katie said, wild-eyed. “This person is just plain psychotic. They’re killing for the sheer joy of it at this point.”
“Mommy,” Emma said.
“Don’t tell me my sister died for
no reason,” Cole spat. “My mom…”
“And my husband!” Katie said. “Once again, you are not the only victim. Who knows? My daughter could be next.”
Jim read out the stage directions—Katie would pull Emma into her arms, and Emma’s eyes would fill with fear. They were already fearful, which made my heart hurt—in a good way. She’d completely lost herself in her character, and so had the others. The tension in the room was building uncomfortably high.
“Mommy,” Emma squeaked, “you’re scaring me.”
“I’m sorry, sweetheart.” Katie turned to Aaron and Cole. “Listen, this place isn’t safe. We need to dig our way out of here, or any of us could be next.”
“How many times have we tried?” Aaron asked sarcastically.
“We need to try harder,” Katie said. “If we work together, we can do it. With the amount we’ve been eating, we’re only going to get weaker.”
“No, we’re not going to try harder,” Aaron said. “I’m done with trying.”
“Wesley stands up and grabs a knife from the knife block,” Jim said. “Eyes wild, he looks at each person in turn.”
“One of you killed my wife and my daughter,” Aaron growled. “You all have to die.”
“Dad, no!” Cole yelled.
Emma stared at her line in the script. “Don’t hurt my mommy! She wouldn’t have killed anybody. It had to be you or you.”
God, she was good. The whole room was on edge.
 “It wasn’t either of us,” Cole said. “Maybe it was you!”
The next line was Katie’s, but for some reason, my eyes rested on Emma as she bit her lip. She dipped her head, and a giggle escaped her—then another. Soon every actor in the room was laughing.
“I’m sorry!” Emma said. “Maybe it was me. I don’t know.” She giggled again.
I put a hand on her back to quiet her. “It is kind of funny, isn’t it?”
Across the table, Katie gave her a soft look. “Imagine our little Emma killing anyone.”
My heart melted. She really did like Emma. In time, maybe she could even love her.
“It wasn’t supposed to be funny.” Jim was the only one not laughing. “Let’s take a break and see if we can focus when we get back.”
 
*
 
It was ten o’clock Wednesday morning, and I couldn’t keep my eyes open. The recording I was trying to transcribe sounded like gibberish, and it only grew more confusing every time I rewound and replayed.
I rubbed my temples, wondering if the lack of sleep had officially driven me insane. I’d been up past three last night trying to get some work done. Between tutoring Emma and talking to Katie, I’d fallen so far behind I didn’t know how I’d ever catch up.
Although I needed to keep going, I was no use in my current state. Reluctantly slipping off my headphones, I admitted defeat and got up to find some coffee.
On my way to the set, I bumped—literally—into Kiara, one of the make-up ladies. “Oh my God,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”
“That’s fine.” Her arms were full of palettes and brushes and whatever else make-up artists used. “Are you okay? You look…”
“She looks like a zombie.” Katie’s voice came from behind her.
I deflated. I’d been hoping the coffee would perk me up before Katie had the chance to see me like this. “Thanks, I appreciate it,” I said dryly.
“But Sarah, what’s happened to you?” Kiara asked. “You need some concealer to cover those under-eye bags. And your hair—why did you get that beautiful cut if you weren’t going to brush it?”
I hadn’t thought the state of my hair was that obvious. I’d thought the messy bun would keep people from figuring out I hadn’t washed it in days. “I’ve just been busy.”
“She’s been working herself to the bone,” Katie said to Kiara. “It’s okay, you don’t have to worry about her. I got this.”
I sighed as she put an arm around me, leading me back to the boardroom. “I’ll be fine after a cup or two of joe. Aren’t you supposed to be acting?”
“I have a few minutes.” She looked at me with such concern, I didn’t even want to meet her eyes. “What are you doing to yourself, Sarah?”
I would’ve shrugged off her arm, but it felt far too good and comforting. “I’m fine. I’ve been busy, but it’s all temporary. Another couple months—”
“You’re not going to put yourself through this for another couple months!” Her voice was sharp. “Something has got to give.”
I wished I could believe her, but life didn’t work like that. I didn’t exactly have a choice. “What, that I should give up my job and just hope to get it back when the shooting’s over? Or maybe I should hire a teacher for Emma with nonexistent money?”
She squeezed my shoulders, and the tension there eased a tiny bit. “I’d offer to pay if I thought you’d accept.”
“No way. Not a chance.”
“You can’t do all of this on your own.” She hesitated, and then her eyes lit up. “Let me transcribe for you.”
“Huh? No.”
“Come on.” She made a grab for my laptop. “You could take a nap.”
I whisked it away. “You don’t know how.”
“You can show me. The software can’t be that hard.”
“And the legalese? I took a course on how to do this.”
She pouted, her eyes resting mournfully on my laptop as if she really wanted to do this. “Just let me try and we’ll see how it goes.”
Her offer was so tempting… too tempting. If she kept going one minute longer, I was going to give in. “You already have a job to do. You’re supposed to be acting right now.”
“I can do a little of your work between my scenes.” She gave me a hard look. “It’ll be just like how you squeeze your work and tutoring Emma between everything else you do.”
She had me there… but there was still a big problem. “This stuff is confidential.”
“I won’t tell anyone.” 
“I appreciate the offer, but I have to say no.” I suppressed a yawn. “I guess my work can wait long enough for me to nap, though.” 
She grinned. “That’s all I ask. I’ll wake you up in half an hour.”
I set my arms on the desk to cushion my head, and quickly fell into a deep sleep.
 
*
 
I woke with cotton mouth and my shirt sleeve soaked with drool. A small hand pushed on my shoulder, and I opened my eyes to see Emma looking impatient.
“Wake up, Mommy. The sandwiches are almost gone.”
“What? It’s lunchtime?” I must’ve slept for two hours.
“Lunchtime is almost over.”
Never mind. Three.
How had I slept so long? Katie was supposed to wake me up, dammit. I should’ve known she was too irresponsible to rely on. How far had I fallen behind on my work now?
I reached for my laptop, ignoring the rumbling of my stomach. Forget food. I had to get started right now.
Instead of the file I’d been working on, a new document filled the screen. Sarah, I’m not going to let you keep doing this to yourself. I know you want to keep working, but there’s nothing that says you have to homeschool Emma, too. I’m hiring her a tutor—no ifs, ands, or buts. See you on-set!
I pressed my face into my hands. Dammit, Katie. She thought she was being helpful, but…
Well… it wasn’t a bad idea, aside from how I didn’t want to indebt myself to her like that. Could she even afford a tutor? Did she have any idea how much they cost? She wasn’t loaded, even if she had more money than me. She’d mentioned that running low on funds was the whole reason she’d signed on for this show in the first place.
“Let’s go get some sandwiches,” I told Emma, and rushed out to the set.
Katie was standing by the wall, chatting with Aaron. Something he’d said had made her laugh, and her smile took over her entire face. She was so gorgeous that it could’ve made my heart stop, and I stayed too awed to move for a moment before I remembered I wanted to talk to her.
“Mommy, are you having lunch?” Emma demanded.
“You grab a sandwich for me, sweetie. I’ll eat it in a second.”
I headed over to Katie, and even though she was still laughing, the look on my face must’ve told her the matter was urgent. Sobering up immediately, she turned to Aaron. “Let’s continue this discussion later. Sarah needs to steal me for a minute.”
Aaron went off without a fuss, and I faced Katie with my arms crossed. 
Katie gave me a weak smile. “Did you not like my note?”
“I loved it, but no. The whole idea is crazy. Emma’s not your daughter. I mean—” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “We’ve only been dating for a couple weeks. This isn’t your place.”
“I want to do it,” she said simply. “I can’t stand back and watch someone I care about throw herself under the bus like that. Which one of us is the washed-up former child actor here? How is it that you’re the one with self-destructive tendencies?”
I didn’t know which part to object to first. “You’re not washed up, and I’m not self-destructive.”
She heaved a sigh. “Look, we can make it a loan if you want, but I’m putting my foot down. You have to either give up your job or get a tutor for Emma, and since I know you’re not going to give up your job…”
I huffed. “You talk like you have some say over my life. I have to do this, or what?”
She glanced around. “Or I’m not going to date you anymore,” she whispered.
I blinked.
“Sorry, but I can’t stand seeing you this miserable. Not to mention, you look like a zombie. And that’s after your nap.”
I made a face. She did have a point, even if it hurt to hear it. I guessed that was called tough love.
Not that we were in love, of course. It was way too early for anything like that.
“So…” I said. “How would this loan work?”
 



Eighteen – Katie
 
Friday night was quickly approaching, and I couldn’t wait. I hadn’t been alone with Sarah since last weekend, and the anticipation was driving me into a frenzy. It sucked to see her every day and not be able to touch or kiss her. I wanted to hold off on making our relationship public until we were both sure about it, but it freaking sucked.
I peeked into the window of the boardroom as I headed back to the set after a break. She was sitting there with a middle-aged woman, probably interviewing her for the teacher position. 
I was so glad she’d finally accepted the loan and allowed me to take some of her burden. We’d drawn up a quick contract outlining the terms and conditions for the loan. Little did she know, I had no plans of accepting any payment back.
Once she found a tutor, she could go back to her regular sleep schedule. And once the filming was over, Emma was back in school, and she only had to worry about her transcription work, our relationship would really take off. At least, I hoped.
Realizing I was still standing there staring at her, I forced myself to move. I didn’t know why she felt the need to act like some kind of superwoman, but I hoped I’d gotten through her head that she didn’t have to do it all. She wouldn’t be a failure if she allowed other people to help her, especially since she’d only be doing what was best for everyone.
Back on set, the actors were still waiting around as the camera operators set up. It was taking them a while to finish the blocking. I glanced around, my eyes landing on Emma, who was sitting on a step with a paper plate full of chips.
Heading over to her, I grabbed a chip without asking, the way I might’ve done if I had a little sister. “How’s it going, kiddo? Excited for your sleepover with your friends tonight?”
Her eyes narrowed at me. “How do you know about that?”
I narrowed my eyes playfully back at her. “Because…your mom told me.” I tried to sound faux-dramatic.
“Oh.” She shrugged. “I guess I’m excited.”
“Why you guess?”
“I don’t know!”
Her tone made me want to get up and find an adult to talk to. This was why I didn’t do kids, dammit! But this was Sarah’s kid, so I tried again. “I always loved sleepovers.” I held back the part about how I was going to have one with her mom tonight.
“Yeah, they’re fun.”
“Oh, I see,” I said. “You like your gymnastic classes better than your sleepovers. You’d rather stay at gymnastics and not even see your friends.”
She frowned at me. “How did you know I have gymnastics tonight?”
Okay, I gave up. “Never mind.”
 
*
 
Late that night, I lay in bed beside Sarah, rubbing her neck and shoulders languorously. The smoothness of her skin under my fingers was like velvet, and when her hair brushed against me, it could’ve been silk.
“Remember when we first met?” she asked, pushing her back softly against my chest.
“How could I forget?” I cuddled her closer, enjoying being the big spoon. “You got my attention right away.”
“That’s not true. You thought I was some random fan. You offered me your autograph.”
“Oh, yeah.” I chuckled, embarrassed. “I know better now.”
“I sure hope so.”
“Why are you bringing this up?”
“Well…” There was mischief in her voice. “I was thinking about it. I do want your autograph.”
“Oh?”
“With your tongue.” She rolled onto her back, pushing the covers off her. “Between my legs.”
“Oh.” My mouth watered, a twinge going through my core. “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind doing that.” My hand moved lazily to her breast, and her nipple hardened under my hand. “Only because you’re such a big fan.”
Soon she was beneath me, gasping my name as my tongue swirled over her. Although I’d thought I was worn out earlier, pleasuring her sparked new desire in me, and when it was my turn again, I rode the waves of orgasm until I couldn’t come anymore.
We lay side by side again, holding each other, and the question that’d been burning in my mind all night found its way to my lips. “Do you think we should tell Emma soon?”
Her back stiffened. “About us?”
I nodded, stroking her soft skin. “She seems to have guessed something is up.”
“I’ve never slept away from her two weekends in a row before. And she does know we’re friends.” She pressed her cheek into the pillow. “I do feel terrible for not being honest with her, but she’s too young to understand any of this.”
“She wouldn’t understand that you’re dating? You don’t have to tell her who.” 
Slowly, Sarah shook her head. “She’s not there yet. And even if she was, this is too new. We’ve barely started getting to know each other.”
I hesitated, unsure if I should tell her what was on my mind. Well, fuck it. “Listen, if you’re not sure if I’m going to be around for the long run, I want you to know I’d like to be. I enjoy every moment I spend with you, even when you’re in zombie mode or being stubborn and arguing with me. I already care about you more than any other woman I’ve been with, and I want to keep seeing you for a good, long while.”
She blinked at me, and I could tell I’d taken her by surprise. “That’s… wow, Katie.”
“Was it too much?” We were only a couple of weeks in, but then we’d been friends first. I knew how I felt—I just hoped she did, too.
“No, I just…” She propped herself on an elbow so she could kiss me. “I want to be with you, too. Officially.”
A huge smile crossed my face, and I kept smiling as I leaned in for another long, luxurious kiss. For the first time in my life, I had an actual girlfriend. And rather than feeling tied down by that, I felt freer than I ever had.
She turned onto her back, running her fingers down my arm. “So, no more sleepovers for a while? That way, Emma won’t be suspicious.”
“What?” My heart clenched up. “That’s what you got out of this whole conversation? That we shouldn’t spend the night anymore?”
“Just for a while,” she said softly. “Until we know for sure…”
“I thought we just established that.” I sounded needy, like a little kid. “That you were my girlfriend now.”
“I am!” she said. “But it’s a brand-new relationship. Let’s wait a couple of months. Maybe six.”
I’d read about how single parents needed to wait to introduce their partners to their kids, so the kids wouldn’t get too attached and be hurt if the couple broke up. It’d all made sense when it was theoretical, but now that it was my life, I didn’t like it at all. Emma and I already knew each other, so shouldn’t the normal rules have changed?
I swallowed down my protests. Sarah was trying to do what was best for her daughter, and I had to respect that. “How about three months?”
She kissed my nose. “How about let’s reevaluate in three months, and for now, we just enjoy our night together?”
I slid my eyes down her body, and a spark of desire awakened in my core. I’d thought I was done for the night—not anymore.
“Sounds good, girlfriend.”
 
*
 
On set again, we were filming the scene where Wesley freaked out and threatened to kill everyone. I had to say, the writers were knocking it out of the park with this. Everyone was so on-edge that we were still tense when the cameras were off.
I glanced over at Sarah, who stood with Emma by the wall while the camera operators filmed Aaron’s close-up. She came out to watch the filming more often now that Emma was going to have a tutor. I guessed she was enjoying her increase in free time, or maybe she just couldn’t stop looking at me.
I dragged my eyes away from her to watch Aaron deliver his lines. I needed to stay in the zone, stay in character. The upcoming scene was a big one.
“I’m done with trying,” Aaron said. Standing, he grabbed a knife from the knife block and looked around at the points the camera operators had laid out for him. “One of you killed my wife and my daughter,” he growled. “All of you have to die.”
Autumn still sat slumped in the corner, playing a corpse. It had to be hard to stay unmoving for that long. I’d be sad when this episode was over and she wasn’t on set every day anymore. She was nice, and I always enjoyed chatting with her. Of course, the entire cast would be reunited for promoting the series, even Quinn and Richard, whose characters had been killed off almost immediately.
I wondered if my character might die in the coming weeks. I had a feeling she’d be there to the end—she was shaping up to be the main character in a way, and with the poisoning subplot, she couldn’t be the killer. Unless she was faking being poisoned, but who could fake all of the vomiting and diarrhea she’d been through? Those had been some less-than-fun scenes to film.
“Katie, you’re up,” Jim called. The close-up was done, and the other actors were getting in place for the next scene.
“Katie?” I quirked an eyebrow at him.
“I mean Ivy.” He gave me a reluctant smile.
I stood in my place, and when Jim called “action,” I cowered against the wall. I hugged Emma close to me, trying my best to act like I’d given birth to this girl, like she was the most precious thing in the world to me. I had to act like my own life didn’t matter anymore, only Emma’s, because all a mother would care about in this situation was her child’s survival.
“Dad, you were the killer?” Cole gasped.
“No, one of you was!” Aaron said. “I don’t know which, but I’m not waiting around to see who’s next. I’d rather kill you all myself.” 
“Wesley, please,” I begged. “If you really didn’t kill anyone, don’t start now. Even if you get out of here alive, it’ll stay on your conscience.”
“You wouldn’t kill your own son,” Cole said.
“All of you, just—stop—talking!” Aaron pressed his hands to his face, then peeled them away to reveal a malicious glare. “Which one of you is going first?”
I hoped my face showed the terror I was trying to conjure up inside. I felt a bit terrified, really—Aaron was holding a real knife. “Listen, you know Naomi didn’t hurt anyone.” I moved in front of Emma, shielding her with my body. “If you have to kill me, fine. Just let her walk out of here alive.”
“Mommy!” Emma screamed.
Aaron moved toward me, looking more evil with each step. “So you confess you killed the others?”
“Of course not. I don’t know which of you two did. I just know it wasn’t me or my eight-year-old daughter!”
Aaron laughed cruelly, advancing even closer. Even though we were just acting, my heart caught in my throat. I knew what came next in the script, and yet relief still flooded me when Cole kicked the knife out of Aaron’s hand, and it clattered onto the floor.
I picked Emma up and ran for the door. I’d argued with Jim about this, because to me it didn’t make sense. He said that for a mother, instinct would take over and I’d try to bring Emma to safety even though logically I knew we were still snowed in.
“What the fuck, Ivy, help me subdue him,” Cole yelled. “He’s still dangerous!” He had Aaron on the floor, his knee in his back.
I gasped. “Right.” I rushed back over and set Emma down, then grabbed a ball of twine from the counter and cut a length to tie Aaron’s hands.
“And cut!” Jim said. “Great job, everybody. Really great scene.”
I grinned. It’d felt great while we were doing it, and I suspected that single take was going to be all we needed. “One and done?”
“I would say yes, but there’s a slight problem.” He gave me a tired look. “I just realized your mic battery died. Nothing you said got recorded.”
I slumped. “Back to the start?”
“Back to the start.”
 



Nineteen – Sarah
 
I stood on Valerie’s doorstep, my hand on Emma’s shoulder. “Thanks so much for taking her for the night,” I said. “It’s such a big help.”
“You sure have been asking for a lot of play dates lately.” She winked, and I knew she was asking if I’d started seeing someone.
“Cee!” Emma yelled, and darted inside to play with her friend.
“Come on in,” Valerie said. “I’ll make you a cup of coffee. It seems like we have a lot to catch up on.”
“I’d love to, but I really have to run.” 
Katie was probably already waiting for me at her place, candles lit and a bath drawn. We’d planned on having a romantic evening in, and I intended to make the most of it. 
“Not for five minutes?” Valerie asked.
I tried to suppress my sigh. The woman was giving me free baby-sitting, a favor that I hadn’t returned for some time. I could at least go in and catch up with her a little. Besides, she was my friend.
In the kitchen, she poured water into the coffee pot. “It’s okay,” I said, waving at her to stop. “I don’t need anything to drink.”
“Water? Juice?”
“I’m fine, really.”
Her eyes flashed with mischief. “You really are in a hurry to get out of here. So, who’s got you feeling like this? Spill it!”
“Maybe I’m just not thirsty.” Laughing, I leaned against the counter. “And it’s a little early to spill anything.”
“Sure, sure.” She poured herself a glass of water and took a sip. “How’s Katie Days, by the way? You two still tight?”
My face went hot. “She’s good.”
Valerie cackled—actually cackled. “I knew it!”
“Knew what?”
“You have something going on with her! Your face just went beet red. Don’t even try to deny it.”
I shushed her. I hadn’t planned to tell anyone I knew yet, but now that she’d guessed, I wasn’t going to lie. “All right, yes, we’re dating,” I said in a harsh whisper. “She’s actually my girlfriend, but we haven’t told anybody yet.”
“Oh my God!” she shrieked.
“Shh, shh, keep your voice down! Jeez.” I wiped a hand across my suddenly-sweaty forehead. “It’s not that big a deal.”
“Not a big deal? Sarah, I’d freak out if you were just dating someone new after all this time, but on top of that, you figured you’re gay—or bisexual?—and she’s a celebrity. She’s Katie freaking Days. Are you going to let me meet her now?”
I laughed nervously. “How about you let me meet her now?” I moved toward the hall.
“You’re not seriously going to leave like that.” Valerie followed at my heels. “You’re going to sit down right now and tell me everything!”
We passed the door to the family room, and Emma poked her head out. “What are you supposed to tell her, Mommy?” Her eyes were filled with concern.
“Nothing, sweetie. Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
“You sure you want to come back by eight?” Valerie asked, crossing her arms.
Last time, it hadn’t been an issue since Emma had slept over. Tonight she wasn’t going to, and I was determined to get her home without too much disruption to her normal bedtime.
“Yeah, I’ll be back by eight,” I said.
“Just say the word if you want her to sleep over.” Valerie winked. “She’s barely going to have any time to, you know… play with Cee.”
“I can’t sleep over,” Emma said. “I don’t have my pajamas or my toothbrush or—”
“You’re not going to sleep over,” I said, cutting her off firmly. “And she can start ‘playing with Cee’ right now, because I’m going.”
I shook my head as I walked to my car. It did feel like the current situation was unfair to somebody—Emma or Katie or both. Valerie would’ve claimed it was unfair to her, too. But what was I supposed to do? It was way too early to tell Emma about the relationship, and I couldn’t ditch her every weekend to spend the night with Katie. Even if I did that, one night a week wouldn’t be nearly enough.
I just had to be patient, and we’d get through this. In a few months, I could tell Emma I was dating Katie, and it’d be much easier to find time for each other. After a year or so, we could think about moving in together, and then I’d have her around all the time.
Once I got to Katie’s place, my worries quickly left my mind. As I’d expected, she’d lit candles and drawn a bath. She was all about getting me to loosen up, and even though I knew she’d never completely succeed, I did relax when I was around her.
“This is amazing,” I said, looking around her giant bathroom. “This is practically the size of my first apartment.”
“Then I’m guessing this tub is about the size of your bed.” She gestured at the lavender-scented bubbles.
I dipped a finger in. Thankfully, it was still hot. My eyes lit on a control panel. “Oh my God… this is a Jacuzzi.”
“Is that a good thing?”
“Is the pope Catholic?”
Katie smirked. “Hop inside.”
I took off my clothes, feeling slightly shy even though she’d seen me naked plenty of times. The only light was from the candles, and I worried the way it flickered over my body would create shadows in places they weren’t supposed to be.
She sucked in a breath. “Sarah, you’re so beautiful.”
My face heated. For so long, I’d basically given up on beauty. My body had been functional, not aesthetic—giving birth, then breastfeeding. I was a mom, I didn’t need to be attractive… And yet, when Katie said that to me, I believed her.
“You get in here, too,” I said.
“If you insist.” 
She was only in a robe, and she undid the belt and let the fabric slip off her, one tantalizing inch at a time. My breath caught in my throat as her gorgeous figure came into view. Every part of her was absolute perfection, and even though I knew she had insecurities too, I didn’t know where they came from. When I looked at her, I wondered how I’d ever doubted that I was attracted to women.
“Ooh, I made it too hot.” 
She stepped into the tub with a sharp breath and slid down little by little, taking a quick gasp every time she put more of herself underwater. Finally she hit the floor, seated across from me, our legs intertwining under the suds. Her eyes closed and her head rolled back as she struggled to adjust to the temperature.
“Wow,” I said, “you really can’t take the heat.”
She opened her eyes to shoot me a playful glare. “Believe me, I know how to get hot.”
“I bet you do. Come here.”
With a grin, she scooted across the tub toward me. It was big enough that she could practically swim in it, and she splashed me lightly as she made her way into my arms.
I’d been waiting all week to get my hands on her again, and the feeling of her slick, wet body against mine had my core throbbing for more. I ran my hands along her arms, then drew them down her chest, my palms gliding over her nipples.
“How long do you think this bath will stay hot?” I asked.
“You want to get out and get back in again?” She guided my hand between her legs, and even though we were already wet, I could feel she was sopping. “Because we could always heat things up right here.”
 
*
 
After our bath water turned cold, we continued in the bed, and there, in quiet contentment, I closed my eyes.
Bad idea. When I opened them again and saw the sun had gone down outside Katie’s window, I grabbed for my phone. It was a quarter past eight!
Katie lay next to me, snoring softly. I debated whether to jerk her awake or just run out of here. Deciding it’d be too rude to leave without saying anything, I shook her shoulder.
“What’s wrong?” she asked sleepily.
“It’s eight-fifteen. I’m late picking up Emma.” I sent Valerie a frantic text telling her I was on my way.
“Oh… right,” Katie said. “I figured you might be late when I saw you falling asleep. Just text your friend and tell her you’ll be there in an hour. I want to cuddle.” She reached out for me.
For once, she failed to tempt me whatsoever. “Katie!” I snapped. “We’re talking about my daughter, here.”
“Mmm…” Her face twisted. “Half an hour.”
“I have to go. Right now.” 
I threw my clothes on, shaking my head as rage built inside me. How could I have thought Katie was mature enough to date? She had zero understanding of what it was like to be a single mother. She wanted me to put myself before Emma, and that wasn’t something I was ever going to do.
I stormed downstairs, and I was putting my shoes on when she caught up with me. “Sarah, wait. Just for a second.” She looked sleepy and repentant, and it would’ve made my heart melt if I wasn’t so damn mad. “Katie’s not in danger, right? She’s at her friend’s house. You said you already told the friend’s mom about us, so she’ll understand you being a little late.”
“Emma is waiting for me,” I said curtly.
“I know, but it’s not the end of the world, is it? Waiting a few extra minutes isn’t the worst thing ever.”
“She’ll have been waiting half an hour by the time I get there.” I opened the door. “Having her in bed on time is important to me. I want to keep a sense of normalcy for her now that I’m dating again.” Or else maybe I shouldn’t be dating at all.
As if sensing the unspoken part, Katie wrapped her arms around me. “I’m sorry. I really am. I shouldn’t have let you fall asleep like that, and it won’t happen again. We’re still okay, aren’t we?”
I hugged her back. “Yeah, we are. Just, please… don’t let anything like this happen again. I want to be your girlfriend, but I’m Emma’s mom first, and if I ever have to choose between you…”
“I know,” she said. “I wouldn’t want it to be any other way.”
A quick peck on the cheek, and I headed off into the night.
 



Twenty – Katie
 
With episode six in the can, I arrived at the studio excited for cold-reading number seven – the third-from-last episode. With Sarah’s no-sleepover policy, I’d had time to memorize my lines, and this episode was going to be a good one.
A middle-aged woman with thick glasses stopped me in the hall. I didn’t recognize her, but I guessed who she was before she could introduce herself. “My name is Laura. I’ll be tutoring a child on set. Do you know where I should go, or…?”
“Nice to meet you!” I shook her hand, wondering if I should mention I was the one paying her salary. “Emma won’t be free until after lunch, but I can show you where to find her and her mom. I’m going there, too. Maybe Sarah will give you the morning off.”
“Oh, you know them?” she asked, following me to the boardroom.
“Very well.”
I took my usual seat across from Sarah while Laura introduced herself to Emma. Apparently she was going to have to wait around until the cold read was over.
“You could stick around if you want,” Sarah told her. “You could observe Emma’s reading skills, or… I don’t know.”
“That’s fine,” Laura said. “I’ll find some way to entertain myself. From what you told me about this show, I’m definitely going to be watching it, and I don’t want any spoilers.”
She took off, and my heart warmed at the look of relief on Sarah’s face. If I’d had any doubt in my mind about making her get a tutor, it was gone. Laura seemed lovely, and I had no doubt Emma would love her, too. Sarah was still going to be stressed out juggling helping Emma and her transcription work, but at least she’d have time to sleep. 
“Okay, let’s get into it.” Jim looked at his watch with a frown. Was he seriously that disturbed by us starting two minutes late? Laura had to figure out where to go for her first day. If Jim was that bothered, maybe he shouldn’t be directing a show that used child actors.
I gripped the edge of the table a little too hard, conscious that I was getting pissed off on Emma’s behalf. Maybe I was overly sensitive since I’d been a child actor not so long ago, too. Could it be that I saw myself in her? It was cheesy as hell to put it that way, but in a way, she really did remind me of me.
“So, we’re starting off with a shot of Wesley tied up on the ground,” Jim said. “The other two have restrained him with the conveniently-located twine, and—”
“The other three,” Emma interrupted. “I helped, too.”
“Yes, sweetie, you did.” Sarah patted Emma’s back as Jim shot the two a dirty look.
“Moving on,” he said. “Wesley is restrained on the ground and the three others are sleeping sitting up, Naomi and Ivy huddled together against one wall, Gavin against the other, closer to his father. A beam of daylight spills through the window.”
“Daylight!” Sarah whispered out loud.
Jim whipped his head around to see who’d spoken, and I could tell he was ready to go off on whichever actor hadn’t even read the first lines of the script. When he saw it was Sarah, his features relaxed. “Pretty good, huh?”
“Maybe Emma’s going to be okay after all.” She put her arm around Emma. “Keep going, I won’t interrupt.”
“Ivy is the first to open her eyes and see the beam of light,” Jim said. “She immediately shakes Naomi awake, gesturing at the window.”
“Mommy, the snow is melting!” Emma said. “We’re finally going to be able to leave!”
“Shh,” I said. “We don’t want to wake Wesley or Gavin—”
“Gavin lifts his head,” Jim read.
“The snow is melting?” Cole said. “Let’s get out of here, right now!”
“Not so fast,” I said. “Most of the window is still iced over. There’s only an inch of light coming in.”
“Well, check the door, dammit!” Cole said.
“Ivy rushes to open the door,” Jim read. “It’s still completely blocked by snow, and a few flakes fall onto her before she closes it with a sigh.”
“I guess we’re not getting out of here yet,” I said without looking at my paper. “The one good thing is that none of us are dead. Sorry, Gavin, but it looks like your dad must’ve been the killer.”
Jim gave me an approving look, seeming to notice I’d memorized my lines, for once. “On the floor, Wesley struggles to sit up,” he said. “He realizes he’s bound, and his face fills with rage.”
“You fucking assholes,” Aaron said. “I didn’t kill anybody. It was one of you!”
“You can give up the innocent act,” I said. “No one’s dead this morning, and you were tied up. I think it’s pretty clear those two things are related.”
“It proves nothing,” Aaron growled. “Believe what you want, but you’ll see the truth when your daughter is dead!”
“Are you threatening me?” I gasped.
“Ivy grabs Naomi and brings her to the other corner of the room, as far from Wesley as she can possibly get,” Jim read.
The episode went on from there, more distrust developing between the characters as the stakes rose higher and higher. Even I was getting stressed as the drama led to its inevitable conclusion.
“A thicker shaft of light shines through the window,” Jim read. “A new morning is here, and the snow has melted a little more. Ivy and Gavin sleep, while Wesley looks at Naomi with a sick expression on his face. The camera zooms in on Naomi. She isn’t breathing.”
The room was still in a way it’d never been for the other character deaths. This was worse—a child’s death was always sadder than an adult’s, and in this case, it was Emma. It was safe to say that everyone here had fallen in love with both her and her character. The show would be worse for not having her on it, and so would the atmosphere on set.
We had time to leave for lunch a few minutes early, and I lingered around as most of the actors left. I usually would’ve either gone out with Sarah or studied with her and Emma. Now that Laura was in the picture, I wasn’t sure what to do with myself.
“You good, kiddo?” I asked Emma, reaching out to ruffle her hair.
She looked a little teary, although I could’ve been imagining it. “Yeah. I just wanted to be the murderer.”
I laughed. She’d be just fine.
 
*
 
The next few days of filming went well, even if a cloud was hanging over us. Or maybe it was just me who felt it.
Not only would Emma be leaving at the end of next week, but Sarah would, too. So much for my grand gesture of hiring a tutor. Laura would only be employed for two weeks.
Emma would go back to school, back to normal life—at least until the show came out and rocketed her to stardom. As for me, I wouldn’t see Sarah every day anymore. What would happen to our relationship when she wasn’t on set anymore? Would it deepen, since we wouldn’t have to worry about work during our time together? Or would it fade away once we weren’t forced to be around each other?
I was afraid she wouldn’t make time to see me once she went back to her normal life. She was so busy now, and as the old saying went, “out of sight, out of mind.” She said she’d make me a priority, but what if her attraction to me evaporated once the stars were out of her eyes?
The one good thing was that Laura’s brief tenure here allowed us to go out for lunch together again. Sarah worried that Emma needed her to be there for their lessons, but Laura reminded her she wouldn’t sit in on Emma’s school classes, either. So we made the best of our time, grabbing lunch every day at various spots in the area.
“You know what I miss about being a child actor?” I asked one day over sushi at a Japanese place.
“I’ll bite. What?” She took an actual bite, making her roll of sushi collapse and spill onto her plate.
“Nothing,” I said. “Absolutely nothing. It was the worst.”
“Jeez, was it that bad? Emma seems to have enjoyed it so far.”
I took a sip of green tea. “It’s still new for her. After a few months or a year, you start wanting to just have a normal childhood. But by then it’s too late, you’re locked into a multiple-year contract, and…” I shook my head.
“God, I’ll have to be careful about that if Emma’s offered other projects.”
“I don’t mean to make it sound so doom-and-gloom,” I said. “As long as Emma’s having fun, she should keep doing it.”
“I just can’t believe there was nothing you enjoyed about it.”
I pushed a dragon roll around my plate. “Bear in mind I didn’t have a nice, supportive mom to talk to on set every day. She dropped me off and did her own thing.”
“And I’m sure your fake mom wasn’t as nice as Emma’s.” She gave me a smile.
“She was okay. I don’t think she made much of an effort to get to know me.”
“So there was really nothing you liked about it?”
“The money was nice,” I said.
Sarah gave me a dirty look. “What about discovering your great passion in life at such an early age?”
“Do you think acting is my great passion in life?” My chopsticks paused halfway to my mouth. “I won’t argue that it’s been a passion, but the great one?”
“You tell me.” She sat back in her seat, folding her arms. “What else do you think you might be passionate about?”
“Oh, no. You’re not going to play this game with me. Save the ‘what do you want to be when you grow up’ for Emma.”
I did wonder what else I might do when this show run was over. I’d have enough money to last a while if I was frugal, but assuming the show did well, it’d be smarter to go for more work right away while my name was hot in people’s minds. I might not have another chance for a comeback.
Acting had been the only thing I was good at ever since I started. I’d chosen business as a major for my short-lived college career, and even that was on a whim—I’d never had much interest in the field.
I’d been passionate about that one indie film, Trail Mender… but after how poorly it was received, I had no interest in trying anything similar again.
“Anyway,” I said, “we’d better get back to work.”
She gave me a sad smile. “Six and a half more days.”
 



Twenty-One – Sarah
 
Now that the end of Emma’s time on-set was drawing near, the days were flying by. Even the weekend had been a blur. All of a sudden it was Wednesday, and Emma only had two more days of filming. After that, everything would go back to the way it’d been before.
Things wouldn’t be completely the same, of course. Her classmates would be awed by her celebrity status, and she would’ve missed out on inside jokes with her friends. As for me, I’d go back to transcribing from home, except my mind would be full of memories from the months I’d spent with Emma here.
And then there was Katie, the biggest change I could imagine. I’d have her to text during the day, her to meet up with at night. Maybe she’d even hang out at my place during the work days, since she’d be free, too. Maybe she’d come with me to Emma’s gymnastics lessons and keep me company while I watched and waited.
Today I stood on the edge of the set, watching Emma film one of her last close-ups. She repeated the lines from the script with depth and emotion, even though she was only speaking to a camera lens rather than a person.
My heart swelled with pride as I looked at her. I’d been proud this whole time, but now that the end was coming, it overwhelmed me at random moments. The tiny baby who’d grown from nothing inside me had turned into a girl with spirit and passion. She was a smart, talented, spunky little thing, and I might never know where she’d picked up all those traits from.
Katie appeared at my side, nudging me in the ribs. “Want to go for a walk?”
My breath caught at her closeness. “They’re not going to need you soon?”
“Nah, they’re doing more close-ups.”
I took another glance at Emma, who was hamming up a moment of panic, playing it up for the camera. She’d be fine without me for a minute. “Sure.”
We walked off together, weaving through actors and camerapeople to get to the hall. It felt odd to not hold her hand when we were so physically affectionate in private. Soon we’d be able to, though. Soon even Emma would know about us.
“Boardroom?” Katie asked.
I peeked in to make sure no one else was in there. I already had an idea of what was on Katie’s mind. Since it was empty, I held the door open for her—and the moment it shut behind us, I pushed her up against the wall.
Our lips locked, and my body thrummed as I pressed it against hers. We fit so perfectly together, from our heads to our toes. I breathed in her fragrant scent, relishing the feeling of her soft skin under my fingertips. As I kissed down her neck, I wished we had somewhere more private to go.
“Okay, you’re heading into dangerous territory,” I said as her palms slid over my bra cups. “If you take this too far, I’m not going to be able to stop.”
“No one’s going to catch us,” she breathed.
“Anyone could catch us.” 
Rather than taking my hands off her, I cupped her ass instead. A signal was radiating from my core, telling my whole body to go on high alert. My entire system expected more to happen soon, and I hated to think of disappointing it.
“Hang on, hang on,” she said as I went to pull up her top. “I only planned to make out with you in here. This is a terrible idea.”
“Terrible?”
“We should at least go into a bathroom stall.” Her eyes were bright, her breath shallow. “You leave first, and then I’ll come a minute after…”
“Sounds sexy.” 
I wasn’t one for risky behavior, but with the slightest touch, she had me going out of my head. Soon this wouldn’t be an option anymore. What if I never got another chance to have sex on a TV set?
“Okay,” Katie breathed. “The first part is you leaving.”
“Mmm… I don’t want to stop touching you.” I brought my lips to hers again, keeping them an inch away. “One more kiss for the road.”
She gave it to me, and we lingered there for a long moment, my excitement rising with each taste of her tangy lips.
And then the door banged open, and we jumped apart.
“Mommy?” Emma asked, wide-eyed. “Katie?”
I adjusted my shirt, my heart pounding. “Were you looking for me, sweetie?”
“What were you doing?” she asked, looking from me to Katie and back. “Were you kissing?”
My face felt like it was on fire. I couldn’t look at Emma, couldn’t look at Katie either. “Um…”
“We were going to wait to tell you,” Katie started.
“Don’t!” I raised a hand to stop her, but it was too late. Emma stormed out of the room.
“I’m sorry,” Katie said. “I felt like I had to say something—I shouldn’t have—I—” 
“Save it,” I snapped. “I need to comfort my daughter.”
I raced out of the boardroom, panic rising inside me as I scanned the hall. Where had Emma gone? No one else was around—they had to all be on set. Maybe Katie was wrong about the close-ups, and she was supposed to be on set.
Not that it was important now. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I’d managed to show Emma I was dating again in the worst possible way, not to mention the fact that I was dating a woman. She had to be so confused right now—confused, and angry, and maybe even a little betrayed. I should’ve known keeping secrets from her wouldn’t be a good idea.
I cursed myself over and over as I stomped through the halls. I couldn’t have kept my pants on for a few more hours? I couldn’t have met up with Katie after work, if I was so desperate to get my rocks off? Fuck, even if we’d just been kissing it would’ve been bad enough, but she’d had her hands up my shirt. We’d been about to get it on in the bathroom.
Stopping short, I took a breath. Of course—the bathroom. Emma had to be hiding in there. I backtracked to the nearest one. A single stall door was closed, and two pink-sneakered feet were visible underneath.
“Emma?” I called.
She didn’t answer.
“Emma, I know you’re in here. I can see your shoes.”
Another moment passed, and then the stall lock squeaked and the door opened with a creak. “Why were you kissing Katie, Mommy?” she asked, tears dripping down her cheeks.
Oh, fuck, she was so upset. I needed to sweep her into my arms and make everything better—but when I went to hold her, she edged away.
“Sweetheart, Katie and I have been dating. I know it’s a surprise for you. It was a surprise for me, too. But we really like each other, and we just wanted to be sure about each other before we told you.”
Her tears flowed even more freely. Her nose was turning red, and her face had crumpled. She opened and closed her mouth, then shook her head.
“I’m sorry to upset you,” I said as my heart ripped in two. “I promise, I was only trying to do what was best for you. That’s all I ever wanted, for you to be happy.”
“I’m not happy.” Turning heel, she fled the bathroom.
As she left, Katie appeared in the doorway. Her face was concerned, sympathetic, and not at all what I wanted to see right now.
“I heard what Emma said,” she said. “Can I—” 
“You can’t do anything for me right now.” I pushed past her without a second glance.
 



Twenty-Two – Katie
 
Well, that hot moment had gone to shit at record speed. After being brushed off by Sarah, I made my way back to the set. Jim gave me a funny look, and I realized my hair was still mussed. I’d probably ruined my make-up, too. The estheticians were going to kill me.
“What are we doing now?” I asked.
“We were about to film the long shot of Emma’s death, and then we lost our lead actress.” He glared at me.
“Oh God, I’m sorry.”
“And now Emma’s a mess, which means we won’t be able to keep filming, so we’re about to be a day behind schedule.”
He’d already seen her? I looked around frantically. There, at the exit, Sarah was ushering Emma off the set. Both of their shoulders were slumped, and Emma’s face was still red and teary.
“Can’t you keep filming the close-ups without her?” I asked.
“Some.” He continued giving me a stern look as he dropped his voice. “I wouldn’t have thought I needed to make it clear that on-set relationships are a bad idea, Katie. This was your first big role in years. I did you a favor by offering it to you, and this is how you repay me?”
My heart was in my throat. “I’m sorry. I never thought anyone would find out.”
“It’s not just this, either.” His eyes darkened. “Showing up late or hungover, failing to memorize your lines… I’m tired of you acting like a diva.”
Fuck, I hadn’t thought I could feel any worse. Jim was right—I’d been an asshole since day one. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my throat tight.
He pursed his lips. “Go home. Come back with a better attitude tomorrow.” I turned to move, and he gently touched my shoulder. “You’re a great actress, Katie. I’m just trying to make the best show I possibly can, and you’re a part of that—but sometimes you need to take a good, hard look at your behavior.”
Nodding, I headed out to the parking lot. Jim wanted what was best for the show, Sarah wanted what was best for Emma… What about what was best for me? Who cared about that? I seemed to be the only one—but the bigger problem was that I had no idea what was best for me.
My heart grew heavier as I saw Sarah getting into her car. “Wait!” I called, dashing up to her.
Emma was already inside, and she gave me a dirty look through the window before slouching down in her seat. God, I’d been the recipient of more dirty looks today than I would’ve liked to receive in my entire life.
“What?” Sarah asked curtly.
“I-I just wanted to see you,” I stuttered. “To apologize again… Maybe we could meet up tonight and talk about where to go from here.”
Her eyes flashed. “Emma has her dance class tonight. Something you clearly don’t care enough to remember.”
Oh fuck, she hated me now. “I just forgot.”
“That’s the thing about being a parent. I can’t forget things like that.”
“Okay, I’ll try harder from now on. I promise.”
“That’s not going to be good enough, Katie.” Her eyes were just sad now. “Look, this has been fun, but—”
“Don’t say you’re breaking up with me. Just don’t.”
“I don’t have a choice.” She glanced at Emma, then back to me. “You said we should talk about where to go from here. The answer is nowhere. There’s no future for us. I shouldn’t be dating at all until Emma is much older, maybe eighteen.”
My stomach churned. That was ten years from now. “But Sarah, I really care about you. I’ve never felt this way about anyone. I don’t think you understand—”
Emma knocked on the car window from the inside. “Mommy, I want to go.”
“I’m coming, sweetie.” Sarah turned back to me. “We only have two more days on-set, and then you won’t have to see me again. Things’ll be better this way, I swear.”
“No, they won’t.” My voice cracked. I was on the verge of breaking down.
She patted me on the back, lightly and far too briefly. “I gotta go.”
I wasn’t ready for her to go. I’d never be ready.
But she got in her car and drove away, not even looking back.
 
*
 
At home, I lay in bed, unable to stop crying. Every time I managed to stop, a few minutes would pass and I’d start thinking I was doing better. Then a thought or memory would come into my mind, and I’d dissolve again in a fresh wave of tears.
My pillow was soaked. I turned it over to discover the other side was just as wet. Throwing it across the room, I grabbed another and pressed my face into the fluffy comfort.
It was funny, wasn’t it? All the money in the world, and I couldn’t buy a single thing that’d make me feel better. I could order whatever food I wanted straight to my door, but I didn’t want to eat. I could get on Tinder and practically order a pretty girl to my door, but I didn’t want that, either. The only girl I wanted was Sarah.
How had she done this to me? I’d never let a woman get under my skin like this. I shouldn’t have been bothered by her ending things. Ninety percent of the time, I was the one to end them, and the other times, I didn’t even mind. All of my relationships had been shallow and temporary—until now.
It wasn’t just her I was missing, either. It was the future I’d dreamed for both of us—which included Emma. I’d started to like the idea of being a stepparent. In fact, I’d fallen in love with it. 
I wanted the kind of life Sarah had, with a child and a family. I wanted the maturity that came from being responsible for someone smaller and more vulnerable than I was. I was tired of drinking and partying and meaningless sex—I’d been tired of it for so long. I was ready to settle down and be someone more like the character I played on TV.
The realization left me breathless, and my tears paused as I tried to come to terms with it. If I wanted to be a mother, I could make that happen. Sperm donation was a possibility, and so was adoption, although I didn’t know if the agencies looked favorably at young single women. 
Was I the right kind of person to become a parent, though? I’d messed up so many times with Emma, and she was someone else’s child. What if I wasn’t meant to have a child? I’d probably mess that kid up worse than my mom did to me. What if drinking and sex were all I was good for?
I tossed and turned, getting tangled in the sheets as I tried and failed to calm my mind. I had to tell Sarah about my epiphany—but she didn’t want to hear from me. I’d have to win her over on set, but she’d only be there for two more days, and I’d risk pissing off Jim.
What was I supposed to do? There didn’t seem to be a good option.
I settled finally into a deep, troubled sleep.
 



Twenty-Three – Sarah
 
What were you supposed to do when your eight-year-old child discovered your new relationship in the worst possible way? Since no parenting book I’d ever read had covered the topic, I figured I’d go with the old standard of taking her for ice cream.
“I want Rocky Road,” Emma said, pointing at a tub behind the glass. “And cookies and cream. And strawberry-chocolate.”
“You’d better decide which one you want, little miss,” the worker said. “I don’t think your mom’s going to get you all three.” She winked at me.
“Actually, it’s fine. All three in a cup for her, and—screw it—I’ll take a chocolate-vanilla swirl, too.”
I didn’t even look at the total on the card machine as I paid. My head was pounding, and all I wanted to do was go home. Unfortunately, Emma and I needed to have an important discussion first.
We sat down at a patio table, and I let her take a few bites before launching into things. “Listen, I want you to know I never would’ve started anything with Katie if I knew you’d have a hard time with it. And now that I know, I’ve broken things off with her.”
Emma looked at me in surprise. “You broke up?”
“Yes. You’re my absolute number one priority in life, and it’s going to stay that way.” I shifted my ice cream cone from one hand to the other.
“But Naomi’s dead.”
“What? Who?” It took me a minute to realize she was talking about her character on the show. “So what?”
“I don’t want her to be dead, Mommy. Can they change it? I don’t want to go back to school.”
Sometimes Emma did this—changed the subject entirely, out of absolutely nowhere. Usually it was safe to assume she hadn’t been paying attention to the first topic, and the new one was what’d been on her mind the whole time.
But… “You’re upset about the show?” I asked. “Not about Katie?”
She twisted up her face and shrugged. “Katie’s nice. I like Katie.”
That was how I thought she felt at this point, and now I was getting more and more confused. “So why were you crying like that?”
“I don’t know.”
Of course she didn’t. She was eight—she didn’t have the capacity to self-reflect like that. “Maybe you were having a hard time filming the scene where you’re dead,” I suggested. “Or maybe it’s the idea of not being an actor anymore and having to go back to school.”
Another shrug. “Maybe.”
“And you were sad that your character wasn’t the killer?”
That got a small smile out of her. “Kind of.”
My head spun as I took a lick of my ice cream. So Emma wasn’t opposed to me dating after all. Then again, her personal opinion wasn’t the problem, was it? I’d been giving her less time and attention ever since I started seeing Katie. I’d skipped so many lunches when I could’ve been with her, and that one time, I’d been late picking her up.
My priorities had changed since Katie had come into my life, and not in a good way.
So whether Emma liked Katie or not was irrelevant.
I still couldn’t be with her.
 
*
 
The next day dragged on and on. I stayed in the boardroom transcribing when Emma wasn’t filming her scenes, and when she was, I stood as far off to the side as I could, trying not to get in anyone’s way—particularly Katie’s.
I sat in on her lessons with Laura, which went about as well as I would’ve expected. Emma was hyper and didn’t want to sit still, focusing more on the actors around her and her excitement at seeing her friends at school again.
I stayed as far away from Katie as I could, practically running in the other direction whenever I saw her. She kept her distance, too. She seemed quieter than usual, and when I did see her, she always looked serious and pensive.
It wasn’t as if I’d tried to hurt her. I was sure the break-up had hurt me more, anyway. She’d go back to her glamorous life of celebrity parties and no responsibilities, while I’d go back to eight-year-old play dates and PTA meetings. There was no comparison.
On Friday, she caught my eye just before lunch. I quickly looked away. Emma and Laura were going into the boardroom to study, and I went along with them. Katie left us alone.
When the day was over, everyone wanted to say goodbye to Emma. All of the actors but Katie crowded around her, all coming together to squeeze both of us in a group hug. The camera operators were right behind them, one giving Emma a self-conscious handshake, another punching her lightly on the shoulder. 
Next up was Jim. “It’s been a huge honor to have you on the show,” he said seriously. “You’ve done a fantastic job, truly fantastic.”
Emma seemed intimidated to respond, so I nudged her. “What do we say, sweetie?”
“Thank you,” she whispered.
Jim patted my arm. “She’s done great, Sarah. I really think you could have a star on your hands, if you choose to go that route. She’s extremely talented, and she has everything it takes to hit big.”
“We’ll see how things go, I guess.” 
I should’ve been enjoying the praise, but my mind was elsewhere. Where was Katie? I would’ve thought she’d say goodbye—to Emma, if not to me. Then again, I’d been harsh on her last time we’d spoken. In her shoes, I wouldn’t have said goodbye to either of us.
I did need to see her to figure out a repayment plan for the loan she’d given me. She hadn’t brought it up, and someone else might’ve taken the money and run, but that wasn’t me. I didn’t need or want hand-outs.
“I’ve seen how hard you’ve been working these past few months,” Jim said, bringing my attention back to him. “Being here for Emma, doing your own work, and even tutoring her… It’s impressive, really. She couldn’t have a more dedicated parent.”
“Thanks,” I said. “That means a lot to me.”
It was nice of him, even if he was wrong. He hadn’t seen what went on behind the scenes—the way I’d practically forgotten Emma as soon as I started seeing someone. 
With one last handshake, I said goodbye. Putting a hand on Emma’s shoulder, I took her out to the parking lot. Reflexively, I glanced at the spot where Katie always parked. Her car was still there, but she was nowhere to be seen.
I opened the car and Emma hopped in, but as soon as I got behind the wheel, I noticed she was frowning.
“Where’s Katie?” she asked. “I didn’t get to say goodbye.”
I cringed. “I don’t know, sweetie. She could be anywhere.”
“She doesn’t want to say bye?”
I let out a sigh. Emma was hurt, again, and again it was my fault. “Let me give her a call and see if she’s around.”
Katie picked up on the first ring, and when I explained the situation, she emerged from the building less than a minute later.
Emma jumped out of the car and ran to her, jumping onto her for a hug. Her behavior had me baffled when I remembered her tears from yesterday… but then eight-year-olds weren’t known for being the most consistent.
“Everybody else said bye but you,” she said, holding onto Katie’s waist. “I’m going to miss you!”
Katie looked at me, then immediately looked away, as if she hadn’t meant to at all. Keeping her eyes on Emma, she said, “I’ll see you again sometime. There’ll be talk shows, promotional shoots… and maybe we’ll accept our award together at the Emmys.”
“Yeah!” Emma let go. “Now you can talk to Mommy.” She got in the car again, apparently satisfied with herself.
 I approached Katie slowly, shielding my eyes from the sun—or from the beauty of her face. “Sorry about that,” I said. “I don’t know what got into her.”
“That’s fine.”
The silence between us was awkward. Things used to flow so smoothly between us—we were always so comfortable together. 
I bit my lip. “So, about the loan, I’ll repay you in a few months.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I insist.”
“I don’t give a fuck about the money.” Her tone made me look her in the eye, and all I saw there was pain. “You really haven’t thought any more about us?” she whispered. “Emma doesn’t hate me anymore, but you do?”
“It’s not that I hate you,” I said. “I just—this was never going to work, okay? We’re from two different worlds. How did you see this going? Do you really see yourself walking down a red carpet with this frumpy older woman? What do you think the tabloids would have to say about us?”
She grabbed my arm, then looked at her hand in surprise as if it’d acted all on its own. “I don’t care what anyone says. They can think what they want. They don’t know what’s between me and you.”
“And what is between us?” I asked. “You haven’t even been in a relationship before. Now you want to be another mother to my child?”
Her hand dropped, and she lowered her gaze. “I’d like to,” she said softly. “Or at least let me try.”
I wanted to say yes, but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.
“Tell me you don’t care about me,” she said. “Tell me you don’t want to be with me. Just say it, and I’ll let this whole thing go. But if there is a chance…”
My heart seized up, my stomach in knots. “There’s no chance.” I was lying—I wanted to be with her desperately—but how could I tell the truth? I had to put Emma first. Always. And if I was to be with her, I’d be doing the opposite.
I’d told her before that if I had to choose between her and Emma, I’d choose my daughter. Now I was doing that. As much as it hurt, I had to stick to my decision.
Katie’s lips pinched, and I could’ve sworn I saw a tear in her eye. “Then goodbye, Sarah.”
And she was gone.
 



Twenty-Four – Katie
 
“It’s snowing again,” Aaron said.
“How can you even tell?” I was slumped against the on-set kitchen island. Aaron was tied up by the opposite wall, Cole a few feet away from him.
“Look at the window.” Aaron gestured with his head. “You can see snowflakes falling and covering that one inch of sunlight.”
“Oh.” In reality, there was nothing outside the fake window. The special effects people would fill it in later with CGI.
“That’s all you have to say?” Cole growled. “Oh?”
“What am I supposed to say?” I asked. “My husband is gone. My baby is dead. What do I care about anything? My life is over.”
“Cut!” Jim yelled, and the scene came to a halt. He marched straight to me, not even sparing Aaron and Cole a glance. “I don’t know where you are right now, Katie, but you’re not here.”
“I’m sorry?”
“This scene is supposed to be intense. Emotional. ‘My baby is dead. What do I care about anything?’ Try saying it like you give a shit. You sounded like you were reading the phone book.”
My stomach twisted. Getting yelled at like this had me on the verge of tears, and the worst part was that he was right. My mind was on Sarah, not on my acting. How could I pretend to be upset about a fictional child dying when I was actually upset about a real-life break-up?
“I’ll try harder.” Maybe I could channel my pain and use it for the camera. I needed to focus and give a performance I’d be proud of.
“Okay,” Jim said. “Let’s try again.”
We ran the same scene, and Jim let it go on without stopping us. I cried about my daughter’s death, summoning real tears for Emma’s character. I did miss that kid, in reality. The set wasn’t the same without her constantly buzzing around and asking questions. Filming this episode without her just felt wrong.
When we cut, Jim gave me a subtle nod. “Better.”
That was as good as I could hope for. “I’ll keep it up, I promise.”
I drifted to the edge of the set as the camera operators set up for the next close-up. Normally I would’ve been looking around to see if Sarah was here, and if she wasn’t, I might’ve gone and harassed her in the boardroom. Instead, I locked eyes with Cole.
“Nice job there,” he said.
“Oh, please. You don’t have to lie.” I’d never been completely comfortable with Cole, since he was around my age yet got to play a teenager. That made it feel even weirder when Jim yelled at me and not him.
“No, you were great,” he said. “Whatever you did after Jim interrupted, it really worked.”
“Well, thanks.” I shrugged self-consciously. “Kind of sucks when I’m the only one he yells at all the time, though.”
“Are you kidding?” Cole’s eyes bugged out. “Have you forgotten yesterday, when he read me the riot act for forgetting a line?”
I frowned. That did ring a bell—it just hadn’t stood out at the time. “Right.”
“Or Monday during the cold read, when Aaron kept tripping over his lines because he hadn’t had his coffee yet.”
“Okay, yeah.” Maybe it wasn’t just me. “You guys are always fantastic, though. He only gives you a hard time to motivate you.”
“Same with you.”
I thought about that as the next scene began. Maybe I wasn’t the worst actor in this show. Maybe the show had no bad actors. 
Emma had been the heart and soul of the show, but it’d been the writers’ decision to kill her off it. All I could do for these last two episodes was try to do her justice.
“I’ve had enough of your bullshit,” Aaron roared at Cole. “You tied me up like a goddamn animal, and that little girl still died. How can you say I’m the killer now? One of you did it.”
I tried to look shocked. In reality, I thought this would’ve been the first thing I’d realize, but I guessed my character was too blindsided by her daughter’s death to think through anything. “I wouldn’t have killed her,” I said. “You both know I wouldn’t have. It must’ve been you!” I pointed a trembling finger at Cole.
“You’re right, Ivy,” Aaron rasped. “He killed your husband, and now your daughter, too. He’s never been right in the head, ever since he was a little boy. I knew he wasn’t. I never should’ve let things get this far.”
“It’s not true,” Cole told me. “He’s the psycho in this family. He’s always been crazy. I never trusted him. He always hit Mom and Lida and me.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Aaron said. “You know me, Ivy. We’ve known each other for so long. You’d know if I was anything like that. I’m a nice, normal guy, and I need you to set me free.”
I looked from one to the other, my heart actually racing with the drama of it. “You must be right,” I said to Aaron. “You were tied up, you couldn’t have hurt Naomi. Gavin was free. It must’ve been him.”
 “No, Ivy, he got loose somehow,” Cole said.
“Then what?” I asked sarcastically. “He tied himself up again?”
“Check my restraints and see,” Aaron said desperately. “They’re the exact same as you tied them last night. I haven’t done anything to get out of them.”
I took a step toward him, then let out a sigh. “I don’t even care anymore. My baby girl is dead. There’s no point to anything anymore.”
“Ivy, you don’t understand,” Aaron said. “It’s only the three of us left. If you don’t let me free so I can subdue him, you’re going to be next.”
“And cut,” Jim yelled. “Good job, everyone. Let’s run through it one more time.”
If only I could have a repeat on my relationship with Sarah.
 



Twenty-Five – Sarah
 
I sat alone in my kitchen, my headphones blocking out noise, my laptop set up in front of me. My fingers moved over the keyboard at breakneck speed. I was still catching up after having fallen behind, and I was trying to transcribe at a higher speed of audio than normal.
“And how long did Ron spend at his mother’s house?” the lawyer asked.
“Ten days,” the woman answered.
I tapped away furiously. My grimace probably showed on my face—luckily no one was here to see it. Transcribing divorce proceedings and depositions always made me think back to my own, which had been a low point in my life.
“Were you two in touch during that time?” the lawyer asked.
“I texted and called, but he wouldn’t reply.”
“Did you visit?”
“I showed up at the door, but his mom wouldn’t let me in.”
“And you still had the kids?”
“All three kids, yes.”
Shaking my head, I hit “pause” to take a breath. This interview was hitting too close to home. This was the exact kind of thing David would’ve pulled if we’d stayed together. God, he was such a piece of shit.
I took a sip of water, trying to clear my mind so I could keep transcribing. Funny, I’d thought of Katie as irresponsible, but I couldn’t see her ever doing anything like that. She was way too sweet and loving, once you got beneath her scratchy surface. 
She’d screwed up while we were together… but… I’d screwed up, too. And I was Emma’s mom. Katie had actually done a pretty good job at being Emma’s mom’s secret new girlfriend. I’d put her in a tough situation, and she’d still gotten closer to Emma and started to relate more and more to her.
Had I messed up by breaking up with her? It was the same question I’d been asking myself over and over for the past week. I knew my own heart was broken, but I’d done what was right for Emma. Hadn’t I?
Yanking my headphones off, I leaned back in my chair to think. Katie had done everything I’d asked her to. She hadn’t wanted to be kept a secret, but she’d accepted it. She’d helped Emma financially multiple times, and without being asked. The other times she’d made mistakes—not waking me up so I was late picking Emma up, and making out in the boardroom—I’d made them along with her.
So how could I blame her? She’d done her best, and she’d been willing to do whatever else I asked of her. And how had I repaid her? I’d told her there was no chance for us—even though I wanted to be with her more than anything else in the world.
My eyes glazing over, I stared at my computer screen. God, I’d fucked up. Valerie had said as much to me when I’d explained the situation, and so had my mom. I’d said the break-up was for Emma’s sake, and yet Emma liked Katie. After her initial freak-out, she’d gone right back to liking Katie!
So why had I been so determined to cut things off? I hung my head, not wanting to think about the answer. Could it be that things had been starting to feel more serious? With Emma no longer on the show, our relationship was going to change. 
We’d have to meet at night for real dates rather than casual lunches, which would lead to telling more people, and then introducing each other to friends and family. It was going to be a real relationship, whereas on-set, it’d felt almost like a dream.
And the realness would’ve made me have to confront some of my insecurities about it. Like being older and frumpier than Katie, and worrying about how people would perceive the two of us being together. 
Then there was the fact that she was the first woman I’d dated, and once the press got wind of it, we’d be in the public eye. I didn’t want to care about things like that, but if I was to be completely honest, it did stress me out. Experimenting in private, even going so far as to call each other girlfriends—that was one thing, and being plastered on the front page of tabloids was another. 
The media wasn’t known for nuance, and they wouldn’t report that I’d always been straight until I’d fallen for one woman. I’d be publicly branded as a lesbian, which meant if things ever didn’t work out with Katie, it’d be difficult to go back to dating men. 
But that was the thing, wasn’t it? I didn’t want to go back to dating men. I didn’t want to date anyone but Katie.
I had to get her back.
 
*
 
As soon as Emma got on the school bus the next day, I drove to the studio. I’d debated waiting until the afternoon, which would’ve allowed me to work in the morning, but I couldn’t convince myself to waste another minute. I wanted to see Katie again—to kiss her, hold her, and tell her I wanted to be with her—and I wanted that now.
My hands trembled slightly as I parked. This all felt so familiar—it was what I’d done every morning until about a week ago. Except this time, things were completely different.
I went inside, my heart pounding as I passed the boardroom. I didn’t want to draw anyone’s attention. What if someone caught me and kicked me out of the building before I could even reach Katie?
I made it to the set, and my heart fluttered at the sound of her voice—and I realized she was in the middle of acting out a scene. I’d pictured her standing there, arms open, waiting for me, but of course she was busy. Now all I could do was wait around awkwardly until she was done.
Jim stood behind a camera, watching the scene on the small screen. Hearing me come in, he looked up and frowned at me. He raised a finger to his lips, as if I didn’t already know I should be quiet on-set.
I stood to the side and observed the scene, which seemed to be just getting started. Katie was huddled in the corner, while Aaron stood in the middle, pieces of twine falling from his hands as if he’d just been untied. He faced Cole, and they stared menacingly at each other.
“Gavin, I know you killed that little girl,” Aaron rasped. “You killed all those others, too.”
“You did it, Dad. You know you did.”
Aaron stepped forward, putting a hand over Cole’s throat. From her spot in the corner, Katie let out a muffled scream. Neither of the men paid her any attention.
“Give it up,” Aaron said. “I didn’t kill anyone. We both know who the real murderer is.”
“Fine,” Cole spat. “I killed them all. Is that what you want to hear? I killed Mom, I killed Lida. I killed the neighbor and his little brat. Are you happy now?”
Aaron’s grip on Cole’s neck loosened. “You killed my wife… your own mother…”
Cole nodded slowly. “I did, and if you kill me, you’ll be just as bad.”
The moment of hesitation was long enough for Katie to attack. She jumped away from her corner, wielding a knife. She slashed at Cole, and I knew the post-production team would fill this part in with guts and gore. Even without it, my heart was in my throat. She looked savage and wild—and as beautiful as ever.
“Gavin!” Aaron screamed, standing over his son. “You—you killed him.” Tears dripped down his cheeks. “He’s gone, but you saved my life.”
“Not for long,” Katie said sadistically. “I still don’t know which of you two killed my daughter, and I don’t really care.” She held up the knife.
God, I was terrified and I was twenty feet away. Aaron had to be shaking in his boots. “Please, no,” he said. “It was Gavin. I swear, he’s never been right in the head. I don’t know why he would’ve done that to your daughter.”
Katie put the tip of the blade to his throat. “Funny how you phrased that,” she said. “You do know why he would’ve killed my husband?”
“Well…” Aaron audibly gulped.
“If you know something, talk—while you still can.”
“I just—I mean—the affair shouldn’t have bothered him that much.”
Katie’s eyes darkened. “Affair?”
“Archer and Charlotte. Your husband, my wife.” Aaron’s voice broke. “Of course he’d be upset, but—”
“Archer cheated on me?” Katie’s voice dropped to a whisper.
“I thought you knew,” Aaron said. “I thought everyone knew.”
“So Gavin killed them?”
A long moment went by. “No,” Aaron said. “I did.”
“You?”
“I wanted them to suffer the way I suffered,” he growled, and wrenched the knife out of Katie’s hand. “I wanted a clean break from it, so that I could start again. With you.”
Katie stumbled back, tripping over Cole’s prone body. “You and me?”
“It would’ve been perfect,” Aaron said. “Us, the loyal ones—the ones who never deserved to be wronged. It should’ve been us all along.”
“And Lida,” Katie said. “You killed your own daughter.”
“She knew too much. She would’ve dragged us down.”
“And Naomi,” Katie said. “My baby.”
“That wasn’t me,” Aaron said. “I was tied up, I swear. You tied me up yourself.” 
Katie nodded slowly. “You were still tied up when she was killed. But, my little girl… Why…” 
“I don’t know why Gavin would’ve killed her,” Aaron said. “I just remember that when he was a little boy, he was like me—always killing insects, and then small animals. I think he saw a chance, and he took it. He wanted to know what it was like to take a human life.”
“You’re telling me my daughter, my sweet Naomi… my beautiful baby girl was killed for fun?” Katie let out a wordless shriek, and then she plunged the knife into Aaron’s heart.
My body jerked forward—my first instinct was to race forward to stop her. Catching myself, I stayed where I was. I’d gotten completely caught up in the scene, so much I’d thought she’d actually hurt him. I’d forgotten the knife she had was only a prop.
“And scene!” Jim called. “Absolutely fantastic job, everyone.” 
The three actors stood up and brushed themselves off, visibly catching their breath. The last few minutes had been so intense even for me, over here on the sidelines—I couldn’t imagine how they had to be feeling.
“Some great acting there,” Jim went on. “Katie, you have a visitor. Don’t take too long. We still need to film your last scenes.”
Katie caught sight of me, and her eyes went wide. Her plush lips pinched together, and all I wanted to do was slide my tongue between them. I moved to hug her, then started to reach out a hand for a shake, then gave up and dropped both arms. There was no appropriate gesture to make when the woman you’d recently dumped had just blown you away.
“I wanted to talk, if you have a minute.” I half-expected her to say no. Her scenes today were so intense, I knew she wouldn’t want to be distracted.
But she nodded and, staying a careful distance away, took me to the boardroom. She sank into a chair, pulling out the one next to it.
“That was amazing,” I said to start off. “I’ve never seen you act like that. Actually, I’ve never seen anything like that.”
“Oh.” Her cheeks went pink. “It was nothing.”
“Bullshit.”
“Okay, it was hard and intense and I had to reach way down into my gut to muster up the depths of emotion I needed for that scene. And it’s nothing like the sitcom I was on in my teens, and I’m terrified the public will reject it just like they did the last time I put my heart and soul into something. But I put my heart and soul into it anyway.” She deflated after the words finished spilling from her, as if keeping them inside had been keeping her upright.
“That’s fantastic, Katie. I really mean that.”
She laughed self-consciously. “So… why are you here? You just had to see how the show’s going to end?”
“No, but how is it going to end?”
“It’s going to be pretty cool, actually. I’ll dig my way out of the cabin, past the icy corpses buried in the snow, and emerge to the rising sun, blood-splattered and triumphant.”
That was going to look amazing. “I can’t wait to see it.” I paused. Now that it was time to address what I’d come here for, I was suddenly shy. “I want you back, Katie.”
She blinked, then blinked again. “You do?”
“I did a lot of thinking, and I was wrong to ever break up with you. It was my own fears and insecurities getting in the way. I was afraid dating again would make me a bad parent, and I was scared of what other people would think. But you were right—you’ve been right all along. I have to live my own life and do what feels right to me, and Katie, that’s being with you.”
Her eyelashes fluttered as if she was trying to keep herself from crying. “This… is a lot.”
“I know. And I shouldn’t have done this here, while you’re at work. I messed up.”
She touched my arm, ever so gently, but meaningfully. “I guess we all mess up sometimes.” After placing a soft kiss on my forehead, she went to the door. “Let’s get together tonight.”
Slowly, I nodded. “I’ll pick you up here.”
 
*
 
Finding a babysitter on short notice was never an easy task, but there was no way I was going to give up. I confirmed over the phone with the sitter about two minutes before the school bus dropped Emma off.
“Remember the nice lady you stayed with a few weeks ago?” I asked her. “She’s going to sit you again tonight.”
Emma frowned at me. “Why?”
My first urge was to fudge the truth, but no. Now was the time for honesty. “Because I’m going to see Katie.”
“I want to see Katie!” she said. “I miss Katie.”
“You might see her soon, sweetie. Remember how I told you we were dating? That means we need private time sometimes.”
Emma gave me a suspicious look. “But I want to see her.”
“Well, maybe she’ll come with me when I pick you up. How about that?”
“I guess,” she said with a pout.
I dropped her off and drove back to the set. I was early, and there were a few minutes of anxious waiting before Katie emerged, looking slightly stressed and absolutely gorgeous.
“So, where are we going?” she asked, settling into my passenger seat.
“I hadn’t actually gotten that far.” I turned off the radio. “I’m not hungry yet. Maybe we could just drive around.”
“Or you could come to my place.”
I hadn’t wanted to suggest it, but yeah, that seemed like a great option. “Sure.” 
I took the turns automatically, following the route I’d gotten to know so well over the past few months. We didn’t speak—I was immersed in my own thoughts, and I assumed Katie was the same.
Once we got inside, I looked around. The place was a wreck—pizza boxes scattered across the living room table, half-empty bottles of beer on the floor. I gave Katie a sharp look.
“I’ve been struggling,” she said simply. “If you ever thought I didn’t care about you, well…”
I hung my head. I’d caused her this pain.
“Hey, it’s okay,” she said, putting her arms around me. “You’re back now, and we’re going to talk through everything.”
“Are we?” Now that she was touching me, desire was pulsing in my core, and I could think of a lot of things I wanted to do other than talk.
“I thought that was the plan.” Her eyes fixed on mine, darkening more with every passing second.
“Is that what you want?” I asked, breathless. “To… talk?”
“Maybe we can talk later,” she said. “For now, I think I know everything I need to know.”
She pulled me close, and we stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment. Even though we hadn’t resolved anything, I did feel like her gaze told me everything important. The passion was still there… the affection. The love.
One way or another, we were going to make this work. What we had was too special to throw away. We’d both have to put in some effort, and things might not be as easy as we would’ve hoped. But when the love was there, there’d be a way to make it work.
She leaned in, brushing her lips softly against mine. I closed my eyes and leaned into the kiss, feeling heat rise through my entire body. The core of my entire being knew who I was meant to be with, and it sang out in happiness that I was back with her.
“I think your kissing skills are even better than before,” I murmured. “Have you been practicing?”
“Only in my dreams.” She pressed her lips to my jaw, then my neck. “I don’t want to kiss anyone but you.”
Overflowing with happiness, I let my hands roam her body. How I’d missed this soft skin, these perfect curves! Our lips met again, and now she was the one touching me. My nerves lit up under her hands, every touch electric. My nipples hardened against my bra, and my core pulsed with desire as she began to take my shirt off.
I gripped her hands to stop her. “Upstairs?”
She shook her head, making no attempt to conceal the desire in her eyes. “No, I can’t wait that long. I need you here and now.”
It would’ve been better in a bed, but the area between my thighs was throbbing, and this was too urgent to wait. “Okay,” I said softly, and guided her hands so she could pull off my top.
Now her lips were on my skin, her tongue drawing out even more sparks than her fingers had. Her mouth found my nipples, and I stumbled back to the sofa. This felt so good—too good. I should’ve been the one pleasuring her, I was the one who had so much to make up for. And yet I couldn’t make myself stop her when her fingers ventured down my pants.
My legs shook. I could feel myself getting slicker. I opened my mouth to object when she took her hand away—then realized it was only so she could pull my pants off. Then she was on top of me, straddling my lap as her fingers penetrated me. I stared deep into her eyes. I’d never felt so close to anyone, ever.
And as my walls spasmed around her, I knew I’d never let her go again.
 



Twenty-Six – Katie
 
“Good morning, and welcome to the Girls’ 7-12 Intermediate Gymnastics Competition. We have a great time lined up for you this afternoon. These girls have been working hard, practicing constantly, and today they’re going to show you everything they’ve got. So sit back, relax, and let the best woman win!”
I gripped Sarah’s hand, already nervous on Emma’s behalf. The announcer was making everything sound so dramatic.
“She’ll be fine,” Sarah whispered. “You know how much she’s been practicing.” 
That was true. Tired of not getting to see Sarah on nights Emma was at gymnastics lessons, I’d started coming along with them. Although I stood by the side talking to Sarah and the other parents, I paid enough attention to know Emma always worked her butt off.
“I know,” I said. “I want her to win, though. And what about that girl who beat her last time? Symphony? Harmony? Cacophony?”
“Melody.” Sarah laughed. “She’s been doing well, too. It’s going to be a tight competition.”
“I could go and trip her when she’s coming out for her turn.”
Sarah let out a cackle. “No, baby. Be good.” She squeezed my knee.
I sat patiently through the first few performances. All the kids were good—they definitely had more gymnastics skills than I’d ever have—but I really just wanted to see Emma. I watched her sitting in her seat, waving whenever I caught her eye.
She’d known about me and Sarah for a few months now, and we were getting closer every day. I wasn’t quite another mother to her yet, but we were on our way there. It might’ve just been habit from playing my daughter on the show, but even this long after filming had ended, sometimes she caught herself before calling me Mommy.
We were making progress, and I was fine with that. I wouldn’t have wanted to rush my way into her life, or Sarah’s for that matter. I’d often thought life in general would be easier if the two of them were to give up their apartment and move into my house—but all of that would come with time.
“Next up is Emma Parker!”
“Emma’s up,” Sarah whispered, as if I hadn’t already heard.
Nodding, I watched Emma make her way out to the balance beams, dressed in her pink leotard and high ponytail. She stared ahead intently rather than looking at me or Sarah, and the determination on her face doubled as the opening notes of the song she’d chosen rang out.
She took small, deliberate steps forward, then cartwheeled onto the balance beam so fast she was just a blur. Before I could catch my breath, her legs had flown up in the air again. She held the handstand for a second before kicking down and sliding into the splits.
God, she was good. Even when she terrified me, making me think she was going to slip and break an ankle at any second, she had me in awe. This small, perfect human, with all of her different talents and a mind completely of her own—she could soon be partly my responsibility. The thought was horrifying, and yet I found myself thrilled by it, too.
A couple more gravity-defying stunts, and Emma hopped off the balance beam with her hands in the air. She’d done amazingly well, and I couldn’t have been prouder if I’d given birth to her myself.
My hand found Sarah’s again as we waited for the judges to show Emma’s score. I couldn’t even tell which of our palms was sweating.
After what felt like forever, they held their scorecards up. 8.9. 9.1, 9.3, and 9.0. She was practically guaranteed to get first place.
“Our little girl is going to win,” Sarah whispered.
Taken by surprise, I searched her face for a hint that she hadn’t thought about her words, that she hadn’t meant what she’d said. There was nothing of the sort there. Instead, her eyes were filled of love—for Emma, and for me.
I squeezed her hand. “Yes,” I said. “She is.”
 



Twenty-Seven – Sarah
 
The newspaper lay spread out on the kitchen table before me, just like it had the day Emma had found the ad for child actors. That’d been almost exactly a year ago. She and I had come full circle—and at some point, Katie had joined us, too.
Now Katie stared at the entertainment section along with us. Finally she broke the silence, moving before either of us could. “If one of you doesn’t open it, I will.” 
“Wait!” I yelled. “Let’s wait until tomorrow. If they say anything bad about Wrong Headed, I don’t want us to be in a bad mood for the move.”
Today Emma and I were packing up the apartment and moving everything to Katie’s house. It was going to be stressful enough without us being thrown off by a bad review.
“Why would they say anything less than stellar?” Katie asked with a smirk. “I know they couldn’t say anything was wrong with Emma’s performance, and if they had an issue with mine, I can handle it.”
I doubted that. She could be more sensitive than she let on. But it was too late—Emma had grabbed the paper and was flipping through it to find the article. Although it was on the fourth page of the entertainment section, it took up the whole page, partly due to the giant picture of Katie hugging Emma.
Emma’s eyes were already bugging out as she began to read. “‘Wrong Headed Is Right Vehicle For Rising Child Star’? What does that mean?” 
“It means they loved you,” I said. “Let me see it.” Pulling the paper to me, I read out loud.
With all the new content from major studios to binge-watch these days, why take a chance on a horror-drama featuring a former child star and a bunch of unknowns? Answer: because it’s freaking amazing.
Katie Days from Great Takes Eight plays Ivy, the burned-out lead actress in Wrong Headed. A vacation she’s taken with her husband, child, and neighbors’ family goes off the rails when they’re snowed in—and then one after another is killed off.
The plot heightens to a creepy locked-room mystery reminiscent of Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None. Without giving away any spoilers, we can’t say much—only that there are a lot of surprises along the way!
Ms. Days delivers a brilliant performance, infusing the role with all the passion and desperation it requires. The supporting cast is also excellent, with the standout being eight-year-old actress Emma Parker.
This is the first we’ve seen of Emma, but it definitely won’t be the last. In a few years, we may look back on Wrong Headed with nostalgia because it was our first sight of our new favorite star.
Not to turn this into a gossip column, but we’ve heard some whispers about Katie starting up a romance with Emma’s real-life mom. If it’s true, they make an adorable couple, and we can’t wait to hear more about their relationship! 
Wrong Headed airs on HBO Thursday nights at 8 pm for the next nine weeks.
I looked up, breathless. “What do you think, sweetie?”
Emma pouted. “They called me an actress.”
I rolled my eyes. “You can write in to them and let them know you’re an actor. Leaving that aside, are you happy with the review?”
She couldn’t keep the pout on her face anymore. A grin burst out instead. “Super happy.”
“Do you think you’ll want to take on some more acting jobs?” Katie asked. “Or would you want to stay in school with your friends for now?”
Emma shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m hungry.”
Katie and I exchanged a glance of amusement. “You know, I’ve been thinking about getting into directing,” she said. “I’ve read a few really good scripts, and some of them call for child stars.”
This was news to me. She’d been working on a new movie for months, more of a small indie flick than a big-budget production, and the shooting was about to wrap up. Emma had been in school and hadn’t worked since Wrong Headed had finished, but with summer coming up, it might be a good time to get her back into acting.
“Are you suggesting you’ll direct a movie and Emma will star in it?” I asked.
Katie smiled. “You never know.”
She was right—I didn’t. Maybe Emma would decide she wanted to act some more, and maybe not. Maybe she’d become a professional gymnast instead of an actor, and maybe she’d end up doing something else altogether. As long as she was happy, I was happy.
And right now, with my daughter and her other mother, I was fully and completely happy.
 



I hope you enjoyed reading Another Mother!
 
Sign up to my newsletter at http://eepurl.com/dMjIYo to hear about my new releases.
 
If you loved the book, please tell your friends! You can also leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads.
 
Turn the page for a look at my other books.
 
Thank you for supporting an independent author!
 



The Marriage Contract

Twelve years ago, Poppy and Leah vowed to get married if they were both single at thirty. After losing touch, the unlikely pair reconnects just in time to meet the deadline. A lot has happened in twelve years... like both of them coming out of the closet. Now the popular girl marrying the science geek is an actual possibility. The contract was only a joke, though - wasn't it?
 



Shatter Me


 
Lora is a kind-hearted, mature, capable young woman - in the eyes of everyone but her girlfriend. She puts up with verbal abuse, but when Chantel gets physical, she knows it's time to leave. Gathering her courage, she escapes to a women's shelter. With her new kitten at her side, she hopes to make a fresh start.
Sydney is shocked to see Lora walk into the shelter. As her former professor, she knows how smart and capable Lora is. She vows to help the younger woman in any way she can. When she begins to mentor Lora, they connect over feminist issues and trashy movies - and Sydney finds herself falling for Lora's sad eyes and broken smile.
Will Lora break free of her abusive ex and forge a new path with Sydney? Or will she go back to the woman who's already shattered her once?
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