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Critical Introduction to Miss L: A Novel

My thesis consists of chapters 1-6 (the first act) of my novel-in-progress, Miss L. Miss L
tells the tale of the 23-year-old screenwriter Benjamin O’Hara who falls in love with the 38-year-
old award winning actress Miss L. The length and expansive nature that comes with writing a
novel has tested my ability, knowledge, and confidence as a writer. However, during this thesis
process, I have learned a variety of techniques that have aided (and will continue to aid) me in
writing the story that I want to tell.

As Miss L writes in one of her letters, “They say when something ends, you tend to think
about the beginning” (Bailey 55). As I finish writing my thesis, I find myself replaying the vision
that started it all. One day, as I was stuck at a red light driving home from work, I had a vision of
a beautiful, tall, graceful woman in a gothic mansion. She turns on an old-fashioned television to
watch an interview. As the interview with a young man progresses, she narrows her eyes. The
woman is unsatisfied, unhappy. She rises from her chair and walks out of the room in a fury.
Even then, as I had this tiny vision, I knew there was something to it. Was this woman jealous?
In love? Possessive? All of the above? I needed to know more.

When I started writing Miss L, | gravitated toward some of my favorite romances
including F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, Haruki Murakami’s Norwegian Wood, André
Aciman’s Call Me By Your Name, and Truman Capote’s Breakfast at Tiffany’s. These are all
stories about infatuation. Whether it is Gatsby who throws lavish parties to see Daisy one day or
Fred whose every scene is spent either with Holly or thinking about her, I realized I was

infatuated with infatuation. It wasn’t until I already began my first draft of Miss L that I realized



none of the books I chose for inspiration end in a happily ever after. Gatsby is shot and killed,
and Daisy runs away with Tom; Toru has a mental breakdown after Naoko dies by suicide;
Elio’s love interest, Oliver, moves back to the United States and marries a woman; and Fred
loses Holly and never sees her again. I had a strange attraction to these passion-filled stories,
even though they end unfavorably. If anything, these books could be labeled as failed romances.
I’m not sure what this says about the masochistic side of me, but there had to be a reason I
thought of these books when it came to romance. When most readers think of the romance genre,
they tend to think of forever and always and riding off into the sunset for eternity. But not
everything is made to last forever. Does a short-term relationship make the romance less genuine
or significant? Could it still have an impact on the characters that could last a lifetime?
Essentially, I had to ask myself, can I call Miss L a romance if Ben and Miss L don’t end up
together?

In order to illustrate the elements and traditions I pulled from my touchstone romances, I
turn to Lincoln Michel’s 2019 LitHub article, “On the Many Different Engines That Power a
Short Story.” In his article, Michel defines a literary engine as a device authors use to tell their
story, and although Michel’s article focuses on short fiction, I find that his ideas may be used for
any genre of narrative. Michel says that the two most common engines are plot and character.
However, he wants to break this binary and expand the types of engines writers have in their
arsenal. Thus, he highlights theme, language, voice, mood, or anything that pushes a story
forward. Michel gives the example of Edgar Allan Poe, who is known for his dark and curious
writing, and analyzes how Poe uses mood as a story engine. He quotes Poe who once said, “A

short story must have a single mood and every sentence must build towards it (Michel). This



got me thinking about what other engines I see in the books I’ve admired and which engines I
want to use in my own writing. I asked myself what stuck with me after reading these stories?
How can I use these different engines to enhance the story I want to tell?
One similar engine I found in my four touchstone novels is the use of the narrator’s
reflection as a frame. We see this in the first chapter — if not the first paragraph — of these novels.
Call Me by Your Name: “1 shut my eyes, say the word, and I’'m back in Italy, so many
years ago...” (Aciman 3).
Norwegian Wood: “Eighteen years have gone by, and still I can bring back every detail
of that day in the meadow” (Murakami 4).
Breakfast at Tiffany’s: “1 am always drawn back to places where I have lived, the houses
and their neighborhoods” (Capote 3).
The Great Gatsby: “When 1 came back from the East last autumn I felt that [ wanted the
world to be in uniform and at a sort of moral attention forever; I wanted no more riotous
excursions with privileged glimpses into the human heart” (Fitzgerald 6).
If we were to omit the proper nouns from these beginnings, one may have a difficult time
knowing which novel each sentence came from since their calls for reflection are so similar.
I hadn’t even realized that I’d used the same technique in the first chapter of Miss L titled
“All They Want to Know.” In this opening, Benjamin O’Hara is reflecting in hindsight on his
past relationship with Miss L. I even have the similar reflection line, “Even now, seven years
after my relationship with Miss L has expired, I’ve never been the subject of [the interviewer’s]
prodding curiosity” (Bailey 1). By opening the story by acknowledging that time has passed, |

am able to set the reader up for what is to come. I am able to tell them that this entire book will



be centered around Miss L and Ben’s romance with her, and the reader should focus on and
prepare for this. This reflection increases the heightened sense of infatuation when it comes to
this love that we also see in the stories I picked for inspiration. From the beginning we see that
this infatuation is the main focus for these characters which drives their motives and reveals how
much this moment in time has changed their lives even after years have passed. I found that one
of the most enjoyable moments about these books was their call for reflection. What did these
characters learn? What can they see now that there has been some distance? How significant
must this relationship have been to still recall it years and years later? This call for reflection
isn’t just used in the opening of these novels but also laced within as well as I do such as in
Chapter 3, “A. Laurent” when Ben reflects on his early moments with Miss L. He says, “the
instances I truly remember are the fleeting moments of precarious intimacy. I remember that
small room and the stirring in my stomach when the amber lights would dim around us. In the
times when the film was quiet enough, I could only concentrate on the slow cadence of her
breathing and the cool leather against my warm skin” (Bailey 31). The focus and exaggeration of
this particular moment in time elevates the infatuation that I want to convey.

Because these romances are framed by reflection and a heightened feeling of infatuation
that readers are aware there is a ticking timer on these romances and that they will eventually
expire. This begs the questions when and how? These are really questions of suspense as the
reader must wait to when and how the story will unfold despite knowing the outcome. The
questions of when and how also underline time as a major theme in these stories. For example, in
The Great Gatsby when Gatsby sees Daisy again for the first time, and accidently breaks Nick’s

clock on the mantle literally stopping time, the past, the future, the now (Fitzgerald 91). Or in



Call Me by Your Name and Elio feels himself and Oliver become one and thinks, “as soon as |
said my own name as though it were his, took me to a realm I never shared with anyone in my
life before, or since” (Aciman 134). In these moments of precious time, nothing else matters.
These moments change the way these characters see their past shapes their future.

Aciman’s writing also brings to light another aspect of a romance. In Call Me by Your
Name, romance isn’t boiled down to genitalia or physical love but rather the experience and the
sensation Elio and Oliver have in each other’s presence. Essentially, their love is based on how
they make each other feel. Aciman demonstrates this through eloquent vignettes about Elio’s
experience that flow fluently inside his mind. For example, when Oliver comes to meet Elio for
the first time in his room, he lays on top of him but what Elio thinks isn’t so much based on the
physical but the sensation that “this is like coming home, like coming home after years away
among Trojans and Lestrygonians, like coming home to a place where everyone is like you, or
people know, they just know coming home is when everything falls into place” (Aciman 15).
These internal moments tell a more powerful romance than one that is fueled by a physical
engine. Sure, physical touch is a useful tool commonly seen in romances, but just as Michel
opens up fiction to other engines besides character or plot, I want to open up romance to engines
other than physical touch. In Miss L, I emphasize recurring desire for both Miss L and Ben to be
understood. For example, in Chapter 2 “Mori Manor,” Ben meets with Miss L and she asks him
“how are you?” It’s a simple, common question, but I emulate Aciman’s internal vignettes by
showcasing the sensation Ben feels.

“How are you?” She asked, not looking at me or through me but in me somehow. She

said it slowly, emphasizing each syllable as if to say, really, how are you? Tell me about



your life and who you are. Are you ok? Later I would discover she would do this every

time I saw her. Because she didn’t make you feel like you were the only one in the room.

No, she made you feel like there were a million people in the room, but you were the only

one she cared about. (Bailey 23)

By using this moment in time as an engine, I wanted to get inside Ben’s mind to focus on how
Miss L made Ben feel internally. From this, I emphasize the feeling of being cared for and
understood that he doesn’t get from his parents or Mary, the desire he wants most that he only
gets from Miss L.

Another similar engine I found from my touchstone books is that each story is told from a
first-person limited point-of-view. Moreover, it’s a male perspective character written by a male
author. As a feminist, [ was deeply panicked by my literary choices. How could I only want to
read about men by men? However, one aspect I enjoyed most as a reader was analyzing the
thoughts of the female characters or the protagonists' love interests. What is their perspective?
What are they thinking? What is their story? This drove me to think of ways I could tell the story
of Miss L through Ben as a different take on the male-driven stories that inspired me. The easy
answer would be to write a story from Miss L’s perspective. However, I wanted to retain the
sensation of her as an unreachable, unattainable character, so I found it fitting to only reveal who
she is through the bits and pieces Ben must put together. When deciding on how to incorporate
this, I thought about David Mura’s discussion of the economy of explanation. In his essay "The
Four Questions Concerning the Narrator: From Conrad's Marlow to Diaz's Yunior" from his craft
book The Stranger's Journey: Race, ldentity, and Narrative Craft in Writing, Mura asks what he

believes to be four crucial questions: “Who is the narrator? To whom is the narrator telling her



story? When is the narrator telling the story? Why is the narrator telling the story?” (Mura 135).
He adds to these questions through the theory of economy of explanation. He says that when we
tell stories “we are constantly gauging how much our particular listener needs to know in order
for us to be understood” (Mura 136). From this theory, Mura asks writers to think about their
audience and how much their audience needs to know to fully take away the purpose behind the
writer’s story. This gauging is key because if the writer over explains to an audience that is
already in the know, the extra lines could unnecessarily slow down the story while if the writer
under explains to an audience that isn’t in the know, the reader could get lost in the narrative. In
order to maximize the ideas and desires I want to portray in Miss L, I asked myself 7ow can I tell
this story through a male’s point-of-view while still incorporating Miss L’s perspective to my
audience.

Another engine I took from my inspiration books was to tackle Miss L’s perspective
through the engine of vulnerable conversation. Some of my favorite moments as a reader are the
vulnerable and intimate conversations between characters. For example, in Norwegian Wood,
Toru has multiple vulnerable conversations with a variety of characters throughout the novel.
These conversations serve as an engine because they push the story forward and help the reader
understand aspects beyond Toru’s knowledge. Since Norwegian Wood is told from a first-person
limited point-of-view, we are following Toru’s thoughts and perspectives. But it’s through the
intimate conversations he has with Midori, Naoko, Reiko, Hatsumi, and Nagasawa that we get a
glimpse of their raw perspective without Toru telling us what he thinks they believe. In chapter 4
of Norwegian Wood, Toru meets one of his love interests, Midori, at her house. They end up

having a vulnerable conversation during which Toru asks her, "Do you think you weren't loved



enough?" (Murakami 76). To this she answers, "Somewhere between ‘not enough' and ‘not at
all'. I was always hungry for love. Just once, I wanted to know what it was like to get my fill of it
- to be fed so much love I couldn't take any more. Just once... So I made up my mind I was
going to find someone who would love me unconditionally 365 days a year" (Murakami 76).
This is just one example where these raw conversations appear in these romance novels. From
these vulnerable conversations, the reader learns about the desires of the other characters at the
same time as the protagonist. In my thesis I incorporated these vulnerable conversations between
Ben and Miss L, where Miss L voices what she truly wants, and the reader hears her. One
example is in Chapter 3 “A. Laurent” when Ben asks Miss L if she wants romance. She tells

him that she wants “love. True love. Soulmate love. The kind that lasts,” and as the conversation
continues, we draw out other desires with Miss L saying, “I suppose what I really want is
anonymity. To be completely anonymous” (Bailey 39). Suspense is also shown through these
vulnerable conversations since it forces the audience to ask if the character gets what they say
they want in the end.

Another way I decided to incorporate Miss L’s perspective is through her letters to C.
Although we only see two letters in this thesis, there will be more letters throughout the rest of
the novel that serve as an engine on a variety of levels. One is that the letters frame each chapter
in a way that relates back to Ben whether he is aware of this or not. Chapter 5, “Preproduction,”
starts with a letter where Miss L writes about making a decision even though she knows it’s the
wrong one. This relates to Ben because he has to make the decision of whether or not he returns
the diary of letters to Miss L or if he keeps it as leverage to win her over. The letters are also an

example of a raw and vulnerable moment similar to the conversations between Ben and Miss L



except that these letters are never meant to be shared. The idea of these letters comes from the
psychological exercise of therapeutic letters which are designed to help someone move on from a
past situation. By having someone write down their thoughts on paper, the speaker is able to
express how they are truly feeling and leave those feelings on the page without the risk of the
addressed ever reading them. From this, the letters also represent the theme of moving on in the
novel. Through the letters we gain another window into Miss L’s life, her past, her desires, and
her love.

The last tool I use in order to tell Miss L’s story is by briefly changing the point-of-view
from first-person limited to first-person omniscient. In the end of Chapter 6, “Old Friend,” Ben
leaves the manor after being rejected by Miss L. However, there is a moment of shift where Ben
tells the reader what Miss L is doing even though he is gone and no longer with her. The first-
person omniscient point-of-view is one of the rarer points of view to be used in writing.
However, Toni Morrison’s novel Jazz and TV series like Desperate Housewives (where the
character Mary Alice Young narrates the lives of the people on Wisteria Lane), or Euphoria
(where the main character Rue Bennet narrates the lives of her fellow classmates at Euphoria
High) unfolds a story not confined to only what their character may have seen or heard. By using
a first-person omniscient point-of-view, the audience is able to see different perspectives of
characters while maintaining a main narrator that has their own thoughts and judgements.

As we can see by these popular examples, rare doesn’t mean bad. When I decided to use
first-person omniscient, I thought of Charles Baxter’s theory of defamiliarization. In the chapter
“On Defamiliarization” from his book Burning Down the House, Baxter talks about how there

needs to be a “making strange” in fiction (Baxter 46). He believes that "when all the details fit



perfectly, something is probably wrong with the story. It is too meaningful too fast. Its meaning
is overdetermined and the characters overparented. When writers overparent their characters,
they understand them too quickly. Such characters aren't contradictory or misfitted” (Baxter 35).
Up until the end of chapter 6, Ben’s feelings toward Miss L have been linear and the audience
may believe he is on track to eventually understand Miss L. Unfortunately for Ben, this isn’t the
case, and that truth is glimpsed through the omniscient point-of-view. When Ben slips into first-
person omniscient point-of-view, he narrates, “What I didn’t know was after Miss L made it
back and went upstairs, she got ready for bed in her usual routine” (Bailey 75). This section
continues, where we see a broken-down Miss L who is crying in her room. She whispers to a dull
ache inside of her saying, “Hello there, old friend...So silly of me to think you had gone” (Bailey
65). The reason for breaking ordinary point-of-view traditions is because I feel it is necessary to
show Miss L’s depression. Up until this point, readers know that Miss L is a mysterious figure,
but she usually has a smile on her face and is a nurturer for Ben. This is the first time we see her
break down. By revealing Miss L’s depression, I am able to maximize the theme of
understanding in the novel. This demonstrates how defamiliarization can turn the narrative
toward a different direction even as Ben feels that Miss L is the only one who really understands
him, the audience sees that he is unable to truly understand her.

I admit that when I first started writing Miss L, I had an instinctive urge to end the story
in tragedy. I had plans for Miss L’s character to fail when attempting to move on from her past
love. In the end, Miss L was going to take her own life just as her father did. But something I
learned through my experience writing a story of this length, is just how close you become with

your characters. I swear I can hear their voices in my head while writing. Instead, for Miss L, 1
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have plans for Ben to continue his quest to win over Miss L. As Ben uses Miss L’s diary as his
means to understand her, he grows obsessed not only with Miss L but also C. In his attempt to do
whatever it takes to change Miss L’s mind despite her refusal, Ben discovers that C is actually
Miss L’s manager whose full name is Clark James. After putting the pieces together, Ben is
overcome with sadness and his carelessness lets her diary fall into the wrong hands. Later, the
letters are released to the public. After Miss L realizes this was Ben’s doing, she believes that she
has severely misjudged him which leaves him feeling more misunderstood than ever before.
Days later, Ben learns that Miss L has gone missing after a boating accident on the A. Laurent,
making his relationship with Miss L unresolved. Their film, Finding Sunday, still premieres and
is a major success. Seven years later, Ben is being interviewed on live television about his new
movie coming out. Here, he has a chance to spill everything he knows about Miss L — her letters,
her affair, and her personal life, but ultimately, he decides not to. After the interview, Ben finds a
letter on his car windshield thanking him for keeping her life’s secrets between them and that
maybe she was right about his character. She explains that their relationship is special, but life is
expansive, and they both need to move on from their pasts in order to grow. She is now living
her life anonymously like she always wanted, and she is happy. By looking at my writing
through the different engines that portray Miss L, I know now that she has too much agency in
her intelligence and will to give up. She is a character that will break the cycle of her past and
move on while also sparking this in Ben. It is the beginning, crucial chapters that wield the
power to set up these futures.

From the start of my thesis journey, I have written over 150 pages for Miss L, but as you

can see, not all of them made the cut. This is mostly due to the fact that I didn’t know if I could
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write a romance for my thesis. When I think of academic writing, I think of historical fiction or
creative nonfiction. I didn’t know if a romance could be taken seriously in the academic world.
However, as I referred back to my romance inspiration novels, I realized that they all are award-
winning pieces of fiction. After trying different tactics, points of view, and drafting based off a
variety of literary theories for a romance, I finally was able to write from a place that I believe to
be from my own credible and literary style of fiction. Thus, my thesis, Miss L, at 64 pages is a
culmination of my studies creatively and theoretically, and I am eager to continue using these

engines and techniques in the next steps of my writing journey.
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Chapter 1 - All They Want to Know

Anytime I sit down for an interview, I feel as though I’m betraying her. She believed
interviews to be inauthentic, staged, plotted, yet here I am, in a cramped space made to look
homey for an audience that wasn’t even here. I waited for the director to yell “action!” as I take
in the warm walls and cream-colored upholstered chairs, only feet apart from a blonde woman,
cross legged with black nylons and makeup caked into the creases of her plastered smile.

I always imagined what it would be like on this side of the camera, to be interviewed on
my latest film project. I should want this interview. I should be thrilled, actually. Isn’t an
interview just a means to be understood? But now that I’m here, all I feel is a sting from blinding
umbrella lights and a sharp pain from the brick of a microphone pinching my hip. I understand
now why Miss L’s smile always sank into solemn after the cameras turned off.

I realized a while ago that they never really want to know about me during interviews.
Even now, seven years after my relationship with Miss L had expired, I’ve never been the
subject of their prodding curiosity. I thought maybe after our film wrapped everyone would
eventually move on to other things. But still, after all this time, all they want to know is 4er.

What do you think she would have thought about your new film?

Was she your inspiration?

What are your thoughts about the accident?

Their questions like rapid fire ammunition, designed specifically to trip me up, fumble,
backtrack, or bring out the worst in me. In us. At least, that’s what Miss L told me and why she
declined interviews even when promoting a film. She had been a part of Hollywood for too long

not to know that all they really wanted was to see her fail.
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Even though she’s gone, she’s still a constant in my life, and will probably always be.
How can I forget that she’s the reason I’m sitting in this very chair? Any ounce of fame I have
acquired, I owe it to her.

Miss L.
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Chapter 2 - Mori Manor

I used to think that my life was divided into acts. Act One ran from the time I was born in
suburban Michigan until entering middle school. Act Two were my teenage years through high
school. And Act Three was my time studying film at the University of Southern California. But
now, it feels as though my life didn’t start until seven years ago, when Miss L changed my life
with a phone call.

“Hi sweetheart.” Her voice on the other line was light, sweet, friendly. “You don’t know
me yet, but this is Miss L.” If I think about it hard enough, I can still feel the chill that ran
through me when she said her name.

Her call came on the heels of headlines. “AN OVERNIGHT SENSATION!” they read.
After publishing my film script, Finding Sunday, to a free website for undiscovered writers, |
thought maybe I’d get a few clicks, maybe some advice here and there, and of course the
inevitable trolling comments. Never did I suspect that my script would go viral.

“I didn’t even think scripts could go viral,” Mary, my friend and film skeptic told me
when fan-made videos and reviews started popping up. I sat at my desk chair on the other side of
my 250 square-foot studio apartment. I watched Mary’s thumb scroll up and down on her phone.
Confusion spread across her freckled face and her thin upper lip tightened into a slight snarl. She
had her legs crossed, casual in the pair of jeans and tan t-shirt she always wore. Her lack of
excitement was humorous. This was the biggest thing to happen to me — maybe anyone in
Hollywood — but Mary was so far removed from that world she couldn’t put the pieces together.

“You have such little faith in me,” I teased. Despite our lack of common interests, Mary

was my oldest friend. We met in high school biology back in Michigan. We were assigned lab
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partners freshman year, then stuck with each other through chemistry senior year. We left
together for undergrad at USC. Just as friends. Mary then went on to become an engineer, and I
stayed at USC to earn an MFA for Writing for Screen and Television.

Mary didn’t understand film. She thinks they’re long and boring. “Don’t you want to
build something? Make something that’s real?”” She would tell me. “Something that can actually
help people? I don’t know why you're wasting your intelligence on make believe.”

She’s a bit forward. But that’s okay. It’s probably the main reason why we’ve remained
friends. Since I’'m not, Mary can call the shots, and in return, she gets me out of the small cage |
call home sweet home.

But the truth is, I didn’t think a script could go viral either. Of course, I’ve read Arthur
Miller’s The Crucible and Death of a Salesman, and Hansberry’s, A Raisin in the Sun, but mine
was a film script. It’s not like many people are racing to pick up scripts to read for fun. But I
suppose I never understood what makes anything in this world go viral.

The logline: When the shy but curious Sunday Sadler starts her life over in the big city of
Los Angeles, she tries on different personalities hoping to finally be noticed by the people around
her.

It’s a drama with a pinch of romance.

After the phone call I didn’t know what to think. It was all rather mysterious. Miss L
requested if I could come to her house to talk. That was it.

“Are you sure it’s not a scam?” Mary asked, picking the skin around her nail.
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The voice on the other end was pretty convincing. She said I should receive an email with
the address. And shortly, I did from an email address that looked credible with a home address in
Hidden Hills which is where Miss L had been known to live.

What did concern me was at the end of the call. The voice on the other end said my name
but, in a question, “Also, Benjamin?”

“Yes?”

“Please, tell no one.”

I decided that I’d go. What was it to be a part of Hollywood if not for a risk? And after
thinking through the worst-case scenarios a million times, the pros still outweighed the cons.

The morning of, I showered, put on the only pair of dress clothes I had which was a
clearance dark red button-up shirt my mom bought me years ago for Christmas and khaki slacks.

I drove through Koreatown on that late Wednesday morning of an LA spring. The
neighborhood that was usually bustling with people and neon signs advertising noraebangs and
Korean BBQ, was sleepy with a few joggers and dog walkers moseying along the streets.

Even though I had lived in LA for around seven years at that point, I was still amazed by
how many people there were that looked like me. Well, the first thing I noticed when I moved
there was how massive the city was. The entire city seemed fast and wide, and I had this
overwhelming feeling that if I wasn’t quick enough, I would be left behind. It was something in
the air, the sun, and how people moved and even talked. Like everything was in a progressive
motion at all times. It’s always about the next big trend. The second was the city’s diversity. At
my high school there were never more than three Asian kids at a time, me as one of the three.

The other two were siblings.
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At a red light, an ajumma swept outside her storefront, and don’t tell her, but she
reminded me of my mom. Her shiny black hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail and her dull,
pink dress reminded me of the one she used to wear because it was the most comfortable. My
mom is a third generation Korean American and extremely Americanized. I barely know any
Korean and my mom never seemed interested in teaching me about the culture or tradition. My
father was a mix of German and Polish with maybe a bit of Irish which people from my school
would say, just American. I pull heavily toward my mother’s side. I have her black hair and
hooded eyes and if people didn’t see me with my dad, they would probably assume I was full
Asian and nothing else. In fact, I’d get asked the most asked question all non-white people get,
“Where are you from?” The key is how they answer after I tell them. When I say “Michigan,”
they’d say, “No, where are you really from?”

But LA was different. In LA, people assumed I grew up there just by how I look. At first,
I thought these assumptions were a good thing. There was far less explaining when it came to my
entire family lineage to complete strangers and it gave me a sense of belonging, like I had a
community with people who felt I should be there. But after seeing their shocked faces when I
told them the truth, that I didn’t grow up in LA, I felt I was living a lie, and that I didn’t belong
here either. Whether I wasn’t white enough or Asian enough, in the end, I didn’t know which
assumption about my origins was better.

When I got off the freeway, I made a wrong turn and found myself in Calabasas. I was
surrounded by secured residences with rod iron gates towering tall at every corner. If it weren’t
for the cobblestone driveways and intricate etched pillars, I would have thought this was a high

security prison. After turning around at a well-manicured park, I was greeted by white arch that
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read “Hidden Hills” and was let in at the gate. I dug what little nails I had into the steering wheel
as the houses grew bigger and further apart. This was the moment I realized just how unprepared
I was to meet Miss L.

Miss L.

Not only was Miss L known for her talent as an A-List actress or as maddeningly
beautiful, I might add, but perhaps the thing that made her most alluring of all was the mystery
around her. For someone so famous, Miss L hid herself well. No social media, no interviews.
Not even when she’s promoting a film. This of course led to rumors of her as an arrogant diva.
But directors knew this when choosing to work with her. She was just that good of an actor.

Some theories suggested she never leaves her house except to film. But by house I mean
the gigantic mansion her father left her after he passed just over 15 years ago. It’s amazing how
much you can find about a celebrity by only a few Google searches. But I had known the gossip
about Miss L long ago. She was my first celebrity crush despite our 15-year age difference. I was
15 when I put a poster of her on my bedroom wall. She would've been 30 at the time. It was a
small poster. One ripped out of a magazine. But it was a few years after her dad had passed and
she was descending into her spiral of reclusiveness.

As I drove down the winding road, the trees got thicker and thicker until I came into what
felt like a deserted area. If Miss L was truly hiding herself away, this would be the perfect place
to do it. It was miles out before I could finally see my destination — Mori Manor.

Pictures I found on the internet could only do so much for the mansion. The gothic
revival manor felt even larger, grander, made from what looked like a variety of dark stones with

assorted cathedral-sized windows and several steep slated roofs. But right along these were the
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little details, the ornaments of the house, the gables with carved bargeboard and the metal finials.
Although it was a house, it was alive and real and lived up to every aspect of my imagination. It
was right out of a fairytale, maybe a Grimm’s fairytale, but a fairytale, nonetheless.

The infamous Mori Manor was made famous by none other than Miss L’s father Mr. Jack
Martinez himself. Jack Martinez was a movie director and producer for films like September
Blues and Jungle Shot, just two of his Oscar nominated films with the first winning best picture
and my favorite film of all time. He was an out of the box producer, only working on films that
starred minority main characters. Not to mention September Blues was the first film [ remember
seeing with an Asian actor as the leading role that portrayed a brave, strong, desirable man. But
Jack wasn’t just an influential producer to me but to all of Hollywood. What I admired most
about Jack was that his films weren’t just for minorities but loved by everyone. And that’s what I
want to do.

The manor, under Jack, would be host to some of the most renowned Hollywood parties
to some of the most celebrated stars. That is, until Jack’s wife died during childbirth with Miss L.
Slowly, there were no more parties, Jack quit directing, then stopped producing, then one day he
was gone. Suicide. The tabloids said it was Miss L who found him hanging by his bedsheets. She
was 23.

Some looked to Miss L, claiming Jack couldn’t live with himself after his wife died
during childbirth. They blamed her, his own daughter for his depression, that he couldn’t stand to
look at her without seeing the ghost of his wife. His suicide, along with the publicity of the

Victorian mansion only added to the lore that was to become Miss L.

21



I rounded the circular drive and around a large fountain and stopped at what looked like a
parking space nearest the front door. I stepped out on the cobblestone and took a deep breath as I
looked up at the beautifully crafted porcelain angel spewing water from the fountain at the center
of the drive.

At the oversized arch of a door, I wiped my palms on my khakis before ringing the bell.
When the door began to open, I held my breath. But who greeted me wasn’t the bombshell
actress, but a 60-year-old, petite woman in a long tan skirt that came to her and a powder blue
cardigan.

“Hello, dear.” She said, her eyes creasing into a friendly smile. “You must be Benjamin.
I’m Madison, Miss L’s caregiver. Please come in, Miss L is expecting you.”

If I thought the film side of the USC campus was the most beautiful place I had ever
stepped foot in, then this place was a gothic heaven. The vaulted ceilings, the crafted wood
trimmings, the rich purple carpet running down the middle of the incredible staircase was
something that didn’t belong in the world I knew. But for such a large space, the house was
eerily still. Madison and I stood in the foyer together, but it felt like my presence and clearance
shirt was disturbing the natural order of things.

“No need to be nervous!” Madison said, offering me another smile. I must have done
something to tip her off that [ was completely and utterly anxious, but her warmth really did
help. “You may follow me.”

Madison led me through a maze of halls passing a variety of different colored rooms until

we finally came to the drawing room. The room overlooked the backyard with bright green
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bushes and leaves poking through the arched windows that lined the back wall. The rest of the
room was covered in trimmed, wood paneling and turquoise furniture.

“You can take a seat anywhere. Miss L will be with you shortly,” Madison said before
quietly leaving the room.

I was too anxious to sit so I paced. Luckily, the room stretched long and wide. I walked
aimlessly but drew closer to the tick of the gold-faced grandfather clock that only reminded me
of how anxious I really was with each second that passed.

I didn’t even know why I was there. True to what the media said, Miss L was
exceptionally mysterious. During the phone call she had said she’d read the script and wanted to
meet. The voice on the other end had been sweet. But what if the media was right? What if she
was a diva-snob? Could she be mad about my movie script somehow?

“Benjamin O’Hara.” The sound of my name woke me from my daydream, and I turned
away from the gold clock. Instead, I was in view of a tall, slender figure draped in white. Miss L.
She was even more beautiful in person than in any of the films I had seen of her. A sudden heat
wave crashed onto me over and over again in the most definitive and sincere way, and I knew, in
that moment that [ was in the presence of the most beautiful woman that ever lived.

“It’s so wonderful to finally meet you.” She said as we met halfway into the room. She
offered me her hand and I took it. I hoped I wiped the sweat off before grabbing hers.

“Thank you for having me.” I released my grip trying not to stare too intensely at her
perfect bone structure and her piercing emerald eyes that were framed perfectly inside her

chocolate hair. I came face-to-face with just how tall she was. According to the interwebs she
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was 5°10”. I was one inch shorter. We sat on two turquoise couches across from each other with
a coffee table in the middle.

“I’m so very sorry to keep you waiting. I had a phone call I had to finish up. Oh, thank
you, Madison!” Madison placed a tray on the table with a teapot and two teacups. She poured
each of us a cup.

Miss L took a loving sip as if to clear her throat from her phone call. I was never a big fan
of tea, but I picked up the cup with both hands in my best attempt not to spill it and put it to my
lips. Yup, too bitter. Well, there goes one thing in common. I put the cup down on the tray.
Hopefully she didn’t notice.

“How are you?” She said, not looking at me or through me but in me somehow. She said
it slowly, emphasizing each syllable as if to say, really, how are you? Tell me about your life and
who you are. Are you ok? Later I would discover she did this every time I saw her and every
time the same wash of gratitude would come over me. Because she didn’t make you feel like you
were the only one in the room. No, she made you feel like there were a million people in the
room, but you were the only one she cared about.

“Good,” was what I settled for. “Really good.” I added.

In my silence she offered, “So, I hear you’re from Michigan.”

I swallowed hard. I was shocked she knew where I was from. I was caught staring at a
few teardrop-shaped dribbles sliding slowly down my teacup like they somehow held the secrets
to my life. Was it possible that I had forgotten everything about my life? Or was I just realizing

that up until this point, my life had been rather boring?
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I told her about growing up in Michigan and how winters are cold and summers are hot
and when she asked me which city I was from, I told her but she didn’t know of it. I told her
about my mom and dad and how they’re still there.

“Are they still together?”

“Yes,” I answered even though the question was a bit odd. “Why do you ask?”

“I just find your life very fascinating.”

“You do?”

“Of course! I find it entirely more fascinating than my own. Mine is very boring. Just the
same old schedule every day.” She sounded honest without any hint of pretentiousness in her
voice. She wasn’t like what the tabloids had painted her to be which was even more interesting to
me. She was warm and genuine and kind.

“Your parents must be so proud of you.”

My face fell as a reflex, and she let out a soft gasp.

“Oh, no. Did I assume something I shouldn’t have?”

“No, no, they are.” I assured her. “They just don’t really get the whole movie thing is all.
They wanted me to be an engineer or an accountant or something.”

She nodded. “I understand. You know this is a hard business to get into without support.”
Her voice turned serious. “But I’ll tell you something.” And she leaned in over the table and
motioned for me to do the same. Our faces were almost touching, and my heart felt like it was
going to rip right through my chest. She put one hand to the side of her mouth and whispered, “I

really like your script.” She broke away with a smile and I couldn’t help but return it. “You
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know, it’s such a nice day,” she began, placing her teacup down and giving me her full, beautiful

attention. “Would you like to go for a walk?”

I’m not sure if Miss L noticed how nervous I was and suggested the walk, so we could be
doing something while we talked, or if she really did just think it to be a nice day. But I like to
think of her as observant, and if I had to decide, I would say she wanted to put me at ease.

We exited the drawing room onto a terrace if you could even call it that since it was so
big, and we descended a set of imperial stairs onto the ground floor. The lawn was expansive,
and I was convinced it went on forever, past even the horizon.

The “garden” which Miss L called the area was another something that I had never seen
before. Partly due to its overwhelming vastness but also because of its unique design. In one
way, the garden was precise with geometric lines and symmetrical green hedges and spiral trees
with not a branch out of place. But at the same time the garden was alive with bursts of scarlets,
tangerines, and magentas atop wild and overgrown flowerbeds splayed throughout the maze of
stone pathways.

“It’s beautiful,” I said as I trailed behind Miss L along one of the paths. “The design is
very unique.”

“Thank you.” Her grin was appreciative as she moved with slow, thoughtful steps, her
hands intertwined behind her back. “I’m half French. Did you know that?”

I did. On her mom’s side. But I replied with a light-hearted “Oh!” before she continued.

“My mother’s French and the garden used to be her baby. She’d visit her family in
France constantly and was obsessed with the landscaping, the Versailles, Villandry, Chenonceau,
all very delicate and refined, but I took a trip with my father to Mexico where he was born, and |
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was inspired by the freedom the foliage had there. The flowers were all so vibrant and
unapologetic for their beauty, so I tried incorporating that into what you see now. I hope my
mother isn’t rolling in her grave.”

“Have you been to France, too, then?”

“Actually, no... I haven’t.” Her face fell.

This was surprising, since Miss L was known as a fashion icon. If anything, I assumed
she’d been for events like Paris Fashion Week or to visit family. I was worried I’d offended her,
but more than that, I didn’t want her to leave me. Not physically, but mentally.

This time — the first time — was a soft, quiet transition. It wouldn’t always be like that.
Often her leaves were abrupt. She would be here, only feet from me, but something would
happen and in an instant she wasn't anymore. Her face gave it away. It was always her face, her
eyes. A blank distant gaze on something far off yet nothing at all. I had always imagined her in a
different place when she’d leave me, set free in a golden meadow far, far away. Never did I
imagine her in a different time. She was a time traveler but only in mind, never body.

“I hear the sites there are beautiful.” But she was still gone. Maybe I lost her forever.
“You must really like gardening then?” I tried again. This time she came back.

“I do! Well, I’'ll admit I have a whole gardening staff that does most of the work. But
when I have time, I do enjoy gardening.” She pointed to a rounded building covered in small
rectangular windows. “Just over there is the green house. And over there are the plum trees that
will start growing soon. I’ll show you the roses once we get there. They’ve already bloomed.”

“It’s been a while since I saw anyone so excited about something. It’s refreshing,” I said.

“Passions are a rare and special fire yet-"
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“Once you ignite them you must chase them.” I finished.

“September Blues,” we said in unison.

“So, you’re a real fan of my fathers?”

“You have no idea.”

The validation from her cheerful laugh helped me relax even more. I certainly felt lighter.
Maybe it was the color of the flowers, or their sweet vanilla scent, or the warmth of the sun on
my fingertips, but mostly I think it was Miss L’s caring and attentive demeanor.

This really was the perfect place, and she fit in it so well. She wasn’t the cold, mystery
woman the media had made her to be. She was so much more. She was so much better. She was
a bouquet. Brightly colored and bursting with beauty and was there for affection and love. It was
a shame she didn’t show herself to the world. It all seemed so easy for her.

“I think my father would have liked you, Ben. You still have that magic in you he always
loved in people.” She said, waving her hand as she said the word “magic.” “The world will test
you. It will bring you to your knees in ways that sometimes feels crueler than a lesson God has
placed before you. Your script, at least to me, is about someone who gets to be a part of the
world again, someone who becomes vulnerable, and experiences magic. And I believe, I truly
believe that’s why people have connected to your script. Everyone wants magic. It’s just human
nature to forget it’s there.”

Something came from my chest all the way up to my cheeks, and I teared up. I covered
my eyes with my hand acting like the sun was in the way.

“What was the inspiration behind Sunday’s character?”” She asked.

I turned away to conceal myself, wiping my eyes.
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“Oh! You don’t have to tell me. You’re very mysterious, aren’t you? It’s ok. I like a little
mystery. Sometimes it’s nice to have your own secrets. No one can ruin them that way.” She
started talking fast. Maybe my silence was making her nervous. “Look,” she took a deep breath.
“I know we just met, and I don’t know if you have other offers already or how you feel about
trusting me with your project. And I don’t claim that I know what it’s like to be Sunday, but I do
know what it’s like to walk into a room and be the only person of color. Or to walk into a room
full of men that tell you how to look, and how to act, and what to like. I know what it’s like for
people to already have preconceived notions of my character solely based on how I look. And
your script... I know I can do it justice.”

I almost tripped on the trail. I didn’t need even a second to think about it, but an answer
wouldn’t come out of my mouth.

“You may know, this would be my first time producing a film. But I’ve talked to some
of my father’s old colleagues, and they are eager to help. I’ve been in the process of creating a
new company called Martinez Productions. But I’ve just been waiting for the right script...”

I grabbed my stomach until I could force the words out, “It would be an honor.”

Her expression went from thrilled, to relieved, to thrilled again.

“You know, darling...” She placed her hand gently on my shoulder. And looked at me

with those piercing emerald eyes. “I have a feeling you and I will be great friends.”
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Chapter 3 - A. Laurent

For the next month, I was a frequent guest at Mori Manor, and it was during this time an
obsession stirred and grew inside me. Now, I wonder if that’s all love is anyway. Obsession and
dopamine. This was the honeymoon phase, or rather, my honeymoon phase.

I will say, as far as the media rumors went about Miss L and her life, one thing did ring
true, she never left Mori Manor. Or, in the beginning, we never left the estate when we were
together. But, for someone who was constantly locked away in their home, Miss L was awfully
busy. Making the first film under Martinez Productions was a huge deal. She was constantly
taking phone calls, answering emails, prepping, and planning for the film. Despite this, Miss L
managed to spend what little time she did have with me. I was honored.

We spent a lot of time in her theater room. The one we used was a smaller, more intimate
one (because there was another, much larger one her dad used for clients or viewings). These
times were dedicated to analyzing films we enjoyed or didn’t enjoy. Sometimes we brainstormed
ways we would have shot a scene. What surprised me, although it shouldn’t have, was just how
much Miss L knew about film. She knew the effects of different shots, director’s intentions, what
she would have done instead like a vault of infinite Hollywood knowledge. I have always been
someone was seen as the movie buff. But with Miss L, there was rarely anything I felt I could
add to enrich the conversation. Usually, she didn’t seem to mind.

But one night we decided to watch one of her movies. It was Red River starring her and
her counterpart and love interest Chase Harlow. This wasn’t just Chase Harlow, but the Chase
Harlow. Chase was her contemporary and a few years older, but they were costars in a variety of
films, especially romances. They were family friends and grew up in the business. But most
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importantly, they used to be a couple, and in the eyes of the world, the two were an icon. I had
watched this film dozens of times, but this time, so close to Miss L and feeling the pull she had
over me, watching her love scenes with someone else made me squirm.

“I would have let this scene breathe more.” She said, interrupting my insecurities. I
watched her delicate face on screen cradled in Chase Harlow’s hands as her doe-eyes looked up
at him for approval. Then, the scene cuts, and shifts to a shot of downtown L.A.

“I agree.” The vision of her eyes still burned into my head.

She turned to me. “You know, you don’t always have to agree with me. This is a
conversation between the both of us.” I could hear the genuinity in her voice. She did want my
opinion. I didn’t have the privilege of having these thoughtful conversations on film much
outside of a USC classroom.

“You’re able to capture Betty’s emotion so well here. It’s your eyes.”

Betty’s character was an actress too. About to receive an Oscar. This was the height of
her life.

“Was it easy playing Betty? That her life is so similar to Miss L’s?”

Betty came out of a car onto the red carpet in a diamond gown and an open-mouthed
smile as she passed through the crowd.

“That’s not me.” She whispered.

Then, who are you? 1 wanted to ask. Because I wanted to know, I needed to know. But
the way she said it was like the thought had fallen out, like it was supposed to be something

private between her and her own heart. Now, I wish I would have asked. I know now that
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sometimes we need to be intrusive. Or rather, simply — care. Someone has to care. I should have
asked that day because I don’t think anyone had ever asked her that question before.

Despite everything I learned about film and charisma, the instances I truly remember are
the fleeting moments of precarious intimacy. I remember that small room and the stirring in my
stomach when the amber lights would dim around us. In the times when the film was quiet
enough, I could only concentrate on the slow cadence of her breathing and the cool leather
against my warm skin. I would wait, hopelessly, for the instances she would touch my shoulder
or place her gentle hand on my knee when she wanted me to pay attention to a particular scene. |
can still feel her touches, invisible fires blazing in the dark.

We did other things outside of movies too. We often roamed the gardens, ate luxurious
lunches with foods I didn’t know the names of that Miss L prepared herself, and sometimes we
did nothing at all besides share each other’s presence.

On the second Tuesday, Miss L made a pepper and mushroom dish paired with fresh
strawberries. Some of the vegetables and herbs she used came straight from her garden. After we
cleaned our plates, I offered to help her plant in the greenhouse. As a witness to the way her face
lit up, I can say it was worth the hours beneath the boiling glass walls.

The inside of the greenhouse mirrored the outdoor garden, a mixture of tasteful French
landscaping and vivacious Mexican flare. The plants were bright, alive, and happy with cacti
sprouting large flowers and vines wrapping around trellises that arched up the walls. Yet, even in
the disarray everything strangely had its own place.

I was surprised by how good it felt to get my hands down and dirty. As much as I favored

writing, it relies heavily on words, a computer, or pad and pen. But when I potted a plant, I could
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feel the soil crumble through my fingers, I could smell the earth as I patted down the roots of
each plant. It wasn’t all just in my head. There was a thrill, however small, when creating
something tangible and unapologetically beautiful even if they would only hold a temporary
place in the greenhouse.

According to Miss L, each plant had a story. Each petal and stem had a place where they
came from, or which birds or insects were attracted to them. I felt she belonged here, amongst
the lilies and bluebells. She treated them with such care, like they shared the same language. I
imagined them taking hold of her, wrapping their vines around her and refusing to let go.
Perhaps a future idea of a thriller movie somewhere down the line.

“Do you have a favorite flower?” I asked.

“That’s a silly question.” She let out a feathery laugh while fluffing some leaves. “I don’t
have a favorite. That would be like asking me what my favorite film is.”

“What are a few then.”

After some thought, she wiped her hands on her apron and showed me to a plant with tall
spires covered in purple-pink, bell-shaped petals. It was quite beautiful, but as I got closer, I
noticed the stem was decorated with protruding spikes and the insides of the flower bells had
discolored spots that almost made it look diseased. “This one here is Foxglove.” She explained.
“It’s a great lunch for the butterflies you see around. It’s also been used since ancient civilization
to cure a weak heart. That is, if taken in small doses. We still use it today actually. However, if
you take too much, it’s incredibly toxic. Deadly even.” She held one of the bells in her delicate
hand. “Interesting, no?”

“Extremely.”
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“I’ve also always been an admirer of these over here.” She walked me to another plant.
This one had rigged green stems and puffy, sunshine yellow balls for blooms.

“Aren’t those just dandelions?”

“Yes! Are you also an admirer?”

“Aren’t they a weed?” I knew I had very little garden knowledge but what I did know
came from my time in the scarce springs and summers back in Michigan helping my mom and
grandma pick these out of the garden rather than planting them.

Miss L gingerly grazed the dandelion petals. “Technically, yes. But I like to think that
dandelions are more misunderstood than a nuisance. It’s true they are invasive and if kept
untamed their stems can look a little unruly. But they’re also edible, even the stems. You can put
them in tea and other foods and they’re rich in vitamins, and I think they’re such a lovely shade
of yellow, don’t you think?” She slid her fingers down one of the stems and in one swift motion
snapped it. “Come here” she said and ran her fingers through my hair before finding a spot for
her palm to rest, holding my head steady. I can still feel the jolt that ran down my spine. She
gently rubbed the dandelion underneath my chin, her face so tantalizingly close. I could smell
her soft, vanilla perfume radiating from her neck and I held my breath. “Have you done this
before? To see if yellow glows under your chin?”

I shook my head slowly trying not to move too quickly and break the spell I was under.
She was concentrated, her hand steady like a doctor preparing for surgery, and her eyes
narrowed. After a few more angles, she stepped back. “Congratulations!”

I exhaled.

“There’s yellow. That means you like butter.”
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The next week Miss L asked if I would accompany her on her boat. I didn’t know what to
expect. I did confess to Miss L that yes, | had been on a boat before, but they were speed boats or
pontoons that set out on Lake Huron or Michigan, and I was always very aware of where the
shore was. But she was kind as expected and encouraged me to come. It wasn’t until later that I
realized this would also be the first time we left the premises of the manor together.

I remember that Sunday morning as a perfect day. I arrived at the manor around 7 a.m.
and the sun had just met the sky. Her driver took us to her dock somewhere off the coast.
Waiting for us was a 70-foot pearly yacht with the name A. Laurent in red cursive on the side. I
was surprised when she shooed her security back to their cars and it was just us. At least for a
few glorious seconds as we made our way to the yacht.

“There she is!” A voice boomed from the top floor. The voice came from Captain Charles
Kirkland, or that’s how Miss L introduced him as. Captain Kirkland was an older gentleman with
bright white hair and short white beard. His skin was tanned and leathery with a collection of
different shaped freckles. For the Captain of a yacht in one of the richest areas in the world,
Kirkland seemed laid back by his unbuttoned white shirt and faded navy swim trunks. He
presented himself more as a modern pirate. He raced down the steps and met Miss L with a hug.
She smiled comfortably as he rubbed her arm like a dad who was greeting his daughter home
during a holiday break from college.

“It’s been too long since our last sail.” Captain Kirkland said.

“It’s only been a month or so.” Miss L said in a playful voice as they broke from their

embrace. “It’s not that easy starting a business you know.”
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“Ahh yes, your production company. Your father would be so proud.” I couldn’t see his
eyes under his dark glasses, but the wide grin on his face and his lingering on the word “proud”
made me believe he truly meant it. “And you must be the man taking up all her time.”

“This is Benjamin O’Hara, the writer I’ve been talking to you about.” Miss L introduced
myself for me.

“Nice to meet you there, young man!” He squeezed my hand in a firm shake.

“Captain Kirkland has been sailing for over 50 years.” Miss L said as we got onto the
boat. Hearing this did help to ease my mind a bit. Not only that, but her confidence in him.

“I’ve made my way around.” I could tell there was a hint of pride in his voice. “Was good
friends with her old man. Great, great man. I’'m very loyal to the guy. He allowed me to do the
thing I like best and be out here. So, whenever miss mermaid here wants to go out, I’'m happy to
get good ole’ 4. Laurent started up. This one here always loved the boat. We’d have to bribe her
for us to dock.” He let out what I imagine a hearty sailor’s laugh would be. “But that was okay.
I’m not much of a fan of the land myself.”

“Don’t worry.” Miss L whispered to me. “I’ve known him practically my whole life.
We’re in good hands.”

It was around 9 a.m. when Captain Kirkland got us sailing, and Miss L gave me a tour of
the yacht. I understood, from the films I’ve seen, that there are much larger yachts out there, but
for me, the 4. Laurent was the most massive boat I had ever witnessed. Below deck was a
kitchen, a living space, a bedroom, and a small bathroom. The main deck consisted of an outdoor

living space and the helm of the yacht where Captain Kirkland preferred to spend his time. Miss
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L and I set up camp on the upper deck where we were fully exposed to the blue and white skies.
The two of us sprawled out on two lounge chairs side by side.

I was in a constant state of agony trying not to look over at Miss L. She wore a black one-
piece bathing suit with a sheer white coverup that barely grazed the floor when she walked, but it
still exposed her tan legs and curves. However, I felt, with each glance, that I was growing more
and more aware of my own body and its inadequacies. It wasn’t until that moment did I notice
just how pale I was, and scrawny, and the tear in my swim trunks just above my left knee.
Eventually I forced myself to look away.

We were surrounded by blue from above and below, and as far as I could see, even more
blue. I had never seen so many shades of the color before. I’ve seen greens and browns from the
trees and grass and even grays from the very occasional mountain hike but never blue.

An audible “wow” fell from my mouth and Miss L giggled before asking, “Didn’t meet
any rich yacht friends from your time at USC?”

“I guess not,” I laughed. “I wouldn’t say I have the biggest circle of friends.”

“Yeah?” she lowered her glasses. “You look like the type. But I envy you. You must
have so much alone time on your hands. Boredom inspires creativity. It’s probably why you’re
so accomplished.”

The morning went on, and I let the waves rock me back and forth, releasing any tension I
had in my muscles. These were not the same waves as Lake Huron, and I felt myself completely
at the whim of the Pacific. We talked about the pains of starting her new company and preparing
our film. She was nervous about the media, what people would say, was she making the right

decisions? She told me she had been in contact with Chase Harlow.
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“I’m sure you’ll get to meet him soon. Things with the film are going to get more serious
very quickly.”

I should have been excited by the thought. This is what I wanted. To be thrusted into the
Hollywood scene. To learn everything I could and maybe direct one day. But the thought of
seeing Chase Harlow and Miss L together made me seasick.

“Hey!” Captain Kirkland called from the stairs waving his arms about. “How are you two
doing?” He shouted so loudly I thought he was telling us we were going overboard. But even
from a distance I could see his wide white grin. This made Miss L smile and she gave a thumbs
up. “Alright! We’re anchoring here for a bit so get comfortable!” And he descended back to the
main deck.

“Is he always so...happy?” I asked.

“Yes.” she laughed looking just as happy as Captain Kirkland himself. “I know the
Captain isn’t the most sophisticated gentleman in my life, but he’s certainly one of the most
genuine. He has always been kind to me and I’ve always admired his passion for the water. In
fact, I believe him to be one of the few people in my life who I think actually cares about me.”
She looked down as if recalling a memory. “The A. Laurent has always been his baby.”

“Do you know where the name’s from?”

“A. Laurent? It’s my mother’s. Adeline Laurent. She’s who I’'m named after, too. Adeline
Martinez.”

I almost forgot she had a real name and that it wasn’t Miss L.
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“My dad named the boat after her. But he’d probably name the world after her if he
could. He would tell me stories of them taking long boat rides, sailing away on a yacht he named
after her. Very romantic.”

“So the rumors about them are true?”

“That they were both madly in love? I suppose. I only have my father’s perspective to go
on. But I desperately hope so. It’s the one thing I want for my own life.”

“Romance?”

“Love. True love. Soulmate love. The kind that lasts.” She laughed it off. “It’s all so
simple, [ know. But I’ve come to understand that it may be something I can never have.”

“Why?” I asked maybe a bit too eagerly after she finished. Love seemed obtainable
enough for her. I couldn’t imagine a situation where anyone wouldn’t or couldn’t fall in love
with Miss L.

“Politics. Money. Looks. Status. It’s all the same. That’s all anyone wants from me.” She
spoke so nonchalantly as if all of this were facts straight from a history book that she’s gone
through a thousand times. “But the kind of love I want doesn’t involve any of that. You don’t
know how many times I’ve heard friends, family, coworkers even, tell me if they could go back
and do it all over again they never would have gotten married. Or, they’re so indifferent about
their partners when I ask if they’re in love they always respond with the same, ‘Sure, love. If you
can call it that.” It’s completely vexing!”

This made me think of my own parents. My mom and dad were quiet partners. They met

in their twenties and had me at 28. They never fawned over each other but lived in enough peace
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with each other to still be married after 25 years. I figured that’s what was normal. A
comfortable, gentler kind of love. “Do you maybe think you’re expecting too much?”

“Perhaps. Between my dad’s love stories and all the romantic films I grew up to know,
it’s the only thing I’ve ever really wanted. Maybe I suffer from too desperate of an imagination.”

I’d be lying if I said Miss L’s version of love wasn’t thrilling. It’s the kind everyone
secretly wants, I’'m sure. Then why do so few have it?

“Maybe you expected this all from me. A 38-year-old off the rocker spinster.” She tried
laughing it off again, but her smile was weak, like she was almost in pain.

“You’re not at all what I expected.”

Her head perked, and I could feel her eyes on me as I looked off, trying to find the
horizon in the layers of blue.

“They make me out to be a witch. Sometimes a damsel. Whatever leans into the lore of
my family. I’ve had to reinvent my image so many times I’'m not even sure I know who [ am
anymore. | think my publicist wanted a Marilyn Monroe, an Audrey Hepburn. They wanted
someone bigger than life and full of lure and mystery. Sometimes I felt as if all of Hollywood
wanted that from me. I suppose with my background I was their perfect candidate. My life, full
of secrets. Hollywood loves a good secret, darling. But even more, they like a bad one.” A gust
of wind came through and she caught her floppy hat from flying away and adjusted it tighter on
her head. “I suppose what I really want is anonymity. To be completely anonymous.” She
sighed. “What a luxury. Even if it would only give me the means to what I want.”

She wanted to be anonymous? I feel that most people go through life wishing for the

opposite, including me. People want to be seen, to be heard. But for someone like Miss L,
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who feels she isn’t seen in the right way, I imagine that worse than not being seen at
all. Maybe I could be the one to see her for who she is.

We both took a moment, and the waves swayed us in our thoughts.

“You’re a great listener, Benjamin. I’'m glad we took time to do this.”

And I let my heart soar in her praise.

After we docked, Miss L’s drivers took us back to the manor. Miss L never asked me to
leave so I lingered. Madison showed me to a bathroom where I could rinse off and change. The
cool water refreshed my warm skin, and the lavender soap rinsed me clean of any salt from the
sea air even though we never got in the water. I changed into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt before
meeting Miss L in the study on the second floor.

Her study was one she often frequented and a room I remember most when I think about
the manor. This was my first time in the room and like my first time in all of the other rooms in
Mori Manor I was in awe. The room was a large rectangle with cathedral windows lining the
back wall overlooking the garden. The rest of the walls consisted of handcrafted bookshelves
painted a dark turquoise blue. A dark mahogany desk took up most of the left side of the room
and on the right was a sitting area with a gold bar cart decorated with crystal wine glasses and a
glass container of whiskey.

She wore a flowy white button down and jean shorts. Her face was bare and free of any
makeup or dark sunglasses. Her skin was sun kissed against her green eyes and her dark hair

was still damp wet but started to curl around the edges. She was glowing.
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I moseyed around the room, reading the spines on the thick, worn-down books with titles
like The Completed History of Hollywood, Everything You Need to Know About Film, The Life
and Death of Marilyn Monroe, Foundations of Screenwriting.

“You have quite the collection,” I said as Miss L sat on a damask upholstered chair. I
imagined if there were ever an apocalypse and this library survived, the next civilization would
have every bit of information about the human experience and Hollywood.

“Most of them are my father’s. You can borrow a few if you’d like. I’ve read most of
them already.

I didn’t know what I was more surprised by, Miss L having read most of the books in the
room or getting the chance to read Jack Martinez’ books. I scoured the shelves with the intense
vigor of a miner trying to strike gold as Miss L flipped through a magazine. I came across a line
of similar brown, medium-sized books with gold etchings on the spine. The Art of Script, The Art
of Revising on Set, and so on. I hastily pulled them from the shelf, taking all of the ones that
looked like they were from the same collection and set them on the coffee table near Miss L.

“Found some?”

I sported a proud nod.

“You know, I used to be a bit of a writer myself.”

“Really?” I was surprised. I couldn’t recall any rumors of Miss L writing her own scripts.
When I thought of Miss L, I only thought of her as an actress. Her stepping into a producer role
was huge on its own. However, the way she spoke sounded like art, so I could only imagine what

her written word would be.
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“Writing was very short lived. I’ve misplaced most of it now during the many cycles of
my life. I had the hardest time with the endings. I couldn’t bear to leave the characters I had
created. I’d get almost too invested.”

“I know what you mean.”

We sat together for a short while. Miss L read what turned out to be the latest edition of
Vogue Magazine and 1 read the first chapter of The Art of Script. After an hour or so there was a
rumble of an engine slowly approaching at a distance.

From our second-floor window in the study, we could see not one, but two large moving
trucks come through the gates of the manor. “Miss L-” Madison rushed into the room.

“I know. He’s early.” He?

I thought maybe Miss L was getting new furniture or a big delivery. But by the distant
look on her face and the way she crossed her arms over her body, this had to be something else.

I followed Miss L from the study, through the hall, down the stairs, into the front yard,
but kept my distance from the man that came out of one of the moving vehicles. He was tall,
sturdy, in a suit and not moving clothes. The two were close in proximity to each other, but never
physically touched making it even harder to decipher who this could possibly be.

Eventually, Miss L came toward me and for a split second I wondered if she forgot I was
even here. I didn’t know how to describe it but she looked — different. Maybe she was paler,
frailer, maybe almost sickly.

“I’m sorry about all of this.” She said.

“It’s alright. Are you not feeling well?”
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“I’m okay. It’s just— I recently changed to a different manager and he’s moving into the
guest home next door for a while. He wasn’t supposed to come until later. Things have been a
bit”

“L?” The man approached.

L?

“Yes, my love?”

My love?

“Excuse me, I didn’t realize you had guests.” The tall man looked me over. He nicely
kept dark hair and a sharp jaw.

“Actually, this is perfect.” Miss L stepped to the side, so we were all in view of each
other. “This is my new manager, James. And this is Ben, the writer of the movie I'm working
on.”

“Of course, Ben.” James stuck out his hand and I felt mine cradle in his large one. “L has
told me a lot about you. She seems to be a big fan which is quite the rare occasion, wouldn’t you
say?” He looked at Miss L in confirmation.

“I do say.” She replied softly, her eyes creasing into a grin.

Between the two smiling at each other and Miss L’s shoulder leaning into his chest, my
stomach turned. “I should go.”

“Of course, darling. If you wish. It was such a lovely morning. I will call you soon.”

I ran back to grab my newly treasured stack of books from the study table before I rushed

out to my car.
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Chapter 4 - Dear

Three excruciatingly dismal weeks passed me by without a single text, call, or update
from Miss L. I holed myself up and binged movies. I was spiraling without her. I missed her our
conversations on film and her words of wisdom and her looks of acknowledgment. Despite our
distance, I couldn’t get Miss L out of my head. I kept thinking about her new manager. Then
Miss L. Then her manager and Miss L. They seemed to be close. Like they had history. She
called him my love. I was so naive to think it would always be us. We were mostly alone when
we were together, I guess I never saw her interact with many people outside of our bubble. There
was the chance I was making something out of nothing, but his plan to move in with her sent me
into another freefall. The guest house after all was still a part of Mori Manor.

The silence only made things worse. Since I had met her, we’d never gone this long
without speaking. And because she had always been the one to initiate our conversations, I felt
awkward calling. What did I have to offer? Invite her over to my studio apartment? Never. I tried
being practical, telling myself she was busy with her manager moving in. But my brain took me
to other possibilities.

When the second week came and went, my anxieties doubled. Now it wasn’t just Miss L,
but the movie. Maybe she called it quits. Maybe there was something with the funding. Maybe
she didn’t like the script anymore. Maybe, just like that, it was all over.

It wasn’t until Mary texted me that I remembered there was a life outside of Miss L.

MARY: Are you dead?

Did Miss L kidnap you?

Want to go to the mall?
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It didn’t dawn on me that I hadn’t seen Mary in over a month.

ME: I’m alive and she’s not really like that

MARY: Yeah, yeah. Come pick me up

I went and picked her up.

As soon as she got in the passenger seat, Mary smushed my face between her hands.
“Woah.” She looked at me, from the hood of my gray sweatshirt obscuring my face to my
wrinkled jeans. “You know, I was going to give you the cold shoulder for falling off the
face of the earth, but you look like shit.”

“It’s nice to see you t0o.”

“I’m serious. Are you doing drugs?

“No, Mary.” I half laughed, half rolled my eyes.

“Alright.” She threw her hands up in surrender. “Just checking.”

At the mall we made a beeline to the clearance shoes at Macy’s. She needed a new pair of

dress heels for a work party that was coming up. She led me down rows and rows of shoes with

red stickers on them. I watched her as she scaled the shelves from left to right, making sure not

to miss a single pair.

Even in the clearance section I was thinking about Miss L. Wishing she was here, longing

for her to hold my hand out in public, call me darling with other people around to hear. Then I

thought about anonymity just as Mary reached for a shoe box on the top shelf knocking a row of

boxes in the process. “Don’t say anything.” Mary threatened at my smirk as I bent over to help

pick them up. Would Miss L ever hold my hand in a Macy’s? Could she? My answer: no.
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Mary gave me shoe boxes to carry and when the pile got so high it blocked my vision,
she was satisfied, and we found a bench where she could try them on.

I always thought Mary was pretty even though I’d never tell her that. When she bent over
to try on a pair of red heels, I admired her long shiny brownish-blonde hair. It was straight and
moved with her when she spoke, which was a lot. She didn’t wear much makeup, but I liked that
because the freckles on her cheeks made her unique. Others might have thought of her as plain,
especially here in LA, but she was always so sure of herself, which was another rarity here as
most were bogged down by self-doubt about their looks or talent. Funny as it was considering
her mood swings, at least they were to be expected. She was always someone of security for me.

Mary grunted. She was aggressive with a pair of stilettos. In a moment she slammed them
into the box and picked up a black heel. She tried cramming it onto her foot, then took it off and
threw it at the shoe box. She was in a bad mood.

I kneeled down and tucked the shoes properly back in the box.

“Are you ok?” I asked, looking her in the eye and softening my voice. I attempted to be
as genuine as Miss L would be. Mary stopped to look at me. Her freckled cheeks flushed, and
she put a strand of hair behind her ear.

“What’s gotten into you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Before this you barely even looked at me today.”

Did I not? I felt I was doing the normal amount of looking. “I guess I’ve been distracted.”

“No kidding.” She forced another shoe on. “Where did you go earlier?”

“Where did I go?”
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“Yeah, up here.” She tapped the side of my head.

“I’m just tired. I have a lot of stuff going on right now. You know that.” She didn’t seem
satisfied by my answer.

“Look, I know you know how I feel about this whole movie stuff. But if you’re really
feeling that bad, are you sure this is worth it? I haven’t seen you in a month, and you look like
hell.”

I shook my head. “This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“It doesn’t look like it.” She tried looking deep into me. Like she was trying to read my
mind.

“I’m sorry we haven’t talked. You have been on my mind though.” Just a minor white lie.
It’s not that I don’t care about Mary because I do. But my feelings for Miss L are so new and
unexplainable to me. Eventually they could meet each other, and Mary would come around.

“So, you have missed me?” Her eyes narrowed.

“Of course.”

Mary seemed to be in a better mood. Well, for now.

After settling for the first pair of red shoes she tried on, since they were the cheapest and
most practical, we drove to get a bite to eat. We ended up in Koreatown at a hole in the wall we
often frequented. We ordered cheesy tfeokboki, sweet garlic fried chicken, and two Cass beers.
The usual. The restaurant was wall to wall with color as TVs displayed the music videos for
various K-pop songs as the speakers on the ceiling played a different K-pop song. Mary danced
in her seat as she took a swig of her beer. Mary had been obsessed with K-pop since high school.

I didn’t understand how her obsession with Aallyu was any better than me geeking over films,
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but she said K-pop was about music and music is different. “They’re like two minutes long, and
you can play them while you’re working” That was her excuse. But I knew she liked the boy
bands, the dancing, the celebrity gossip. She told me once that if I grew my hair a bit more and
took better care of my skin, I would look like someone named Suho. I don’t know if that’s a
compliment or not. Sometimes, only at my most anxious, I wondered if she only liked me
because I look like Suho.

“I really needed this.” Mary said, lifting a rice cake with her chopstick, eyeing the trail of
cheese.

“What’s going on this time?”

“My coworkers suck.”

“Didn’t you start at that new place? I couldn’t even recall the name of the new
engineering firm since it was just one of the many jobs she’s job hopped to. Mary was smart, a
great interviewer, and always landed new jobs. But if she could just be happy at one long
enough, maybe she could save up so she wouldn’t have to buy clearance shoes.

“Yeah. I don’t know, they just suck.”

If remembered correctly, this was the job she had been pining over for three months
prior. ’'m convinced Mary could have her dream job at the greatest engineering company in the
world and she still wouldn’t be happy. There was always a boss, coworker, policy, or anything
she would complain about. The problem was she never had a reason why. It was always “they’re
dumb” or “they suck.”

“Is there anyone you do like?” I had to take a break to laugh in between bites of chicken.

“Good question. I can name a few.”
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“Is one of them Ethan?”

“No way! We broke up like our second year of undergrad.”

“And yet you’ve barely dated since!” Ethan had by his shaggy blonde hair and never
wore a shirt. It’s not like he was at the beach every day, so I never knew where his shirt went,
and I never questioned it. I couldn’t say if he remembered me at all and I doubt he did let along
much of anything since he was high 90% of the time. He was in the same engineering program
as Mary and seemed pretty smart but after so much weed he couldn’t hold a conversation. He
basically just turned into her shadow and followed her everywhere. But truthfully, I think that’s
one of the reasons she liked him so much. I think she liked having someone that complied and
did what she said. This was all fine until eventually she realized Ethan wasn’t going anywhere in
his career.

“You’re one to talk. The last person you seriously dated was Kate and that was in our
first year.”

“Does that even count? We only dated for like six months.”

“It was longer than one month. It counts.”

Mary laughed while taking a sip from her beer. “I never thought there could be someone
shyer than you.”

“She wasn’t that shy.”

“Maybe to you. What did you guys even do all day? Breathe air?”

“Yeah, yeah laugh it up.”

I guess Kate was my last serious relationship. I’ve talked to a few other girls here and

there, but it never amounted to anything. Kate and my relationship was fine. She was in her third
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year already when I started school at USC. Sure, we weren’t all over each other all the time, but
it was nice having someone to do things with. But maybe Mary was right. Kate and I were so
introverted we just enjoyed having someone else there. I knew somewhere deep down that there
was something missing. After she graduated, she moved back to Florida with her family and as
much as I missed having her around, it wasn’t necessarily her that I missed. It was having a
companion.

My relationship with Kate felt nothing like how I felt about Miss L. I couldn’t stop
thinking about her. I wanted to think about her. I wanted to talk to her. I wanted to talk about her.
Mary couldn’t have felt the way I do about Ethan. Maybe she never felt this way before in her
life.

“Mary, what do you think about love?”

“Benjamin O’Hara! You’re asking me about love?” She patted my forehead with her
hand. “Are you feeling ok?”

“It’s just been on my mind lately.” I piled our used napkins into a stack. “I’ve been
thinking about our past relationships, or maybe our lack of them. I guess love isn’t something I
thought about much when we were growing up.”

“No, of course not.” She said under her breath, and she sighed. “You want to know what
I really think? I think you’re too distracted for love. You’re always too busy playing make
believe you don’t take time to step into reality and see what’s right in front of you.”

There was a pause. Maybe she thought she was acting too snarky even for her. She
lowered her hands. I leaned back in my chair.

“Actually, I think you’re right,” Our eyes met. “But I think that’s changing.”
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Mary smiled, her cheeks rosy.

“The past few weeks especially, I’ve felt a major shift about what I thought I wanted.”

“The past few weeks? Are you talking about Miss L?” She snorted. “What, you have a
crush on her or something?”

I looked down at the table.

“Ben.” She said my name with her eyes closed. “You don’t like her.”

I didn’t speak.

“Are you dating?”

“No.”

“So then what? You think a 40-year-old—"

“38.”

She gave an are you fucking serious glare before continuing. “You think a 38-year-old
famous actress wants to be in a relationship with you?”

“Not a relationship—"

“Then what? You think she /ikes you?”

“Maybe, I don’t know—"

“Ben. If you think that’s true you’re delusional. Once this film is over, she’s gone.”

“That’s not true.”

“Ben, come on! You know it is.”

“You don’t know that. You don’t even know her.”
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“Do you?” I didn’t answer. “Do you even know anything about her?” I accidentally
knocked over my tower of used napkins. “Just forget it. Take me home.” She stood up and put
down a cash tip on the table. “For someone who’s so smart, you’re equally dense.”

We walked to my car, but it was more Mary walking ten steps ahead and me trailing
behind. At the time I was confused. Dense, as she accused me of. It wouldn’t be for another year
that I realized Mary liked me more than a friend. She was always there waiting for me. I had just
decided not to see her. And my indifference toward her, I imagine, I know, was worse than any
rejection.

When we got to the Focus, Mary sank in her seat. I turned on the car and caught my
breath.

“What are all these?”” Mary grabbed at the books I borrowed from Miss L. They were
piled in the back seat.

“Just books I got from Miss L’s library.”

Mary rolled her eyes. She opened one, scanned the first few pages, then went on to the
next. “Is this one like — what do you call the style? An epistolary novel or something?”

“No, most of them are just ‘How-To’ books.” I rolled down the windows but remembered
Mary hated driving with them down. I rolled them back up before starting to back out of our
parking spot.

“Well, this one is like a letter... ‘Dear C, when we were together, I know we said we
would call each other by our preferred names, but because you aren’t here paired with the reality
that I can’t bear to write your name just yet, I hope you can forgive me for abbreviating.

And then it goes on yada yada yada, Love, Adeline.””
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I slammed the brakes. “Let me see that.” Was this actually written by Miss L? I flipped
through the pages and the rest were letters too. “Dear C... Dear C... Dear C.”

“What happened? What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing.” I said as nonchalantly as possible. “It just wasn’t the kind of book I was
expecting.”

Mary put her sunglasses on and folded her arms. “Writers are weird.”

When I got home, I brought in all the books from my car. After checking there was only
one that had the letters. The outside of the diary was similar to the other books with old brown
leather, and it was the exact same size, so I understand why I picked it up. The only difference
was that the diary didn’t have the golden writing on the cover like the others had.

Were these real letters written by Miss L? Who was C? Could I in good faith read these?
No, I couldn’t. That was a complete invasion of privacy! The woman who despised interviews
would not be ok with me or anyone reading her diary. What was I to do with it? She hasn’t
contacted me in weeks. What if she knew I took it? What if that was the reason she hasn’t
called?

I hastily put the diary on the bottom of the stack of books she gave me and put them in
my closet. This barely helped. I knew the letters were there. They weren’t something one just
forgot about. With every passing day without a call from Miss L my temptation grew, and I
swore I could hear them talking to me every time I opened the closet door just begging to be
read. No one would ever know that I read them.

The following Monday my phone started buzzing as I was getting dressed for the day and

I lunged on my bed to answer, one arm still not through a hole.
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“Wonderful news!” Miss L’s smooth voice sang on the other end. I was surprised by how
chipper it sounded since the last time I heard her it was weak and solemn. “Things with Finding
Sunday are picking up! There’s someone I think you should meet. We’re having dinner on
Thursday at the manor at 6 O’clock. You’ll come, won’t you?”

I eagerly agreed. I was so excited just to hear her voice, I forgot to ask who it was.
Regardless, I didn’t have a clue who this someone could be. The manager again? Another writer
taking over the script? It wasn’t until Wednesday night, as I laid awake in bed, that I took out the

diary and read the next letter.
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Chapter 5 - Preproduction

Dear C,

I was introduced to greed at a frightfully young age. It’s one of seven, the deadliest sins
as I'm sure you know: Greed, gluttony, sloth, pride, wrath, envy, and lust. My father was
religious even though I have only a few memories of ever stepping into a church. When I was a
baby, I was baptized in the Catholic church, and Madison taught me lessons from the bible until
I met the requirements for my first communion. I have vague memories of stained glass and
kneeling at pews when [ was told to, but even they seem to fade with each passing day. My father
would say grace before his Sunday brunches which is just one tradition of many I didn’t uphold,
and he wore a gold crucifix around his neck that tucked under his dress shirts, but I think it was
more a tribute to his parents rather than his faith in God I admit.

However, my core memory of greed doesn’t come from my lessons with Madison, but my
father. I was nine when a close employee for my father was involved in an embezzlement
scandal. My father and I stood on the porch out front, his hand on my shoulder as we watched
the man pack boxes in his trunk, fly away papers spewing into the air.

“It’s a shame,” my father told me. “Shane is a good man.”

“He can’t be that good, can he?” I asked him. And with all of the pride and confidence of
a child I told him, “I would never do something like that.”

At this point in my life, [ saw my father as an upstanding guy. I think many children view
their parents as heroes, and he could do no wrong. But instead of a head nod or his usual “good
girl,” he simply said in his serious producer voice, “Never say never, Adeline.” I was surprised

by his answer, and to hear my real name.
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“I’ve been around awhile, my dear. I've seen too many things not to know how
complicated life is. In fact, the only thing I'm sure about is that a man never knows what he’s
truly capable of until he’s faced with that situation. Sometimes, life has a funny way of knowing
when you 're at your most vulnerable.” His grip on me loosened and fell from my shoulder. “And
you just never know...” His last word drifted like he meant to say more but couldn’t come up
with the right words, and just as they drifted from his lips, they drifted with me after all these
years.

“I pray that you may never know what I mean, but, sadly, you’ve been cursed to be just like me.
Even though you have your mother’s name you and I are destined to be one of the same.”

They say when something ends, you tend to think about the beginning, and I can’t help
but replay our beginning. It was us. It was you at the manor for the first time. I thought you
haughty, arrogant, another of my father’s Hollywood yes mans. It was a Sunday, a beautiful day
out on the patio for one of Jack Martinez’s famous brunches. You were dressed right, in a
billowy cream shirt and dress pants and sat right next to my father. A daring feat. I sat further
down wondering why my father was so intrigued by you. Was it your demeanor? Your wit? The
veins in your hand as you picked up a knife to spread the butter on your whole grain? What was
it about you that made my father choose you? But there was something there, as I stole glances.
Something more than interest. I was drawn to you, and by your lingering eyes I could tell there
was something more to me. Something more than Jack Martinez’ approval. Something to risk it
all.

Till this day I'm not sure what it is that compels us to do the things we do, to make the

decisions we ultimately make even when we know they are wrong. But at the time we are surely
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convinced that we are doing the right thing. Maybe that’s what human nature is. Our inherent
selfishness. Our original sin. Maybe I know more about Catholicism than I'm letting on. As I
write this to you, I realize that maybe my dad was more religious than I give him credit for.
Maybe he had to be because if he wasn'’t, then there would be no afterlife, and if there is no
afterlife, then he would never see my mother again, and that sounds like too heavy a burden to
bear. I hope to see you again one day, too.

Forever yours,

Adeline

I stopped myself after reading the second letter. Whoever Miss L was writing too had
stolen her heart even more than I had thought. And as much as I was curious of who this man
was, and why, and how he was able to make someone so unreachable fall in love, I wanted to
choose to refrain myself from giving into my own greed or envy or pride or lust.

When Thursday evening came, I showered, put on way too much cologne, and put the
diary in my backpack with the full intention of returning it. I was nervous since I hadn’t seen
Miss L in a long while, and it didn’t sound like she was mad at me over the phone. But it didn’t
matter. I would go today and return the diary.

The door opened to the manor but instead of Madison, it was Miss L herself. “Welcome
to preproduction, darling!” I couldn’t help but smile. Her smile was infectious, and with it, I felt
any worry I had that she was going to pull out of the film melt away. As she led me through the
maze of the manor, I admired her blood red cocktail dress that matched her lips, and I was even
more impressed when we entered a small red dining room with red wallpaper and red
upholstered furniture.
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In the center of the dining room was a ten-person cherry-wood table. At the head of the
table closest to us, was a turned-out chair that I assumed to be where Miss L was sitting. On the
far left was James. He seemed tense, with his shirt sleeves rolled up at his elbows, and his hair
disheveled. He was still cool, but he was scribbling away into a notebook. Maybe he was just
concentrated. Sitting next to him and closest to Miss L’s chair, was undeniably the Chase
Harlow. Despite never meeting the man in person before, I had enough of his movies and tabloid
pictures incepted into my brain to recognize him in the flesh. He looked just the same, too. He
wore a dress shirt that clung to his chest and gray pants with a belt that probably cost more than
my entire wardrobe. His blonde hair was styled back but curled at the ends. He was handsome,
and even more than handsome, he radiated confidence even if his expression constantly mirrored
someone who had a stick up their ass.

I was so focused on Chase Harlow I almost didn’t see the person on the right side of the
table as he was someone else I had never met but recognized. It was the brilliant, the talented
Sylvestor Coy. Sylvestor was the director I followed after I had watched all of Jack’s films to
death. They had similar taste and became popular around the same time. It makes sense they
would all be friends. He looked me over for a long while. I assumed it was just to observe who
he’d be working with.

Miss L introduced me, and even though she presented me as a “pioneer behind Martinez
Productions,” I couldn’t help but feel like the new kid in class that came halfway through the
semester.

My attention gravitated toward Sylvestor and I smiled the kind of smile I didn’t have

control over. A geeky, starstruck smile that trying to fight only made worse. But Sylvestor
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looked back at me again, and at the time I was flattered. “This is who I wanted you to meet.”
Miss L must have noticed my blatant awkwardness. “If I couldn’t introduce you to my father, I
figured this would be the next best thing.” She was right. “I guess this is a better time than any to
tell you that Sylvestor agreed to direct your film.”

My heart tightened and my eyes opened wide. I felt Miss L’s hand stroke my back, but I
couldn’t move. In my silence she asked, “Is...is that ok?”

This brought me back to life and I mustered up an “It’s an honor” while giving a head
bow toward his direction. Reassuring laughs filled the small room from everyone. Everyone
besides Chase Harlow.

“Let’s pull up a chair for you. You can sit by me,” Miss L said, eyeing a far chair at the
end of the table. But from the corner of mine, I saw Chase Harlow raise a brow.

“I’ll take the empty seat over there. I don’t want to be a hassle.” Not wanting to anger
Chase, I sat next to Sylvestor and put the backpack under the table. This didn’t seem like the
appropriate time to have the conversation. I would have to snag her sometime before I left. Now,
I was sitting in the seat the farthest from Miss L, and directly across from James. Was she at all
disappointed? I didn’t look back for fear I’d be caught in Chase’s glare. But as I got to my seat, |
caught a glimpse of her emerald eyes, elated and effervescent, stare into mine, and I became
fully aware that this was an angel in a room full of men, and when my spine hit the back of the
engraved oak chair, I realized I only added to it.

Just then, three strangers filed into the dining room. A woman in her mid-forties, a young
girl no older than 13, and a boy maybe around five. James appeared taken aback. “What are you

doing here?” He said to the woman.
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“I invited them.” Miss L said.

“Why?”

“Because dinner’s served at seven and they’re members of this manor. You didn’t think
I’d let them starve did you?” Miss L cooly sipped from her goblet of sparkling water.

James bowed his head for a moment and then his face softened. “I’m sorry,” he
murmured. He stood to give a kiss to the woman and kids. “Everyone, this is my wife, Maggie,
my daughter, Rebecca, and son, James.” I was a tad confused why Miss L would invite them, but
by Sylvestor’s relaxed smile I figured they would know more than me. Maybe this was normal. It
was Chase who gave a confused stare at Miss L. I was just glad James was married. At least that
was one less man in the room to worry about.

We shuffled around to give them room at the end of the table. The son sat by me, the
daughter by James, and Maggie sat at the end.

Rebecca was slim, pale, with short mousey hair and an expressionless face similar to her
mother. James Jr. had a bit more liveliness to him as he kicked his feet in his chair.

But it was Maggie that piqued my interest. She had a sophisticated air about her. Maybe
it was her dark blonde hair that was slicked back in a bun or her brown tortoise glasses held up
by a pointy nose. I admittedly couldn’t help but notice her large breasts supported by a pretty
average, maybe soft build, and she was noticeably shorter than Miss L. Yet, she was still
assertive, her shoulders and chest up and back, as she displayed herself proudly. I assumed her to
be one of those women who were always cold because she wore a thick, brown sweater that
wrapped around her tightly. With this, along with a constant aloof smirk on her lips, there was no

doubt that I found her intimidating, or maybe arrogant, but pretty, seductive? From what little I
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knew about James, trying my hardest to remove my initial prejudice, he was expressive and
observant. The opposite to my first impression of Maggie.

Staff came around filling wine glasses with an expensive looking pinot noir.

“My favorite,” Sylvestor said with a full glass.

“I always pull out the noir just for you.” Miss L motioned for more sparkling water.

When Madison hovered over my shoulder with the bottle, I felt Chase’s stare on me.

“Is he allowed to drink?”” That was the first thing he ever said to me. Or at me.

“Ben just finished his masters from USC. He can drink.” Miss L said. There was a harsh
gravity between the two’s expressions when they looked at each other. “Even if he couldn’t I
didn’t know you were such a stickler when it came to underage drinking considering your dating
history.”

After everyone’s glasses were filled, the staff put new bottles in buckets of ice on either
side of the table. Hot plates were served with plumes of steam that wafted a warm scent of
savory purees and vegetables. I don’t think I’d ever get used to this kind of indulgence and
luxury. To the left of me, Sylvestor was poured a second glass before the salad plates were all
served.

Miss L started general inquiries about the film while everyone ate asking if there were
any updates from each person. But the meeting quickly turned serious after everyone wrapped up
their meals, and Miss L laid out the budding plans she had for the film so far. She talked dates,
budget, potential locations, crew, and even though I didn’t know half the things she was saying, I
nodded. I had directed only one short film from start to finish during my masters, and our budget

was no budget, so I tried absorbing as much as I could. But I was painfully aware how much I
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didn’t know. It was like a US Open match between Miss L, James, and Sylvestor. Miss L would
describe a scene, Sylvestor would suggest a studio to film, James would set a timeline. And
although Miss L was intense, going through her agenda, sometimes our eyes would meet and
without speaking she’d tell me, you got this? Yes, you got this.

Both Chase and I didn’t say much. Only Chase’s silence wasn’t from a lack of knowing.
Instead of my severely anxious approach, Chase had a kicked-back demeanor, answering
questions with a pursed lip here and there when James would ask him directly. His lack of
interest made me question why Chase was here at all.

It did get me thinking about the letters, though. I couldn’t imagine a world where Chase
Harlow could be C. Back in my apartment Chase as Miss L’s beloved had made sense. He knew
her father, they used to date, they broke up before her dad passed away. Not to mention his name
started with a C. But the man I saw here, so cold and aloof, how could he be the love of Miss L’s
life?

What brought me back was something Sylvestor said ofthandedly. “Well, that shouldn’t
be a problem if Chase plays Alex.” I almost fell off my chair. Chase was going to play Alex?
Sunday Stadler’s love interest? Since when? Isn’t there a casting director or something for that
decision? Miss L’s agreeable nod confirmed my nightmare, and I felt everyone was in on
something I wasn’t. Across from me, I noticed James’ grip tighten around a pen. The veins of his
hands popped out as his fingers wrapped tighter like a boa constrictor. I was shocked that the pen
didn’t snap in half. I imagine as Miss L’s manager, he would have to be around Chase even more

too. At least it seemed we agreed on something.
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It was around 8:30 PM when Maggie started packing up. She whispered something into
James’ ear that I could barely make out and James shook his head. She whispered again this time
I made out the words, “James needs dad. He’s been difficult today.”

“Is everything ok?” Miss L asked in concern.

“Yes. Maggie was just about to take the kids back for bed.”

“Oh, right! It’s getting so late already. You can go too if you need.”

“No, that’s alright.” James ignored Maggie’s hard brow, but Miss L did not.

“You should go.”

As James followed his family from the room, he stopped to talk to Miss L. “I’m fine,”
she said, shooing him away. “You’ve done enough. Please, go help your wife.” I swore James
looked at Chase before he finally took his leave from the room.

Miss L looked around now that half the people were gone. “Should we take a break
ourselves?” She said in her usual upbeat voice and before I knew it Miss L was leaving the room
and Chase tailed close behind.

As much as I was curious where those two went, I was also aware that I was alone with
Sylvestor. The left side of my body burned hot like some kind of radar warning me how close in
proximity I was to him. Even though we were both sitting, I felt small. His torso was taller than
mine and his broad chest, even underneath a plain black t-shirt, domineered over me.

“Mr. Coy, I just want to say again how honored I am that you’re directing my film. I’'m
such a fan of all your work, especially Population Tomorrow. The science fiction elements to the
script are nothing like I’ve seen before.”

“Call me Sylvestor.”
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I accepted and nodded eagerly.

“But what about you?” His breath smelled of noir as he leaned over me. “You have
acquired so much success so young.” He took another drink.

“Thank you.”

“You know, Benjamin. To be honest with you. I’'m impressed by your script, and I don’t
just say that willy-nilly.” He brought his hand over to me, knocking a plate and silverware over
in the process causing a loud crash. “Oh, it’s fine.” He waved it off. “So, listen to me. Come
here, come here.” He motioned with his hand for me to come closer. I hesitated but from his
persistence, I leaned it. “I’m always looking for new, young talent and Miss L tells me you want
to direct.” His face loomed large over mine. “I think you’re the perfect thing.” I was absolutely
elated! I never expected to hear those words about me come out of one of my most famous idol’s
mouths. “If you’re ever looking for some mentoring, don’t be afraid to let me know.” As he
finished, I felt his large hand wrap tightly around my thigh. His words were hot on my face.

“Excuse me.” I got up.

“Just let me know,” he called after me. I didn’t know where I was going until I left the
room and decided to find the nearest bathroom. I tried rubbing away the feeling of his lingering
grip with my own hand, but it wouldn’t go away. When I finally found a powder room, I locked
the door behind me. I turned on the faucet and splashed some cool water on my face then
hovered over the sink to catch my breath. Did Sylvestor Coy just make a pass at me? His gaze,
his hand. I had heard stories about this kind of thing. Big directors taking advantage of those
coming up in the business, but not Sylvestor. Maybe I misunderstood. Maybe he just had two too

many glasses of wine. Maybe that’s just how he was.
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When I opened the bathroom door, I didn’t remember how to get back. My panicked
thoughts had turned me around. I decided to go right through a hallway then turned left, passing
what looked like a card room. I turned down another hallway when I heard voices, and thought I
had to be close, but there was something about these voices. They were hushed yet charged. I
stood outside the door. If this wasn’t the right room, I didn’t want to barge in.

“No, I’'m not doing this tonight, don’t start acting like this.” A low, hard voice said. I
think it was Chase.

“Act like what?” That voice I knew anywhere, even in an aggressive whisper. It was Miss

“Don‘t act like you’re perfectly innocent, L. You 're the one who called me.” There was a
pause, and I heard shuffling bodies. “You need me just as much as I need you.” Chase was
angry. I could envision him pointing fingers.

“That may be but we both know the grounds for which we use each other are severely
different.” There was more shuffling, this time swift, like someone pulled away.

When I started hearing footsteps I panicked and fled the doorway, making one wrong
turn before stumbling into the dining room. I took my seat next to Sylvestor, who was with
another full glass of wine.

It wasn’t long before Miss L came back into the room and Chase followed soon behind.
Miss L gave me a quick, “you okay?” She didn’t seem to be asking about what happened with
Sylvestor. But a general check in. Normally, I would be thrilled to have had her attention on me.
To talk in our secret language. But maybe she was trying to see if I had somehow overheard her

conversation with Chase instead. I nodded happily as if nothing wrong had ever happened in the
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world. I thought there would be a mood shift if not for Sylvestor then for Miss L and Chase. But
when Miss L continued, she was all smiles. Impressive.

The meeting didn’t last long, however. Sylvestor was clearly too intoxicated, and James
wasn’t here to pry opinions out of James. After Sylvestor’s driver got him into the car and drove
off and Miss L walked Chase to his car, I lingered in the dining room. I wasn’t ready to leave. I
needed to talk about this, about this experience. Or at least dwell in it a little longer. If I left now,
I knew all the feelings I had of longing, confusion, or love would vanish.

Miss L hugged her arms around herself and stared at the floor. She was somewhere else
again, and [ wondered if this was how I looked to Mary when we were at the mall. Her lips were
always slightly turned down when she gave this look and her eyes were empty. She always had
the saddest eyes, like someone or something had stolen the life from them. When she finally
looked up and saw me she wasn’t surprised, like she knew all along that I would stay.

“Hi darling,” And with each syllable life came back into her eyes and the corners of her
lips slowly turned upward. “What a night it’s been.” She walked over to one of the ice buckets
and picked up a full bottle of noir by the neck. “Want to go for a walk?”

“But you don’t drink?” I eyed the wine bottle.

She covered her lips with her pointer finger. “Shh.”
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Chapter 6 - Old Friend

In the backyard, Miss L and I did laps around the garden which was even more charming
at night. There was up lighting that cast a glow around the flowers and fountains that paved a
pathway for us.

We took turns taking swigs from the noir bottle. I was already two glasses in before we
started our walk, and together we were a little over half a bottle down, so you could definitely
say I was feeling it. But the way she was holding the bottle so close to her, I figured I’d let her
have the rest. I had to drive home anyway.

“This is my first sip of alcohol in years.” She squinted at the label.

“How is it?”

“I used to have a palate for these sorts of things.” She took another swig. “But it all tastes
the same now.”

“I like this one. It’s smooth and has a nice after taste.”

“With this kind of stuff you have to know yourself, darling. And if there’s anything I
know about myself it’s that us Martinez can become easily...dependent.” She let out a sigh. “Just
be careful for me, okay?”

I nodded.

Maybe I should have been more concerned. But it was clear she knew more about alcohol
than I did. As much as I despised Chase’s earlier dinner comment about my age, I had only been
able to drink legally for a few years now. And if [ were honest with myself, I didn’t do much

underage drinking either.
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Besides, I had never seen Miss L like this before. She was looser and more relaxed with
the alcohol. The way the glitter of the garden lights hit her face was like seeing a more
vulnerable, delicate side to her. The light casted shadows around her, but even in the dark, I
could still very much feel where she was. I imagined the lighting to be the same as the moon’s.
As we walked, different parts of her would light up, all different, but one not more beautiful than
the other.

As we walked, I decided on how I should tell her about the diary. Should I just come
right out and say it? I hope she didn’t blame me for stealing it. She would understand though,
right? It was an honest mistake. Would I tell her I didn’t read any of it? Or should I come clean
and say I read just the first two letters and that was it? I didn’t know what the right answer was.
But for now, she was talking, and I liked hearing her talk freely without reservation. I wonder if
many people got to see her so relaxed, even herself.

“What a gorgeous night!” She said while twirling and gazing up at the stars. “Don’t you
agree?”

“I do.” I looked up too as we started our second winding lap.

“I feel like I can really breathe out here.” I heard a long stream of air release from her
lungs. “Sometimes I feel like I'm suffocating.” Her head nodded toward the manor. “But I'm so
glad you came! I really mean it.” Miss L grabbed my arm like I was escorting her around the
flowers and my cheeks grew warmer and warmer with each step we took. “I’m so glad you got to
meet Sylvester. Isn’t he a dream? Are you happy that he’s directing your film?”

My arm went loose for a moment at the mention of his name but the risk of dropping her

arm terrified me even more, so I held on. I didn’t want to make this night about Sylvester. If I
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said something now there’s a chance she would leave my side, and I couldn’t risk that. “It was
nice meeting him. Thank you.” She was beaming against the moon, and it was a scene to behold.

“So, what about Chase?” I inquired. I told myself it was out of concern rather than me
trying to pry. “He seemed...distracted.”

“Oh.” Miss L said deeply as if to say oh, #im! We don’t need to talk about Aim.

“I apologize for Chase’s behavior if he made you uncomfortable for even one second. His
outbursts are far from charming, yet clearly somehow, they seem to work for him.”

“I do hear rumors about all of his female friends.”

“Yes,” Miss L rolled her eyes. “He gets one divorce and of course has to hop around to
19-year-olds who just moved to LA.”

From what I knew, Chase was about five years older than Miss L. He at one point
married a model named Henley Blake who was actually five years older than Chase. I remember
he was criticized by the media for breaking up with miss Henley right before her 35th birthday.
Soon after was when he started dating Miss L, but the world adored the pairing and forgave or
maybe forgot about any wrongdoing he had done. But that was all 12 years ago by now.

“It’s unfortunate that Chase and I have so much history together. It’s harder to let go in
these situations.” She sighed.

“You want to let go from him?”

“It’s not a matter of want at this point. I can’t. We’ve always been connected in some
way or another. We’re fated to be in each other’s lives. Our fathers were friends in the business,
and I met him through that connection. He’s awful, isn’t he? So entitled and arrogant. But worst

of all he’s a complainer. He mopes and moans of the littlest things but doesn’t do anything about
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it. There’s nothing I despise more than someone who has all the privileges and resources to
change the world but chooses to merely complain instead. Put everything you have into
something or don’t bother complaining.”

Did it make me a bad person to enjoy her distaste in Chase? But she was right after all.
Why not give everything you got? That’s why I’m here in the first place, right? I wanted to be a
writer and director one day? What else was I letting slip by? Miss L was what I wanted more
than anything at this point. The way she looked at me, the way she defended me, the way she
saw the person I want to be. She fights for what she wants, shouldn’t I do the same?

“So, why do you keep him around then? It seems you can do just fine without him.”

“And I do for the most part. Sometimes we need each other. Our careers are so bound
together it’s hard to untangle ourselves. But there’s more to it I suppose.”

“What do you mean?” I pushed her. I had to uncover the truth.

She wrapped herself tighter against my arm. “I must be crazy.” Her body shook as she
laughed. “No matter what happens between us there are these moments when suddenly I’'m
young again and our fathers have been ignoring us for weeks because they’re working on a
project and Chase picks me up and we drive around with the windows down and we get In-N-
Out and beers and park at the top of the tallest mountain we can get to and watch the sunset.”

“I don’t think that makes you crazy. That seems like a nice memory.”

“No, what’s crazy is holding on to something that doesn’t exist anymore.”

I was going to ask what she meant by that, but she released her hold on my arm and it

stunned me and the moment passed. She was gone again. I can see it in her eyes.
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“What made you end Finding Sunday the way you did?” Miss L asked. Our conversation
turning to movies as they most often did.

“What do you mean exactly?”

“I mean, why did you decide Sunday should be happy?”

I thought that was an odd way to pose such a question, but her tone was serious.

“It’s interesting that you ask, actually. If I’'m being honest, I had every intention of
making the film a tragedy. At least in its early stages. But when I got to writing, there wasn’t a
way for the leads to not end up together that would be genuine. But I’ve always been a sucker for
a tragic ending. Like the ending to The Fall of the Night for example. That has got to be one of
thee best endings.”

“You’re joking!”

“What? You didn’t like it?” I thought that would have won me points. She was in the film
after all. It even won an Oscar.

“No, not at all. The Fall had a godawful ending. Those Hollywood jerks kept the ending
from me too. They probably knew I wouldn’t have liked it.”

“Oh, come on. Who doesn’t like a good tragedy?”

“Listen, darling. Tragedies are fine in theory. Sure, they make for a good story but when
it’s your actual real life, the only good ending is a happy ending.”

“I guess I never really thought about it like that.”

“Maybe I just see movies differently. I’'m not sure if it’s because I’m an actor, but they’ve

become more to me than just some arbitrary images on a screen. I mean when I get into
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character, and during the time we are filming, I am who they are, you know? Their life is real life
for me.”

“I’'m surprised. I thought you would’ve liked the Fall. If I remember correctly you were
rumored to have dated Johnny Lane afterward.” I tried teasing her. This was my attempt to cross
the fragile friend line into something more comfortable. I hoped the topic of romance would do
just that. But all it did was make her expression harden.

“Half of the names you see in magazines or online are just made up.”

“Yeah, but you really did date Johnny Lane didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did.”

“It seemed like you two were so...so...”

“Similar?”

“Well, yeah. You two seemed perfect for each other. I thought the internet was going to
crash when you two broke up.”

“That’s funny.” She said even though it didn’t seem so funny to her. “No matter how
hard I try to make my personal life private, it’s still somehow always so public.” She sighed.
“Well, it’s more complex than that. Johnny was a wonderful lover, and I still think the world of
him. He was kind and sweet and not only did he love me, but he adored me. That’s all a woman
could really ask for isn’t it? And you were mostly right to think that. We were similar. That’s
why I was initially so attracted to him.”

“That’s why?” I raised an eyebrow.
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She let out her bubbly laugh. “Okay, okay, his sculpted face and body weren’t exactly
deterrers either, I’ll admit. But we also had the same social circle, he was and still is a very
talented actor, and not to mention he was fantastic in bed.”

My stomach turned. I wasn’t sure if it was from her words or how she looked down and
smiled as if recalling them rolling around with Johnny Lane in bed together.

“But for a while I really thought I would marry him.”

I came to a halt. “What changed?”

“That’s just it. Nothing changed.” Miss L continued walking. “I was young at the time
and I wasn’t looking for a stable marriage. I was looking to be in love.”

“Is there a difference?”

“They aren’t mutually exclusive, darling. But it is rare to have both. I find most of the
time you are either madly in love or have a stable marriage. You see? As much as Johnny was
passionate, he was rigid. You wouldn’t necessarily think that of an artist, but he was. He was
talented but lacked a living imagination. He was already set in his ways and there wasn’t any
room for ‘what ifs’ with him which meant there wasn’t any room for someone like me. I wanted
someone I could dream with, explore other worlds with, and he tried, he really did, but in the
end, he would always tell me to come back down...that crushed me.”

“Did he hurt you?”

“Oh no, not like that. I just knew if I stayed, I would have lost what little magic I had left.
And magic...magic is vital, but once it’s gone, it’s gone. And that’s when you’re as good as

dead. So, I had to leave.”
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Shocked by these declarations, part of me felt defeated. How could I ever stand a chance
when the great Johnny Lane didn’t. But part of me also carried some hope. She wanted to walk
with me, she wanted to make my movie, she wanted me here with her at this very moment

“Wait.” I remembered. “You left him? But all of the stories said that it was-"

“Mutual?” Miss L sighed as if it were obvious. “Darling, nothing is ever mutual.
Someone is always more invested than the other.” Her eyes fell. “Well, it’s very rare that it’s not
that way anyway. But we both had reputations to uphold, and we share an admirable amount of
respect toward each other. So, we tipped a friend to tell reporters a convincing enough story for
people to believe that it was mutual and that was that.”

At least maybe Johnny Lane wasn’t C. That’s one off the list.

“Do you still talk to him?”

“From time to time. He’s with someone else now you know. Men have a hard time being
alone.”

I sensed this would be our last lap as we approached the back of Mori Manor, the
building looking grimmer to him than it ever did before.

“Can I ask you something?” I said as we sat on a nearby bench. I was drawing out as
much time as I could.

“Hmm?” She seemed to be coming back from her other place.

“I don’t understand something you said. About learning to be in love. Don’t you just fall
in love with someone? Isn’t that something you just know?”

“That’s the most ideal way, sure.” Miss L must have seen a look of desperation in

me. “So, you’ve never been in a relationship like that before, huh?”
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“I don’t believe so.”

“I see. Well then, it’s kind of hard to explain. Let me put it this way. I’ve always felt that
I could /ove anyone if I really wanted to. If I was around them long enough and they paid at least
some attention to me. But I don’t want a love I have to learn. I want to fall and fall hard without
even trying.”

I nodded.

“You still look confused.”

“I guess I’ve never felt that way. I’ve always just fallen.”

“You’re one of the lucky ones then.” She rested her head on my shoulder. “You don’t
have to lie.” And we stay like this. Her head rested so perfectly on my shoulder.
“Did you know I never wanted to be an actress?”
“No, I had no idea. What did you want to be then?”

“I wanted to be a wife.” She paused and smiled. “I know that sounds silly.”

“That doesn’t sound silly at all.” If that’s all she wanted, he could make that happen for
her.

“Thank you for humoring me.”

“Do you mean like a mother?”

“Well eventually that, too. Down the line. But really, I always dreamed about becoming a
wife. And I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, trust me, I know how lucky I have it. Who doesn’t
want fame, right? I’m sure you dreamed about becoming a famous writer yourself. But I never

got a choice to decide what I wanted. After my dad killed himself, even with his inheritance, I
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still had to do something. I had connections, and I was good, I was always good at acting, so
that’s what I became.

“But the strangest thing about all of it is, when I’'m in the saddest moments of my life,
often times alone, feeling the emptiness creep inside me, I know that at that very moment I could
be married to the love of my life. I could be waiting for him to come home from work, and I
could read my lines to him, and I could cook him meals, and iron his clothes, and prepare his
lunch. I would do all of those things for him, if it made him happy. We could have passionate sex
every night, and I would tell him how madly in love with him I was. Even when we’re old and
our clothes no longer fit and belts aren’t needed to hold up our britches because our bellies do
just fine and there are more wrinkles on our heads than there are hairs. Even then I would still
look him in his eyes every night as we lie in bed and tell him how much I loved him.”

“Miss L, [—" but she looked at me in shock before saying, “You can call me L.”

My heart quickened and from her smile, I leaned over to her and just when I felt the
breath of her sigh, I kissed her. I felt a rush of love or adrenaline as my whole body trembled
from the inside. It was a delicate kiss, her lips pillowy soft.

When I released, she did something that at the time I thought of as a sign of appreciation.
A confirmation that I did the right thing. Slowly, Miss L pressed two of her fingers to her lips.

“I’m falling in love with you,” I told her.

“Oh darling,” her voice like warm honey, but even her sweet voice couldn’t distract me
from her frown and sunken eyes. “I’m really sorry but—,” and she slid away from me on the
bench, and with that one motion any feeling of love that had entered my body was now replaced

with fear. “If there’s anything you should learn from me, it’s to never fall in love with an actor.”
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We both stood up and I immediately started walking back to the manor. Something came
over me, my fight or flight response, and I chose flight. She must have thought I was angry for
storming off in such a way, but [ wasn’t. I felt something much worse, heartbreak. Tears
overflowed my eyes but I tried staying in front of her so she wouldn’t see. From behind me
countless “I’m sorry I’s—, I shouldn’t have’s—, I didn’t mean to’s—" played over and over again,
but I couldn’t hear much right now let alone think.

I got to the manor before her, and I stormed through to grab my backpack.

“Are you alright?” Madison said in a panic trying to help me in any way she could.

“Yeah, everything is great.” I tried answering in the most normal tone I could muster. But
Madison persisted and walked me to my car. I got in, waved with a smile, and drove off, my
hands shaking on the steering wheel and the diary burning a hole in my backpack.

What I didn’t know was after Miss L made it back and went upstairs, she got ready for
bed in her usual routine. She took a long, warm shower but not too warm to wrinkle her skin.
After she pat herself dry before slipping into her white silk robe. She slowly brushed through her
long curls then turned off the bathroom light and entered her room, the same room she had since
she was a little girl. It was dark, the only light coming from her amber lamp by her bedside and
streams of pale moonlight showing through her cathedral windows. She was alone, as she always
was, but tonight something overwhelming came over her, and she began to cry. She slowly knelt
to the floor, the fire inside of her no longer felt like she was burning but a dull, throbbing ache.
“Hello there, old friend.” She whispered to the ache. “So silly of me to think you had gone.” And

as a woman who was so afraid of not being able to look through time, for the very first time in
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her life she could see her future. She saw a life with Ben, a life of perfect indifference, and it

utterly and infinitely terrified her.
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