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			Praise for The Dirty Version 

			‘This debut really stood out to me… Bold, smart, with a heroine I loved and lots of interesting things to say about sex, art and entertainment’ – Beth O’Leary, author of The Flatshare and Swept Away

			‘Sexy, immersive and so, so smart - a truly layered read. Gable Kahn masterfully tackles the constant and varied misogyny women face in society head-on, while also portraying a real, beautifully flawed MC. I love this book!’ – Neely Tubati Alexander, author of In A Not So Perfect World and Courtroom Drama

			‘Savvy, sexy and sharp, The Dirty Version couples head-over-heels, multilayered romance with nuanced commentary on the media industry and contemporary feminism. Gable Kahn’s elegant, witty writing captivated us on every page’ – Emily Wibberley and Austin Siegemund-Broka, authors of The Roughest Draft

			‘An of-the-moment conversation about power, sex and the representation of female sexuality in entertainment and art. The character of Caleb captures the emerging roles intimacy coordinators can play in today’s Hollywood, and his chemistry with Tash hooked me from the start. I loved their fiery back-and-forth and the thrilling fraughtness of their circumstances’ – Robbie Taylor Hunt, Intimacy Coordinator for projects including Red, White, & Royal Blue, Everything I Know About Love and You

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			

			to 

			this

			outrageous

			joy

		

	
		
			

			Director of Big Gun Franchise Acquires Indie-Darling Series in Surprising Streaming Deal

			Much-hyped adaptation of bestselling instant-classic feminist novel The Colony to be helmed by old-school action legend Ram Braverman

			us entertainment wire, breaking news

			Weeks of rampant speculation about the fate of Sirensong Media’s headline projects in the wake of the company’s dissolution ended today, with the announcement that the twice-traded series adaptation of the polarizing, breakout literary sensation The Colony has been snapped up by Hollywood heavyweight Braverman Productions, in a major deal with streaming giant PrimeFlix that puts Ram Braverman himself in the director’s chair.

			Reps from both firms said action filmmaker Braverman, whose decades-old Big Gun franchise still holds summer blockbuster records, ‘can’t wait to put his mark on The Colony’ – a comment that threw the book’s devoted online community into a tizzy, immediately raising concerns the director is ‘flat out the wrong man for the job.’

			

			The future-feminist dystopian novel found its way to bestseller lists on the blessing of several high-profile women’s rights activists. The story, set on an island where men are banned, follows the heir to a female-warrior throne as, against her better judgment, she rescues a shipwrecked sailor who washes up on her clan’s shores. She offers him forbidden refuge, igniting a torrid affair that leaves her pregnant. The sailor then betrays her, drawing the attention of a bloodthirsty sea monster and forcing the protagonist to face a harrowing decision when a baby boy is born.

			Die-hard readers call the book’s symbology ‘necessary, post-#MeToo art,’ and reacted to news of Braverman taking control of the series with worries he’ll ruin it, since the novel’s narrative falls so far outside his wheelhouse.

			Natasha Grover, the debut author of The Colony, could not be reached directly for comment, but unnamed sources at Braverman Productions say she remains attached to the series’ script. Sources also say the relatively unknown Grover ‘is pleased to be working with such a famed director,’ and ‘is positive fans will love the show!’

		

	
		
			

			1

			The final bell of the university school year rang, and Natasha Grover needed the sunburnt freshmen lingering in her ‘Heroes and Villains’ English seminar to immediately disperse.

			Her best friend’s glare hovered impatiently against a back wall. Tash knew better than to leave Biscayne Coastal College’s chair of Women’s Studies hanging – especially in the minutes before trying to bribe her. Janelle and her wife, Denise, were key to Tash surviving dinner tonight.

			Sorry! Tash mouthed anxiously at Janelle through a cloud of students. Outside, jags of lightning split the South Florida sky.

			A blue-tipped faux-hawk stepped into Tash’s field of vision. 

			‘Professor Grover?’ The student clutched a hardback copy of Tash’s novel, The Colony, to the peeling skin above her tank top. She thrust the book forward, over Tash’s desk. ‘Will you sign this? I knew I couldn’t geek out while we were still being graded, but I love your book. I’m so excited it’s being made into a series.’

			Tash paused her frantic sweeping up of class notes and rearranged her panicked features into something she hoped appeared composed. She very intentionally kept The Colony out of her classroom in order to avoid a conflict of interest. Without a completed master’s degree, Tash’s adjunct standing within the English department was more of a tenuous sway.

			However.

			

			On the inside of this girl’s wrist, next to a straggle of string-bracelet knots, the words Mother Beast were inked in a magenta gothic font.

			Janelle arrived at Tash’s side, and Tash saw her spot The Colony fandom tattoo, also.

			Janelle smiled placidly at the student. She offered the girl her pen. She murmured sideways at Tash: ‘Your message said “emergency.” I just canceled a meeting. Where’s the fire?’

			In response, Tash handed Janelle her phone, where the proverbial fire raged in Tash’s voicemail. And in her email. And in her texts. Earlier that day, it had raged directly in Tash’s ear, as her agent, responsible for negotiating The Colony’s film rights, shouted words like ‘breach’ and ‘non-compliance,’ followed by a litany of increasingly appalling consequences.

			Tash pushed the thoughts momentarily away and returned to the student, scribbling a practiced signature on the book’s title page, adding a scrawled #sisterhood and a clenched fist.

			Still, the girl remained. ‘Professor Grover, to me, The Colony is canon. It means so much as a new model for female myth.’ Her eyes glistened. ‘When Noab throws her baby into the ocean…’ Chipped nail polish rested against her heart.

			Just like the tattoo, ‘new model for myth’ came from the book clubs, and at any other time, Tash would have felt sincerely humbled. She would have slowed down for a chat. On the press tour, a publishing intern showed her a pie chart: The novel resonated deeply with progressive females and childless women aged fourteen to thirty-two. Each of these connections blew Tash away, as she’d dredged her own emotional narrative to flesh out the book’s themes.

			But tonight those themes were on the chopping block. The new director of The Colony’s streaming adaptation stood far outside its demographic. He had Tash backed into a legal corner, adamant about script revisions he deemed necessary and she deemed vile.

			Janelle read all about it, her eyes wide on Tash’s phone.

			

			The student, however, kept on – oblivious to the backstage drama and unaware of Tash’s desperation to flee. ‘Noab is heroic. You’re heroic for writing her, Professor Grover.’ The girl said it just as her attention snagged on a bit of sun-bleached muscle lazily exiting the lecture hall. ‘Although I could probably never hack it on a dystopian island where the XY chromosome is banned.’ She sighed apologetically. ‘I like boys. I can’t help it. It seems too hard to give them up.’

			Tash gently maneuvered the student toward the door and flipped the lights off. She glanced at Janelle, still knee-deep in Tash’s mess of Hollywood texts. Right now, a world without men sounded pretty great.

			It sounded better than the unexpected cult status of the little book she’d written. It sounded better than the evening ahead with a director who wanted to squeeze her heroine into a push-up bra. Better than the threats from her equally douchey film agent, who’d chewed Tash out for being unprofessional and evasive.

			Because Tash liked boys, too – but she’d tired of the collateral damage men inflicted.

			She exited into the hallway, half-hearting a jaded, parting smile in the girl’s direction. ‘Nah. Giving men up is easier than you think.’

			The wing of Janelle’s signature caftan fluttered sveltely as Tash rushed her, full tilt, through Biscayne Coastal’s storm-rattled palms.

			Janelle still had one ear pressed to Tash’s voicemail. ‘Are you serious?’ She turned on Tash with giant eyes. ‘You’ve been avoiding the movie studio for a month?’

			In Tash’s defense, since The Colony had published, its film option had been traded twice. Two other showrunners had come and gone, delivering the series’ scripts into the paws of a director Tash would never have originally selected. She’d hoped if she waited long enough, The Colony would be traded again.

			

			It had not; in fact, the Braverman Productions team moved forward quickly.

			Now they wanted Tash to expand certain scenes into naked and steamy set pieces completely incongruent with the novel’s spirit and Tash’s vision for it on the screen. While her book had sex – and parts of it were very sexy – it was rendered through a female lens. The progressive film studio Tash initially sold her rights to had guaranteed her a cerebral, non-tawdry approach.

			But Braverman Productions made no such promises, and Ram Braverman had bikini-carwash-orgy sensibilities.

			Without the resources to legally refuse his cinematic pimping of her radically feminist tome, Tash had instead ducked the studio’s emails. And their phone calls. And the messengered package they’d sent her overnight.

			All while still consuming every bit of internet reaction to The Colony’s preproduction press. The book’s fans cheered the series’ casting almost as much as they denounced news of its new director. Quite mistakenly, they believed Tash had influence over those details.

			In truth, Tash had such little clout, Braverman’s ‘unnamed sources’ commented to trade publications in her name. Janelle had warned Tash off the internet forums for exactly this reason – Tash cared too much, and her skin was too thin. She internalized the noise.

			Unfortunately, South Florida’s iconic Sweetwater Film Festival had brought Ram Braverman to town to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of Big Gun, his first big-budget feature. To Tash, the movie and its many sequels played like mash-ups of car-chase shoot-outs and chauvinist schlock. Braverman’s splendid depiction of two-thrust intercourse betrayed a sexual illiteracy that had, in Tash’s opinion, misinformed an entire generation of teenage masturbation.

			This was an opinion her film agent aggressively reminded her not to express. Especially not this evening, at the dinner with Ram she’d been commanded to attend. Rather, Tash was expected to bridge the ‘confusion’ about her tardiness in responding to the production team’s requests. Her agent warned her to patch things up: ‘Smile and nod. Nod and smile. Do not do anything else, Tash. If you piss these people off again, the Braverman legal department will take your intellectual property and defile it in a way you won’t enjoy.’

			

			Janelle’s expression fell as they reached Biscayne Coastal’s covered parking lot. She shoved the phone at Tash. ‘How could you not tell me this was happening?’

			Tash shrugged the shoulders of her charcoal cardigan, yanking it off and tossing it into the backseat of her car. She unclipped her wavy russet hair from its low bun, shedding her teaching persona and returning to her unarmored self – a powerless debut author who hadn’t told a soul about the Hollywood movie studio’s plan to make her skankify the only creative triumph of her adult life. It mortified and paralyzed her; it would undermine everything the book was meant to be about.

			‘I was hoping it would go away somehow.’ Lame but true. ‘Can you and Denise please come with me tonight? We’ll pretend Denise is my plus-one – I could really use her advice – and the three of us can get there early and have a drink together?’ Tash gave her best friend pleading eyes. ‘I’m spinning out. It’s a big ask, I know. I’ll pay your babysitter extra.’

			Even though Denise’s lawyering focused exclusively on real estate, and the finer points of intellectual property contracts lay beyond her daily realm, Tash itched for the backup.

			Also, and perhaps most importantly, by the transitive property of Janelle, Denise’s legal advice was free.

			Because Tash might have talked a big game in her fearless female-warrior-island fiction – but in real life, the thought of facing the dinner solo made her want to hide under her bed. Her no-name, underdog, probably-fluke, one-book success story would not survive Braverman’s blockbuster treatment. He barely gave his female characters clothing, let alone dialogue; they existed just to jiggle strategically and cheer on their male leads.

			

			And Tash knew Braverman would strip her work and take her voice also. The Colony was next on his menu. Tash sensed him coming to the table hungry, sharpening his knife.
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			Several swanky piano bars gilded the nightlife between West Palm and South Beach, yet everyone in town for the Sweetwater Film Festival seemed to be tippling at this one. Tash hurried through its velvet entrance, noting a disproportionate amount of paunchy entertainment executives beside slender stalks of actress-model cosmetic surgery. Beneath a brass-domed ceiling, jazz standards soft-trumpeted the room.

			Tash slid through the crowd, searching for Janelle. She lifted the long hem of the high-neck, backless, deep-chocolate dress she’d chosen, wishing it were Kevlar instead of silk jersey. She’d tried to camouflage her nerves with winged eyeliner and glittering shadow, but she doubted that it worked.

			At last, she located her best friend’s jaw-length, jet-black corkscrew hair.

			Tash searched the space beside Janelle for Denise but came up empty.

			Janelle’s habit of attracting bar strays, however, seemed very much in place. She giggled delightedly with someone on her right side as Tash wedged in on her left. Tash seized the opportunity to finish Janelle’s cocktail, swallowing notes of oak and amber and black cherry, waiting for the burn of whiskey to calm her internal alarm.

			‘Janelle.’ A giant ice cube clanked against Tash’s front teeth. ‘Please tell me Denise is coming. Please tell me she’s just running a few minutes late.’

			

			Janelle swung a relaxed grin around, swiping for her emptied glass. The move betrayed how long she’d already been at the bar. ‘She’s stuck at work.’ Perhaps noticing Tash’s agitation, Janelle added: ‘But she’s doing her best to get here. I promise.’ She straightened slightly. ‘Babe. Calm down. There’s no need to freak out.’

			Tash channeled her yoga breathing. ‘I’m not freaking out.’

			‘Right. Because it’s just a dinner. The guy probably just wants to schmooze.’

			Tash should have guessed it – Janelle was already drunk. These days, she had her hands full with her children, with her promotion to department chair, with her ambitious law-firm wife. Janelle never got a night out. Clearly, she’d been making the most of this one.

			Because ‘the guy’ definitely did not just want to schmooze. ‘The guy’ was not even just a guy. He was a powerful movie director, and he wanted Tash to sell out the soul of her story.

			He wanted to ‘taste that army with our eyes, Natasha.’

			A matter of hours ago, Janelle had read that message, too.

			‘Hey.’ Janelle visibly attempted to sober. ‘Listen. You’re here to focus on the big picture, not on one creep. Let’s concentrate on what’s productive.’ Impressively, she summoned her scholarly gravitas: ‘Just keep the book’s overarching ideas at the front of your mind.’

			‘Right.’ Tash took a deep breath.

			Satisfied, Janelle signaled for another round. ‘And if some on-screen sex gets those ideas to a bigger audience’ – she fell back into her booze-softened gleam – ‘then let’s consider the merits of lubing up.’

			Tash grimaced at her in open disagreement. ‘Let’s not.’

			Janelle waved it away. ‘For now, let me observe you.’ She made a grand show of inspecting Tash from every angle. ‘You’ve cleaned up nicely. Strong throat, boldly exposed spine.’ She tapped her glossy lips with a single, polished finger. ‘A defiant show of confidence. Sleek fit, without the salaciousness of overt breast.’

			

			Tash accepted this analysis. She bowed in her stilettos. ‘Thank you. It’s hard to find something that says “Fuck you, you fucking motherfucker” on such short notice.’

			‘And yet you nailed it.’ Janelle’s praise happened to be gospel – as the author of a doctorate treatise on the Gender Semiotics of Female Costume and Armor, her taste in clothing was rarely ever wrong.

			A husky chuckle issued from Janelle’s other side – the friend she’d been making before Tash arrived seemed to have overheard Janelle’s scrutiny. Tash peeked around and spied a man with hair like morning sex – rich brown, tousled, cut short above the ears – and ocean-blue eyes framed by tortoiseshell glasses. He wore a T-shirt and a tailored canvas jacket. Tattooed script peeked from his collarbone, illegible from where Tash made an inventory of all his handsome, hipster details.

			And then slapped herself out of it – other people were temporarily irrelevant, unless they were Denise.

			But Janelle had also darted a gaze in his direction. She looked at her watch and back to Tash, alight with an idea. ‘Twenty minutes before dinner. Let’s distract you.’

			Tash caught on too late – Janelle had already swished a wrist, grabbing the stranger’s attention as he closed out his bar tab.

			‘This is Caleb.’ Janelle said it too loudly. ‘He’s in town for the film festival. He works in translation.’ She stepped back to better triangulate an introduction. ‘This is Tash.’ She swished the other wrist. ‘She loves subtitles. She has extremely highbrow taste.’

			Caleb laughed, sliding the paid billfold to the waitress ogling him from behind the bar. ‘Really.’

			Tash shot Janelle daggers, unsettled and now annoyed, in no mood to be dazzled by grinning mischief. ‘No.’ She shifted to stare at the bar’s entrance, at the burgundy curtain over the door. She willed Denise to spring forth.

			Undaunted, absorbing Tash’s irritation blithely, Janelle tried for another pass: ‘And Caleb, which Sweetwater Film Festival highlights will you be taking in while you’re in the fine bake of our beaches?’

			

			In her periphery, Tash saw the athletic angles of his body lean in and engage.

			‘Well, since you ask…’ He settled in to play along, the calligraphy on his collarbone disappearing behind his jacket collar. ‘I’m pretty focused on Vaudeville Striptease. Have you heard of it? It’s a documentary about burlesque.’

			Tash couldn’t help herself. She all but snorted. She kept her face turned toward the door.

			‘Janelle? Did your friend just snort at me?’

			Tash sensed his gestures.

			Janelle sighed into her drink. ‘No. She would never do that. She’s unfailingly polite.’

			Janelle was overserved. Tash blotted it out, doubling her doorway vigil, craning her neck, making another sweep of the crowd. She checked her phone again, just in case Denise had sent up a flare.

			‘And highbrow, as you mentioned.’ Janelle’s bar stray continued to talk. He must have believed himself quite clever. ‘Except she seems to have rolled her eyes at the mention of a documentary, which is often considered the most highbrow form of film.’

			Tash lost her patience – it had already been a long, terrible day.

			She abandoned her manners, spinning to give the cutesy banter what it wanted. ‘I rolled my eyes because a documentary about burlesque sounds like a cheap excuse to look at boobs. It’s like actresses who win awards for playing prostitutes, or “important dramas” that hinge on depictions of graphic rape. You call it “art” to make it seem legitimate, and to give yourself a pretext to sit and watch.’

			Saying this filled Tash with a fire. She’d have to cool down for the Braverman dinner, but in the meantime, it felt fantastic to lash out. It felt fantastic to say what her film agent wanted her to smother, fantastic to be able to sparklingly condescend: ‘It isn’t art and it isn’t highbrow. It’s exploitation.’

			

			Those blue eyes blinked at where she’d driven the conversation off a cliff. ‘Are you serious?’ He’d hardened, no longer friendly. ‘Do you even know anything about the film?’

			‘Do I need to?’ How convenient, Tash had found a handsome outlet for her rage, an ideal stand-in for her Tinseltown frustrations. ‘Wait, let me guess – the documentary is about how it’s super empowering for women to take their clothes off. It’s about reclaiming our sexuality, right?’ Her contempt shimmered. ‘Mansplain that bullshit again, please. The world definitely needs it in pretentious black and white.’

			The stranger held Tash’s glare for syrup seconds, long enough for Tash to think translation should not have been his area of film. He had an actor’s jaw – squarely clenched, nicely stubbled, obviously offended. He had the rugged build for executing his own stunts.

			He smiled tightly at Tash, shaking his head in disbelief, turning away, which made her zing with satisfaction and back down not an inch.

			Even after he stalked off, and even after Janelle rounded on her. 

			‘What was that? I could have hooked you up!’ Janelle’s memories of single life were sometimes as distorted as her irrational desire to revisit them through Tash. ‘That guy could have been your human Valium!’ She waved a swizzle stick at Tash in exasperation. ‘Instead, you cockblocked yourself by incorrectly monologuing a passage from my thesis!’

			Tash lifted her chin, emphatically not sorry. ‘That wasn’t from your thesis – it was from my diary.’ She grinned. ‘And that was like human Valium. I feel amazing.’

			Although she knew it would fade – telling off a random guy wouldn’t save The Colony’s adaptation, and it would get her nowhere with Ram Braverman.

			She fished around in Janelle’s purse. ‘Call your wife again. I can’t go in there without my secret weapon.’

			Janelle pointed after her bar stray. ‘Based on that, I think you can.’ But she took the phone anyway and pressed a button. She touched the rim of her glass to Tash’s forehead in reproachful affection. ‘Cheers. You do just fine on your own.’

			

			Tash would have preferred Ram Braverman to look like a cartoon scoundrel. If he was going to strong-arm her beloved novel into bawdiness, a greasy comb-over should have awaited, or beady features, or a beer gut. Could the universe not throw her a bone?

			Instead, just as pictured in the industry profiles she’d dug up, a rectangularly stout, prematurely gray-haired, early-fifties corporate-entertainment bully in an expensive navy polo stood to greet her from his well-located table in the middle of the piano bar’s main dining room. Ram Braverman pulled Tash’s chair out, his welcome easy. His cologne carried hints of vetiver and saddle leather and the je ne sais quoi of corporate jet.

			‘I’m glad you could come, Natasha.’ Obviously, he knew she didn’t have a choice.

			Insincerely and with great strength, Tash discharged an answering, high-wattage grin. ‘It’s so nice to meet you.’ She endured the handshake. ‘Please, just call me Tash.’

			Tash’s father, Vikram Grover, was the only older man who used her full name – and usually only in disappointment, like when Tash had quit her master’s program, or realized too late the ballroom deposit for her canceled wedding could not be refunded.

			‘My stepdaughter made me promise to tell you she’s a big fan.’ Ram lowered back into his seat. ‘She’s the one who insisted I direct this series.’

			Tash was pretty sure she’d read that Ram Braverman had many stepdaughters – and many stepsons and many ex-wives. But Tash did not inquire further. She was behaving, like her agent had instructed. Smile and nod.

			

			Tash crossed her legs neatly, sage-green upholstery copping a feel of the exposed skin along her back. Across an expanse of thick cloth and mercury-glassed candle, Ram inspected a bottle offered to him by a sommelier, the deference of pour and patience informing Tash she sat with a Goliath. Informing her no measure of bared spine or dramatic eyeliner could level their mismatch.

			‘You know, it’s funny.’ Nose in his wine, a deep quaff, a nod to the sommelier. ‘Typically, if we have an author who’s too committed to their rights, I want to blow my brains out.’ Ram divulged this fantastic tidbit as if it were not an incredibly ballsy and audacious fuck-you.

			As if the contract clause he referenced – the one that had forced this dinner, Tash’s right of first refusal – were a nuisance instead of an author’s only shield. Tash had ceded creative control over the series adaptation, as was common in literary-to-film agreements, in exchange for a small set of legal privileges. Which, even after Braverman took possession of The Colony’s existing episode scripts, specified that no one else could write changes to them, except Tash, unless the work was offered to her and she explicitly declined.

			This provision had, this past month, been the loophole within which Tash had hidden away; Braverman’s team harassed her to write filth, and Tash was careful never to actually decline it. Instead, she’d simply stuck her head in the sand. Where she also buried her dreams of meaningful feminist direction, and Gayle and Oprah hosting an all-girlfriends premiere. The Colony might be the only book Tash ever authored – she’d rather watch its screen release stall in a writers’ purgatory forever than let it be tarted up and abused.

			Mr Braverman’s expression reflected none of this contentious history as he swirled an ounce of Shiraz beneath the crystal swags of a candelabra. ‘Natasha, this case is different. Your project is important. Even though it’s women’s television, it reminds me of the classics – for example, when you were writing, did you ever think of Noab’s mother as Tina Turner in Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome?’

			

			Tash gagged. Or gasped. Or both. No one had ever asked that. It was shockingly perceptive.

			Ram chuckled, not noticing her fluster. ‘Does that sound crazy? Don’t worry – we’re done with casting. I’m not calling Mel.’

			‘It doesn’t sound crazy.’ It sounded like Braverman had cameras trained on the inside of her head. A color printout of Tina Turner in Mad Max had lived on Tash’s mood board for four months as she visualized Noab’s family tree for that first draft, trying to capture the post-apocalyptic majesty of Noab’s heritage. That widow’s peak mohawk and the enormous spring-hoop earrings were Tash’s shortcuts into mentally conjuring the character – even though the narrative plots had nothing in common, and the women of The Colony didn’t wear junkyard jewelry or spray their hair.

			‘Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.’ Ram’s fist closed around the stem of his paper-thin goblet balloon. ‘I’ve never done a series like this before, you know.’

			Oh, Tash knew. Ram Braverman credits rolled at the end of disaster movies, films with an excess of explosions, vehicles for former pro wrestlers; and typically featured a combination of grumpy and wunderkind US law enforcement, drag racing, maybe a touch of martial arts. A twenty-two-year-old actress would play somebody’s mother; she might also appear topless, perhaps for no reason.

			Ram kept talking, sketching out his vision for Hewett, the sea captain Noab rescues from a shipwreck: ‘Part seaweed-bedraggled pirate – and part frightened, unmoored knave. Yes?’

			Tash was baffled. ‘Sure.’ Ram had the latitude to portray characters any way he liked, and yet, unexpectedly, he seemed to be seeking her opinion, which threw her more off balance.

			Candle flicker danced across the cube of Ram’s silver-fox hairline. ‘That’s why Hewett’s perfect to save the baby!’

			

			And there – there dropped the other shoe.

			Mid-gulp, Shiraz threatened to erupt from Tash’s eyeballs. 

			‘Hewett signals a new era for the island!’ Ram leaned forward, animated, elbows on the table, climaxing to his own idea.

			Tash couldn’t weigh her words before they rioted and grabbed their pitchforks. Her syllables lit torches, rushing to burn his village to the ground. ‘What? No! Absolutely not. The baby dies.’ The Colony’s finale wasn’t a casual plot twist; it was Tash’s sticking point. She’d bled for that last chapter, its pain a point of fan pride. ‘Hewett isn’t even on the island when Noab has the baby. The colony is the new era.’ And in case he missed this detail the first time: ‘The baby dies – that’s the whole point.’

			One of Ram’s eyes twitched, perhaps because Tash had interrupted his monologue. The rest of his boxy visage remained unaltered. ‘That might be the whole point of the book, but we’re making a television series. And ideally, a series has more than one season.’

			The statement seesawed between them. Tash’s circuit board began to fry. Beneath her pulled-together shell, an adjunct professor at a backwater college cowered, wearing half a dress and feeling helpless in a cheesy piano bar.

			But Ram broke away from their conversation before Tash could respond.

			‘Speaking of knaves!’ He cast a salute to someone over Tash’s head. Rising from the table, Ram thumped a canvas-jacketed man on the back. ‘We could have waited, but we didn’t.’

			In slow motion, Tash fought a dry heave as the sommelier filled a third glass. The scalloped arm of the brass-legged dining chair beside her scraped back, then shuffled forward. Sitting in it now was a man with blue eyes, tortoiseshell glasses, and a collarbone tattoo.

			‘Natasha, this is Caleb Rafferty.’ Ram ping-ponged a second introduction. ‘Caleb, our scripts are adapted from Natasha’s book.’ To Tash, matter-of-factly: ‘Caleb will be arranging our coitus. He’s a sex designer – the best working today. You’ll be collaborating with him on the new scenes you’ll be writing.’

			

			In order of the things Tash was too sickened to acknowledge: coitus and sex designer, collaborating with him, and Ram’s additional scenes. 

			Caleb pivoted to smile obnoxiously at her, milking the outrageous coincidence of their collision. ‘New scenes, huh? Sounds like a great excuse to look at boobs.’

			Tash couldn’t muster the appropriate, answering churl. She reeled, defenseless, very much alone. Denise had never showed. Janelle had gone home.

			She stared at Caleb blankly. ‘You said you worked in translation.’ 

			Ram glanced briefly between them. ‘Caleb and his partner conceive and choreograph nudity and copulation. Anything sensual our production might need.’ He put his post-#MeToo palms up. ‘My set is a safe set.’ Spoken like a man with an extensive team of lawyers. ‘But Caleb’s fornication is very, very hot. We’re excited to have him in the trenches with us – consider him your guide.’

			Despite the bizarre compliment, and in the midst of his gloating, Caleb seemed to need to clarify. To Tash, in an aside he might have offered if they were standing at the bar, if she’d never verbally attacked him: ‘It’s called intimacy coordination. I design the physical translation of any on-camera intimate moments. I think your friend heard “translation” and jumped to subtitles.’

			Janelle’s drunken misinterpretation anchored the moment, and Tash held it like a breadcrumb, like a coordinate, like she could use it to retrace her steps.

			‘Now I don’t want to rush this.’ Ram’s eyes had diverted to his phone. He swiped and began typing. ‘But I have another dinner, upstairs in a few. Natasha, we’re very lucky.’ As his thumbs moved. ‘We want everything to run smoothly during shooting. It’s rare we get a sex designer in this early to help us shape the scripts. In addition to being the best, Caleb is attached to the actress playing Noab. It’s the only reason we were able to nab him during rewrites, on such short notice.’ Ram folded his napkin. He drained the rest of his wine.

			

			He pushed back from the table, and Tash looked on, bewildered. 

			‘Caleb’s résumé even includes Transtempora.’ Ram proffered it to her as a shorthand. ‘I have the utmost confidence in his ability to spice up the action between our leads.’

			Tash had seen one episode of Transtempora, another literary adaptation. She’d watched in glimpses, mostly covering her eyes, the show’s superbly rendered time travel surpassed only by its frequent and ornate sexual violence. Transtempora was where commodified lady dreams were taken to be despoiled and left to die. She needed a minute. ‘Can we pause?’

			But Ram had vacated his seat already, heading somewhere more important, somewhere else. ‘You two stay and get acquainted. Have dinner – they’ll put it on my card.’ Before he walked away: ‘Natasha, it’s your story – but with Caleb here, we can really start to feel Noab and Hewett’s bodies.’

			Truly astonished by Ram’s delegating, Tash glanced at Caleb, who was glancing back. His earlier affront seemed to have ceded to amusement. Probably because it wasn’t his one and only opus being snuffed out.

			Unfortunately, Ram moved quickly, already ascending the spiral staircase to meet his next companions. In order to be heard, Tash had to yell halfway across the dining room’s plush floor. Before she knew it, she was up and shouting.

			‘I’m not writing tits and ass onto the screen for you!’

			Ram’s pristine loafers froze mid-step on the stairs. He backtracked across the dining room, his features neutral. His gaze, however, was dipped in poison darts.

			‘Keep your voice down. Half this restaurant plays golf with me at Brentwood.’ Ram shucked his put-on niceties aside. ‘Unless that announcement was a decline on my script revisions? Because our legal team tells me that would be a wonderful thing for you to screech in public.’ He nodded to their many witnesses.

			

			Tash imagined cracking her wineglass. ‘It wasn’t a decline.’ She imagined the most jagged shard. ‘But I won’t turn my book into smut.’

			‘It’s not your book.’ Ram’s eyes flashed. ‘It’s my television series.’ 

			Viscerally, Tash wished to equal his monster. She wished for something barbarous and obscenely female, the bloodlust of a thousand savage harpies. ‘Your television series should respect its source material’s fans. There’s a reason the book’s sex scenes aren’t explicit. The audience doesn’t want crudeness – they want strength and beauty.’

			Ram menaced a laugh. ‘Look, I’m thrilled for all the lesbians at Wellesley who came to your book signings –’

			‘Hey –’ From the far reaches of the commotion, Caleb surfaced to interrupt.

			‘– but none of them are going to watch a program about girl warriors without some tits and ass.’ Ram stepped flush to the table. ‘And by “tits and ass,” Natasha, I mean I want the hot version. The dirty version.’

			‘Ram –’ Caleb shot up.

			Ram remained unfazed. ‘I want wet spots. I want Wellesley squirming to get off. I’m the director. It’s my call.’

			Caleb moved in front of Tash, his role changed, referee to bodyguard. ‘Let’s stop there.’

			‘Five weeks until rehearsals.’ Ram’s voice jabbed at Tash from behind Caleb’s blockade. ‘Write what I’ve asked for, or decline it, and I’ll get someone else to write it instead. Either way, this is going to happen.’

			‘Ram –’ Caleb began to usher him away from the table.

			‘Please, decline it! Do us all a favor!’ Ram called to Tash over his shoulder. ‘Getting rid of you would make my fucking day!’

			

			‘Did a very beautiful, very pissed-off woman just come out here?’ In the coral glow of valet signage, Caleb’s tailored jacket made him look like a broader version of Miami Vice.

			Tash might have laughed at this absurdity – under different circumstances, if her hands hadn’t still been shaking. If she hadn’t been holed up on the bar’s covered veranda, retreating further into the shadowed dark. She watched Caleb attempt to interrogate the pimply teenager manning the cabinet of car keys from her concealed spot on a creaking rattan couch.

			‘Brown hair? You’d notice her. Beautiful, like I said.’

			The acne on the valet’s chin smirked, but the valet himself disinterestedly frowned. ‘Dude. This is South Florida. You’re describing the whole place.’

			Tash heard the ‘beautiful.’ It registered – even she wasn’t that immune. But Caleb’s notes on her aesthetics wouldn’t fix what had just happened. His earnestness could keep tossing out adjectives. Tash desired only that he get lost so she could call a taxi and escape.

			Her fingers fumbled on a ride app, waiting for him to evaporate.

			By the rack of car keys, Caleb pressed an index finger to the top ridge of his glasses, continuing to grill the valet. ‘Long dress, open in the back?’ 

			Tash set her phone aside. She was curious, despite her better judgment. She lit the cigarette she’d bummed from that very same valet. 

			‘She kind of looks like Padma Lakshmi?’

			The valet squinted. ‘Sorry, dude, who?’

			Tash suppressed a cough, the cigarette actually kind of pathetic. She stubbed the butt out. She didn’t even smoke.

			She fanned the humid air around her as she followed Caleb’s progress: He scanned the beach road, the small boardwalk, the parking lot of the restaurant next door.
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