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CHAPTER ONE
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New York City

June

The morning after I arrived home from a whirlwind trip to the Cannes Film Festival—where my first movie, Lion, won the Palme d’Or and where I somehow also won the coveted Un Certain Regard prize for best actress—my agent, Harper Carmichael, was on the phone first thing.

“Sienna, darling, it’s Harper,” she said in that breezy voice of hers. “Are you awake? It’s seven o’clock, so I need you to be awake. Because everything is blowing up right now.”

“I’m awake now,” I said as I sat up in bed and shielded my eyes from the sun pouring through the window in front of me. I’d arrived in New York last night, just before midnight. By the time I’d gotten to my apartment, taken a shower, and crawled into bed, it had been past two in the morning. Apparently I’d forgotten to close the curtains.

“What’s blowing up?” I asked as I got out of bed and shut the curtains. “Has there been another terrorist attack?”

“You really are out of it, aren’t you?”

“I’ve only had a few hours of sleep.”

“Cry me a river,” she said. “Because what’s blowing up is you. After your win at Cannes, things are finally happening. People are talking. My phones are on fire. And I probably should get another e-mail account dedicated solely for you. Because right now, everyone is hungry to get a piece of Sienna Jones. And because of that alone, you need to be in my office by ten, because we have plenty to discuss. And later in the day, you’re scheduled for an audition.”

“An audition?” I said. “With whom?”

“Naturally I know, but since I want to see your face when I tell you, I’m keeping my mouth shut. But I will tell you this: it’s as big as it gets. It’s with a major A-list actor—and I mean huge. As in action-star huge. If they like your audition and you snag the part, we’re talking total career game changer here, so I need you to show up looking your best. Full hair and makeup. Wear a summery dress that makes you feel pretty—and also a little bit sexy.”

“Harper, I’m not sure I can do pretty or sexy right now. Cannes was intense. I barely got any sleep. Those parties you told me to go to were nonstop. So, as for giving you pretty, let alone sexy, let me just say this: I’m pretty sure that right now the only thing I can pull off is a hot, sexy mess.”

“Spare me the lies,” she said. “Those parties—paired with your charm and your superb performance in Lion—are the very reasons you won that award, Sienna. So, I need you to do this—not for me, but for you. Have your coffee. Get into your zone. And then take a long, hot shower before you pull yourself together and come here looking like the star that you are.”

“Lion isn’t even out in theaters yet,” I said. “I’m no star, Harper.”

“You’re about to become one, sugar, because after your win, you’re also about to do a shitload of interviews. Vogue wants you to be the face of their September issue.”

“Come again?”

“You heard me.”

“Are you serious? Their September issue? But that’s—”

“Their biggest and most important issue of the year,” she said. “And then there’s the Times, which wants to do a sit-down with you stat. Variety and the Hollywood Reporter are eager to tell your story—which is critical, because they’re the trads. And the list goes on. When it comes to interviews alone, I’ve got you booked for the next two weeks. So, I need you to listen to me very closely, because this is something I’ve seen happen only a few times before, and I know what it can do to a career.”

“All right,” I said, feeling as if a part of my body were separating from itself. “I’ll do it—whatever I need to do. I’ll pull it together and be in your office by ten.”

“Good to hear,” she said, “because lightning can’t strike if you aren’t standing out in the rain, my dear girl. And for you? Right now it’s pouring, and my job is to make sure you get soaked so that lightning can strike time and again. I’ll see you at ten. And don’t disappoint me. Come here looking like the knockout I know you can be.”

*  *  *
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“Well,” Harper said when I entered her office at ten. “Look at you! Not such a hot mess after all.”

“Consider it the miracle of a hot shower and two strong cups of coffee,” I said after I’d given her a hug. She hugged me back in the way a mother would, said it was good to see me, and then took a step back to assess me with a sweeping glance.

“More like the miracle of youth and the luck of having good genes.”

At fifty-four, Harper Carmichael was a force to be reckoned with. She was a self-proclaimed lipstick lesbian who was part of an elite few who led the careers of some of the world’s finest talent.

For her age, she was also smoking hot.

She was the complete package—a beautiful, well-preserved blonde who was smart, quick, driven, connected, and successful. She was as tall as I was, which allowed her access to the kind of fashion that wasn’t accessible to most women. Today she was wearing a white Gucci embroidered cluny lace dress with a jeweled back bow that showed off her toned legs. On her feet glimmered a pair of Jimmy Choo fearne patent crisscross wedge sandals in black, which I knew for a fact had set her back a cool grand. She wore her hair raked away from her face in a way that I thought accentuated her fine bone structure.

We were in her expansive office on Lexington Avenue in the Chrysler Building, where the all-powerful and all-important Creative Artists Agency held its offices on three separate floors. Anyone who was anyone in Hollywood was either signed now by CAA or had once been signed by it. Among its current clients were Meryl Streep, Will Smith, Sarah Jessica Parker, George Clooney, Lupita Nyong’o, Julia Roberts, Johnny Depp, Nicole Kidman, and beyond.

When I was nineteen and had first come to the city from Dubuque, Iowa, Harper was the only person out of the dozens of agents I’d met with who had seen my potential. When we’d first met, I’d told her that my dream was to work as an actress on Broadway—or if I had to, maybe even in film or in television. Broadway was my first choice, which is why I’d come to New York, but really I just wanted to act. When Harper asked me pointedly how much money I had in the bank, she had other ideas.

“You’ll model,” she’d said. “Because if you’re going to live in this city, you also need to make quick money just so you can eat and pay the rent. You’re a beautiful girl, Sienna, and modeling will do that for you. On the side, you’ll take acting classes. And one day—if we’re lucky—things might come together for you. Here’s what I suggest: we get your face out there, you become known as a professional who is easy to work with, and when I feel the moment is right, I’ll work my contacts and get you auditions. But before we go any further, I need you to understand a few things first.”

“What things?” I’d asked.

“Over the years, too many people sitting where you are now have come to me with the perception that stardom comes quickly, swiftly, easily. But the harsh reality for most is that it takes years of hard work, talent, and a hell of a lot of luck to make it in this business. If you want to succeed as an actress, I need you to know that we’re likely looking at a marathon here, not a sprint. If by chance you do happen to make it, you also need to know that it won’t be without a major fight and much sacrifice on your part—because this business is hard, Sienna. It’s not for the faint of heart. It’s fraught with frustration and crushing disappointments. So, before I agree to sign you, I need to believe that you’re up for that kind of a challenge, because my time is valuable, and I don’t take a chance on just anyone. If I don’t believe you’re truly committed to this—and can handle this—know that I’ll wish you the best going forward.”

“Ms. Carmichael, I came here to make it,” I’d said with unexpected passion in my voice. “I came here to win. I’ve wanted this ever since I was a little girl. I grew up on a working farm, and believe me when I say that I know what hard work looks like. If I can shovel steaming piles of cow and chicken shit at four o’clock in the morning—as I did for years before I had to head off for school—then I can take whatever bullshit this business has to throw at me. This is my dream. If it turns out to be a marathon, let it be a marathon.”

At that, she’d raised an eyebrow at me.

“Do you have a good support system around you?” she’d then asked. “People you can rely on who will help you through the difficult times?”

“I have an excellent relationship with my parents,” I’d said. “And I have several close girlfriends I can always count on.”

“How well do you handle disappointment?”

“Generally I take the hit and move on.”

“Even when it gets personal?”

“I’m no robot,” I’d said. “I’m not going to lie to you and say that I don’t have feelings. What I can say truthfully is that I’m a fighter. And I’m especially ready to fight for this.”

“Well,” she’d said after a moment. “That’s good to hear. I’m also glad to hear about your relationships, particularly the one you share with your parents, because going into this, you’re going to need them, Sienna.”

And then she’d signed me—and my God, had she been right. This journey of ours had been one mother of a marathon.

But we’d made it.

After eight years of modeling and taking bit parts in movies and television shows, last year I’d finally landed the lead role in Lion. As difficult and as challenging as everything leading up to that moment had been, in hindsight, all the hard work had been worth it—despite the fact that during most of those years, I’d barely made enough money to support myself in this ridiculously expensive city.

But here Harper and I were now—finally on the cusp of realizing all that we’d worked so hard for. And since she was nothing if not a silo of energy when things were going well, it was that silo that faced me now.

“Your dress,” she said as she stood back to appraise me. “Love it. Who are you wearing?”

I was wearing a bright-yellow Lela Rose floral fil coupé dress with a jeweled neckline, half sleeves, and an A-line silhouette, which complimented my height. At five foot eleven, I was a tall, slender, stacked, and leggy brunette, which was pretty much coveted in the modeling world. After all these years, my wardrobe outbanked my personal bank account due to the sheer kindness of the designers I’d worked for. Many of whom—like Lela—had been nice enough to gift me something of theirs that I’d worn on the runway.

“It’s a Lela Rose,” I said to her. “Since I have no idea whom I’m auditioning for, I hope I chose well.”

“You did. Let’s sit down, have a cup of coffee, and talk. Because after Cannes, I don’t know even where to begin when it comes to you.”

“Can’t we begin with this mysterious audition?”

“That will come in time. First, you and I need to decide who has access to you and who doesn’t. Because not everyone should, Sienna. We need to choose carefully. Overexposure is a career killer. When it comes to you, we need to leave the masses with a sense of mystery that turns into a hunger, so that’s what we’ll aim for.”

She turned away from me and walked toward her glass desk, on which sat an iMac, two telephones, her own cell phone, a pad of paper, and a pen. “Sit,” she said, pointing to the chair opposite her desk. “I’ll call Julia and ask her to bring us coffee.”

Julia Jacobs was Harper’s personal assistant and also my best friend. Just hearing her name made me smile. When she’d arrived with two cups of coffee, shooting me a discreet wink before she left, Harper and I got down to it.

“Obviously you’re doing Vogue’s September issue,” she said. “I’ve already told them to count you in. That’s a done deal.”

“I still can’t believe it,” I said. “I mean, how exciting is that?”

“Pretty fucking exciting,” she admitted. “And congratulations, Sienna. They called me right after all your buzz at Cannes, not the other way around. And since we’re talking Anna Wintour here—and given the influence she and that magazine wield—this opportunity is indeed huge. Now, since the trads target the industry, we need you in Variety and the Reporter. I want to position you as the next It Girl so that all the studio execs come to think of you that way—and thus start sending you scripts. I’ll schedule interviews and photo shoots with both of them, and I’ll also ask if they will give us the covers for each—yes?”

“Yes, please.”

We strategized about publicity for another thirty minutes before Harper leaned back in her chair, kicked her heels up on her desk, and narrowed her eyes at me. “Now for the good stuff,” she said.

“I assume this is about the audition?”

“It is. But before we go there, I have to ask you a serious question. Because what’s been proposed to me by a colleague here at CAA is something that will radically change your life, likely by the end of this week if you get the job.”

“How will landing one job change my life by the end of the week?” I asked.

“Let’s consider this a unique audition,” she said. “Sorry to be vague, but I have no choice. When I was approached about this opportunity, I was asked to sign a nondisclosure agreement before I was told anything. And before you know what this is about, you’ll be asked to do the same.”

“That sounds kind of ominous...”

“Not in this business, it isn’t. You can’t even imagine how many NDAs I’ve signed over the years. Frankly, they aren’t a big deal—as long as you take them seriously. Because if you don’t, and if you get caught breaking the NDA, I can guarantee you that you’ll be sued. Worse, when it comes to this business, your career likely will be over.”

“I’m already not liking this,” I said. “I’ve worked my ass off to get to where I am today. You know that, Harper.”

“I do know that, and trust me, I’ve taken several days to consider whether to even bring this to your attention. But in the end, I came to the conclusion that this will be a major win for you—professionally and financially. Because if they do agree to go with you, you’ll be paid handsomely.”

“How handsomely?”

Her eyes sparkled at me.

“Ten million dollars for eight months’ work,” she said.

A chill ran down my spine.

“Harper, don’t play me,” I said. “You know I don’t have much money. You know that kind of money would change my life.”

“I’m not playing you, Sienna—and yes, ten million dollars would change your life. And I want that for you. What you should also know is that their opening offer to me was two million dollars. I got them to come up to ten, because there’s a goddamned good reason you should be paid that much when it comes to this job.”

“What job? Harper, you have to give me something—come on!”

“Here’s what I can tell you,” she said after glancing at her watch. “In ten minutes, we’ll leave for a meeting with the action star I told you about earlier...and also his miserable bitch of an agent. What you need to know is that if they want you for the job—and if you take it—your private life as you know it now will officially be dead.”

“What does that mean?”

“That you can send it your condolences. And roses—white, never red.”

“Would you please just be straight with me?”

She swung her heels off her desk and leaned toward me. “You’ll be targeted by the paparazzi. They will hunt you. They will stalk you. And they will place you firmly in the public eye. What concerns me is that you haven’t experienced that kind of fame yet, and it can be daunting, sometimes crippling. But after all our years together, I know you, Sienna. And I believe you are tough enough to see this through to the end. As we tend to building your career, I see no quicker or more powerful way of doing so than what’s about to be proposed to you. Because if you’re chosen for the job, and if you agree to do what’s asked of you, you will indeed become Hollywood’s new It Girl. You just need to understand that in the process, you will be forfeiting your privacy, and your life will be lived out in the tabloids for eight straight months—and likely a month or so after that, when all is said and done.”

“After what is said and done?”

“Are you willing to sign that NDA?” she asked me.

“To find out what this is about? Of course I am.”

Satisfied, she stood. “Then, let’s go,” she said as she smoothed down her dress and came around the table to offer her hands to me. When she did, I took them and stood in front of her. “Signing the NDA doesn’t commit you to anything more than silence. If they sense the kind of chemistry they’re looking for and do want to sign you, you can still walk away from this if it doesn’t feel like a good fit for you.”

“So, this is about chemistry?”

“Oh, my love, it’s all about chemistry,” Harper said. “This whole thing is about chemistry.”

“Now I’m really intrigued.”

“Intrigued,” Harper said almost whimsically as we moved toward the door. “Actually, your mind is about to be blown. So, do your best to keep this in mind before we go into that meeting: be the excellent actress you’ve become, maintain a poker face throughout all of it, and don’t you dare let any surprise or emotion show until you and I are alone again. Got it?”

“Got it,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “Now, follow me...”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“So,” Harper said as we took the stairs from the twentieth floor down to the nineteenth. “Here’s something else I probably should tell you, even though a part of me wants to die inside that I even have to.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“The actor in question happens to be repped by a former lover of mine—Mimi Kennedy.”

“Mimi Kennedy?” I echoed. “You two were a couple? We’ve been together for eight years, and you’re just telling me this now? My God—she’s almost as big as you are.”

“Almost, but not quite, so let’s not overdo it. Because when it comes to that one, I will always have the edge over her.”

“How long were you together?”

“I don’t know—four years? Something like that.”

“That’s a long time.”

“Trust me, toward the end...it felt like a lifetime. And then another lifetime. And then another on top of that.”

“How long since you broke it off?”

“Nine years, which is likely why I never mentioned it to you. Let the past be the past, I say.”

“Are you on bad terms?”

Harper shrugged. “At this point? Not really. For the most part, she and I try our best to keep things professional between us. But since we’re both fiercely competitive—which is what drove us apart in the end—you might catch us tossing a few zingers at one another, which is par for the course when it comes to us. Sometimes it can get personal, but for the most part, we don’t allow it to go too far. That said, if jabs are taken, try your best to overlook them.”

“Got it.”

“Or dodge them.”

“Got that, too.”

When we stepped out onto the nineteenth floor, we walked down a busy hallway thrumming with a host of slim, sleek, well-heeled people striding this way and that. At the end of the hall, we hooked a right, and Harper greeted a pretty young woman seated behind a large desk.

“Andrea,” she said, “so good to see you. Please meet Sienna Jones.”

“It’s a pleasure,” Andrea said, looking up at me as we shook hands. “I loved you in Lion. You were amazing in it, Sienna. And huge congrats on your win at Cannes. That must have been so exciting for you.”

“Thank you,” I said, a bit taken aback by her enthusiasm but grateful for it just the same. “It was unexpected, that’s for sure.”

“Is Mimi ready for us?” Harper asked in a bored tone.

“She is,” Andrea said. “Let me give her a quick call to let her know you and Sienna are here.”

“Mimi is big on announcements,” Harper said to me with a roll of her eyes. “It’s all about showbiz when it comes to that one.”

When Andrea had made the call, she stood, showed us to a tall, mahogany-paneled door, and swung it open. Harper went in first. I followed.

“Mimi!” Harper said as the door clicked shut behind us. “Good to see you. Trim and terrific as always.”

“As are you, Harper—always so on point,” said the raven-haired beauty who stood before us. Mimi Kennedy was wearing a black power suit, straight hair that fell just to her shoulders in a brisk cut, and a bold red lip. I couldn’t tell if she was younger or older than Harper, but after a swift assessment, I had a feeling they were close to the same age. And that her presence was just as formidable as Harper’s.

“Sienna has agreed to the terms,” Harper said. “She’ll sign the NDA.”

“Smart girl,” Mimi said as she came over to shake my hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Sienna.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mimi,” I said.

“Well done on your big win,” she said to me. “I loved your performance in Lion. It was as perfect as it was profound. Don’t be surprised if you see an Academy Award nomination coming your way.”

“Thank you,” I said. “But that’s probably a long shot.”

“I disagree,” came a deep male voice to my left. “You were brilliant in that movie, Sienna. Both you and it won for a reason. I think Mimi might be right. You’re going to get a nomination. We think you’re about to become the next big thing.”

I turned to see who it was—and for the life of me, I couldn’t believe who it was. It was fucking Jackson Cruise, and he was seated in the middle of the room on one of two sofas that faced each other. When he blistered me with that famous, sexy smile of his—the one with the irresistible dimples dented deep into his cheeks, which had won women’s hearts all around the globe for years, including mine—I felt as if my body was being lifted off the ground. This meeting had to do with him? Seriously? I was here to audition for one of the hottest-looking and most successful men in the business?

God, help me.

Keep your cool. Be polite. Wear your poker face.

“Thank you, Mr. Cruise,” I said.

“It’s Jackson,” he said as he stood. “And it’s nice to meet you, Sienna. You’re even more beautiful in person.”

And you seriously are better looking in person, I thought as he strode toward me. He was wearing tight, faded jeans and a white T-shirt that did nothing to conceal his muscular frame, and his dark hair gleamed in the office’s natural lighting. When he held out his hand to me, I noted the expensive-looking silver watch on his wrist and felt the smoothness of his skin as we shook hands.

“I’m such a fan,” I said to him. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

“Likewise,” he said. “Consider me a new fan of yours, Sienna.”

How can this be happening? Am I really here right now? How can it possibly be that I’m about to have an audition with Jackson Cruise? And why all the secrecy? Why the NDA? What’s about to transpire here?

“Sienna, Jackson and I are thrilled that you agreed to come today,” Mimi said. “And we’re also grateful that you’ve agreed to sign the NDA so we can move forward with the real reason you’re here today. I’m afraid we put Harper in a difficult place, because I know she was unable to answer the many questions you likely had for her before arriving here. That must have been frustrating for each of you, and I want to personally apologize for any duress it might have caused you.”

“Thanks a million, Mimi,” Harper said as she looked at her nails. “I appreciate the sentiment.”

“I’m sure you do, Harper.”

In response, Harper simply blew her a kiss.

“Sienna,” Mimi said. “If you’d come over to my desk and sign the NDA, we can begin.”

When I walked over to her desk and saw how thick the document was, I looked blankly at Harper. “This might take a while for me to read,” I said.

“Read?” Mimi said. “I just need your signature, dear.”

“She’s new to this, Mimi. Allow me to walk her through it.”

“Of course...”

“It’s all aboveboard,” Harper said to me as she flipped through the document, quickly skimming each page. “This is the standard NDA document CAA uses, and it’s exactly what I signed to bring us all together today. All you need to know, Sienna, is that after you sign it, everything that’s about to be said in this room stays in this room. And whether or not you land the job in question, you must never speak about what is said here today. If you do, you likely will be sued. Do you agree to those terms?”

“I do,” I said.

“Then, sign.” She looked up at Mimi and snapped her fingers at her. “A pen would help, Mimi.”

“Right, right,” Mimi said as she reached for one next to her MacBook Pro. “Here, Sienna. Use this.” She handed me a pen, took the document from Harper, and pointed out the three separate places where I needed to sign and date, which I did.

“This is now officially binding,” Mimi said to me. “Congratulations. Now, the four of us can talk freely. Quel soulagement!”

I trusted Harper to my core, but frankly all this sounded kind of sketchy to me. Why did I need to sign that document just to speak freely in front of Jackson Cruise?

“We can,” I said to her with a smile I didn’t feel.

“Good,” she said. “And thank goodness! Because this is officially behind us now, isn’t it, Jackson?”

“It is,” he said quietly.

She motioned to Harper.

“How about if Sienna and Jackson sit on that couch and you and I sit opposite them on that couch?”

“Works for me, Mimi. This is your show to run, so...you know—run it.”

After we took our seats, Mimi clocked me with a glance.

“Sienna, do you follow the gossip rags?” she asked.

“Sometimes,” I said, looking over at Jackson, who appeared weirdly uncomfortable to me right now. “But not for the past couple of weeks. It was only late last night that I returned home from Cannes. It was so crazy there. I’ve been out of the loop.”

“Then...you haven’t read or heard anything unusual about Jackson recently?”

“No,” I said. “Should I have?” I turned to him. “I’m sorry if I missed something big. It’s probably about a major deal you’ve signed, right? I should have been paying closer attention.”

“Yeah,” he said wistfully. “If only if it were about that, Sienna.”

Confused, I shot Harper and Mimi a few glances. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“This is rather delicate,” Mimi said.

And then a frustrated Jackson Cruise looked directly at me. “Actually, it isn’t,” he said. “I’m gay, Sienna. Last week, the National Enquirer photographed me kissing another man. It’s all over the news, and my career is about to go into the shitter because of it.”

“Not if I can help it,” Mimi said. “Because you and I have a plan.”

Jackson Cruise is gay? I thought incredulously. Seriously? I’ve been surrounded by gay male models, actors, and my own gay friends for years. Everyone knows my gaydar is legendary, and yet I somehow missed this? How is that even possible? Never once would I have pegged Jackson Cruise as a gay man. I’ve lusted after him for years, for God’s sake, as has every other straight woman in the world.

When I looked at him, I saw vulnerability in his eyes—and I felt for him. With this out in the media right now, I could only imagine the hell he was going through—particularly since the public and his fans viewed him as this big, butch action star. In my opinion, he still was, but stereotypes could affect that perception, which also could affect his career.

And so, without thinking, I instinctively reached over and grasped his hand. At first, he seemed surprised by the act, but when our eyes met, I knew he only saw my compassion for the situation he was in and not judgment—which is likely why I felt him relax when he squeezed my hand in return.

“I’m sorry,” I said to him.

“It’s my fault,” he said. “Even though I was getting on my own private plane when the photographs were taken, I should have known better than to kiss this guy I’ve been seeing over the past several months when he greeted me on the tarmac. I should have waited until we were inside the plane, where it would have been private. But I was so caught up in the moment, it felt right to kiss him there. And when I did? I fucked up big time, because the photographs don’t lie, and I’m about to lose everything I’ve built for myself over the past thirteen years. The media is trying to tear me down as we speak.”

“But that doesn’t mean they’ll win,” Mimi said. “The photographs that were taken of you were shot at such a great distance that all of them are blurry. In every one of them, it could be interpreted that you were simply kissing your friend on the cheek before you stepped onto that plane.”

At that, Jackson groaned.

“Anyway, all of this is why Sienna is here,” Mimi said quickly. “We’ve talked about this, Jackson. You aren’t the first actor to face this kind of crisis. It can be managed. We’ve discussed how the system handled Rock Hudson back in the day—and how well it worked not only for him but also for the likes of James Dean, Tab Hunter, and Montgomery Clift. And just look at the rumors that have long beleaguered Hugh Jackman and John Travolta, for God’s sake. Travolta’s career might be on life support because he just keeps getting stranger and creepier, but Jackman’s career is thriving despite the speculation surrounding his sexuality.”

“Hugh Jackman doesn’t have a photograph of him kissing the man who pilots his private plane, Mimi,” Jackson said. “He just has an older wife and sings and dances in Broadway shows, which people can’t wrap their heads around since he’s best known for playing Wolverine.”

It was slowly dawning on me where this was leading...

“All right,” Mimi said tentatively. “Would you prefer if we just cut to the chase?”

“I would. I don’t want to waste Sienna’s time any more than I want to waste my own.”

“That’s fine,” Mimi said. “And I agree. Now look—Harper and I just saw how Sienna reached out to you. We witnessed your connection, especially when you responded to her touch. It was real, and it was honest. Do you think we even need to go through with an audition at this point?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “In fact, I don’t know anything right now.” He looked over at me when he said that, and I could literally feel his embarrassment, which saddened me. Nobody should feel ashamed or be shamed for their sexuality, but Jackson Cruise clearly felt differently. He was suffering because of this. “Sienna, when you took my hand a moment ago, you were very kind. Whatever happens between us going forward, I want to thank you for that, because it meant something.”

“Signed documents or not, your secret will always be safe with me, Jackson,” I said. “I’m sorry that you’re going through this. I don’t mean this to sound trite given the world we live in, but you should be allowed to live your life freely, not one that suits a mold meant to be sold to the masses. It infuriates me that you aren’t able to do that, even though I understand why you don’t want to risk the consequences. The idea that your sexuality is even an issue in this day and age enrages me. I’m angry for you. So, tell me, Jackson—what do you need from me today? There’s a reason I’m here.”

Before he could speak, Mimi leaned toward me.

“What we need is a distraction,” she said. “And we’d like it if you were that distraction.”

“Go on,” I said.

“You’re a gorgeous woman, Sienna. You’re fresh on the scene, and people are starting to talk about you. And then there’s Jackson himself. Even before this happened to him, he mentioned to me in passing that he loved your performance in Lion. And then, just a day or two later, when the crisis hit and we were trying to figure a way out of the speculation surrounding his sexuality, I reminded him about you. And what I suggested to him has been done countless times before in Hollywood.”

“And what’s that?” I asked, already knowing what it was but nevertheless wanting to hear Mimi say it.

“What we’re proposing is that you enter into a fake relationship with Jackson as of today. If we play this right—if we really show off your budding romance in front of the world’s eyes—we think eight months will be enough time for this nightmare to be behind us before you two publicly decide to go your separate ways. But before that happens, you must know this: you will be seen everywhere together—at popular restaurants, movie premieres, parties, and just out and about on the streets of New York—especially since Jackson is about to start shooting his next movie here in the city tomorrow. What we’re seeking are plenty of PDAs.”

“What’s a PDA?” I asked.

“A public display of affection,” Harper said.

“Exactly,” Mimi agreed. “We need the paps to see you two holding hands, kissing each other, and looking into each other’s eyes as you fall in love with one another. At first, people will speculate, because people in general are risible human beings ripe for the sewer. But given your combined acting chops, and because this agreement means that you will be exclusive to each other for the duration of the contract, I believe your relationship will look real and that it will eventually shift the attention away from those unfortunate photos and Jackson’s true sexuality. After eight months, each of you will be free again to see whomever you want.”

Since I hadn’t been with anyone since I’d ended my relationship with Eric two years ago—when that motherfucker had cheated on me—eight months of forced celibacy really didn’t bother me, if only because of the deep scars Eric had left in his wake. I didn’t want to be involved with anyone right now, so eight months of being in a fake relationship meant nothing to me, especially since I planned on seeing nobody anytime soon.

“Sienna,” Harper said, “what’s in this for you is exposure. Being romantically linked with Jackson Cruise will only funnel more interest to you. As I said earlier in my office, the next stage of your career is all about exposure. The interviews I’ll line up for you will help, as will snagging the cover of Vogue’s September issue. But if you do agree to do this, which I think you should, it will only amplify everything. It will do amazing things for your career.”

“And mine,” Jackson said. “ I’m not going to pretend that it won’t.”

“True enough,” Harper said. “So, if you two agree to this, Mimi and I are also in agreement. Even though you’ll be faking it, we know you can pull this off, because each of you is an excellent actor. What all this comes down to is simple: Sienna, do you want to do this? Because if you don’t, Mimi and Jackson can find somebody else, and we can all part friends. Beyond the NDA you signed, there is no pressure on you. After all, you have your own career to tend to. And all of us in this room respect that.”

“We do,” Mimi said.

“I sure as hell do,” Jackson said. “Because I remember what it was like back when people were first talking about me like they’re now talking about Sienna. It was thrilling. Thirteen years ago, I was the new guy on the block. I was just eighteen at the time, and it was a shitload of fun. I had the time of my life back then, and as you are just being discovered, Sienna, I don’t want to rob you of experiencing what I experienced. That wouldn’t be right. I only want you to do this if you feel it’s something you want to do. And I mean that.”

He wasn’t acting for me now. As I looked him in the eyes, I knew in my gut that he wasn’t. Because no one was that good an actor. Jackson Cruise really did care how this might affect me.

And so I made my decision.

“I’m in,” I said to him. “You can start wooing me now.”

“Kiss her, Jackson,” Mimi said in earnest. “Let Harper and I judge for ourselves if you two can make it believable before you try to sell your lust and love for one another to the world.”

“Jesus,” he said. “Mimi, sometimes I think you missed your calling as an actress.”

“I’ve always been theatrical,” she said. “But you love that about me.”

Harper coughed when she said that and then sharply cleared her throat.

“You can kiss me,” I said to Jackson. “In fact, I wouldn’t mind if you did. You know...if only to have one of my fantasies met.”

“Your fantasies?” he asked. “Doesn’t the fact that I’m gay crush that?”

“Not when you look the way you do, Jackson.”

“Lean in for the kill,” Mimi demanded.

“Are you sure?” he asked me.

“Just think of me as one of the hottest men you’ve ever seen,” I said. “Kiss me the way you’d kiss him.”

When I said that, Jackson Cruise gave me a mischievous smile, took me into his arms, and planted one mother of a kiss on my lips. He kissed me in ways that were so heated, sexy, and yet somehow tender that I felt my stomach do a little flip-flop. I’d just been kissed by one of my idols, and I couldn’t give a damn that he was gay.

“That was hot,” I said when our lips parted.

“Really?” he said. “I don’t get it.”

“Let’s just put it all down to technique,” I said, “because you’ve got that in spades.”

He laughed when I said that, and in that moment, I could sense the tension lifting off him, which made me happy. I hated that he was being smeared for his sexuality. If I could make a difference for him, I would.

“Look, Jackson,” I said. “I only hope that whatever man you kissed before you boarded that plane of yours experienced what I just experienced. Because that was something. You seriously know how to kiss.”

“So, this is done?” Mimi asked. “Jackson, do you want to work with Sienna?”

“Totally.”

“Sienna, you’re certain about this?” Harper asked.

“I am,” I said. “As long as you’re sure.”

“I am,” she said. “I think this will be a good move for you.”

Harper had never lied to me, so that was that. “Then...let’s do it,” I said. “I’m officially here with my new beau.” I looked at Jackson when I said that, and I addressed him seriously. “I’ll have your back,” I said to him. “Let’s do our best to turn this around for you, OK? Let’s romance the hell out of each other before we break things off. What do you say?”

“That I’m grateful. And that you’re an amazingly kind woman, Sienna. Not many would be at my side at this point in my career. Don’t think I don’t know that, especially since you’re on the cusp of taking Hollywood and the world by the balls.”

“We’ll fix it,” I said. “Because after that kiss, I’m fairly certain we could do a few more of those to appease the paparazzi—and likely to get people talking.” I looked at Harper and Mimi. “Do I need to sign anything else so we can get this going?”

“You do,” Harper said as she and Mimi stood. “Mimi has the contract detailing the terms of your fake eight-month affair.”

“I do,” Mimi said. “It’s on my desk—let’s go to it now.”

While Jackson remained on the sofa, Harper, Mimi, and I walked over to Mimi’s desk, where she removed the contract from a folder next to her computer.

“Harper, you’ve read this?” I asked.

“About a dozen times.”

I hated to ask about how payment would be handled in front of Jackson and Mimi, but since money was so tight for me, I needed to know the answer. “What are the terms of payment?” I asked. “Am I just looking at the full amount at the end of the eight months?”

“No,” she said. “Since you won’t be able to work elsewhere for the duration of the contract, today you’ll receive two hundred and fifty thousand upon signing, and then Jackson will pay you the remaining proceeds in one lump sum at the end of the contract—provided you’ve successfully completed it.”

“What does ‘successfully completed it’ mean?” I asked.

“Well, my goodness,” Mimi said. “She certainly is thorough, isn’t she?”

“As she should be,” Harper said. Then she looked at me. “All you need to do is show up for your daily public outings with Jackson, behave as if you two are falling in love, and remain exclusive to him. If for any reason you get sick, the contract allows for ten sick days, with room for more if for some reason you become seriously ill.”

She held up a finger of warning to me.

“But if you make the mistake of breaking exclusivity and get caught seeing another man on the sly—which would break the illusion we’re trying to create here—then you would need to pay back your signing bonus and forfeit the ten million dollars that’s being offered to you, the contract would end, and you would be open to a lawsuit should Jackson decide to pursue one with you.”

Since I had zero plans of seeing anyone, I was perfectly fine with all that. But I still had to wonder...

“What are Jackson’s terms?” I asked.

“Stricter than yours,” Harper said. “If for any reason he breaches the contract by being caught with another man, for instance, the contract ends, and you would receive the full ten million, which would be paid to you at once.”

“That seems more than fair,” I said.

“Any other questions?”

“No,” I said. “And I promise that I’ll meet my obligations.”

“I know you will,” Harper said to me in a soft voice. “When haven’t you?”

“So...am I good to go?”

She motioned toward the contract on Mimi’s desk. “If you want this, the contract is there. If you don’t, we simply part ways as friends.”

I signed the contract. And when I did, I felt proud of myself, because for me, it was more than just about the money and how being linked to Jackson might potentially lift my career. Now that I knew I was being treated fairly by Mimi and Jackson, what also mattered to me was how Jackson was being treated by the press. I was a fierce advocate for the LGBTQ community, and that man sitting over there on that sofa—the one who hadn’t challenged any of the questions I’d had about the contract—he needed me right now, and I planned to come through for him.

“So, what happens next?” I asked. “Harper is scheduling a lot of interviews for me. Is this going to get in the way of them?”

“Not at all,” Harper said. “As Mimi noted, Jackson starts shooting his new movie, Annihilate Them, tomorrow in Manhattan. While he’s busy at work, I’ll schedule your interviews and photo shoots in ways that won’t compete with his work. It’ll be seamless. I’ll make sure of it, because two careers need to be propelled forward here—not just one.”

“They’re like our mothers,” I said to Jackson as he came over and wrapped an appreciative arm around my shoulders. As tall as I was, he literally towered over me, which was rare for me. Not many men were as tall as Jackson Cruise, at least in my experience.

“They are,” he said. “We’re lucky to have them on our side, Sienna.”

“To say the least.”

“Thanks for doing this,” he said. “Thanks for helping me out. It means a lot to me. I need you to know that, Sienna.”

“Just sweep me properly off my feet, OK? I want the world to think that I’m the luckiest girl in the world.”

“Will do.”

I looked over at Harper. “If we’re starting this today, what’s the plan?”

“Per se is the plan,” Mimi said. “You both will be dining there later tonight. It’s a hot spot for celebs. Now that you’ve signed the contract, Sienna, I can get to work on leaking the news to the paps that Jackson will be seen there with you tonight.”

“Sienna,” Harper said. “You need to brace yourself for that, because every bit of this is designed to make front-page news. As early as later tonight, your dinner with Jackson will be all over the web, Facebook, and Twitter. In the wake of Jackson’s crisis, be prepared for that.”

“You’ve given me plenty of warning,” I said. “Now that I know what this audition was really about, I get it. The attention on Jackson and me is about to get hot—and fast. That’s going to be new for me, but I promise everyone in this room that I’ll do my very best to adjust to it as quickly as I can.” I looked up at Jackson. “So, what do you say, Jackson? Do you think I have what it takes to catch your eye?”

“As long as I think of you as a hot cowboy,” he joked.

“Then that’s what I am,” I said with a laugh. “A hot cowboy with a bulge big enough to shut down a bus stop. What time is dinner?”

“Eight,” Mimi said. “Jackson will pick you up at your apartment at seven thirty. Turn yourself into a siren, Sienna, because with the sheer number of photographs that will be taken of each of you, you’ll want to look your very best in an effort to assist your own career.”

“Mimi’s right,” Harper said. “But there’s also this: tonight, questions will be hurled at each of you, and when they are, I suggest that each of you say nothing. Don’t give them a word. Instead, when you step out of the limousine, just make sure that you’re holding hands as you make your way toward the doors. Let your chemistry speak for itself.”

“Couldn’t have said it better,” Mimi said, placing her hand on Harper’s shoulder. “And just look at how well we worked together today! How could it be that you and I ever broke apart?”

“To be discussed as in...never,” Harper said.

“And there you go again,” Mimi said. “Off your meds, as usual.”

“Mimi, would you call Austin?” Jackson said. “No offense to Sienna, but I’m feeling kind of stressed out about all this. Hitting the gym before tonight would help.”

“Of course,” she said, picking up her phone and hitting a button. “Audrey, would you please ask Austin to come in? Yes? Thank you, darling.”

“Who’s Austin?” I asked.

“His name is Austin Black,” Jackson said. “He leads my security detail. And because of that, he knows everything there is to know about me—sometimes a little more than he should know. We’ve worked together for years. At this point, he’s kind of like a brother to me.”

There was a rap on the door, and Mimi called out for Austin to come in. When the door swung open, it was literally filled with one of the tallest, most muscular, and most handsome man I’d ever seen.

Oh, my God, I thought as I soaked him in. And...hello. How are you, Austin?

“Austin,” Mimi said, “come and meet Sienna Jones. Sienna, this is Austin Black.”

As he strode toward me in his fitted gray suit, which strained to contain just how rock solid and muscular he was—and spectacularly failed to do so—I could feel a raw sense of confidence in him. As hot as Jackson was, Austin was way hotter. With his coal-black hair, chiseled face, full lips, and piercing blue eyes, Austin Black was the one in this room who should have been the A-list action star, not Jackson.

“Pleasure to meet you, Sienna,” he said as his hand engulfed mine.

“It’s vice to meet you, Austin.”

“Vice?” Harper repeated.

“Sorry?”

“You just said, ‘vice to meet you,’ Sienna.”

“Is that what I said?”

She lifted a brow at me. “In fact, it is...”

“Well,” I said. “Slip of the tongue. Super busy day! All sorts of things happening at once! It’s nice to meet you, Austin. And I mean that. It’s really nice to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine, Sienna.”

Could his voice be any deeper?

I saw him glance down at his hand, which I was still shaking.

Oh, girl, you need to get yourself together—as in now.

I released his hand and thought I caught amusement in his eyes before he turned to Jackson. “What’s up?” he asked.

“I need to hit the gym.”

“Want me to join you?”

“If you’re up for it,” he said. He nodded at me just as I caught Austin’s gaze roaming over me. “She and I are about to fall in love,” Jackson said. “And because of that, I need you to spot me, because tonight...tonight I need to look my best for her. And I plan to. When it comes to my life, shit changes now.”
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After Mimi told me that Audrey would deliver my first check to Harper by the end of the day, Harper and I thanked her, and we took the stairs to Harper’s office—and I couldn’t help but pepper her with questions.

“First of all, tell me that Austin’s straight,” I said.

“He’s straight,” she said. “And looking the way he does, I’m sure he’s enjoyed his fair share of women—just as I’m sure that you have a job to focus on right now. I saw what happened back there. I’ve seen that look in your eyes before. The last thing we need is for you to become distracted by the head of Jackson’s security detail when you’ve just signed a contract to be exclusive to Jackson himself.”

“I understand what I signed, but a girl can still look,” I said. “But come on—did you even see him back there?”

“Just because I’m a turbocharged lesbian doesn’t mean I don’t get why you’re wetting your pants over him right now. Obviously, he’s gorgeous. And also off-limits to you.”

“Just for curiosity’s sake, does he have a girlfriend or something? A wife? I didn’t see a ring on his finger. And trust me—I checked.”

We started to walk down the hall toward her office.

“Austin is single, and you’ve just entered into a fake relationship with one of the world’s most sought-after men. I suggest you start acting the part.”

“Look, my little crush is just between us,” I said in a low voice as we passed a sea of smiling faces. I smiled cheerfully back at them, suddenly feeling light-headed and fluttery inside. “I tell you everything.”

“It’s ‘vice’ that you do.” She opened the door to her office and motioned for me to step inside. “I’d ask you to have a seat, but I don’t have any plastic wrap to keep the cushions dry.”

“Give me a break,” I said, taking the seat opposite her desk.

She looked at me when I sat down and then let out one mother of a long-assed sigh. “What the hell,” she remarked. “It was time to have the furniture steam cleaned, anyway.”

“Hilarious,” I said. “So, what’s his story? Strong, silent type? A romantic at heart? I need details.”

“What you need is to have your ovaries yanked, because clearly there are way too many hormones flooding through your system right now. Listen to me, Sienna. If you want, you can try to tap Austin Black eight months from now. You know, when you’re out of your contract with Jackson and can focus on someone new. But right now, you need to listen to me, because I’m very serious when it comes to the deal you signed today. Yes, Austin is a good-looking man, but you need to get him out of your head. You have a job to do, and I expect you to do it well. Do you even realize that you stammered when you met him?”

“I know I did,” I said in embarrassment. “It was humiliating. Do you think anyone else noticed?”

“Everyone noticed. I mean, you literally turned red when Austin shook your hand. And then you were suddenly speaking in tongues. It was beyond apparent that you were attracted to him.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “It won’t happen again.”

“Look, what’s done is done,” she said. “Just forget about him for now. You and Jackson both need to get into character tonight. If Jackson thinks you’re thinking about Austin, that’s just going to throw him off his game. He deserves better than that.”

“Got it,” I said.

“Good. Now, what do you think you’ll wear tonight?”

“God knows I have a closet full of clothes thanks to the kindness of designers. What do you think would be appropriate?”

“Something sexy, on-trend, and black.”

“When I modeled for Carolina Herrera last fall for her spring collection, she knew I was so smitten with the sleeveless black cocktail dress I wore for her that she gave it to me.”

“I know exactly the one you’re referring to—and it is perfect. Wear that, couple it with some high heels, and style your hair down in loose waves. It always looks best that way. Then paint your face, and you’re good.”

“I’ll do that,” I said. “And I won’t disappoint you.”

“Actually, the person you really don’t want to disappoint is you, Sienna, because you are finally on the cusp of real stardom. If you play this right with Jackson—and when solid roles start to come your way, which they will—I do see you hitting the A-list. I mean that, because you’re that good. But you’ll only get there if you remain focused.”

“I will,” I said.

She checked her watch. “Off you go, then,” she said. “It’s already past three, which means you only have a few hours to get home and get yourself ready for the evening. Shine tonight,” she added. “Make the world believe in you and Jackson.”

“I can do that,” I said. “I mean, Jackson isn’t exactly hard on the eyes, Harper.”

“Exactly,” she said. “Now, go and do it. Make me proud. We’ll touch base in the morning.”

I’d already stood up to leave when Harper stopped me with a look.

“And...Sienna,” she said, “as RuPaul would say, don’t fuck it up.”

*  *  *
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Due to heavy traffic, it was a good thirty minutes before I scrambled out of my return cab in front of my one-bedroom apartment on West Twenty-Second Street—which was rent-controlled and the only reason I’d been able to live in Chelsea since I’d first arrived in the city. After I climbed the three sets of stairs to my apartment, which was sweltering in the June heat, I switched on the air-conditioning as soon as I stepped inside—and got to work.

Inside my wardrobe, I found the dress I’d mentioned earlier to Harper, which was still fresh, neatly pressed, and ready to wear in its dry-cleaning bag. To complement it, I chose a killer pair of Jimmy Choo Mary Jane leather pumps in black with a four-inch heel and two straps with ties that would wrap around my ankles and lower calves. And even though Jackson would never see them, I chose a pretty lace bra and panties—each in black.

As time passed, it passed quickly—too quickly.

I worked on my face, which meant beating it with a whole host of creams, exfoliators, and potent elixirs before I took a shower and tried to relax, which didn’t happen.

I was so nervous about how things would go tonight that the only thing that could have relaxed me was a martini, but since I needed to focus, I chose to forgo having one. Instead, I ended the shower with a blast of freezing cold water, which I stood beneath until I couldn’t stand it anymore.

After I’d toweled off, I put on my robe and checked my pores in the mirror. The cold water, exfoliator, creams, and elixirs had done their trick, because my skin looked tight and bright. With time running against me, I blew out my hair, which naturally dried in soft waves, and then I did my makeup, the lot of which took me over an hour before I could even start to get dressed.

You’re going to be late! I panicked when I looked at the clock on my bedside table. You’ve only got five minutes left before Jackson arrives—move it!

But I didn’t move fast enough, because I had just zipped up my dress when my buzzer rang.

Jackson was here.

Shit, I thought as I hurried into the foyer and buzzed him through. I don’t even have my shoes on yet!

Moments later, when the inevitable knock came at my door, I was still struggling to lace up my heels. I had no choice but to give up on them. Jackson would have to help me into them, because the straps were more difficult to buckle than I’d remembered.

“Coming!” I called as I hurried out of the bedroom and into the foyer. Unlocking my door, I swung it open.

There stood Austin Black.

“Oh,” I said in surprise. “I thought you’d be Jackson.”

“He’s waiting for you in the limousine,” Austin said, “which is double-parked. We need to leave now.”

He’d since changed into a black suit and tie. The sexy haze of a five-o’clock shadow graced his face, and he wore his thick black hair parted on the side, raked away from his face. He looked more handsome now than he had when we’d first met. Earlier, he’d worked out with Jackson, and it showed. His chest in particular looked massive to me.

And then I realized I was staring at it.

“My shoes,” I said as I shot back into myself. “The buckles are a bitch. I’m ready to go, but I can’t seem to get into them.”

“May I come in?”

“What for?”

“To help you into your shoes, Sienna.”

“You want to help me into my shoes?”

“We need to get out of here. Let me help.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” I said, trying not to think of his hands on my feet. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” he said as he stepped inside. “Where are the shoes in question?”

“In my bedroom,” I said. “And please don’t judge me when you see it, Austin. Today has been so insane that my bedroom is a mess.”

He looked patiently at me. “I’m not here to judge you, Sienna, but I am here going to get you to Per Se on time. We can’t afford to keep the press waiting, because they’ll leave if they think Jackson isn’t coming. So, let me help you into your shoes.” He paused for a moment and looked directly at me. “Because shoes are kind of my thing.”

Because shoes are kind of your thing? I thought as I looked at him. What does that mean? Are you a master at putting shoes on women, Austin? And if that’s the case, how many shoes have you tied and untied? How many shoes have you had wrapped around that thick neck of yours? How many shoes have you licked and tasted before you ripped them off in a feverish blaze?

Doesn’t matter. Be professional. Get on with it.

“They’re just in here,” I said as I turned and started to walk toward my bedroom. “I’ve only worn them once, and now I remember why. They’re hell to get into.”

“I can take care of that,” he said, following me.

I literally can feel him at my back. And I literally can’t handle it!

“Here they are,” I said, sitting on the edge of my bed. “I love them because they’re sexy, but it’s like bondage when it comes to putting them on.”

“Like bondage?” he asked as he kneeled in front of me. “Is that it?”

“In fact, it is it,” I said. “I mean, just look at them. Look at all those buckles and straps. Who in their right mind could ever navigate them?”

“I can,” he said with authority. “Hold out your right foot for me.”

I did, and when I did, his hands touched my heel, which sent a jolt of desire through me.

What is it about him? I thought. Why am I behaving like this? I never behave like this. This city is filled with hot men. Ever since I left Eric, I’ve wanted nothing to do with men. So, why am I so attracted to him? It makes no sense.

“You’re tense,” he said.

“And for good reason. Just look at what I’m about to walk into—the press, flashing cameras, people shouting questions at Jackson and me. Austin, this is all very new to me. And I’m not going to lie to you. I’m pretty stressed out right now.”

“How about if you take a deep breath,” he said as he gently massaged my foot. “Try to relax. Because I’ve been told that for the next eight months, I’m not only here for Jackson, Sienna. I’m also here for you.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I said.

He looked up at me with a glimmer in his eyes. “I’m also here to protect you. So, how about if you just lean back a bit and let me release some of the tension you’re feeling? Then I have a good feeling the shoes won’t be an issue.”

As he massaged my feet and kneaded them in ways that were undeniably erotic, soon my shoes were on, buckled, and fastened.

“You’re a genius,” I said to him as I kicked out my legs and admired my shoes. “Thank you.”

“The pleasure was mine, Sienna.”

Actually, it was mine.

I popped off my bed.

“How do I look?” I asked before we left.

“You look nice,” he said.

“Just ‘nice’? I was hoping for ‘hot,’ because Harper told me I needed to look hot tonight.”

A moment passed before he seemed to come to a decision.

“You look beautiful, Sienna. And yes, you also look hot. You are someone any man would want to be with tonight.”

When he said that, I was aware of his eyes glancing over my body before he checked himself. And when he did, the desire I’d seen a moment ago was quickly swept away. “We’ve been too long,” he said. “We need to leave. We need to get you and Jackson to Per Se before it’s too late.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“How are you?” I asked Jackson after Austin opened my door and I’d slid in next to Jackson on the limo’s back seat. The sun might have set behind the Manhattan skyline, but it was still light out. “You certainly look handsome. I love your navy suit. It brings out the blue in your eyes.”

“Sienna, you’re almost ten minutes late,” he said to me. “What held you up? Mimi has leaked to the press that we’ll be arriving at Per Se at eight. If we aren’t there on time—and if the paps have left by the time we get there—I’m laying that on you.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, startled by his angry tone. “I had trouble getting into my shoes.”

“What grown woman has trouble getting into her own shoes?”

“Someone who chooses to wear something like these,” I said, lifting up my shoes for him to see. “They’re complicated to get into, but I thought they were right for tonight. Do you like them?”

“They’re fine,” he said dismissively.

“Jackson,” Austin said, “we’ll get there on time.”

“I hope so,” he said, “because at least you understand how important tonight is to me.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Austin said. “If I have to bust a few lights, I will.”

“All right,” Jackson said. “Thanks for having my back.”

Was Jackson Cruise a diva in disguise? He certainly was behaving like one. Gone was the warm and welcoming person I’d met just hours ago. In his stead was someone who had gone to a darker place and who was being so cold to me now that I almost asked Austin to turn off the air-conditioning because it was chilly enough in the car. While I got it that I shouldn’t have been late, I also felt this had less to do with me and more to do with something else.

And then it occurred to me.

Maybe he’s as nervous as I am, I thought. He’s about to step out into the public with a new woman on his arm—someone most people have never heard of before. And he’s about to be faced with a hell of a lot of speculation when it comes to that, particularly after he was caught kissing another man. Of course he’s on edge. Who wouldn’t be?

Let him cool off...

“How was your workout?” I asked.

“It was a workout,” he said, not looking at me.

“Jackson,” I said, “I’m sorry I was late. But you have to understand the lengths I went to to pull myself together properly for you. This will be our first time out together, and I had to look my best. Getting ready is different for men than it is for women. If you’d only look at me, you’d see that I’ve given it my all.”

He was silent for a moment, and then he turned to me.

“Who designed your dress?” he asked.

“Carolina Herrera.”

“And your shoes—the ones that gave you so much trouble?”

“Jimmy Choo, that motherfucker. He’s clearly a sadist.”

He cocked his head at me when I said that, and finally he smiled, reached for my hand, and held it in his lap.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean to be difficult. It’s just that I don’t know what the paps are going to say to us when we arrive at the restaurant. Because the moment they see me with you, it’s only going to fuel more speculation around my sexuality. That’s the last thing I want, even though I know that to get to the other side of this, I’m going to work hard to convince them that this relationship of ours is real.”

“We can do it,” I said. “I know we can. And I’m sorry, Jackson. I hate that you’re going through this.”

“Thanks again for helping me out, Sienna.”

“We’ll get through it together,” I said. “We’ll turn things around for you.”

“That’s the thing,” he said. “I feel as if it’s already too late for that.”

“Almost there,” Austin said. “The traffic lights are working in our favor. We won’t be late.”

“Thanks, man,” Jackson said.

“Thank you, Austin,” I said. “Again, I apologize for the trouble.”

And for one heated moment, Austin Black lifted his eyes and looked at me in the rearview mirror, nodding silently at me. We continued to race across the city.

*  *  *
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Per Se was located on the fourth floor of the Time Warner Center on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. It was at Sixtieth Street, where CNN had its New York headquarters.

Harper and Mimi had chosen this particular restaurant for a reason. Not only was it smack in the middle of where Manhattan thrived, it also was one of the finest restaurants in the city. Thomas Keller—the renowned chef who had three Micheline stars to his name—owned it. If you could somehow snag a table here, I’d heard from friends that it was one of the places to go for fine dining in this city.

But if you were Jackson Cruise, getting a table here naturally wasn’t an issue.

“We’re here,” Austin said as we approached the towering skyscraper and stopped in front of it. “And so is the press. Several dozen of them—and they’ve just spotted us. They’re hurrying over, so get into character now, because photos are about to be taken.”

“Kiss me,” I said to Jackson. “Think of me as your hot cowboy...”

He must have done that, because when he swept me into his arms and laid one on me as the limousine’s interior was suddenly illuminated with explosions of light, his tongue plunged into my mouth. I met his brazenness with my own, tugging at his bottom lip with my teeth. And then Austin opened Jackson’s door.

As our lips parted, what I saw outside was a mob scene.

“Everybody, stand back!” I heard Austin shout above the roar as his hands swept out at his sides. “Give them room!”

The only time I’d experienced this kind of hunger and energy was when I’d won my acting award at Cannes. My photograph had been taken by hundreds of entertainment photographers and reporters from around the world while people cheered me on and whistled at me.

Only this time they weren’t cheering or whistling. Instead, as predicted, the paparazzi immediately started lobbing questions at us.

“Jackson!” one man called out. “TMZ. Your fans want to know the truth—are you gay? Is the man you kissed before you got on your plane someone who is important to you? Is he your boyfriend? Or was he just a fling?”

With our heads lowered and Jackson’s arm lodged tightly around my waist, we leaned into each other and pressed toward the building’s main entrance as Austin cleared a path for us through the explosion of lights.

“You owe it to your fans to tell the truth, Jackson!” one woman called out. “And also to the gay community! You can come out. Your fans will accept you for who you are. Are you gay or not?”

His grip tightened around me, and my heart went out to him as the paparazzi surrounded us. This had to be hell for him.

“Jackson, who are you with?” a man called out. “Is she your beard?”

Seriously? I thought as rage sparked through me. That’s how you’re going to label me? Over my dead fucking body, buddy.

Unable to contain myself, I stopped, turned, and looked out at the sea of reporters as I was flooded with rapid successions of lights. I didn’t know who had asked that question, but it didn’t matter, because I had a message to deliver to all of them.

“My name is Sienna Jones,” I said to them. “If you don’t know who I am, Google it. Also, I’m far from being Jackson Cruise’s ‘beard,’ as one of you had the nerve to suggest. If you’d been doing your jobs, you’d know that Jackson and I have been seeing each other for the past six weeks.”

That wasn’t part of the script, but it was now—and so be it.

“Who are you, again?” someone called out.

“Figure it out,” I said.

“Six weeks?” I heard somebody say. “What the hell?”

“Who is Sienna Jones?” a woman asked.

“We’re supposed to Google it,” someone else joked.

“This way,” Austin said, opening one of the building’s doors for us.

I placed my hand against Jackson’s lower back just as he impulsively leaned down and kissed me on the lips. I kissed him back with everything I had as the press swept in to capture the moment for all the world to see. In the blizzard of flashing lights and clicking cameras that sought to overwhelm us, our kiss nevertheless lingered before we broke away and followed Austin into the building—just as a rising chorus of questions about our relationship slammed against our backs.

*  *  *
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“They’re buying none of it,” Jackson said in a low, irritated voice after the three of us crossed the lobby to one of two escalators that led to the center’s restaurant and bar collection. The famed Porter House restaurant was one of them, as was Per Se. Best of all? The press weren’t allowed on this level, which took the pressure off each of us—at least for the moment.

“They already know this is bullshit,” he said. “And that’s what I’m going to face tomorrow in print.”

“This is going to take time,” I said quietly to him as we followed Austin off the escalator. “But soon they will believe it, Jackson. We’ll make them believe it.”

“We can’t make them believe shit, Sienna,” he said, turning to me. And when he did, I saw that he looked at once furious, vulnerable, and unhinged. “They’ll believe whatever sells papers or drives traffic to their websites.”

“Let’s not have this conversation here,” I said. “Someone could overhear us. The press are gone for now. You and I need to see tonight through.”

“Easy for you to say,” he said. “You’re not the one whose career is on the line.”

“Jackson,” Austin said, “I think you need to have a good look at what Sienna just did for you. The reporters questioned your sexuality—just as we all knew they would—and when they took things too far, Sienna got in front of the situation and challenged them. That took balls.”

“Yeah, well, she has her own career to protect, doesn’t she?”

I blinked when he said that but decided not to take it personally.

He’s upset. He’s angry. And he has good reason to be.

But at least Austin had come to my defense.

“That isn’t fair to Sienna,” he said. “And you know it.”

“Whatever,” Jackson said. “Look, I need a drink. I’ll text you ten minutes before we leave, OK?”

“When you do, I’ll let you know if the press is outside waiting for you two to emerge. If they are, I’ll handle the situation.”

“Everyone seems to be handling my situation,” Jackson said.

“That’s because it needs handling,” Austin said in a firm voice. “Now, get yourself together. At dinner, you two need to sell yourselves to everyone in that restaurant, because the waiters who are about to serve you are going to be listening to you two. You and I both know full well that many of them are paid on the sly by the paps to get inside information, so my best advice is to let go of whatever doubt you’re feeling, because Sienna is right. It’s going to take time to turn the tables in your favor, and I believe that you will—if you don’t fuck it up in the meantime.”

Clearly these two are close, I thought, because there’s no way in hell Jackson would allow Austin to talk like that to him if they weren’t.

“I’m sorry if I’m being a dick,” Jackson said. “I don’t mean to be.”

“Look, we get it,” Austin said. “You’re under a lot of pressure. You’re upset. This is a lot for anyone to handle. But if you’re going to get beyond this, you seriously need to chill, Jackson. Listen to me on this.”

When Jackson took my hand, I could feel frustration coming off him in waves.

“I’ll text you,” he said to Austin as we started to move toward the restaurant. “Give us a few hours, and then get us the hell out of here.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Thirty minutes later, after Jackson and I had been seated at a table that overlooked Columbus Circle—which was one of the prime seats at Per Se—Jackson was already two bourbons down with a third one on the way. He was drinking so quickly it was starting to concern me. I was still working on my first martini, for God’s sake.

How well can he handle his booze? I wondered, looking at him nervously. Because if he keeps drinking like this, I’m going to have to say something just to spare him from himself...

Each of us had ordered the chef’s elaborate tasting menu, which included a host of small bites designed to underscore why Thomas Keller reigned as one of the world’s best chefs.

On the menu, some of the dishes had been given names, such as “Oysters and Pearls,” “Peas and Carrots,” “Bread and Butter,” and “Gougère,” which was a delicate cheese puff that I knew would be no simple cheese puff. And there were many other samplings that would just keep coming until we arrived at an assortment of desserts that included fruit, ice cream, chocolate, and candies.

Over the top didn’t even come close to describing this place, which was beautifully lit with ambient lighting that gave the space a romantic glow, particularly with the city glimmering beyond the windows at Jackson’s back. On some level Austin must have gotten through to him, because Jackson was holding my right hand and stroking the back of it with his thumb when his third bourbon arrived.

“Another martini for you, miss?” our waiter asked me.

“Maybe later,” I said. “Once we’re well into the meal.”

“Of course. Now that you’ve had time to relax and enjoy your drinks, the tasting will begin.”

“Thank you,” I said as the man stepped away.

And when he did, Jackson let go of my hand, leaned back in his chair, and took a sip of his drink. “Tell me about you,” he said. “Is Sienna your real name? Or your stage name?”

“No, it’s my real name,” I said, trying to keep my voice light and engaged. “But maybe I should have been more creative, because ‘Jones’ isn’t exactly memorable, is it?”

“It could be worse,” he said. “Hell, you could be ‘Jackson Cruise.’” He took another pull from his drink. “Where were you born?”

“Dubuque, Iowa. How about you? Where did you grow up?”

“Here,” he said. “In the city.”

“You grew up in Manhattan?”

“I did.”

“That must have been exciting,” I said. “You had access to all the things I used to crave when I was growing up. Culture, the best concerts, city life, nightclubs, interesting restaurants, interesting people. I can’t imagine what it must have been like to grow up here.”

“Oh, it was great,” he said sarcastically. “My father is one of the city’s best brain surgeons. My mother is a best-selling, prize-winning novelist of literature. And since my two sisters decided to follow in my father’s footsteps in ways that I never did, they also are doctors. They have two terrific husbands and two terrific children each. As for me...I’m the disappointment who failed to carry on the family name. So,” he said after he’d tossed back his drink, finishing it, “there’s that.”

“But you’re so successful,” I said. “What you’ve achieved has to mean something to your family, Jackson. You’re an international super star. And you’re only thirty-five! You’ve been in twenty-five movies already, and pretty much all of them have been box-office smashes.”

He was far from being drunk—which surprised me considering all he’d had to drink in the past forty minutes—but when he leaned toward me, I did notice him wavering a bit. This concerned me, since I knew that aside from the waitstaff, the diners eating near us had recognized him. And whenever a major celebrity of Jackson’s stature was spied in a public space such as this, I also knew that word of his presence had already spread and that everyone in this restaurant knew he was here.

He starts work on a new movie tomorrow, I thought as I assessed him. I need to make sure he doesn’t make a fool of himself. But how do I do so without offending him?

“Sienna, when it comes to my family, what I really am is an international fraud,” he said, lifting his empty glass above his head and motioning for another drink before looking at me again.

“Your family really thinks that about you?” I asked.

“Let me clarify. My sisters are fine with the thing that shall not be named in public, but my parents express their disappointment in all sorts of ways—sometimes directly. Like when my name appeared in the tabloids this week. I rarely hear from them, but I sure as hell heard from them then.”

“What did they say?”

“In a nutshell? That I was an embarrassment. And that they’d raised me to behave better than that.”

“By showing affection toward another person?”

“Toward another man,” he said in a low voice.

“About him,” I said, “is he anyone special to you?”

“He could be,” he said. “But because of who I am, he can’t be.”

“Who is he?”

“My pilot. We’ve been seeing each other for a few months. It’s not serious, because it can’t be serious. He tells me he understands, but I have to wonder whether he really does.”

“I’m sorry,” I said as his fourth bourbon arrived. When our server left, Jackson lifted the drink in my direction and toasted me before he took a sip.

“So, you like him?” I asked.

“It’s deeper than that...not that he knows. But let’s not talk about him, OK? I’d really rather not.”

“That’s fine, Jackson.”

“‘Jackson,’” he said with a laugh. “That isn’t my real name, Sienna, which you’ve probably figured out by now. I mean, who calls their kid ‘Jackson Cruise’? No one. Certainly not my uptight parents. My real name is Mike Fleming. How’s that one for you? My last name literally sounds like phlegm. Something that gets caught in the back of your throat that you want to spit out onto the street.”

The alcohol is starting to affect him, I thought, getting worried as our first course arrived. It was the “Oysters and Pearls,” which was a single oyster topped with tapioca and white sturgeon caviar. Since I wanted to encourage him to eat before he drank even more, I lifted up my shell to him and said, “Here’s to us. And also to your new movie. Let’s try the food.”

“Why are you deflecting?” he said. “Is my life too much for you to handle?”

Time to take him on before he does more damage than good...

“Nothing is too much for me to handle, Jackson,” I said quietly as I met his eyes with my own. “Because I’ve gone through my own share of shit ever since I moved to Manhattan—things nobody knows about. Dark times I never want to talk about. So, please, don’t believe for one minute that I haven’t had bleak moments of my own in my life, because that isn’t the case. But that’s enough of that. I’m hungry. And both of us need to eat.”

When I said that, he picked up his oyster, tossed it back, and washed it down with another sip of bourbon. “Fantastic,” he said. “To die for.”

After I’d eaten mine, I looked hard at him.

“Jackson,” I whispered, “you need to keep your voice down. If you don’t, the people at the next table will hear you, which you don’t want.”

“I can handle my booze, Sienna.”

“I’m thinking otherwise,” I said, pushing the bread basket toward him. “Eat some bread. Get something on your stomach.”

“Before I embarrass you, too?”

“Before you embarrass yourself.”

“Fine—I’ll eat some bread.”

“And drink some water before you regret having too many drinks.”

“Look at me, drinking water for the lady.”

“Keep drinking it, because you need to.”

“And look at that—I just finished my water,” he said.

“Give me your drink,” I said. “You’ve had enough.”

“Nobody tells me when I’ve had enough, Sienna.”

“Jackson, I understand that you’ve been through hell this past week, but you are in public now. We arrived here to offer up a smoke screen. You can’t blow that. It’s only our first day out in public together.”

“Then take the bourbon,” he said, pushing it toward me.

Thank God.

I swept it away from him.

“Let me ask you a question,” he said after he’d torn off a piece of bread and started to eat it. “Have you ever been in love, Sienna?”

“Once,” I said, not wanting to discuss it.

“Just once?”

“Yes, just once.”

“How can that be? You’re hot. And you’re, like...what? Twenty-seven or something?”

“That’s right. Twenty-seven.”

“And you’ve only fallen in love once?”

“Unfortunately. In the meantime, I’ve been focusing on my career.”

“Who was the lucky guy?”

“Neither of us was lucky, Jackson. Certainly not me.”

“Jesus,” he said. “And the mystery deepens.”

“I’d rather not make light of it.”

“What was he? Some kind of asshole?”

Yes, Jackson. The worst kind...

“Are you finished?” our server asked, materializing at our side.

“We are,” I said with a bright smile I didn’t feel. “They were delicious.”

Without a word, the man took away our plates and left. Moments later, he returned with the “Peas and Carrots” part of our serving course, which was delivered to us in shallow dishes with a small serving of sugar snap peas, carrots, and turnips topped with what I remembered from the menu to be a black winter truffle crème fraîche. Looking at the beautiful presentation was almost enough to distract me from the sheer ugliness that was unfolding in front of me.

“Thank you,” I said to the waiter as he left. I looked over at Jackson, who had just stolen the bourbon I’d taken away from him and slugged it down. “Focus on dinner,” I said to him. “The way you’re going, the sooner we’re out of here, the better.”

“I am starting to feel a bit woozy,” he said.

“I don’t doubt it. Eat your peas and carrots.”

“Now you sound like the nanny who raised me.”

“You were raised by a nanny?”

“I was,” he said, tapping his finger against his chest. “Because I’m what they call a mistake, Sienna. By the time I came along, my parents were fully vested in their careers—and not in me. They didn’t have the same kind of time for me they had given my two older sisters. So, I was pretty much shoveled off to Nanny Grace, which is a pretty fitting name for a woman who became the mother I never had. A few years ago, when she needed to go into assisted living, I made certain to put her in the best facility this city has. I pay for all of it, and I’m happy to do so. Because without that woman, I’d be seriously fucked up.”

My heart went out to him when he said that, and then I watched him look down at his plate.

“These are peas and carrots?” he asked.

“They are. You can see the peas. The orange mousse is the carrots.”

“I think I need another drink.”

“I don’t think you do, Jackson.”

“That’s because you’re not going through what I’m going through right now, Sienna.”

“I understand that,” I said in a low voice. “But here isn’t the place to get drunk. If you want to do that, I suggest—for you and your career alone—that you do so at home. So, why don’t we just call Austin now and bail on this dinner so you can drink in private? In fact, if we do leave now, we’d probably fool the paps, who likely think we’re going to be here for several hours and have probably left to cover other stories before coming back here.”

“I don’t want to leave, because I like being here with you,” he said, reaching out to hold my hand. “I feel comfortable with you, which is kind of weird, right? I mean, we only just met today. What am I to make of that?”

“People meet for a reason,” I said. “And as far as I’m concerned, tonight that reason is for me to get you out of here before it’s too late for you.”

“Too late for me?”

“You’re drunk,” I said.

“I’m not that drunk.”

“Yes, you are. And I’m concerned.”

“What’s to be concerned about?”

“Your making a fool of yourself. Call Austin. Tonight, I’ll pay the bill. We need to get you out of here before those four bourbons you just drank in record time hit you harder than they already have.”
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When Austin confirmed that he was waiting for us in front of the Time Warner Center, I looked over at Jackson as he turned off his phone. His eyes had become hooded. His cheeks were flushed.

“Austin’s at the curb,” he said, “waiting for us.”

“Tell him to come inside and meet us at the restaurant.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

With a confused shake of his head, he squinted at his phone, turned it on, and started to text something, but God only knows what that was—or how coherent it would be. Why hadn’t they given me Austin’s number? I should be the one texting him, not Jackson.

I’d already told our server that I wasn’t feeling well—and had paid the bill with my nearly maxed-out credit card. Thank God I had enough room left on it, because even though we were leaving early without finishing our meals, I’d nevertheless been asked to pay the full price for the tasting menu as well as our cocktails, which had cost me over a grand.

But at least we were getting out of here, which was nothing short of grand. Given Jackson’s drunken, emotional state, I couldn’t allow any of this to be mentioned in tomorrow’s news.

His cell phone dinged, and he looked unsteadily at the screen.

“Austin’s on his way up now.”

“I need you to be as steady as you can for me,” I said before we stood up from the table. “Everyone in this restaurant is aware that you’re here tonight. They have their cell phones at the ready.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because when I paid the bill, I casually glanced around and saw that some of those phones are trained on us as I speak. I need you to take hold of my hand as you stand, I need you to stand right at my side when we leave, and if we’re lucky, we’ll get you out of this place without causing a scene.”

But we weren’t lucky. Because when Jackson stood, he wavered a bit on his feet before his eyes crossed and he pitched forward. He slammed onto the table and took it down with him as I rushed back. Everyone looking on gave a collective gasp.

I heard Jackson’s name being mentioned all around me.

And since I was acutely aware that photos and videos were being taken of us, I instinctively said—in a voice everyone around us could hear—“It’s food poisoning—that oyster made you sick!”

Immediately, our server was at our side, helping me get Jackson to his feet, which was a sad state of affairs if there ever was one. Jackson had become a wobbling drunk who was so deep in the tank that he’d become his own horror show.

“It’s clearly food poisoning,” I said out loud, knowing this moment would inevitably be posted on YouTube. And when it was, I wanted people to wonder whether Jackson was drunk or if an oyster had made him so sick. “It was the shellfish,” I said as I seized his arm. “You said it didn’t taste right. You said it was off. We need to get you home.”

He glanced at me. “Get me out of here before I throw up.”

With every ounce of strength I could muster, I led him out of Per Se as people looked on in a mixture of excitement, disbelief, and horror. When I saw Austin waiting for us as we left the restaurant, he rushed toward us, which was a great relief to me.

“He’s drunk,” I said to him beneath my breath. “I tried to keep the booze at bay, but apparently this one does what he wants.”

“He’s used to getting his way,” Austin said quietly to me. “Let’s get him to the limousine.”

“Are the paparazzi waiting for us?”

“Thankfully, no.”

“Then, let’s hurry, because tonight has been a disaster.”

“Define ‘disaster,’” Jackson said as we urged him toward the escalator.

“Trust me, you’ll find out in the morning.”

And then I realized that the fallout about to come also awaited me, and this incensed me.

Is this how it was going to be with him for the next eight months? If so, what would being with him do to my own career, especially since I was legally bound to him?

I hadn’t entered into this agreement thinking I’d be saddled with a drunk, so what did that mean for me? Did I have a way out of this contract? I didn’t know. I hadn’t read the damned thing, which I fucking should have. But Harper knew the details, and she’d be hearing from me first thing tomorrow about whether or not I was obligated to stay in this fake relationship. At the very least, knowing Harper, I knew she was going to be furious that this had happened. Whatever she was going to say to Mimi in the morning—when this shit show officially became a public circus—was going to be substantial.

Worry about it tomorrow, I thought, meeting Austin’s gaze as we held on to Jackson and helped him down the escalator. Right now, we need to get out of here and into that limo as quickly as possible.

“Sorry,” Jackson said as we continued our descent. “Sorry about that. Didn’t mean for that to happen. Didn’t mean to get wasted and shit...”

With the alcohol now fully threading through him, he was becoming a weight I wasn’t sure I’d be able to hold up even with Austin’s help.

“Austin,” I said to him, “he’s getting too heavy for me.”
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