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This book is dedicated to my Mema, and in remembrance of my Pepa (March 10th, 1931 - July 26th, 2021).

If there are books in Heaven, I hope you choose to read mine.






“All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.”

- J.R.R. Tolkien
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Chapter One
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Celia sat in her agent’s office, a small room covered in Pepto-Bismol pink colored paint. Even the candy dish, the same sickening shade of pink, only held pink Starburst candies. If a stranger walked in, they would assume this was an office belonging to a teenager, not a forty-five-year-old woman. In her pastel pink t-shirt dress, Celia almost looked like a decoration for the office. 

She twirled her fingers in her bleach blonde hair, a nervous habit she’s had since she was a child. Although she refused to admit it, her nerves were worse today than they had been in years. The role of the Witch Queen wouldn’t be her first leading role, but it would be her first gig outside of her usual child dramas and family friendly films that she’d been acting in for almost eighteen years. She was chomping at the bit, worse than a nervous racehorse, to rebrand her career. 

Amy, her agent, walked in attired in her usual pantsuit, a serious and stark contrast from her office and bubbly nature. Her brown hair was pulled into a ponytail. Black glasses, an accessory and not for enhancing her eyesight, sat on the bridge of her nose. She sat a caramel iced coffee down in front of Celia. Typically, Amy only brought gifts, like coffee, when she delivered bad news. Once when Celia was a child, Amy gave her a stuffed bear before telling her she wasn’t cast in a television series.

“So?” Celia asked before Amy could even take her seat.

“So, the director and producers decided they want to cast you as the Witch Queen.”

Celia screamed, almost knocking the chair backwards as she jumped up. Happy tears fell down her cheeks as she clapped her hands together. She was tempted to pinch herself, but if it was a dream, she didn’t want to wake up. 

Amy set a thick stack of papers on the desk and pushed them towards her.  “But...”

Of course, a ‘but’ was coming. Celia slowly sat down; afraid the happiest moment of her life was going to be torn away as quickly as it was given to her. She plunged a paper straw into the coffee and brought it to her lips. It was too sweet; the sugar and caramel syrup overtook any coffee flavor.

“One of the producers wants to amp up the public’s connection to the two main characters, the Werewolf and Witch Queen. He thinks the best way to achieve this is a PR relationship between you and your co-star.”

Celia nearly choked on her coffee.

“Wait! You’re saying they want me to pretend to be in a relationship with someone to connect more with the audience?”

“Exactly!”

The color drained from Celia’s face. She was in a relationship with her high school sweetheart, Brandon.

“For how long?” Celia asked.

“A few months before filming, during filming, and a few weeks past the release.”

“But Amy, that could be two years or more.”

“I know, I know. Listen this is a once in a lifetime role, something that could really set your career on the right path. I can tell them, but I can’t guarantee you will get another opportunity like this. It could be career suicide. Face it, you’re almost twenty-four, your days of playing the sweet young teen are coming to an end.”

Celia knew Amy was right. She wasn’t getting casting calls like she used to, and it was only a matter of time before she was another forgotten actress like Juliette Lewis.

“How much would I have to do in this relationship?”

Amy’s smile widened. “You would never be asked to do anything past your comfort zone. It’s all right here in the agreement.  In public, you would need to portray a happy couple. This would include, but not be limited to, holding hands, being seen together in public at multiple locations, going on dates, and the occasional kiss.”

“What about sex? That’s not part of it, right?”

“Of course not! There is a specific line stating any and all sexual actions are forbidden.”

Celia fiddled with her hair again, and her stomach muscles churned bile in her belly.

“Who is the actor?”

“That’s the best part! It’s Thomas Richardson.”

Celia’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped. Why would a handsome and successful actor like Thomas need me as fake arm candy? The almost forty-year-old actor with baby blue eyes and perfectly manicured hair, had been breaking hearts before she was even in high school. She wouldn’t admit it to Amy, but she had always been a fan of his.

“Doesn’t he have a wife or someone that wouldn’t be okay with this?” Celia asked.

Amy shook her head. “As you may already know, he’s very quiet about his personal life, but no, he’s never been married and doesn’t currently have a girlfriend.”

Celia pulled a lock of her hair in between her fingers. She knew it was too good of a role to pass up, but still, she didn’t know if she could break things off with Brandon. She wasn’t happy, but she understood he was struggling. Brandon had become lazy and lost all his ambitions, spending most of his free time with a beer in his hand. His recent behaviors had severed multiple friendships, and she was one of the few people he had left.

“How long do I have to make a decision?”

“You only have—” Amy checked her watch— “fifty-eight minutes left. They want to know tonight in case they need to contact their second pick.”

Celia sat on the tan couch in her apartment living room. She had changed into a tank top and shorts, removed her makeup, and her hair was in a messy bun. Her apartment was in the Southwestern part of Oxnard, California. It was in a lower-class neighborhood, the size and condition of the complex reflected that. Although the apartment was only a one bedroom, it was still expensive to rent. After all, it had come furnished and was walking distance to the beach. It’s not where someone would expect to spot a famous person, but that’s what drew Celia to living there. She was seldom recognized by her peers in the city, and it kept her humble. Honestly, it was a safe haven for her.

Celia scrolled through Thomas’ Instagram on her phone. He didn’t post much, but when he did, it was either a picture of him with his sister, his twin nieces, or of his adopted cat, Scooter. Someone knocked on the door and she sat her phone down on the couch next to her.

“Come in, it’s open,” she said.

Slowly the door creaked open, and Brandon walked in with a carton of assorted bottled beers. He was still in his work attire, slacks and a button up shirt. His blond hair was styled in its typical messy mop, and a grin sat on his round face. He closed the door with his foot and put the bottles onto a glass top table. As Celia didn’t share the same taste in alcohol as him, he frequently brought beer over to stash in her fridge. 

“Sorry, traffic was crazy,” he said. 

Celia smiled weakly. She had already made her decision but pulling the trigger wouldn’t be easy. Brandon plopped down on the couch and fished a Miller Lite out of the carton. He said something about his job, he was a bank teller at a local bank, but Celia didn’t hear him. Her mind was too preoccupied with the possible scenarios of how she could break-up him. Although she excelled at being an actress, she’s never been much of a liar.

“Your lack of enthusiasm has me assuming you didn’t get the role.” He popped off the cap and took a sip. “Or is this an act?”

“No, I got the role.”

“What? That’s great. Why aren’t you smiling? It’s a good thing, right?”

“Yes and no.”

Brandon sat his drink onto the table. The air in the room had shifted. It was tense and uncomfortable. Lie, you have to.

“Preparing for this role is going to keep me busy. I’m going to have to work with a personal trainer up to and during filming. I’m not sure where filming is yet, but I know that it’s going to be in another country.”

“Well, not seeing you every day would drive me crazy, but I’m sure we can fit in Facetime dates or something.”

“Brandon, I’m sorry, but that’s not going to work.”

His smile disappeared. “Are you breaking up with me?” 

She couldn’t say anything, all she could do was feebly nod. Shock, sadness, and then anger flashed across his face. She reached out to touch his hand, but he yanked it away. 

“Brandon please, don’t be like this. If there was a way to have avoided this I would’ve, you know that.”

“All I know is my girlfriend picked a movie over me.”

Celia opened her mouth to speak, but he threw his hands up.

“Save it, I can’t deal with this tonight. I need to go.”

Brandon rose from the couch and knocked the bottles off the table and onto the floor, sending glass and beer everywhere. Celia followed him to the door, tears in her eyes.

“Please, just wait a second and let me explain. I didn’t want to end things this way, but we’ve been struggling for months now,” Celia said.

“No, I’ve been struggling.” He held his finger in her face. “You have no idea what I’ve been going through these past months. I thought I could count on you to be here for me, God knows I’ve stuck around with you and all your family drama.”

“Brandon, please don’t be like this.”

She reached out to touch his shoulder and he slapped her hand away. 

“Save it. I hope this little movie of yours is worth it.”

Brandon slammed the door roughly behind him, knocking a framed picture off the wall. Celia busted into tears; her entire body shook as she fell to the floor. As much as she hated to admit it, Brandon was partially right. She was given the choice of her boyfriend or a movie, and she chose the movie.
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Chapter Two
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“Are you sure this isn’t too much?” Celia asked.

She wore a black strapless gown with a side split that ran up to her thigh. Her hair was gently tousled, lips painted cherry red, and false eyelashes set atop her real ones. Strappy black heels sat on her feet, despite her reservations. Amy was next to her in the backseat of a silver limousine. Again, she was attired in a stiff pantsuit. 

“No, you look great! You know how important first impressions are,” Amy said.

“Even for a fake relationship?”

Amy rolled her eyes. “Seriously Celia don’t act like this is a prison sentence. You’re getting to date an A-list actor. This needs to appear believable, you don’t want to be recast.”

Celia sighed. “I know.”

She checked her phone, it was a quarter until eight. No new text messages or missed calls. It had been almost five days and Brandon hadn’t reached out to her. She had tried texting him to see how he was doing, but it appeared he hadn’t even read the messages, so she stopped trying. He was probably hurting and needed space. Still, she worried about him and hoped he wasn’t doing anything reckless, as alcohol was his favorite coping mechanism.

The limo screeched to a halt outside of The Glitz, an old opera house in downtown Los Angeles. It was built in the early 1900s and had recently been renovated to an upscale bar and lounge, only accessible to the rich and famous. No one could get past the bouncer without their name being on the list. 

“Alright, I’m going to let his agent know you’re here. He already has your number and is going to reach out to you. Now, go have fun,” Amy said.

Celia’s eyes widened. “You’re going to leave me here by myself? Can’t I at least stay in here and wait until he contacts me?”

“It’s time to spread your wings, butterfly. Grab a drink, relax, and don’t forget to have fun. If you need me you can always call but try to not need me.”

Celia felt like a child being forced to go to daycare without their parents for the first time as she stepped outside of the limo. The warm, muggy air wrapped itself around her. A gentle breeze carried the scent of chicken from a nearby fast-food joint and the city was alive with chatter and the occasional sirens. It didn’t sound or smell differently than the typical Los Angeles neighborhood, but it felt like she was about to cross into a different city, or world for that matter. The bottoms of her heels were slick as she walked to the unguarded entrance. The large double doors were a new addition, but modeled to look antique, as if they were a part of the original opera house. The pulse from the music vibrated the door handles. She took a deep breath and walked in. The air was bitter with stale cigarette smoke. A large man in a tuxedo stood behind the dark oak podium. Velvet ropes blocked the path to the lounge. The walls were a deep crimson and the lights tented blue, providing low visibility. 

“Name?” the man asked.

“Celia Stuart.”

He squinted as he turned the pages of a leather-bound binder. Celia twirled her hair in her fingers. She had eaten only an hour earlier, but her stomach already felt hollow. Her phone buzzed from inside her clutch. It was a text message from an unknown number that said, “Third floor”. It sent a chill down her spine.

“Ms. Stuart?”

“Yes?” she turned her attention to the man she had momentarily forgot was there. The binder was opened on the last page. He unlatched the velvet rope and moved aside.

“You may enter.”

Her eyes adjusted quickly under the lights. There was a large bar that stretched across the back wall. A handsome bartender was pouring drinks to the patrons at the counter. A red leather L-shaped couch was positioned in the far corner. In the opposite corner of the room were the stairs. She kept her head down as she crossed the room, not wanting to draw attention to herself. She couldn’t help but notice Arnold Schwarzenegger sharing a cigar with his son. Everyone was dressed as extravagantly as she was, but she still felt out of place. Celia rarely went to bars, but when she did, they were casual college bars near Brandon’s apartment. Frat boys were frequent, and no drink was priced more than five dollars.

Careful not to slip in her heels, she white knuckled the rail as she climbed narrow staircase. The lounge on the third floor was similar to the first, only the bar was smaller and there were small round tables with barstools and no couch. White curtain lights hung from the ceiling, illuminating the room better than downstairs.

Thomas, the only casually dressed person in the establishment in a t-shirt and jeans, sat at a table by himself. Even with a beard, he was easily recognizable.  In one hand he held a dark drink and his phone in the other. He didn’t appear to notice her walk in. There was a lump in her throat as she walked towards him. Too preoccupied with her own nerves, she took a misstep with her right foot and with as much grace as a drunk elephant, she fell to her knee. Please please please say he didn’t notice. She looked up and met his gaze. Shit. Her face flushed cherry red and her ankle throbbed as she stood up.

“Hi, I’m Celia.” She extended her hand to him. “Can we pretend like that didn’t happen?”

His eyes traveled from her face to her waist and back. He didn’t offer his hand in return.

“Should we also pretend you didn’t rip your dress?”

“What?”

He gestured to her waist, where her dress’s opening had split and rose, revealing the edge of her lacy black underwear. 

Her face grew even redder. “You have got to be kidding me.”

She quickly sat down and held her clutch over the opening. Thomas’ attention returned to his phone. Awkward silence hung in the air, only partially masked by the jazz music emitting from the speakers. Thomas started coughing, and he brought his hand over his mouth. His eyes watered as he took a large sip of his drink. He cleared his throat and sat his phone down. 

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“I’m fine. Would you like a drink or are you even old enough?”

Celia’s mouth fell open.

“I beg your pardon, how young do you think I am?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Eighteen, twenty tops.”

“I’m twenty-three,” she said.

“Could’ve fooled me. What’s your poison?”

“Vodka soda is fine.”

He walked over to the bar and spoke with the bartender, an older gentleman. A few inches taller than six feet, Thomas looked even taller in person than he did in his movies. Celia considered texting Amy, telling her she needed a ride home. A ripped dress had to be a good enough reason to leave early. She didn’t even have to mention how aloof Thomas was acting.

“Here.” Thomas sat the drink in front of her on the table.

Celia took a generous sip, hoping it would help calm her nerves. Thomas fiddled with the glass in his hand. There was a noticeable look of sadness in his eyes.

“Why’d you agree to do this?” Celia asked finally.

“I could ask you the same thing. You’re not even twenty-five and you want to be bogged down in a fake relationship? My twenties were wild, I don’t think any agent or producer could’ve talked me into something like this.”

Thomas had been known to the public eye, courtesy of TMZ and other trashy media outlets, as a party boy. Almost every other day he was highlighted in photos by various paparazzi. Most pictures were of him shirtless, revealing his washboard abs, often drunk, and always with some young pretty model by his side. It wasn’t until he turned thirty that his name stopped appearing in tabloids. The only news that ever came out about him was about his film roles and professional appearances. His personal life was left a mystery. The only glimmers into it were from his and his sister’s Instagram accounts, and even those were few and far between. 

“Regardless, I was thinking a few nights a week we should go out to public places to be seen and photographed. I don’t need you blowing up my phone, but you can call or text if something comes up. I don’t know how good of an actress you are, but you need to play the part. Understood?”

Celia nodded. All hopes that this was going to be an enjoyable experience had evaporated. It seemed that he didn’t want to be part of this even more than she did. Thomas stood up and walked around to her. He draped his arm over her shoulder. His cologne, earthy and strong, was a welcome surprise.





“Can you take a picture of us?” he asked the bartender.



The man nodded and took Thomas’ phone.

“Now make sure you smile pretty,” Thomas said.

Celia relaxed into his touch, his warmth inviting her in. She smiled and the man snapped two photographs. Thomas took his phone and retreated to his seat. His cologne still lingered in the air.

“Alright, now to add this to Instagram. What’s your handle? We need to follow each other,” he said.

“It’s my first and last name— Celia Stuart.”

She didn’t want to admit that she was already following him on social media, or that she had been for years.

“And so it begins.” Thomas sighed.

Celia’s phone hadn’t stopped buzzing since Thomas posted the picture. Friends all the way back from middle school were messaging her. Even her mother, who was on the other side of the country for a luxury cruise, had called three times, and left a voicemail with each call. She hadn’t responded to any of the messages or calls, but she was aware of the attention the photograph was getting. Most of the comments were positive, even from Thomas’ stalker fans, but the comment that mattered most was Brandon’s. Somehow in the sea of, “So cute,” and “Congrats,” his comment was the one that caught her eye. One sentence, “You have got to be kidding me”.

Celia rolled over in her bed. It didn’t matter how many times she tossed and turned, she wasn’t able to fall asleep. The analog clock on her nightstand glowed. It was only four o’clock in the morning. Suddenly her phone buzzed, a text message from Thomas.

“Want to go to the beach?” it read.

She rubbed her eyes and reread the message. Still, curiosity intrigued her.

“When?” she asked.

. . .

“I will pick you up in twenty.”

Seriously? She peeked again at the clock. It wasn’t like she was able to sleep anyway, but still part of her wanted to say no. Especially after how well their first meeting had gone. Some part of her, perhaps the small glimmer of hope that this could end up being a positive working relationship, persuaded her.

“I’ll be ready.”

She threw off her covers and went to the bathroom. The walls were covered in eggshell white paint, and the tile was as equally bland. The only color came from her Pusheen shower curtain and green rugs. She brushed her tangled hair, threw on some waterproof mascara, and brushed her teeth. She wasn’t sure what to wear. It was four in the morning, after all, but still they were going to a beach. She went with her black bikini, cut off shorts, and a white crop top. Staring at her reflection, she was suddenly self-conscious. She was thin and petite, lacking any curves, and didn’t feel like someone Thomas would be seen with. Are people actually going to believe this? Her phone buzzed, signaling his arrival. She took a deep breath, grabbed her bag, and headed downstairs.

Thomas was sitting in the driver’s seat of a red Mustang. Its windows were tinted so darkly that she couldn’t actually see him, but it was the only vehicle with its lights on, so she knew it had to be him.

“Good morning,” he said as she climbed into the passenger seat. 

He was wearing a Los Angeles Dodgers ball cap, solid black t-shirt, and pineapple print swimming trunks. A cartoon Edgar Allen Poe air freshener hung from the rearview mirror, filling the vehicle with an airy forest aroma. He changed the radio station, stopping on an oldies rock group Celia didn’t recognize.

“How’d you know I was awake?” Celia asked.

He turned out onto the desolate service road. “Instagram.”

“Oh.” 

A man walked his Great Dane on the empty sidewalk as they drove by. The only light was provided by the streetlights overhead and the thin crescent moon.

“How’d you know where I live?”

“Your agent, Annie, told me.”

“Amy,” Celia corrected.

Of course, she did. The car turned on a side road towards the pier.

“It must be nice living this close to the beach,” Thomas said.

“It is, but I don’t go as often as I used to.”

“Why not? Afraid someone will recognize you?”

She shook her head. “People around here don’t usually recognize me. I’m not anywhere near as famous as you are though.”

Thomas parked the car in the empty beach lot and got out. Celia followed him to the edge of the shore. The air was humid, but the water was icy cool. The beach was as vacant as the parking lot, save for a few seagulls. The gulls’ chirps and the sound of the crashing waves echoed through the morning.

“My sister called me the day after I posted that picture.” Thomas started walking. “Apparently my two nieces are fans of yours.”

“Really?” Celia kept pace beside him.

“Yeah, saw some movie with you and a horse and were fans ever since. They’ve seen all your movies apparently.”

“That’s sweet.” She stopped. “Do they know?”

“Know what?”

“This is fake.”

He sighed and shook his head.

“The contract,” she said.

“Besides.” He kept walking. “If they knew, it would break their little hearts. They’re more excited that I’m dating you than when I took them to the premiere of Kungfu Panda 3.”

She laughed and a genuine smile spread across his face.

“Sounds like you’re really close to them?”

He nodded. “I love them like they’re my own.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Why did you never settle down and have kids? I’m not saying you’re too old or it’s too late, I just figured someone like you would have a family by now.”

His smile faded and the sadness she saw before reemerged in his eyes. Celia’s chest tightened, and she immediately regretted asking.

“I’m sorry, it’s none of my business. I shouldn’t have asked,” she said.

He didn’t say anything. His gaze was far off, as if he wasn’t there. She didn’t know what was wrong, if anything, but she wanted to bring him back out of his head. She reached for his hand. It was rough and warm to the touch. He returned his focus to her as she pulled him deeper into the sea. She stopped when it was a little over waist deep for him and the water came up right under her chest. 

“What makes you confident that I know how to swim?” he asked.

“IMBD said you did all the under-water stunts in Shark City.”

“You read my profile? I thought only crazy stalker fans did that.”

Celia took a step back and splashed water onto his face. His lips curved into a mischievous smile.

“Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be?”

Again, she splashed water towards him. He returned fire, utilizing a wave to amplify his attack. Her hair was soaked flat against her head, and her shirt clung to her.

“You’re taller than me, this isn’t fair!”

“Tough shit.” He sent more water her way.

Both of their faces were red from laughing. Celia lurched forward and into his arms as something brushed against her leg. Maybe it was the side-comment about his role in a movie with sharks, but her smile faded as her mind filled with endless possibilities of what had touched her. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Something touched my leg.”

“Do you want to go back to the shore?”

She nodded. Silently they walked back to the water’s edge. Thomas pulled a small piece of seaweed from her hair. His hand lingered on her shoulder.

“Careful, there’s no one around. I could start thinking you actually care about my feelings.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“You were so cold when we met. It was like I was literally the last person you wanted to be around.”

“I wouldn’t say last, maybe second or third to last.”

“Can you be serious for one second?”

“Look, there’s a lot going on in my life right now. There’s more to me than what you read online.”

“You know, that’s fine, I’m not asking you to be a perfectly open book. I just want you to be civil. It’s not like I’m not going through my own stuff. I chose you over my boyfriend.”

“Celia, let’s get one thing straight. You chose a movie over your boyfriend, not me.”

She pictured Brandon’s face when he saw the picture of her and Thomas. It was probably a mixture of disbelief and sadness, or perhaps he was angry.

“You know what, you’re right, and that’s a decision I will live with.”

Celia walked up the beach and sat down. She combed her fingers through her wet, tangled hair. After a moment, Thomas followed and sat down next to her.

“I love acting, I always have, but sometimes it forces you to choose between your personal life and your career. One thing I’ve learned over the years is how valuable forgiveness is and how infrequently we forgive ourselves. This won’t be the last time you’re forced to make a tough decision. My advice to you would be to start learning to forgive yourself,” he said.

Tears slid down Celia’s cheeks. The guilt for abandoning Brandon was overwhelming. Thomas placed his arm tightly around her and pulled her head into his chest. His heartbeat echoed in her ear.

“Can we stay like this for a little bit, please?” she asked.

“We can stay here as long as you’d like.”
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Chapter Three
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Celia sat in the backseat of the limousine next to Thomas. She wore a silver gown covered in delicate crystals, and her hair was pulled into a fishtail braid. Thomas, for once, was dressed up as well, sporting a blue velvet suit.

“Are you nervous?” he asked.

“No, why do you ask?”

He sighed. “I hope you’re a better actress than you are a liar. You have a tell. Whenever you’re nervous you play with your hair, and you haven’t stopped touching your braid.”

Celia immediately brought her hand down to her side. No one had noticed, or at least admitted they had noticed, her nervous habit in years.

“Okay, I’m a little nervous. This is our first public outing as a couple and it’s not like we’re going to a restaurant or bar.”

“It’s just an awards show.”

“Do you really consider the Academy Awards just some awards show?”

He shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly. 

“You do realize the biggest awards show I’ve ever attended was the Teen Choice Awards, right?”

“Listen, I’m going to be by your side the entire time. If someone, press or otherwise, throws an uncomfortable question at us, I’ll handle it. All you need to do is smile and look pretty, like you always do.”

The heat rushed to Celia’s cheeks, as the limo slowed down and pulled off next to the curb. It was like her heart was literally going to burst out of her chest.

“You ready?” he asked. 

She nodded. He opened the door and the crowd of bystanders roared. Photography flashes were intense like strobe lights.

“Thomas! Mr. Richardson! Over here,” they all shouted.

Thomas held his hand out to Celia and helped her out of the vehicle. Suddenly the crowd was shouting her name too. Hand in hand they walked down the red carpet and lined up behind the crowd of stars. Richard Madden, Chris Evans, and Octavia Spencer were standing close by, cracking inaudible jokes between themselves. Although Celia had been around high-profile stars before, she never ceased to be in awe around them. They were regular people, like her and fans, but seeing Captain America standing merely a few feet away still was strange.

“What happens next?” Celia asked.

“Well, we’re going to shuffle through this line to get photographed. We can mingle with people, and then eventually we will be ushered inside and can find our seats,” he said.

A model carrying a tray of Fiji Water walked over to them, her eyes locked on Thomas. Her long gown was a bright blue, and her heels were silver. She pushed a lock of her brown hair behind her ear, and her thin lips curved into a smile.

“Would you like a water?” she asked in a thick British accent.

“No thank you,” Thomas said.

“Are you sure?” she asked again, taking a step closer to him. She lightly placed her hand on Thomas’ shoulder. Her long fingers stroked the velvet fabric. Thomas took a step back, and the model took a step forward. He cast a nervous glance at Celia.

“He said he was good,” Celia said.

The model turned to Celia, and her smile was gone. Her glare made Celia uncomfortable, but she refused to break eye-contact and crossed her arms. After what felt like an eternity, the model winked at Thomas before walking off. He straightened his tie and sighed.

“Thank you,” Thomas said.

“Anytime.” Celia smiled. “She acted like I wasn’t even here. I think she was the thirsty one.”

Thomas chuckled. “I didn’t realize you could be so tough. No wonder they cast you as the rebellious rancher’s daughter.”

“Were you reading my IMBD profile now?”

“No, I watched your movie. You look really good in a cowboy hat.”

He winked and a weird warm feeling enveloped her stomach. Don’t even think about it Celia. This is for PR and he’s being a good actor... a really good actor.

Thomas led her in front of the white wall and the cameras and crowd intensified. Thomas was a natural and the cameras loved him. It was impossible to photograph him at a bad angle. Celia’s confidence blossomed being next to him. She was glowing and Thomas must’ve noticed as he couldn’t stop staring at her.

“Can we get a kissing shot of the new couple?” one of the photographers asked.

Celia looked to Thomas, this had to fall under the category of uncomfortable questions. Without appearing to give it a second thought, he pulled Celia into his arms and kissed her. It was electric, shooting warmth throughout her entire body. She wasn’t sure how long they had been kissing, but when he started to pull away, she pulled him back in. There was an eruption of clapping and whistles from the photographers, but she was only concerned about him.

Thomas took a step back and he was smiling, but his eyes looked pained. A knot formed in her stomach and an overwhelming wave of self-consciousness washed over her. As if he saw the light drain from her eyes, he gave a quick wave and pulled her away from the cameras.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,” she said. She was on the verge of tears.

“Don’t be ridiculous, it’s fine.” Thomas pulled her into a tight embrace. “I promise—it’s fine.”

Before either of them could say anything else, Robin Roberts walked up with a small camera crew. She was dressed in a suave leather pantsuit, toting a microphone.

“Hey Thomas, I was wondering if I could get a quick interview with you and your new beau?” Robin asked.

“Uh, sure, if it’s alright with you, Celia?”

Celia nodded and forced a smile. She still didn’t feel right. No matter what he said, her gut was telling her something was wrong. Thomas shifted to Celia’s left side, so he was between her and Robin. His hand rested on the small of her back. One of the camera crew members counted down from five and sent a thumbs up.

“Good evening everyone, I’m Robin Roberts and I’m coming to you live from the Academy Awards. Currently with me is one of my favorite action movie stars, Thomas Richardson, and his girlfriend, actress Celia Stuart. So, tell me, how are you both doing tonight? I understand that this is Celia’s first time here at the Academy Awards. Can you tell me what it’s like?”

“Good evening Robin, we’re doing great, thanks for asking. It’s an honor to be here,” he said.

They both turned their attention to Celia.

“Honestly, Robin, I was a little nervous on the way over here, but Thomas has really kept me at ease. I couldn’t have asked for a better date. Like he said, it’s an honor to be here.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it. Now a little birdy told me you two will be staring in the new romantic thriller, The Werewolf and The Witch Queen. Is there anything that you can tell us about that?” Robin asked.

“I can’t say too much other than I’m excited to be working with director Vincent Monticello again and I think you guys are going to love it,” Thomas said.

“Awesome, I know I for one am looking forward to it. Thank you both for your time tonight and it was a pleasure meeting you, Celia. Alright, back to you Bob,” Robin said.

“And scene,” one of the crewmen said.

Robin shook both their hands and disappeared into the crowd with the crew.

“They already put out the casting information? Doesn’t that make this obvious?” Celia asked.

“Not at all, you’re a very convincing actress.”

Celia smiled half-heartedly. “Fake it until you make it, right?”

Celia was on her couch, deep into reading Outlander when someone knocked on the door. It was a little after one o’clock in the afternoon and she wasn’t expecting anyone. Curious, she sat down her book and went to the door. It was Brandon.

“Hey, Celia. Can I come in?” he asked.

Celia hesitated for a moment. It wasn’t pretty the last time she saw him, and part of her feared him acting out and doing something worse. 

“Please?” he asked.

“As long as you promise to be civil, yes, you can come in.”

He followed her to the couch and sat down. He had bags underneath his eyes and his hair was messier than usual, evident that he probably hadn’t been sleeping well. He was wearing cargo shorts and a t-shirt, his typical wardrobe choice when he wasn’t working.

“You look good,” he said.

“Brandon, I don’t mean to be rude but, why are you here? I won’t lie and say it isn’t nice to see you, but you never responded to any of my messages. It’s weird for you to show up out of the blue after ghosting me for over a month. I was under the impression that you didn’t even want to be friends anymore.”

“Celia, I don’t think you realize how much I care about you. I know this has been a hard few months for me and things haven’t been ideal, but I’ve been trying, really. I was hoping by the end of this year I could get back into school and we could’ve moved in together.”

“Oh.” 

Celia looked down at her hands. She couldn’t deny how much she once cared or how much she still cared about Brandon. If he had asked her to move in before all of this, she might’ve said yes.

“Why are you telling me all this now?” she asked.

“I was talking to my cousin, telling her how you broke up with me and then started dating some actor. She told me that guy is thirty-seven-years-old, and it was weird, unbelievable actually, that he would date someone extraordinarily younger than him. I shrugged it off until I heard about the speech at the Academy Awards and looked up the casting call for myself. That’s when it hit me. You didn’t breakup with me because the film prep or the schedule, you were forced to so you could take part in some fake relationship.”

“That’s not true.”

“Don’t bullshit me Celia, you and I both know you can’t lie to save your life.”

A lump sat in her throat. Her hands shook, fighting the overwhelming urge to fiddle with her hair. She knew it would give him all the proof he needed. She had to think quickly.

“Brandon, I’m sorry, but that’s not the case. Thomas and I met at my final audition. We exchanged numbers and things progressed from there.”

Brandon slammed his fists onto the couch. “Why are you lying to me?”

“I’m not lying.”

Brandon lunged forward, grabbed Celia by the shoulders and pulled her into a kiss. It wasn’t the way she remembered. It was rough and his lips tasted like stale whiskey. He released her and sat back.  Her face was expressionless.

“Tell me you didn’t feel something now, anything. Tell me you don’t still have feelings for me, and I’ll go.”

Celia was torn. She didn’t feel anything when they kissed, but she did still have feelings for him. They had been entwined in each other’s lives for so long that she would probably always care for him to some extent. 

“I’m sorry Brandon, but I’ve moved on. I will always care for you, but as a friend and nothing more,” she said.

He blinked slowly, as if he was processing her words. He stood up and went to the door. This time she didn’t try to stop him, and he left quickly and silently. Celia sighed and pulled a pillow over her face. Breaking up with him the first time was hard enough, but this was the final nail in the coffin, and she knew there was no coming back from this. Even after all this, if he somehow managed to forgive her for lying, there would always be a lack of trust.

Celia’s phone buzzed. Reluctantly, she dropped the pillow and picked it up. She had expected it to be Amy or Thomas texting to remind her of the dinner date, but it was from Brandon. She held her phone up to unlock it, and her stomach dropped.

“I know you’re lying and I’m going to prove it,” it read.
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Chapter Four
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Celia sat across the table from Thomas at Osteria Mozza, an Italian restaurant. She was wearing a solid red dress with wedge sandals. Her hair was gently curled. Thomas wore jeans and a black button up shirt. The lighting in the restaurant was dim, the staff were mainly relying on candles and wall sconces as they tended to the patrons.

“Are you okay?” Thomas asked.

“I’m fine.” Celia took a sip of wine. “Why do you ask?”

“You haven’t said much all night. And just so you know, I’ve been around women long enough to know when a lady says she’s fine, she’s not. I have a sister, remember?”

Celia sighed. It was no use keeping it a secret from him. She pulled out her phone and handed it to him. His eyebrow raised as he read the message.

“Who’s Brandon?” he asked.

“My ex. He showed up earlier today and called me out. I don’t think he’s doing well. It’s been a really rough year for him, and I know me breaking up with him didn’t help. He reeked of whiskey when he kissed me, and he never drinks whiskey.”

“He kissed you?”

“It’s not a big deal. We were in my apartment, no one saw.”

“So, you were alone with a guy in your apartment?”

The waiter approached in an attempt to take their order, but Thomas held his hand up and the waiter quickly retreated to a different table. The restaurant wasn’t busy, only about half of the tables were full, so the waiters and waitresses were more attendant than needed.

“Why do you care?” she asked.

“Hey, keep your voice down. I care because if we’re dating how is it supposed to look if another guy, an ex-boyfriend at that, is alone at your apartment with you.”

“I didn’t even think about it. This relationship is one of the last things on my mind.”

Thomas appeared slightly offended.

“You know what I mean. It doesn’t take the time or energy that a real relationship does. We don’t talk unless there’s something on the schedule,” she said.

“You know you can always contact me,” he said.

“I’m not supposed to blow up your phone, remember?”

“Come on Celia, don’t be childish. That’s what I said before.”

“Before what?”

“Before I got to know you. You’re not what I expected, and I mean that as a compliment. I prematurely judged you and I’m sorry I did.”

“It’s okay, I’m sure this wasn’t your ideal situation in the first place.”

“How about we start over and wipe the slate clean? You can contact me as much as you’d like.” He reached his hand across the table and placed it over hers. “And don’t worry about this punk Brandon. Let him try.”

Celia smiled. “I would like that.”

“Do you want to get out of here?” he asked

“Where would we go? I thought the purpose of tonight was to be seen on a date together.”

“We will be seen, but it’ll be somewhere else. I saw a carnival set up on the way over here. I think it would be more fun. Besides, a greasy corndog sounds way better than overpriced spaghetti.”

“Okay, let’s go.”

Thomas set fifty dollars underneath the menu and stood up. He offered his hand to Celia and she took it. They didn’t wait for the waiter to return, and Celia didn’t bother to notify Amy of the change of plans. The spontaneity was intoxicating. Although the sun had set a few hours earlier, the outside air was still warm. Arms locked with one another, they walked on the sidewalk amongst the crowd. A few people took their picture from afar, but no one approached them. 

“Do you ever get approached?” she asked.

“Sometimes, but it depends on the location. Honestly, I’d rather them come up instead of slinking in the distance and stealing pictures. It feels like an invasion of privacy, and it reminds me that I’m not considered a regular person.  I like to think I’m like everyone else, but some fans put me on this pedestal that I can’t live up to.”

“The price of fame, I guess.”

The carnival was only a few blocks away from Osteria Mozza. The gentle breeze carried the scents of fried dough, and sweaty animals throughout the streets. A Ferris wheel, decorated with flashing chaser lights, peaked over the neighboring buildings. A tent housed a petting zoo with exotic animals as well as a horse-walker with miniature horses wearing tiny saddles for kids to ride on. There were at least a hundred booths, housing a variety of games and serving greasy foods and alcoholic beverages. There was a small rollercoaster, a swing carousel, bumper cars, haunted house, tunnel of love, house of mirrors, and a space themed orbiter. Music of all different genres and time periods shuffled through the speaker system, dulling the roar of conversations between the patrons.
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