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For Carrie and Steph.
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I couldn’t ask for better friends.
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I can’t hide in here forever.


But I don’t know what waits beyond the other side of the door.


Catching my reflection, I barely recognize myself in the bathroom mirror. What happened to Miss Perfect? Okay, never Miss Perfect, but I was perfectly happy. Everything I’ve worked for—my job, my relationship, my identity— is up in the air. Or destroyed.


And it’s all my fault.
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Three Weeks Earlier


Basically, I am a thirty-one-year-old glorified babysitter. The elegant business cards I carry read: SOPHIE ATWATER, PERSONAL PUBLICIST, but really, it boils down to the same babysitting skills I began honing in the seventh grade. Only now instead of making sure homework is done and bedtimes are observed, I arrange “playdates” with my celebrity clients and the media. And trust me, knowing how to wrangle the occasional spoiled brat or princess still comes in handy.


Don’t get me wrong—I love my job and its enviable upsides. It can feel exciting and glamorous to be in the know—even surreal, like when I’m at a checkout line and know for a fact where the line of truth falls on a tabloid cover. And no day is ever the same, so I can’t get bored. I’m not the type of person who could handle sitting behind a desk all day, shuffling reports and getting excited about the 4 P.M. microwave popcorn break. I get squirmy just sitting in a theater seat for more than a couple of hours. Plus, you certainly can’t dismiss the really cool perks, like when high-end or über-trendy designers send over free samples of clothes and makeup hoping to get them in the hands of our highly visible clients. Or simply court favor with us gatekeepers. With clients’ closets often overstuffed, I’m happy to carry home what’s left behind or “re-gifted” to me. Who would refuse “free?” Although, lately the reflection in my dressing mirror has been somewhat sobering… and now I find the trendiest looks better suited to fearless twenty-somethings.


But the very best thing about my job is that I am in charge of my own destiny. After starting as a lowly assistant—where fetch, copy, and collate were the sum of my responsibilities—more than seven years ago, I’m now pretty successful in my chosen field, and there is a certain satisfaction in knowing I worked damn hard to earn my status and reputation. And I work for Bennett/Peters, one of the most elite boutique PR firms in the industry. The boldfaced names you see regularly on “Page Six” or Perez Hilton? We represent most of them.


And it certainly isn’t a downside that I get to work with gorgeous men all day, and tell them what to do.


Ow!


Someone just kicked me softly in the shin under the conference room table. I look up to find my assistant, Tru, Hello Kitty notepad at the ready, giving me wide eyes.


“Sophie?”


Elle, my boss, is seated at the head of the table. From the tone of her distinct New York accent, it’s safe to guess this isn’t the original query.


“Yes?” I reply confidently, tidying my notes as if I had been strategizing instead of zoning out as a couple of junior agents exhaustively detailed their upcoming events. Every Wednesday morning the entire department gathers around the long table with bullet-pointed lists and venti-sized Starbucks cups in hand for a major staff meeting.


“I wanted to be sure you are free first thing tomorrow morning,” Elle continues, “because I’ve set up an important meet-and-greet with a potential new client: Billy Fox.”


Now she’s got my complete attention.


Mind you, I already represent more celebs than anyone else at my firm except Elle herself. But it is a compliment that she thinks I can secure this particular client better than any of the other publicists.


Billy Fox is a star.


Taking the Brad Pitt in Thelma & Louise route, Billy seduced audiences and critics alike with his brief yet undeniably charismatic debut as a sweet-talking, golden-haired con man in a Quentin Tarantino ensemble heist film. Since his breakout role (and Golden Globe nomination), Billy has gone on to become a versatile leading man in films ranging from a high-grossing romantic comedy to a high-adrenaline legal thriller to a surprising choice of role in a risky indie costume drama. After just a half dozen films, Billy Fox is widely considered one of the elite, bankable A-list actors—and fodder for women’s fantasies across the globe. Signing him to Bennett/Peters would be a major coup.


I knew his former publicist, an amazing woman. Really, a Norma Rae in the PR world. But she retired, incredibly wealthy and on some tropical island from what I hear, and now he and his manager are looking for another firm to represent him. Obviously, Bennett/Peters wants this account and wants it bad. Elle wants this for the firm, for her career. I want it, I mean him, I mean this account for her, for the company, but also because it would totally cement my reputation with the firm for literally ever.


“Definitely,” I say. “Count me in. I’ll prepare for the meeting this afternoon. And thanks. You won’t be—”


“With all due respect,” interrupts my coworker Priscilla Hasley, in her smooth, Gwyneth Paltrow–like inflection, “don’t you think I’d be the most appropriate choice? His prior publicist and I run in the same social circles. It might aid the transition.”


No she didn’t. Unbelievable. As if I’d be booking Billy while getting pedicures and deep-tissue massages at exclusive country clubs.


In truth, I shouldn’t have been surprised. It’s typical Priscilla. I hate the way she speaks—especially because her polished voice, chic auburn bob, and ridiculously perfect body disguise her total ineptitude and appalling work ethic. Not only is Priscilla a lousy publicist, she is a complete and utter bitch. I consider myself to be a pretty open-minded person, but having seen Priscilla in action for three-and-a-half years now, I think I have enough to base my judgment on. Though she’s never crossed me (other than just now boldly stepping on my toes), I’ve observed how she treats the assistants and junior publicists. Just last week she took a long look at one of Tru’s more colorful ensembles and snidely asked aloud if we’d taken on Barnum & Bailey as a new client. I couldn’t help but notice that usually confident Tru wore her jacket inside for the rest of the day. And Priscilla infamously sent a former assistant she felt had crossed her back to the drugstore to return a defective yeast infection test—which was humiliating enough for the poor girl without it being in used condition.


Now all of us in the room seem to be holding our breath, awaiting Elle’s response.


Elle is by general consensus a great boss, except when it comes to Priscilla. She is completely blind to how inept Priscilla is. Everyone knows Priscilla got the job only because her dad is the publisher of a very snazzy magazine. So far I have managed to steer clear of her, but her attitude of superiority grates on my nerves. The weird thing is, she is Elle’s “pet project.”


For the most part, everyone tries to ignore it when Priscilla gets great assignments or fun responsibilities like managing the “loot locker,” the storage room of random gifts—from luxuries to personal electronics to board games—we routinely receive from companies or events, for our clients. But there are the inevitable eye rolls when Elle dismisses obvious mistakes Priscilla makes or covers for her by buying into Priscilla’s attempts to pass blame to someone else in the department.


Thankfully Elle is clearheaded today. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Priscilla, but Sophie is the best fit and my choice for Mr. Fox. Moving on…”


It takes all my adult self-control to refrain from smirking.


As soon as the meeting wraps, Tru and I regroup in my glass-walled office. I wish I could brag that it’s a super-stylish workstation, but in all the years since I graduated from a cubicle, I still haven’t gotten around to decorating it with many personal touches. Yet after so many long hours hosting my ambition, it comfortably feels like home. And besides, my job is just as much on the road anyway, whether it’s shuttling clients to the gated studios and backlots of Burbank or Hollywood, attending press circuits (aka media musical chairs—new face, same short list of questions) in plush hotel suites, overseeing corner-booth interviews at West Hollywood’s Chateau Marmont, or dodging the “Fashion Police” on red carpets when a client’s wardrobe choices were annihilated the year before. “For tomorrow’s meeting,” I instruct Tru, “we need to research everything Billy Fox. I’m talking career, press, personal life… the works. Get Googling.”


My quirky yet highly capable assistant of the past eighteen months may not look like the usual blond and polished LA publicist, but I wouldn’t trade her selfless Midwestern drive and resourcefulness for anything.


Hours later I’m sifting through an impressive pile of clippings—from deals and box office numbers in the Hollywood Reporter and Variety to far more gossipy items in TMZ and Star magazine. Entertainment Weekly gushingly crowned Billy “Hollywood’s Next Golden Boy.” And with that notoriety, his personal life has been equally public. He’d been dating this pop star for a while, actually, especially by Hollywood standards, and their breakup saw major tabloid coverage for weeks. In fact the pop star’s latest single is rumored to be a thinly veiled critique of their relationship.


That’s got to suck. Breakups are bad enough without the court of public opinion.


After checking off another day’s to-do list and gathering my notes for tomorrow, it’s time to hit the road home. Pulling out of the office’s underground parking, I wave good-bye to the familiar, rotating security guard (tonight it’s Latin-Big-Flirt-with-Soul-Patch on duty) and ease into the evening traffic. In some cities families are already clearing the dinner dishes, but here in LA, seven-thirty is still peak rush hour. As long as it’s just the usual crawling traffic ahead, the commute from Century City to Brentwood should get me home by eight-fifteen or so. My iPod lights up as I blast the new Killers album through my BMW’s stereo system. With the office shrinking from sight in the rearview mirror, I take my first deep breath of the day.


I can’t lie, I am a little stressed out. The days are rewarding but draining. There are a lot of egos, overbooked schedules, and periods of necessary hand-holding—and that’s just over lunch. Yesterday, for instance, I half-listened to a nineteen-year-old actress client (one of Nickelodeon’s fresh-faced ingénues) babble on and on about how the show’s director insisted everyone’s lunch break be shortened to forty-five minutes to help pick up the schedule. “But it’s called a lunch hour for a reason,” she vented to me over the phone as I tried to ignore my own stomach’s growling. “Do you know how long it takes to prepare ‘raw’?! It’s not just slicing up carrots, you know.” Never mind that I rarely find fifteen minutes to duck out for a bite or must ask Tru to pick up some sad salad for me to scarf down as I mute my end of a conference call.


But honestly, it comes with the territory. I wouldn’t trade my career—and it isn’t just about the hot guys and the swag. I appreciate the challenge of raising someone’s profile or working out a campaign for a client’s new independent film. Photo shoots, press junkets, launch parties, premieres… nothing is more exciting for me than taking a hardworking actor and turning him or her into a star. At this stage in my career I have earned the right to pick and choose my clients. So, for the most part, though they can be demanding, I really like and admire the people I work with. Celebrities are generally fun to hang out with because when you’re with them they treat you like you’re their best friend, and your opinion is gold. It’s those damn managers you have to watch out for—they can be so bitchy. One wrong move and they’ll yank your star client right out from under you. But that hasn’t happened to me in a long time.


Outside Hollywood—or “the business” as it’s aptly called in LA—people may not know my name, but they certainly recognize my clients. And that’s in large part due to my hard work in getting their names and faces out there. I’ve even been mentioned in the gossip columns. Okay, well, not by name, but when you read “so-and-so’s representative was not available for comment”—that’s me! And the “unavailable” part? Completely untrue. I am always available for work. But sometimes the best defense for a client’s sticky situation is to pretend it doesn’t exist and wait for someone else to screw up and grab the spotlight.


Thank you, America’s short attention span.


I hear my BlackBerry pinging from its perch on the passenger seat and resist the urge to pick it up. Okay, so I am a BlackBerry addict. I know that’s a cliché even by LA standards, but I admit that I get a bit shaky if the little black box isn’t within my line of sight. I’ve burned through the keypads of two BlackBerrys already. The tech guys at Bennett/Peters didn’t even know that was possible until I came along. After the first incident (where I practically had a panic attack), I keep my I.T. person on speed dial. BlackBerry #3 was in my restless hands within only a few—but seemingly infinite—hours. This may seem a bit workaholic psycho, but to me, it’s normal. It’s business. Sophie Atwater is available by email or cell phone 24/7.


It will probably say that on my tombstone.


Not that I can’t take a vacation when I want to… but the few times my boyfriend, Jacob, and I have tried to go away for weekends, to Santa Barbara or San Diego, I was still returning calls and constantly emailing people. Jacob likes to half-joke about throwing my BlackBerry out the window as we sit in traffic on the 101, but he would never really do it. And it’s not like he can talk. He brings his laptop everywhere, and his nose is always buried in the newspaper. And not just the Los Angeles Times—he reads all of them. I’m talking the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, and even Washington and Chicago papers. At first I was impressed. I bragged to all my girlfriends how intelligent and informed he was (he doesn’t even skim the Entertainment section). But like discovering news-ink stains on your fingers, it is pretty annoying to find stack upon stack of previously read papers in your breakfast nook. I own a less than sprawling one-bedroom condo. I’m lucky to have a “breakfast nook,” and I don’t always feel like pushing aside a foot-high pile of last week’s news just to sit down while I power through my bowl of Cheerios.


At a red light on Wilshire (home to the longest red lights on the planet), I sneak a look at the incoming emails—nothing urgent—and get in a quick text to Jacob to say I’m almost there. As you might have guessed by his non-Variety or Hollywood Reporter reading habits, he’s not an actor. That is always the first question people ask me. I suppose given that I spend seemingly twenty-three hours a day with actors it is an obvious assumption. But dating clients is strictly forbidden at Bennett/Peters, and for anyone with an ounce of common sense, not a good idea.


Nope, Jacob R. Sloane is not in the industry at all, actually. He’s an investment banker. Don’t ask me what that means because, honestly, I have no idea. Except that it does have a sexy, grown-up sound to it. He’s gamely explained to me a couple times what he does, and I go out with him and his work buddies occasionally, but when they’re talking about “lenders” and “portfolios” and whatnot, I can’t help but tune it all out. And inevitably, I have several pending emails I should be replying to anyway. Sometimes I sip my wine and scroll through my inbox and let Jacob’s low, growly voice wash over me, trying to ignore the occasional frown I see on his forehead when he catches me discreetly, or not so discreetly, tapping away on the keyboard.


Finally I park my car in another underground garage and drag my overstuffed Louis Vuitton shoulder bag and exhausted self up the steps to my condo on the third floor. Home is my favorite retreat. Once inside my door, I let out a sigh of relief as I kick the four-inch Jimmy Choo stilettos off my screaming-red, swollen feet. I’m only five-foot-three, so I always go for the highest shoes possible. Not just to keep up with the supermodels, but because nearly everyone I work with is taller than me. I like to even the playing field as much as possible, and for the most part I am very good at walking in high heels, but today has been a really long day. I carefully replace my Choos in their tissue-lined box of honor in my closet. The relieved sigh turns into a groan of pleasure as I replace my suck-in-the-stomach black pencil skirt with a pair of Juicy sweats and my favorite bunny slippers. Now, I don’t want to lead you on with all this “Jimmy Choo” and “L.V.” talk. I do a good job of giving the impression amongst my peers that I am well off, but aside from the money I put toward my mortgage, it’s a month-to-month existence I’ve got going here. I indulge in my “taste for the finer things” because when you’re standing next to Anne Hathaway on a red carpet, you feel bad enough about yourself as it is. At least when I’m clutching my Chloé bag I can hold my head up. Besides, if my boss, Elle, saw me show up at the office in my favorite Gap jeans, she’d never let me live it down.


The phone rings, and I have a Pavlov’s dog–type instantaneous reaction. It’s nearly impossible to turn off the adrenaline rush of crisis management. But the call is only Jacob signaling his arrival with our much-needed take-out BBQ. We’re on a mission to find the best of every type of food in LA. It’s a “travel escape” via cuisine. Right now, we’re working on Texas barbeque (you know, spare ribs, pulled pork, and all things good and heart attack), but frankly, we’ve been pretty disappointed so far. I was in Nashville last month with a client, and he took me to some delicious hole-in-the-wall place where the tea was sweet and the food perfection. I’ve been craving it ever since, but nothing local is living up to that memory. Still, we haven’t given up trying.


My kitchen is primarily used as a morning coffee station.


Jacob strides in—looking the part of athletic, former frat boy turned respectable businessman in a sharp suit and Italian leather shoes—and flashes a broad smile as he drops the aromatic bag of food on the kitchen counter.


I want to say it’s because I am an intoxicating vision of beauty tonight. But I have some idea what my hair must look like: dirty-blond straw. I have stick-straight, relatively healthy, down-to-my-shoulders locks, which can actually be blown out to look quite pretty when I bother. But this morning was too damn early, and I’m not the one on TV anyway. So the best I could do was a tight ponytail, which gives a finished appearance but at this point in the day is no longer tolerable. I now have the ponytail holder around my wrist, and self-consciously, I tuck the man-made lighter blond highlights behind my ears as I return to flipping through our viewing options.


I don’t remember when I stopped checking the mirror before Jacob’s arrival, but I did.


“Hi, babe.” He leans over the couch and gives me a quick upside-down kiss. His chestnut-brown bangs tickle my chin. And I get a note of his warm, earthy cologne. “I got baby back ribs, smoked chicken, and corn bread. How was your day?” He disappears into the adjoining kitchen.


“Good and exhausting. We might be signing Billy Fox as a new client tomorrow. And Elle chose me to win him over.”


“The actor, right?” Jacob’s voice floats in from the kitchen along with the sound of drawers and the refrigerator door opening and closing. “You’re a pro. I’m sure you’ll wow him.”


That’s so Jacob—supportive of my career yet rarely star-struck. It’s an endearing trait and a retreat from my celebrity-saturated world. “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I say, hoping he’s right. “Oh, Julie at Hollywood Tonight says hi. She’s the one who got smashed at the Sunset Room last week, remember?”


“How could I forget?” Jacob reappears juggling a Sierra Nevada for himself and the rest of an already open bottle of wine for me, along with plates, napkins, and utensils. “She serenaded the entire bar with three choruses of ‘I Will Survive.’ Too bad she couldn’t remember the verses. And there you were cheering her on!” He chuckles, organizing everything in front of us.


We exchange the ritual small talk as we set up dinner on the small square coffee table in front of my fifty-inch flat-screen, an unexpected client gift from Christmas. Now I would dearly love to impress you with the list of highbrow shows I watch, but while Jacob “season passes” shows like The O’Reilly Factor and Meet the Press, I am addicted to guilty pleasures. I consider them a present to myself for when I get home at night and find my brain on standby. Aside from keeping up with the standard reality TV fare, I am still attached to the soap my Theta sorority sisters got me hooked on—Days of Our Lives. Some people even say I resemble the longtime character Sami, which is up for debate, but I’ll take it as a compliment. And whenever I’m feeling really down, good old-fashioned 90210 (the original) and Dawson’s Creek repeats are the best antidotes.


But beyond the girly stuff, Jacob and I appreciate a lot of the same shows.


Our absolute favorite is Survivor. Seriously, it is such good TV and a useful reminder that even on my toughest days I’ve at least got takeout on speed-dial, a hot shower, and Jacob’s alliance to keep me sane. I’m no prima donna, but honestly, I’d be the first to vote myself off the island. Jacob and I have a pact that no matter how tempted, we won’t watch our favorite show without the other person. In fact, one time we got in a huge two-day fight because I thought he’d watched it without me and so I started viewing the recorded episode before he arrived.


So there we were, both ridiculously furious at each other for watching Survivor without the other. At some point, while I was still good and riled up, he just grabbed me and kissed me hard on the mouth. After that it was pretty difficult to stay mad at him. I don’t know why, but there are times when I’m simply in the mood for a good fight, and Jacob just isn’t like that. He’s Mr. Steady. Mostly, though, I do appreciate how even-tempered Jacob is, and I love that our relationship isn’t built on drama. I get enough drama with my clients.


When we first started dating, I used to think of Jacob as “Jake” and even teasingly call him that to be sexy. You see, the first time I laid eyes on Jacob, he totally reminded me of dreamy “Jake Ryan” from Sixteen Candles, a preteen crush that I never outgrew. Both certainly fit “tall, dark, and handsome.” Plus he’s preppy and conservative. Not that he’s a prude. I mean, we met at a trendy Hollywood bar, not in the Elizabethan poetry section of the library, and he had definitely been drinking. I recall he was holding a bottled beer in his left hand when he shook my hand with his right. His smile, loosened by the alcohol into a very compelling grin, gave away that he was attracted to me too.


The second we officially met, I doubly pictured that hunk in John Hughes’s movie. And not only because of his name. Jacob had this way about him that reminded me of how cool “Jake” was, how he went his own way, liking Molly Ringwald instead of the vapid popular blond girl. We too were at a party, not a wild high-school rager with Long Duk Dong, but basically its adult equivalent. A Theta sister from USC was throwing a party for her thirtieth at the Saddle Ranch on Sunset, home to one very feisty mechanical bull. Trust me, I’ve found that out the hard way. There we all were, drinking sour apple martinis and making fools of ourselves, which is not exactly the position you want to find yourself in when you meet a guy you want to have a real (read successful) relationship with. But Jacob was different. He spotted something special in me, something that inspired him to make it through the dense crowd and introduce himself.


He left with my number. I left unable to shake the thought of him.


The very next day he called and asked me out. Less than a month later, my Facebook relationship status was officially changed, and, well, here we are, together for almost two years now.


“Babe—your hands are clean, hit fast-forward, will you?” Jacob interrupts my reverie, reminding me of my remote-control responsibilities. A weird side effect of my job is that I am a really fast eater, so I’d already devoured my chicken and irresistible side of sweet corn bread. Ever the boy, Jacob’s fingers remain covered in BBQ sauce. He flashes an adorably greasy smile that moves me to lean in and kiss him. I giggle as I skip past the commercials to the Immunity Challenge, happy that we have our own ritual retreat and that we have a pretty good alliance.


Sometimes I think Jacob and I could contentedly spend every night like this for the rest of our lives, which is new ground for me. I always thought of myself as a tough, independent girl. With every guy I’ve dated, I’ve kept my own place, and I’ve never really been tempted to move in with anyone. But I can’t help loving the way Jacob pulls my body up against his as I’m falling asleep. And the thought of waking to his broad arms around me each—well, at least weekend—morning doesn’t feel like it would be a compromise or surrender. Two years together is pretty much a record for me. And for once, the idea of settling down doesn’t feel suffocating. But what and when exactly is the next step? Moving in together? And does Jacob want the same thing?


All I know is I’m ready for more.


My alarm is blaring the Black Eyed Peas at 8:05 Thursday morning. As I dive for the snooze button, I can smell the coffee Jacob brewed wafting into the bedroom. It’s nice to lie still, breathing in dark Italian roast, and picture Jacob quietly setting the high-tech coffee machine for me. It’s the kind of sweet and considerate thing he is so good at. I hate that he’s not here in bed with me though. When he stays over, he wakes up super-early to hit the gym before heading to his office downtown. It’s hard not to feel guilty whenever I think about the extra commute he puts up with just to spend the night with me. But not so guilty I want him to stop.


Now if we lived together…


Glancing over at the clock, I am horrified to discover that almost fifteen minutes have gone by while I daydreamed about Jacob. My morning routine is timed down to the last minute, and now—if I don’t seriously scramble—I’m going to be late. Damn it.


I wasn’t always a late riser. Before Jacob, I was seeing this bleach-blond surfer boy named Zach. He miraculously had me in a wet suit before 6 A.M., trying to catch waves. My inner Gidget phase didn’t last long though. I’m not much for working out in the morning, much less in the cold ocean waters. Looking back, sports always seem to have been embedded in my relationships, as if the spark is actually competition. Before Zach, there was Chad. Tennis was our game. Chad was one of those ultra-preppy frat boys who didn’t realize Lacoste had come back in style, because for him and his habitually upturned collar, it had never gone out. Alas, a shared appreciation for styling mousse and winter tans wasn’t enough, and like the sport, our “love” became synonymous with zero.


The guy I dated for two semesters in college was really into Tae Kwon Do. It was my Karate Kid phase, and I totally wanted to be Elisabeth Shue. But he was no Daniel-san, so we broke up before I got my yellow belt. I even fell for this kickboxer—“the sport of the future”—because I couldn’t get John Cusack out of my head. I think I could blame all those classic eighties movies for my love life.


Other than the occasional round of golf, Jacob simply goes to the gym like regular people. In fact, I don’t work out with him at all. We kind of have our separate routines and then do stuff together when we can. Personally I think that’s why we’ve lasted so much longer than my previous relationships. We’re not living in each other’s pocket.


And he brews a mean pot of coffee.


Requisite caffeine boost in hand, I lean against the sliding doors of my closet to choose an outfit for the day. I wish I could be one of those people who pick out their clothes the night before and have them all laid out for the morning next to the perfect shoes and accessories. But really, I am just not that organized in my personal life. There’s no time for indecision today, so I simply grab a flattering skirt and a favorite top, jump in the shower, and pull myself together with an anxious eye always on the time.


Grabbing my bag and keys, I dart down to my car. I’m freaking out not because I’m nervous or star-struck to meet Billy Fox, but because I’m supposed to be sitting in our conference room in, oh my God, forty minutes. If I show up late, Elle will be understandably upset. Thirty-nine minutes. Argh! I love Elle, and she loves me, but no one wants to see Elle when she’s angry.


All I can do now is pray to the traffic gods.


9:27 A.M.—the elevator is taking forever. And, of course, it’s filled with people who are getting off on every floor between here and the thirtieth. Our offices take up two floors, twenty-nine and thirty, in one of Century City’s biggest buildings. My personal office is on twenty-nine, but a furtive glance at my watch confirms that Billy Fox and his “team” are probably already walking into Elle’s upper-floor office as we speak, so I figure I’ll stake out the conference room. Be there waiting when they arrive.


This meeting would normally be a breeze, except that Billy’s manager can be a complete bitch. Her name is Wanda von Kingstead—it even sounds snotty. But I don’t think I’ll have any trouble with Wanda; she’s warmed to me ever since I sweet-talked Us Weekly into pulling a disgusting (but true) story about one of her clients. It bears mentioning that Wanda admitted to me in a panicked too-sober voice during a 1 A.M. phone call that perhaps she might have revealed this secret to a one-night stand whose name is well known on the gossip circuit. Since I represent this celeb, it was in my best interest to do as much damage control as possible. I still can’t believe I got out of that one by giving a good tip as to where a certain reality show judge takes her handsome young would-be stars for a night on the town.


You may think that cold and cutthroat, but, hey, I didn’t create the system. I just make it work for me. Believe me, never trust a publicist with your secrets—we’d sell out our own mother to protect a client.


Either way, knowing Wanda is going to be present forces me to elevate my game a little. But meeting hunky stars is not all it’s cracked up to be. Inevitably I find myself let down a little; some of them don’t even shower unless they’re required to on a set. As any makeup artist will tell you—some guys, you have to trim their nose hairs for them. Or they’re shockingly dull. Hygiene and personality shortcomings aside, I’ve had my share of favorite movies ruined forever by the actors being such utter bastards off-camera. I’m very curious to see what Billy Fox is like.


Yes! The conference room is still empty. I scoot around to the far side of the table, take a seat in an emerald-green rolling chair, and triumphantly help myself to a pitcher of ice water.


“Oh, Sophie! There you are.” Elle’s sweet-but-professional voice in the conference room doorway catches me off-guard and I involuntarily jump, spilling the entire cup of chilled water into my lap.


Fuck!


“Your assistant didn’t know where you’d disappeared to,” Elle breezily continues with no idea that my crotch has reached arctic temperatures. “Of course you know Wanda.” Smothering a groan, I try and compensate with an overly bright smile showing too many teeth.


“Good morning, Elle. Wanda!” I fake like I’m going to stand up, but carefully keep my soaking wet lap hidden behind the conference table.


“And this is none other than Billy Fox,” Elle says, giving me an odd look before choosing a chair at the head of the long oval table. I realize how rude my behavior must seem at this point. Luckily I quickly preoccupy my hands with paperwork and my now-empty cup so as to appear completely unable to rise to politely greet Billy.


“A pleasure. I’m Sophie.” I strive for a slightly harried and yet completely capable tone.


“Sophie, it’s nice to meet you,” Billy says in a soft Texan accent as he leans over the table and helps me “gather” my papers. He takes my reluctant hand in his and holds eye contact a moment longer than necessary. In that instant I see what has captivated women worldwide. This man is utterly gorgeous. And his pale blue eyes have this adorable crinkly smile. Yikes, Sophie, pull it together.


“Billy. Nice to meet you too.” For a second I forget the mini icebergs I still have in my lap and start to rise again. The quiet thud of the ice cubes hitting the carpet brings me to my senses, thank God, and I ungracefully slam my butt back in the chair. It is a relief to have the freezing element removed from my thighs. Now I just look like I’ve peed myself. Great. That’s a confidence booster.


Now clearly I should just tell them what happened. With a disarming laugh, I could confess, “Oops! Silly me, I spilled ice water on my silk skirt,” and it would be no big deal. Well, it was too late. I started a lie, and to come clean at this point would make me look like a fool as well as a klutz. Hopefully, my skirt will be dry by the end of the meeting.


“Well, let’s get started, shall we?” Elle clears her throat, and I recognize my cue to launch into our well-rehearsed but seemingly spontaneous explanation of the advantages of signing with Bennett/Peters.


“To begin, we’d like to hear from you and your team,” I say, gesturing toward Wanda since often the manager takes the lead at this point, speaking on behalf of the client. A lot of “creative types” sit back, not bothering to hide their boredom, and let their managers decide the major aspects of their careers. “Tell us what Bennett/Peters can do for you.”


Without hesitation Billy speaks up. “I want to make some changes. Wanda and I have gone over this, with my agents too. I want to continue to find new roles. Different characters to play. Now is the time to step up my game as an actor. And I think the best way to get those roles is to change my image.”


Now, clearly, we are not in the business of casting movies, but Billy isn’t the first person to come through our doors hoping to land a different role with our help. The idea is that public perception can definitely impact how an actor is perceived by casting directors, directors, and producers. Sometimes they need a little push to see an actor in a new light… to be willing to take a chance on him. And we can help with that.


Billy continued. “When I first started out, I was getting more variety than I see now. The last ten scripts I’ve seen were exactly the same. The same character, the same romantic comedy, I’m always offered the same role—a copycat of Hugh Grant from Bridget Jones. Look, I know which film of mine made the most money… but I don’t want to be pigeonholed.”


“We can absolutely help reshape your image,” I confidently say. “And help you better control how the public—and therefore the industry—sees you.” As part of the meeting prep, I collected all his recent tabloid mentions, and I start spreading them out on the table. For a while he was practically neck and neck with Kim Kardashian for coverage. “Frankly, there are some simple steps we can take to help make quick changes. If you’re on board, and willing… that’s the easy part. The harder part would be to reboot public perception of you into something else. How do you see yourself? In our experience, sticking closer to the truth is always easier… to establish and maintain.”


“I understand what you’re saying,” Billy says, totally focused on the discussion. “I’m not trying to make people think I’m someone I’m not. I just want to be taken seriously. Like Johnny Depp, for example. I want that. I can do mainstream and have indie cred. I appreciate art and culture. I mean, if they’re going to peg me as a playboy, why can’t it be the George Clooney type?”


“For a lot of reasons.” I look him in the eye. “First of all, George has a few more years on him. But it’s also the way he escorts the appropriately dressed women he dates. He takes them to international film festivals, where he’s been nominated. Not out to Hollywood clubs. He brings them to his villa in Lake Como. Which just sounds good. He’s an Academy Award winner, and he acts like it.”


“Exactly!” Now Billy lights up. “I’m not saying I expect to win an Oscar, but I want those roles. I know I can tackle them if serious directors will just give me that chance. I don’t care about the clubs, or the girls. I will totally follow your lead here. If we can get me back on track and off TMZ’s Most Wanted.”


Elle, sensing a meeting of the minds, wraps things up. “It sounds like we are all on the same page then. Billy, it seems to me that you and Sophie have a clear understanding of how this is going to work. Sign with Bennett/Peters and I will make her your direct contact. You are aware of our monthly rate. Take your time, discuss things with your team, and get back to us?” Elle rises and hands her card to Wanda.


The Billy Fox meeting wraps up around 10:15 A.M. Is my skirt dry? Not enough for me to confidently stroll out with the group. The water stain alone is sure to be hideous. Trying to seem as inconspicuous as possible, I wait for the rest of the group to get distracted gathering their things, and I rise with my files and bag strategically located in front of me. I follow everyone to the door, and after our good-byes—which include an ever-so-charming kiss on the cheek from Billy—I duck down a side corridor to the ladies’ room to inspect the damage to my skirt and pride.


Smooth one, Sophie. Real smooth.


As mentioned earlier, lunchtime is always a hectic affair. Unless you’re meeting someone for a business lunch, the team at Bennett/Peters, as an unspoken rule, doesn’t take much time to eat. Three hours after the Billy Fox meeting I am at my desk, snacking on sushi that Monica, one of the interns, ran out to get for us. And I’m finally comfy, thanks to my Rock & Republic jeans that I found in my emergency-staying-over-at-Jacob’s bag. Life is good. I’ve even finished typing a thorough email to Wanda, reiterating our delight and intended plans with representation. Despite my initial social awkwardness, Bennett/Peters was well represented. I know I did my best. Fingers crossed, we’ve just landed another major client to add to the roster. And I managed to secure two long-lead magazine covers for some up-and-coming starlets that Elle is pushing. So, all in all, a good day.


By the time I’m wrapping things up, it’s already past 7 P.M. Again.


Usually Jacob and I have dinner plans either Thursday or Friday night, but the last couple weeks, I’ve had to bail out at the last minute. I’m just too exhausted for anything more than a bath and my pillow. Lame but true. Jacob understands—he has to work late too sometimes, but I hate being the bad guy. With a final glance at the bottom corner clock on my computer screen, I sheepishly call Jacob’s cell, relieved to get his voicemail, and leave a message.


“Jacob, it’s Sophie. It’s seven-fifteen and I just wanted to let you know I don’t think I can come out tonight. Prep for the big meeting wiped me out, and now that it’s over, I just want to head home and crash. But first I’m going to still be here for at least another twenty minutes or so. Let me know what your Friday night and weekend look like. I could come over to your place, or something, tomorrow. Shall I pick anything up on the way?” I try to keep my voice peppy though I know I’ll be asleep within twenty minutes after I get home.


As I finish typing up another email, the phone rings. I see the caller ID and pick it up before Monica can—yep, she’s still here too, paying her intern dues.


“Hey.”


“Hi, babe.” Jacob sounds tired. Or maybe disappointed?


“So, I’m almost done now. I really am too tired to go out, but if I can rally a second wind perhaps we can camp out on one or the other’s couch and watch Netflix?” I’m not that tired, I try to convince myself. And curling up beside Jacob sounds good, even if I am sure to nod off in the first act of whatever movie we decide to stream. That’s why I had to quit going out to movies after work—nothing is more embarrassing than falling asleep in a movie theater. (And worse, I sometimes snore.)


“No, Sophie. Remember? We were supposed to go to the committee meeting tonight.”


Oh fuck! I forgot about that.


Jacob’s mom had a breast cancer scare ten months ago, though she was very lucky and they caught it early and now she is in the clear. But ever since, Jacob has been an active member of Tribe of Hope, an organization that raises awareness and money for research. It’s so like Jacob—he’s not always good at the emotive side, but he can “help.” It’s been his role ever since being caught in the middle of his parents’ messy divorce while still a kid. Whether it’s fund-raising or organizing, Jacob’s your man. It’s the mushy stuff of commitment he has trouble expressing. Tonight is the kickoff meeting to begin planning the annual gala, and I promised Jacob I would also help.


“I’m sorry. I really am. I had a million things to do today and I just completely spaced. Even if I left now, with traffic, I would be at least an hour late.” Honesty is always best with Jacob. If I made up excuses he would know. “Take good notes for me, okay? I swear I’ll make the next one.”


“Yeah, okay.” He still sounds kind of quiet. From anyone else it would be censure, but Jacob isn’t the guilt-tripping sort.


“I’ll make it up to you tomorrow night, I promise.” I try to put a little Demi Moore throaty sexiness to my voice, but I probably just sound sick.


“It’s okay.” Now Jacob sounds like he’s holding back a laugh. “I did get that Hitchcock film we added to our queue. How ’bout it?”


“I’ll bring the takeout. Ready to tackle Indian?”


“Sounds good. Always up for a spicy evening with you.”


It is my turn to suppress a giggle.


“Well, I’ve gotta run to make the meeting,” Jacob says. “Miss you.”


“Hey, wait!” I say. “You never asked how my meeting with Billy Fox went.”


“Oh yeah. Sorry. So…?” I imagine him standing there clutching his briefcase and car key, monitoring the time. Unlike me, Jacob is always punctual.


“Pretty good, I think.” And pray. “It’s wait and see now.”


“That’s my girl.”


We hang up. I love that we’re at the comfortable point in our relationship. I can just show up on his doorstep without having to dress up or reapply makeup. I can be tired, sloppy, and simply ready for some Netflix. Yet sometimes I do miss the thrill of putting on a sexy dress and having a guy unable to take his eyes off me. And then, without pausing to consider why, I absentmindedly raise a hand to my cheek and gently touch the spot Billy Fox’s lips graced only hours ago.
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“Great fun for any reader who secretly sneaks peeks
at People magazine in the checkout line at the grocery store,
and wonders, What if...?”

—JODI PICOULT, New York Times bestselling author of Lone Wolf and The Storyteller
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