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‘Besides the deliciously well executed fake-dating, How to Fake it in Hollywood delivers a raw, character-driven and heart-touching read. I absolutely loved it’


ELENA ARMAS


‘This empathetic, sexy, utterly radiant book has my whole heart . . . How to Fake it in Hollywood is the real deal’


RACHEL LYNN SOLOMON


‘The banter and sexual tension . . . is fire-emoji immaculate’


LILLIE VALE


‘A fresh, witty, high-emotion story with compelling characters and stylish backdrops . . . The perfect novel for fans of modern, smart romance’


SARAH HAYWOOD


‘With this witty, seductive romance, debut author Wilder transports readers to the flashy world of Hollywood . . . Wilder’s cinematic prose brings Grey and Ethan to life, and she sets their raw, sensitive love story against an alluring portrait of Hollywood glamour. Readers won’t be able to turn the pages fast enough’


PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (starred review)


‘In her debut, Wilder creates an angst-y and compelling love story that feels realistically Hollywood. Grey and Ethan’s chemistry burns through the pages . . . Full of drama, fun, and scorching love scenes, this love story is worthy of the silver screen’


KIRKUS (starred review)
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Grey Brooks is on a mission to save her career now that her long-running TV show is over. With the role of a lifetime on the line, she’s desperate enough to agree to her publicist’s scheme: fake a love affair with a disgraced Hollywood heartthrob, who just happens to also need the publicity boost.


Ethan Atkins just wants to be left alone. Between his high-profile divorce, his struggles with drinking, and his grief over the death of his longtime creative partner and best friend, he’s slowly let himself fade into the background. But if he ever wants to produce the last movie he and his partner wrote together, Ethan needs to clean up his reputation and step back into the spotlight. A juicy affair with a gorgeous actress might be just the ticket, even if it’s the last thing he wants to do.


With their plan working perfectly, the sizzling chemistry between Grey and Ethan soon starts to feel like more than just an act. But in this ruthless industry, are they both too used to faking it to open themselves up to the real thing?
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“LUCY?”


Grey Brooks almost didn’t hear the timid voice behind her. She had slipped into a trancelike state while staring at the coffee shop menu, weighing the wisdom of a medium versus large cold brew: did she merely want to spend the next few hours uncomfortably jittery, or was she in the market for a full-blown caffeine-induced panic attack?


She shifted in her clogs and didn’t react. They probably weren’t talking to her. Lucy was a fairly common name. She’d finally broken the embarrassing habit of whirling around expectantly every time she heard it, and she wasn’t about to relapse now.


Grey’s eyes flicked over the other inhabitants of the coffee shop. It was sparsely populated, with only a few tables occupied. Still, it was possible that Lucy was the stylish woman sipping an Americano and flipping through Variety over by the ficus.


The voice spoke again, louder and closer this time.


“Lucy LaVey?”


Well, that settled that. Grey pushed her sunglasses to her forehead and plastered on a toothy smile as she turned to face the voice: a bespectacled teenage girl clutching a blended iced mocha (extra whip). The girl’s mouth dropped open when their eyes met.


“Hey! How’s it going?” Grey made her tone as warm as possible. The girl covered her mouth with her free hand and squealed. A few heads turned at her outburst.


“Ohmigod, it is you! I’m sooo sorry to bother you, I know you’re just, like, trying to live your life or whatever. I just—I’m literally obsessed with Poison Paradise. I’m such a big fan.”


The first time Grey had been called by her character’s name, it thrilled her. The next few times, it had bruised her ego a little. Now, six seasons and 132 episodes of Poison Paradise later, she took it in stride. It was better than not being recognized at all.


“Thank you, that’s so sweet! Do you want a selfie?”


The fan’s eyes looked like they were going to pop out of her head as she nodded, fumbling through her purse for her phone and swiping the camera open. Grey looped an arm over the girl’s shoulder as they grinned at the screen. She snapped a couple of pictures, then scrolled back through them to make sure they were satisfactory.


“Should we do a fun one?” Grey suggested. The girl nodded again and stuck her tongue out as Grey crossed her eyes.


“Thank you soooo much,” the fan breathed, overwhelmed, as she slid her phone back into her bag.


“My pleasure. What’s your name?”


“Kelly.”


“Nice to meet you, Kelly. I’m Grey.”


Kelly blushed.


“Grey. Ohmigod. Of course! Sorry!”


Grey laughed. “Don’t worry about it.”


“It’s just, like, I feel like I grew up with Lucy, you know? Like, I started watching the show when I was in, like, elementary school. You were, like . . . my big sister.” Kelly turned her face up at Grey with a look of such naked vulnerability that Grey’s heart ached a little. She felt guilty for being annoyed at the interruption.


“Thank you. That really means a lot. She kind of felt like my sister, too.”


“So what are you doing now that it’s over?”


Over. It had been eight months since the last episode of Poison Paradise aired, but the reminder still sent a jolt of anxiety through Grey’s body. The teen soap had its share of devoted fans, and pulled in solid enough ratings on its small cable network to keep getting renewed, but had never achieved the mainstream crossover success that Grey had naïvely hoped for back when she shot the pilot. Sure, she’d worked a little in between seasons—a bad studio slasher here, a Hallmark Christmas movie there—but her last few auditions had gone nowhere. In her most self-pitying moments, sweating in her bed in the middle of the night, she worried her career was in the same place it had been before she booked the show—only now she was seven years older. Seven years she could not afford to lose.


Grey forced a breezy smile.


“Oh, you know, I’m just taking some time for myself right now.” She saw the disappointment creeping over Kelly’s face and hastily added, “But I do have a few things coming up that I can’t really talk about yet. Too early.” She winked, then immediately felt embarrassed. Who winks? Lying made her corny.


It worked, though. Kelly beamed.


“That’s so awesome! I literally can’t wait. You’re so talented.”


Grey suddenly felt very tired. She still hadn’t ordered her coffee. “Thanks. It was really nice to meet you, Kelly.” She flashed her another smile and turned back toward the menu. Kelly squeaked out a few more words of gratitude before scurrying back to her friends, who were doing a terrible job of pretending not to watch intently from a corner table. They broke out in excited giggles and whispers as soon as she joined them. Every now and then one turned to steal a look at Grey before quickly ducking her head back down to confer with the group. They reminded her of a pack of oversized gophers.


Before Grey had a chance to approach the barista, another stranger sidled up and blocked her path. This time it was a scrawny guy in his late thirties, who had been watching her interaction with Kelly from a nearby table.


“Hey! Can I get a picture, too? Big fan.”


“Um . . . sure, no problem.” Grey had long ago learned not to be surprised at the variety of people outside the target teen demographic who watched Poison Paradise— and were champing at the bit for the opportunity to tell her, in detail, how ashamed they were for enjoying it. Still, the odds were against her running into two of its fans in such quick succession. Maybe he knew her from that stupid horror movie where she’d been in a bikini the whole time, but those guys usually directed their whole conversation at her (not especially substantial) tits.


She smiled and leaned in as he snapped the picture. Grey steeled herself for more small talk, but he just thanked her and quickly crossed to his friend waiting by the door.


They spoke in hushed voices, but Grey heard their conversation clearly as they left the shop.


“Who was that?”


“Dude, I have no idea.”


Grey flushed. She felt her chest tighten in humiliation. She gave herself exactly three seconds to be upset: Three. Two. One. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and strode up to the barista.


“Large cold brew, please. Black.”


COFFEE IN HAND, GREY SETTLED INTO ONE OF THE TURQUOISE upholstered chairs and pulled out her laptop. Kamilah had sent back the next draft of their script in the middle of the night and Grey hadn’t had a chance to look at her revisions. She opened the screenplay to the title page:




THE EMPTY CHAIR


Written by Kamilah Ross & Grey Brooks


Based on the novel by P. L. Morrison





Before Grey could get any further, her phone buzzed. Her agent, Renata. She quickly swiped to answer the call, careful to keep her voice hushed in the quiet coffee shop.


“Hello?”


Renata’s voice came blaring through the phone as loudly as if she’d been on speaker.


“Where are you, honey? Are you alone? Can you talk?” Grey had signed with Renata within a few months of moving out to L.A. Her previous agent in New York had been old as the hills, bald as a newborn, and delivered every piece of news, good or bad, with the hangdog inflection of someone informing her of the death of her entire immediate family.


Renata, on the other hand, was loud and glamorous in an eighties Business Bitch sort of way, with a cloud of teased red hair surrounded by an even larger cloud of Marlboro Light smoke. She’d assigned Grey more pet names over the course of their first meeting than Grey had heard from her own mother in her entire life. Grey had adored her instantly, and the feeling was mutual. Over the years Grey had known her, Renata had kicked the Lights, but still had problems with volume control.


So much for getting some work done. “Yeah, I can be. Give me two minutes.” Grey closed her laptop and slid it back into her bag. The coffee shop was still empty enough that she could probably reclaim her table when she returned.


Grey walked around the side of the building toward the parking lot and found a secluded tree to stand under. She lifted the phone to her ear again.


“Okay, I’m ready. What’s up?”


“I just got off the phone with the Golden City casting director. They loved you.”


Grey’s stomach flip-flopped. It had been almost two months since her third round of auditions for the adaptation of the latest dystopian franchise dominating the bestseller list. Despite Renata’s assurance that this kind of big-budget studio tentpole moved at a snail’s pace, and that no news was good news, she had practically given up hope. Her Poison Paradise schedule had prevented her from ever being considered for something like this before: three huge sci-fi epics, shot back-to-back-to-back.


Renata continued, oblivious to Grey’s pounding heart.


“They want you to meet with the director and do a chemistry read with Owen for the studio heads. Bad news is, they won’t both be back in town at the same time for another six weeks at the earliest.”


Grey exhaled. More waiting. “All that for the girlfriend role?” She knew she sounded bratty, but Renata was basically her mother at this point. She and Kamilah were the only people in Grey’s life who didn’t make her feel like she had to second-guess every word before she spoke.


“You know it’s not about the part, sweetie. It’s about where it can take you.”


Grey closed her eyes and leaned back against the tree. “I know. You’re right. That’s great news.” The initial disappointment at yet another obstacle had dissipated and she felt excitement brewing inside her. It wasn’t over. She was still in the running. The role she was up for, Catalin, was relatively small, but still the biggest female role in the book. Sci-fi wasn’t normally Grey’s thing, but she’d devoured the first book practically overnight in preparation for her audition. The second installment, Golden Kingdom, might as well have been a brick in the bottom of her bag for the past month. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to start it once she thought she’d lost the part. Grey reached inside her bag and stroked the book’s embossed cover, as if to apologize for scorning it prematurely.


“That’s my girl. I’ll send you the new sides as soon as I get them, but knowing this type of project, it might not be until the night before.”


“Got it. Thanks, Renata. That’s really exciting.” Grey expected Renata to say her goodbyes and hang up, but instead she heard her inhale and hesitate. “What is it? Is there something else?”


Renata was silent for another beat. “I also had an interesting call with Audrey Aoki this morning.” Grey’s new publicist. Most of Audrey’s client list was out of Grey’s league, but she had taken a liking to Grey after Grey had been in the right place at the right time (the ladies’ room at the MTV Video Music Awards) to provide the right assistance (a well-hidden safety pin to repair Audrey’s broken dress strap).


Grey and Renata had both been surprised when Audrey had agreed to work with her, but Audrey had waved them away: “You’ve got the chops, you work hard, you stay out of trouble. You deserve to be huge and I can get you there.”


Of course, it wasn’t a purely magnanimous offer—her fee was exorbitant. So far, she’d snagged Grey a few modest Instagram brand deals and an Us Weekly “What’s in My Bag?” feature, but from the sound of Renata’s voice she had something bigger brewing.


“What did she say?”


Another pause. “You’re not dating anyone right now, are you? I haven’t heard you talk about anyone since Callum.”


The name made her wince. She’d fallen for Callum Hendrix, who’d played Lucy LaVey’s on-again, off-again bad boy love interest, from the first time he’d raised an impeccably sculpted eyebrow at her during the first Poison Paradise table read. He was her first love, and for four years, they’d practically been attached at the hip. That is, until the three-month break before they’d started shooting the fifth season, when he’d urged her to turn down a juicy indie role to fly out to visit him on the set of his current gig: a midbudget thriller shooting on a picturesque Greek island.


She’d stepped off the plane, visions of a Mamma Mia! summer dancing in her head, only to discover the whole set snickering and gossiping behind her back about how he was secretly fucking his costar. It hadn’t stayed a secret for long. Mamma mia, indeed. Over the years, her devastation had dulled to vague irritation—it helped that Callum and the costar had flamed out spectacularly before their movie was even out of postproduction—but even now, hearing his name unexpectedly sometimes felt like accidentally bumping a bruise she had forgotten was there.


To add to her misery, the movie she’d passed on had ended up doing fairly well in the festival circuit and picked up a few smaller awards, including one for the actress who’d replaced her. Since then, every time she opened Raya to swipe through the endless hordes of shirtless EDM DJs and smirking agency execs, all she could see was her replacement accepting that damn Independent Spirit Award. Grey wasn’t about to make that same mistake again. Dating was a distraction.


“Um, no. No. There’s no one.”


“Good.” Renata heaved a sigh. “You know, I told her you probably wouldn’t go for it, but she thought I should be the one to bring it up, since she knows we’re close.”


“What? Go for what?”


“How would you feel about being set up?”


That was not what Grey expected. “Set up? Like a blind date?”


“Sort of. Audrey has another client whose profile could also use a boost. She pitched the idea of the two of you possibly entering into some sort of . . . mutually beneficial personal arrangement.”


Grey ran her fingers through her hair. “So you’re pimping me out now. Awesome. I guess my career is even more dead than I thought.” The bitterness in her voice was undercut by a quaver she couldn’t hide, tears welling behind her eyes. She willed them to retreat. Being an easy crier was an asset on set, but not so much at literally any other time.


Renata sounded hurt. “Of course not. There wouldn’t need to be . . . intimacy. Just the illusion. We would work out the terms and make sure everyone’s happy.”


Grey was silent. She kicked a clod of dirt at the base of the tree and watched it explode in a satisfying puff. Renata sighed again.


“Grey. Listen to me. Don’t be dramatic.” Grey knew Renata was serious if she was calling her by her real name. That is, her fake real name. “You’ve been in this business a long time. You know how it works. I don’t blame you for being insulted by the idea. I’m not crazy about it myself. But you’re paying out the ass for Audrey’s help, and if this is what she thinks it’ll take to give you that extra edge with Golden City, or to help you and Kamilah get in the right rooms with your script, I think it’s worth exploring.”


Renata had a point. Grey hated that her desire to keep a low profile outside of work—especially after the humiliation of what she had gone through with Callum—could be counted as a mark against hiring her. But that was what she got for choosing a profession where her skill, her experience, and her drive would always be secondary to how many people knew her name. Even if it was just her character’s name.


Now that the initial shock had worn off, she felt herself softening to the idea, but said nothing, sipping her coffee through the soggy paper straw as she turned Renata’s words over in her head. A relationship couldn’t hurt her career if it was for her career, right?


“Will you at least meet him? You two can have a private lunch at Audrey’s and get to know each other a little before you decide either way. What do you say, sugar?”


Grey realized that Renata had been withholding the most important piece of information: the identity of the other client. Maybe there was a reason for that. Her blood chilled at the possibility that Audrey would ask her to be an accomplice in rehabilitating the image of some creep who’d been caught banging the nanny, sending skeezy DMs to underage fans, groping his costars—or worse. There were more than enough potential candidates in an industry crawling with men who knew that their wealth, fame, and power would shield them from ever facing consequences for their actions. No career boost was worth selling her soul like that.


Grey steeled herself for the worst, a rejection on the tip of her tongue. “Who is ‘him’?”


She was so startled by Renata’s reply that she almost dropped her phone in the dirt.
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ETHAN ATKINS FELT GOOD. OR AT LEAST HE DIDN’T FEEL BAD, which at this point was almost the same thing. The lift in his mood probably couldn’t be attributed to the atmosphere. Neon beer signs hummed and flickered, pool balls clacked, competing games blared from multiple televisions, and both the bar top and the floor were sticky with decades of spilled beer.


Maybe it was just the novelty of being around people. Aside from the one weekend a month he spent with Elle and Sydney, limited by his custody agreement with his ex-wife, Ethan frequently went days at a time without seeing another living soul. But then, that was by choice. And even now, he wasn’t exactly mingling.


It was still relatively early, but he’d never seen this bar with more than a handful of people inside. There were one or two small groups of men in the booths, intermittently cheering and swearing at the TV; a few guys flirting their way through a game of pool with the only woman in the place south of sixty; and a couple of sad, tired-looking loners sprinkled along the barstools. Ethan supposed he should probably include himself in that last category.


He closed his hand around his third bourbon of the evening and took a long swallow. Warmth spread through him, sending pleasant tingles down through his body all the way to his fingertips. On days when Ethan let himself go out to drink in public, he abstained for a day or two leading up to it. He wanted his head clear, his nerves raw, so he could fully savor the descent into oblivion. The first drink dulled the edges, the second one added a dreamy, hazy filter to his surroundings. Now Ethan felt himself drift outside his body, floating up near the water-stained foam tile ceiling, looking down at himself. Maybe the source of his good mood wasn’t so mysterious after all. He picked up a greasy, over-salted french fry from the plate in front of him and dipped it in ketchup. The fries didn’t hurt, either.


Once or twice a month, he had his driver escort him from his home in Pacific Palisades to Johnny’s, a shitty dive bar hidden deep in the Valley, and leave him there for a few hours. The long ride down the 405 was worth it to camp out on the fringes of the bar, where he could be as alone as possible while still surrounded by people. Nobody recognized him. Nobody bothered him. Nobody wanted anything from him. Nobody pitied him. Which was good, because he pretty much had the market on self-pity cornered.


Maybe it was a stretch to say nobody recognized him. Ethan would probably have to travel to the moon to find a place completely free of double takes, that telltale squint as they racked their brains to figure out where they had seen him before, that wide-eyed gasp of recognition when it dawned on them at last.


Slouched in a secluded corner, Mets cap pulled low over his eyes and a heavy shadow of graying stubble covering his jaw, Ethan was as close as he ever got to invisible. Context was on his side. Nobody expected to see him here, so they didn’t.


Even so, the group at the pool table had started stealing more and more looks at him, their formerly raucous conversation dropping to whispers. Ethan took another long draw from his glass, draining it in anticipation of the inevitable next step.


Sure enough, he saw someone approaching him out of the corner of his eye. The man had clearly had a few drinks of his own, as indicated by his swaying walk and unfocused eyes. He leaned over Ethan, his concept of personal boundaries obviously as impaired as his motor skills.


“Hey. Hey,” he whispered theatrically, spraying hops-scented spittle on Ethan’s shirt. “I knew you were you this whole time . . . but don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”


Ethan shoved a few more fries into his mouth, his eyes glued to the television above him.


“I think you have the wrong guy. Sorry.”


The man shook his head, crowding Ethan even further.


“It is you. You’re Ethan Atkins. What are you doing in a shithole like this, dude?” His voice got louder. A few more heads turned.


Ethan finally tilted his head to look at the man, a grim smile slowly creeping across his face.


“Nah, I’m nobody. Just trying to have a quiet drink like everyone else.” He lifted his empty glass to punctuate the sentence, catching the eye of the bartender, who grabbed the bottle of Maker’s and headed over to top him off. The bartender glanced at Ethan’s new friend, eyebrows raised. Ethan shook his head, a small, almost imperceptible movement. It’s okay.


Ethan lifted his newly full glass toward the man, who blinked at him a few times.


“Cheers. Have a good night, man. Next round’s on me.” He knocked back half of it in one swallow, then pointedly turned back to his fries.


The man looked like he wanted to say something else, but the bartender cut in, asking what he and his friends were drinking, and assuring him he’d have another round coming right up. Ethan closed his eyes as the murmured conversation between the bartender and the man faded into the vague, rippling ether that enveloped him. Everything was going to be okay. He could almost feel the vibrations of the universe pulsating through his body.


Wait, maybe those were the vibrations of his phone. He dug into the pocket of his jeans and squinted at the caller name. Audrey Aoki. Normally he would let it go to voicemail since he was in public, but after that last round, he was feeling downright chatty.


“Audrey. Babyyy.”


Audrey snorted, her clipped British accent oozing over the line. “Why do I feel like I could set your breath on fire right now?”


“That’s what you get for calling this late.”


“It’s eight-thirty.”


Ethan could feel renewed attention focusing on him from the pool table. He downed the other half of his drink and reluctantly slid off the barstool, taking a moment to regain his equilibrium before shuffling out the front door.


It was January, so the Valley was about as chilly as it ever got. Not cold enough to wish he’d brought a jacket, but a welcome relief from the stifling heat of the bar. Everything was still and silent. Even the solitary car going through the Jack in the Box drive-through across the street seemed to be moving in slow motion. Beneath his feet, a few blades of grass had optimistically sprung up between the cracks in the concrete, the only green thing he could see in any direction.


Ethan leaned on a low cement wall and pulled a crumpled pack of American Spirits from his back pocket. As he fished around for his lighter, he made sure to over-enunciate every word.


“To what do I owe the pleasure?”


“Can you come into the office for lunch on Friday? There’s someone I want you to meet.”


Lighter acquired, Ethan pulled a cigarette out of the pack with his mouth. He responded with a muffled “Mmm?” as he lit it.


It had been years since he’d been to Audrey’s office. They’d come up together, almost twenty years ago now; he and his best friend, Sam, had been two of her first clients. Their meteoric rise had helped propel her to the elite ranks of L.A.’s publicists, and she, in turn, had helped them stay on top. He had, thus far, resisted her regular attempts to drag him back to something resembling his old career, but for some reason he kept taking her calls. He hated to admit it, but she was the closest thing he had to a friend these days. A friend he paid to check up on him.


Which, now that he thought about it, pretty much described most of his relationships since Sam’s death.


Audrey’s voice snapped him out of his reverie.


“Well? What do you say?”


Ethan dragged on his cigarette, relishing the rush of the nicotine colliding with his booze-soaked brain.


“What do you mean, meet someone?”


“Does the name Grey Brooks mean anything to you?”


Ethan’s brow creased. “Is that the brand that makes those shoes I like?”


“Very funny. She’s an actress. A sweetheart. You’re gonna love her.”


Ethan closed his eyes. The wheels in his head were turning, slowly but surely. A memory was forming of a conversation they’d had last week, the blurry edges coalescing into something tangible. He groaned.


“Is this that fake girlfriend bullshit? I thought that was a joke.”


“It’s not bullshit. It’s the first step to getting you back on track. People want to see you stable. They want to see you happy.”


“I am.” Even as he said it, he knew he wasn’t fooling her.


“If you say so. But if you’re going to make a comeback, you have to be on the offensive.”


“Maybe I don’t want to come back yet.”


Audrey sighed. “When, Ethan? It’s been five years.” Her voice softened, dropping the hard-as-nails ball-busting publicist tone. “Don’t you want to work again? Don’t you want to see your girls more?” She paused, and Ethan could tell she was debating pushing it further. He was surprised to hear what sounded like genuine pain in her voice. “Aren’t you sick of wallowing yet?”


Ethan’s stomach turned. He did feel sick. Those fries weren’t sitting as well as he’d like them to. He pictured them in his stomach, tiny golden life rafts bobbing up and down in the ocean of bourbon he’d drowned them in. He crouched next to the wall, willing everything to stay down for the duration of the endless drive back home.


Audrey’s voice startled him. He had forgotten he was still on the phone with her. She spoke in that same soft tone, like she was trying to soothe an injured animal into submission before taking it out back and putting it out of its misery.


“It’s just one lunch. That’s all. You don’t have to agree to anything else.”


Ethan felt his mouth fill with saliva. He stared at his shoes, trying to fight off the building nausea.


“Fine. Friday. I’ll be there.”


Then he promptly threw up all over them.
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GREY PULLED HER PRIUS UP TO THE INTIMIDATING CENTURY City high-rise that housed Greenfield & Aoki Public Relations and took a deep breath. She resisted the urge to flip down the visor and check her reflection yet again before sliding out of the driver’s seat and handing the keys to the valet.


She’d tried not to let herself overthink things while getting ready that morning, attempting, as always, to walk the razor-thin edge between trying too hard and not trying hard enough. She’d braided her hair and pinned them in a crown around her face, leaving a few stray curls tucked behind her ears. At first, she’d planned on wearing her favorite floral peasant sundress, but once she checked herself out in the mirror, the overall effect was a little too Von Trapp Family Singers. She swapped it out for a crisp white Oxford shirt, unbuttoned to her sternum, sleeves rolled up, and tied at her waist, with high-rise vintage jeans.


As soon as she pushed her way through the revolving doors and felt the blast of air-conditioning hit her, Grey was grateful she’d changed into pants. Somehow she always forgot that the fancier the office, the more fridge-like the environment. Within seconds her nipples were hard enough to cut glass. She stepped up to the security desk and handed the guard her ID. As he double-checked it against the list on his computer, Grey surreptitiously glanced down to make sure they weren’t visible. Thankfully, they were camouflaged by the loose folds of her shirt.


The guard handed back her ID and pressed the button to release the electronic gate. Grey thanked him and walked over to the elevator bank, ten sleek elevators facing one another: one side for floors one through fifteen, the other side for sixteen to thirty. The employees and clients of the firms housed in the high-rise were far too important to be inconvenienced by waiting more than five seconds for an elevator. She pushed the “up” button on the sixteen-to-thirty side and a set of doors on the far end pinged instantly.


The mirrored walls in the elevator gave Grey one last chance to give herself a once-over. She preferred to go without makeup when she wasn’t on set in order to give her skin a break, but she also didn’t care to be consistently greeted with “Are you okay? You look . . . tired.” At least she wasn’t famous enough to have ever had an unflattering candid shot of her buying Diet Coke at the gas station published in a tabloid under a headline like Stars without Makeup: They’re Hideous—Just Like You!


She usually compromised with a few swipes of mascara and the holy trinity of tinted moisturizer, tinted lip balm, and cheek tint. Examining herself in the unforgiving fluorescent light of the elevator, she was satisfied that she’d achieved the desired look of “woman who is definitely alive and definitely not suffering from a wasting disease,” while still appearing charmingly low maintenance and makeup-free to the untrained eye. Grey batted her eyes at her reflection. Who, me? I woke up like this.


The elevator pinged again as it opened on the thirtieth floor. Grey felt her stomach drop like a cable had snapped and the car had plunged to the basement instead. For the first time, the full weight of what was about to happen settled on her (still uncomfortably nipped-out) chest. Focusing all her attention on her appearance in the hours leading up to the meeting had allowed her to forget momentarily about what she was trying to look good for. Or more accurately, who she was trying to look good for.


Or was it whom? Whatever.


Ignoring her racing heart, Grey approached the bored-looking receptionist and gave her name. Barely looking up, he directed her to sit in one of the ultramodern waiting room chairs. She shifted, trying and failing to find a comfortable position on the flat, angular seat that seemed to have been designed by someone with only a passing familiarity with human anatomy. Thankfully, Audrey Aoki quickly materialized, looking elegant as always in her trademark red lipstick and sky-high stilettos. Her glossy black hair was pulled back into a flawless twist—if any strand dared to fall out of place, Grey had no doubt it would have been fired on the spot. Something about Audrey’s immaculate appearance combined with her posh British accent always had a calming effect on Grey, as if nothing short of an alien invasion could faze her. And even in that case, Audrey would probably just walk up to the ship and hand them a business card.


She beamed at Grey.


“Grey! Thank you so much for coming in. Come on back with me.”


Grey dutifully followed, walking alongside Audrey as she led her through the tastefully minimalist open-plan office. To Grey’s surprise, they passed by Audrey’s office, encased in glass with floor-to-ceiling windows, in favor of a room with unfashionably opaque walls. As if reading her mind, Audrey whispered in a faux-conspiratorial tone, “I thought you two might want some privacy.”


Grey’s heart practically leapt out of her throat. She wanted to run as fast as her ankle boots would take her, past the junior publicists, past the bored receptionist, back down the sleek elevator and out the front door. Or maybe just skip the middleman and jump straight out the window. She wasn’t ready for this. She needed more time. Despite the aggressive air-conditioning, she felt a bead of sweat trickle down her lower back. Ethan Atkins was on the other side of that door.


As a tween, Grey had pulled a page out of Seventeen, taking painstaking care not to accidentally rip it more than necessary, and taped it on the wall next to her pillow. For two years, Ethan Atkins had smiled bashfully down at her, hair flopping over one eye, thumb innocently hooked into the pocket of his jeans. The other hand casually lifted his T-shirt over a stretch of lean stomach, revealing the hint of a golden ab or two, along with the tantalizingly defined V of his hip bone dipping below his waistband.


She had taken it down once she entered high school and the possibility of real-life boys one day being in her room had crossed her mind. But by then, she’d reread the neon-pink text so many times it was almost imprinted on the back of her eyelids.




CRUSH OF THE MONTH: Ethan Atkins, 22


Birthday: September 3rd


Hometown: Queens, NY


Turn-ons: Confidence.


Turnoffs: Being fake.





As of right now, she was zero for two.


Time seemed to slow down as Audrey turned the handle. Grey couldn’t hear anything but the pounding of blood in her ears as Audrey pushed the door open to reveal . . . an empty room.


Grey exhaled audibly. Audrey looked back at her and Grey thought she saw a look of sympathy flash across her face. Grey blushed.


“Ethan’s running a little late, but I thought you might be more comfortable waiting in here. We have your lunch ready and waiting—we’ll bring it in as soon as he gets here.”


Grey forced herself to smile, swaying in place a little as the adrenaline drained out of her body. She nodded absently and took a seat in one of the plush leather office chairs. “Thanks, Audrey.”


“No problem. Can I bring you anything? Water? Coffee?”


Grey shook her head and pulled her stainless steel water bottle out of her bag.


“I’m all set. But thanks.”


“Of course. Shouldn’t be too much longer.”


Audrey shut the door with a snap and Grey could hear her stilettos clicking a retreat along the hallway. Good. She’d have some warning when she came back.


Grey leaned back in the chair and spun it to face the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. She’d gotten her wish for more time, but now it was starting to feel like a curse. There was no way she would be able to focus on anything until the moment Ethan walked through the door. Grey took out her phone but didn’t unlock it. She stared out the window, watching the traffic patterns undulate far below her. The minutes crawled by.


Unprompted, a vision popped into her head of him entering the room while she was still facing the window. She would slowly and dramatically turn the chair around, eyebrows arched, fingers tented in her best Bond villain impersonation.


Well, well, well. The infamous Mr. Atkins. I’ve been expecting you. Please, have a seat. I believe we have some business to discuss.


The image was enough to ease her nerves somewhat. This was no big deal. She’d met plenty of big celebrities before. She’d definitely eaten lunch before. She’d eaten it yesterday! This would be exactly like yesterday’s lunch, except instead of eating reheated pad thai alone in her underwear in front of an old episode of MTV’s True Life, she’d be eating trendy vegan takeout with her former preteen crush turned acclaimed A-lister turned mysterious tortured recluse turned future fake boyfriend.


Grey swallowed. Okay, now she was nervous again. She pulled Golden Kingdom out of her bag and flipped it open to her bookmark. She’d made decent progress since her call with Renata, and it seemed like Catalin already had a much meatier role in this installment than in the first. Grey reread the same sentence at least ten times before she was finally able to process its meaning. When it became clear that Ethan wasn’t about to burst through the door at any moment, she felt herself relax a little bit and sink into the narrative.


About fifteen minutes later, she heard the door creak open and slammed the book shut. Audrey poked her head in.


“Just me again. Sorry for the wait, shouldn’t be too much longer. He’s on his way.”


“Oh. Um, that’s okay. Thanks for letting me know.” She returned to her book. Another thirty minutes passed, with an increasingly perturbed-looking Audrey stopping by twice more to assure her that Ethan would be arriving any minute and thank her so much for being patient. Grey’s stomach growled, her mood beginning to sour.


Grey heard footsteps approaching again. She slid her book back into her bag and stood up. This was ridiculous. She was just going to tell Audrey thanks but no thanks, there was no way she was giving up her time and her dignity for a relationship that was not only fake, but as of now had only one (barely) willing participant. The door swung open and Grey opened her mouth. Then she saw who was behind Audrey and forgot how to shut it.


The first thing she noticed was how tall he was. Everything looked bigger on-screen, and Grey had met enough movie stars to know that most of them inflated their official heights by at least an inch or two. Not Ethan. He was a full head taller than Audrey, even with the assistance of her stilettos.


The second thing she noticed was that boyish half smile that was so familiar she almost got dizzy, her mind automatically superimposing him over that long-lost magazine page. Maybe “boyish” was the wrong word: his dark hair was streaked with gray, and so was his stubble, and his eyes, pale green as sea glass, looked lined and tired behind horn-rimmed glasses. Somehow, these signs of aging only added to his appeal, transforming him from clean-cut pretty boy into something more hard-edged and interesting. Damn it. It was so unfair that men were allowed to get hotter as they aged, while Grey often felt like she had a ticking clock over her head counting down the years before she would have to choose between being passed over for jobs for aging naturally, or being passed over for pumping her face full of fillers.


He exuded an aura she had only come across in person a handful of times, the aura of the Very Famous. More ephemeral than physical beauty, more powerful and precise than charisma. His posture was slouched, unassuming, as if he were trying to apologize in advance for how larger than life he was. It didn’t help. All Grey knew was that her mouth went instantly dry and her legs felt like they were about to give out beneath her. She leaned discreetly against the table to stabilize herself.


Grey realized that Audrey had been talking the whole time. She tore her eyes off Ethan’s face to focus back on her. His gaze had been locked on Grey with an unreadable expression, his brow slightly creased.


“. . . just go and check on your food,” Audrey said, darting back out the door and leaving them alone.


Alone.


Grey looked back at him. She swallowed. She was supposed to say something. She stuck out her hand.


“Hi, I’m Grey.”


Ethan smiled that half smile again and took it. Grey’s brain short-circuited. The jump from Ethan Atkins is in front of me to Ethan Atkins is touching me was too much for her to process in such a short time.


“Really? You look pretty blond from here,” he said drily.


Grey blinked up at him dumbly. Was that a joke about her name? The sensation of his hand around hers was frying her synapses.


“What?”


He shook his head.


“Sorry. I don’t know why I said that.” He pulled his hand back abruptly and stuck it into his pocket, clearing his throat and looking away. “Stupid,” he muttered to himself under his breath. To her, he said, “It’s . . . it’s good. It’s a good name.”


“Um. Thanks.”


A realization dawned on her: he was nervous, too. Grey felt like laughing. Her annoyance at his lateness started to ebb.


Ethan ran his hands through his hair. “I’m Ethan.”


“Yeah, I know,” she said, not knowing how else to respond. She crossed her arms and looked down at her boots, suddenly unable to bear looking at him. Just then, Audrey and an assistant burst through the door, carrying a tray with their plates and assorted mealtime accoutrements. They busied themselves setting up the food, which surprisingly still looked appetizing despite sitting around for the better part of an hour, and had hustled back out the door before Grey knew it.


The two of them eased into chairs opposite each other. Neither met the other one’s eyes. Grey picked up her fork, feeling like it was the first time she had ever operated one, and appraised her salad. Across from her, Ethan lifted the top bun off his veggie burger, doing his own inspection.


The silence stretched between them. Grey poured her cup of green goddess dressing over her salad and focused all her attention on coating each individual topping equally. He may have been rich and famous and, okay, still super fucking handsome, but he had kept her waiting for forty-five minutes. She wasn’t going to do what she always did, chatter to fill the silence, to ease the awkwardness.


After what felt like an eternity, he cleared his throat. She looked up at him, waiting.


“What did you get?”


Grey looked down at her salad. “ ‘I’m Trying My Best.’ ”


Ethan’s brow furrowed. “What?”


“ ‘I’m Trying My Best,’ ” she repeated. He looked at her like she was speaking in code. “You know. Thankfulness Cafe? It’s their whole thing. All their dishes have names like that. Like ‘I’m a Gift to the World,’ or ‘I’m Perfect the Way I Am,” or ‘I’m Praying the Earth Opens Up and Swallows Me Because Placing This Order Is So Humiliating.’ ”


Ethan laughed, a real laugh, and Grey’s nerves eased a little. “I see. I usually just tell Lucas to get me the veggie burger; I didn’t realize I was making him debase himself like that.”


“Isn’t that what assistants are for? To shield you from the petty embarrassments of everyday life?”


Her tone was light, but something dark flickered across Ethan’s face.


“I guess so.”


He picked up a sweet potato fry, examined it, then put it back down. Grey fidgeted. She took a bite of her salad. In the silence, it felt like the crunch was loud enough to make the room shake. The butter lettuce alone registered 6.1 on the Richter scale.


Ethan sighed. “This is ridiculous,” he muttered.


“Excuse me?”


“Sorry. No offense. It’s not . . . it’s not you. This whole idea. It’s weird, right?”


Grey chased a pickled carrot across her plate. “Kinda. I mean, I guess it happens all the time. I just . . . I’ve never . . .” She trailed off awkwardly. Ethan pursed his lips.


“I don’t get it, honestly. How will parading around with some young blonde make people root for me? Isn’t that the kind of thing everyone hates? Shouldn’t I be ‘dating’ someone my own age?” He made lazy finger quotation marks around the word “dating.”


Grey smirked to herself and said nothing.


“What? What’s funny?”


“Nothing. It’s just . . . I can’t remember the last time someone called me young. Last week I auditioned to play the wife of a guy my dad’s age. I’ll probably be playing your mother next year.”


Ethan laughed again, surprised this time. “How old are you?” Grey opened her mouth to protest. He held his hands up defensively. “I know that’s a touchy question in this business. But if you’re going to be my girlfriend, I should probably know something besides your name.”


Grey’s blood rushed in her ears. She was going to be his girlfriend. Fake girlfriend. Fake girlfriend.


“Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight in a couple of months.”


“At least we can use your senior discount.”


Grey laughed, despite herself. “Your next wife probably hasn’t even been born yet. Ten years is nothing.”


Ethan held his hands up. “Excuse me. Eleven. Don’t undermine my seniority.”


She laughed again, feeling herself loosen up. “I don’t get why you even need me,” she admitted. “Can’t you just make a comeback on your own if you want to? I thought once you get to a certain tier of rich white guy you’re basically uncancelable. I mean, even Mel Gibson still gets hired.”


Ethan’s face fell. He didn’t look at her. Grey’s stomach clenched. Had she gone too far?


Ethan picked up his veggie burger and took a giant bite. He chewed thoughtfully, then swallowed.


“If I want to play nice with the studio and star in a big dumb Christmas blockbuster that’s fun for the whole family, sure. Or pour my own money into some vanity project that no one will ever see. But according to our good friend Audrey, if I want to do anything real again, I need to prove I’m . . . what’s the word?” He sipped his sparkling water. “Stable? Dependable? Sane?”


Grey was silent. The unspoken subtext hung heavy between them.


It was unthinkable that the Ethan of a decade ago would’ve ended up in this position. By the time he’d turned thirty, he was untouchable, both personally and professionally. She shouldn’t have worried about skeletons in the closet: for most of his career, his reputation had been pristine. He’d liked to party in his early days, sure, but he’d exchanged that image for Devoted Husband and Father by the time he became a household name.


He’d risen to fame alongside Sam Tanner—childhood best friends made good. The two of them cowrote and starred in four movies together, each better received than the last. Ethan’s solo career had blossomed, too, seamlessly transitioning back and forth from being in front of the camera to behind it. He’d had his share of flops and missteps, like anyone, but nothing that couldn’t be written off in the face of the next smashing success.


But then, five years ago, Sam was killed in a car accident and Ethan fell apart.


He’d been in the middle of shooting a gritty, big-budget reboot of the Lone Sentinel superhero franchise when it happened. Rumors swirled that he’d tried to drop out, but the studio had him locked in an ironclad contract. He began showing up to the set late, wasted, and then not at all, until they had no choice but to fire him. The tabloids ate it up, publishing picture after picture of him stumbling out of clubs at 4 A.M., bleary-eyed and greasy.


Then he’d wound up in court: first when the photographer he’d knocked out at Sam’s funeral had decided to press charges, then again for the prolonged custody battle with his (now ex-) wife during their very ugly and very public divorce. Once both cases were settled and out of the news, Ethan had barely been seen since.


Until now.


The man who had, for the last few years, only been glimpsed in blurry long-lens paparazzi shots like the goddamn Loch Ness Monster was sitting right in front of her, clear as day, eating a veggie burger.


She looked him dead in the eye. “Are you?”


He stared right back.


“I’m not sure. I think I’m ready to find out, though.”


Grey didn’t know how to respond to that. She gave a noncommittal shrug and returned to her salad. They ate in silence for a few moments. She was surprised when he spoke again, unprompted.


“This is a pretty sweet deal for you, though, right?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, all you have to do is be photographed with me a few times and your star is on the rise. You get to just skip the line, you don’t have to do any work at all. That’s pretty exciting, right?” His tone dripped with condescension.


Grey dropped her fork to her plate with a clatter and her face flushed.


She knew she shouldn’t take it personally. She shouldn’t have been surprised he would have misogynistic preconceptions about the type of woman who would agree to this. He clearly despised himself for having to resort to it; why would she be excluded from that judgment?


But of course, she was hurt. She couldn’t not take it personally. Grey was forced to admit to herself that, as much as she had tried to avoid thinking about how this meeting would go in the days leading up to it, a tiny part of her had held on to a stupid childish fantasy that he would see her and see her. See her talent, see her work ethic, see her as an equal. Acknowledge that they were both at strange junctures in their respective careers and laugh about it, agreeing to move forward together in this charade based on a foundation of mutual respect (and also maybe they kissed sometimes). Well, that was out the window.


She willed herself to keep her voice low and controlled. If she could hold in her tears for this monologue, she deserved every acting award under the sun, plus a few new ones made up especially for her.


“Actually, I’ve been a working actress since I was eight years old. I don’t think there’s anything exciting about the fact that apparently the only thing that will get anyone to take me seriously is my association with a man whose only ‘work’ the last few years has been working as hard as he can to destroy his career. I think it’s pretty fucked up, honestly.”


Ethan stared at her, slack-jawed. Grey blushed even deeper. She backtracked, stammering. “I’m sorry. That was—I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—I know you’ve been through—Sorry.”


He rubbed his hand across his stubble like he was assessing the damage after a punch to the jaw. “It’s fine. Fair, even. I shouldn’t have said that. I think . . .” He fixed her with another piercing, impenetrable stare. “I guess I thought you’d be different.”


Grey wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Sorry to disappoint.”


Ethan shook his head. “No. It’s . . . it’s good.” He directed the comment to his sweet potato fries. Grey abandoned the pretense of even trying to eat her salad. Her appetite was gone. When she spoke again, her tone was flat and sarcastic, though inside she was boiling.


“So what were you expecting? Some clout-chasing airhead who’ll nod and drool at whatever you say? I’m honored you deigned to grace me with your presence at all, then. Because my time couldn’t possibly be worth anything, right? I have nothing better to do than sit around and wait for you until my ass fuses to this seat?”


Her blood sugar must have plunged dangerously low while she was waiting for him, low enough to disable every filter between her brain and her mouth. That was the only explanation for why she was talking to him like this. One word from him and Audrey would drop her like a hot potato. She’d trained herself to be an expert at biting her tongue, but he’d apparently struck a nerve. Or several.


Ethan’s jaw tightened. He opened his mouth to retort, but he hesitated. The annoyance seemed to drain out of his expression as quickly as it had appeared. He rubbed both his hands over his face and gave a frustrated groan.


“No! I mean—yes. Yes, you’re right. This is coming out all wrong. I don’t . . . I can’t . . .” He put his hands down flat on the table and stared at her. His next words were sincere, almost pleading. “I don’t meet a lot of new people these days. I’m not really good at this anymore. I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry I was late. I’m an asshole.” He laughed humorlessly. “I probably needed to hear all that. I guess Audrey knows me better than I thought,” he muttered. He rubbed his hands against his eyes again like he was fighting a headache.


Then, to her surprise, he dropped his hands and chuckled softly.


“Seems like she doesn’t know you, though.”


“What do you mean?” Grey asked before she could stop herself.


“She told me you were a sweetheart.” He glanced up at her with an expression that bordered on amusement.


Grey felt her chest expand with relief. She hadn’t upset him. Still, she kept her mouth shut. She didn’t trust what would come out if she opened it again. Ethan seemed lost in his own thoughts. They sat motionless, the world’s most boring diorama. They might have sat there for hours, even days, if Audrey hadn’t swanned in the door with a bright smile.


“Hi there you two, how’s it going in here?”


Grey couldn’t meet Ethan’s eyes. She looked at her plate, then at Audrey. Ethan cleared his throat.


“Just getting to know each other a little better.”


Audrey’s eyes swept over their barely touched food. Her brow creased in concern—as much as it could through the tasteful Botox—but her tone revealed nothing. She was a pro.


“That’s great! That’s what we’re here for. So . . . what do we think? Do we have something here?” Audrey waggled her index finger back and forth between the two of them. Grey forced herself to look back at Ethan.


He inclined his head toward her, not breaking eye contact.


“If she’ll have me.”


A shiver went up her spine. He was leaving it up to her. She could shake his hand, tell him it was nice to meet him, and go back to her life like this surreal encounter had never happened. Audrey probably had an army of ambitious twenty-something blondes exactly like her lined up right outside the door, more than happy to take her place.


But if she was being honest with herself, the option to walk away had disappeared the moment he materialized in the doorway.


She opened and closed her mouth a few times like a goldfish, the words that she couldn’t stop fast enough now deserting her.


Finally she choked out, voice cracking:


“Yeah. Sure. Let’s do it.”
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