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  Grey


  Grey, wake up.”


  I swim through the blue water, following my leash to my surfboard, wondering why I hear my brother’s voice. Adam sounds pissed. Maybe this dream is going to tip toward a nightmare.


  “Get your pathetic ass up!” he yells, and shoves my shoulder.


  I move closer to consciousness, and wish I hadn’t. My head feels like a shaken soda can about to explode. I’m drooling, my neck is bent at a painful angle, and my eyes are welded shut.


  Adam keeps badgering me to get up. I should face what I’ve done wrong. What have I done wrong? But right now breathing without getting sick is taking my entire focus.


  “Is that how you want to do this?” Adam asks.


  I listen to him stalk away, then I hear the faucet run in the kitchen before he stalks back. This can’t be good.


  “Are you sure?” That’s Ali’s voice—his superhot girlfriend. “You’ll ruin the couch, Adam.”


  “Already ruined,” he says.


  Forcing my eyes open, I see him standing over me with an ice bucket. I shoot off the couch, but it’s too late. The entire bucket comes down on me. The cold shock stops my heart. Every muscle in my body goes tight.


  “What the hell, Adam! What was that for?”


  Water drips down my arms and chest and puddles at my feet. I peel off my soaked shirt and drop it in the bucket.


  “What was that for,” he repeats. “Is that a serious question, Grey?” He sets the bucket down. “Are you really asking me that?”


  In the foggy morning, the living room has a blurred, gauzy look, but my brother’s immune to it. In his tailored sport coat, white-button down, and dark jeans, he looks sharp, like he has his own personal hi-def photo filter. Even his hair, which he’s been wearing longer since he started dating Alison, is styled perfectly. Ali stands beside him in a tight red dress and tan heels. Way hot. Together, they’re like a living Burberry ad, except classier.


  “What are you guys doing here?” I’m still trying to make a full adjustment from dead asleep to freezing and awake. “I thought you were coming home Wednesday.” They were in Colorado for a long, long weekend.


  “I had to come home early for work,” Adam says. “It’s this crazy thing mature adults do.”


  That begs for counter on what “mature adults do,” but this doesn’t feel like the time. “Right.”


  “What the hell did you do to your head?”


  “Tequila shots. Five, I think.” He’s giving me a funny look, so I reach up and touch bare scalp. “Oh, you mean this. Titus and I shaved our heads last night.”


  “Then someone drew on them with Sharpies?” Ali says.


  “No, we did that ourselves. We wanted to beat people to it, so we drew skulls on our skulls. Funny ... ​Right?”


  Ali fights a smile.


  Adam looks like he wants to choke me. “No. Not funny. Are you blind? Can you even see what’s happened here?” He gestures around him, at the living room.


  Finally, I do start to see.


  His house is ridiculously swag. At the end of a private cul-de-sac right on the sand in Malibu, it’s mostly glass, leather, and expensive wood from Bali or Nepal or something. It oozes style, sexiness. It’s the kind of place that’s all over home decorating magazines, and what you’d expect from a guy who starts successful businesses as casually as he drops into a wave on a surfboard. Except his house looks a little different this morning.


  A girl in a short black skirt is asleep on the leather chair to my right. Nice legs. A coating of party debris—cups, crushed chips, peanuts, and beer cans—covers the coffee table and floor. Over on the kitchen island, heaps of liquor bottles, beer cans, Solo cups, and—what the hell is that? A person? Okay. Someone’s asleep on the counter. That’s bad.


  Floor-to-ceiling windows give me an unobstructed view of the patio, which is crowded with more passed-out people. Four lucky girls took the chaise lounge chairs, and they’re huddled under ... ​shit. That’s Adam’s comforter. On the deck, more people, piled up like it’s a refugee camp, and ... ​oh, man. Is that homeless-looking dude wearing Adam’s blue Armani?


  It’s only then I notice I’m not looking through glass. The door is gone. Just ... gone.


  “What happened to the glass door, Grey?”


  In a flash, I remember what happened and cringe. This isn’t going to go well, but honesty’s the only real choice here. “It’s in the trash. We were dancing and it got crowded. The dancing got, um ... ​Enthusiastic? And the glass broke. But I cleaned it up. No one got hurt.”


  “How would you know, Grey? How could you possibly know that?”


  No blood? No police report? No ER visit? Not good answers. Adam’s not waiting around for one, anyway.


  He disappears down the hall and comes back a minute later with a shirt, which he throws at me. “Put that on. And pull your goddamn shorts up.”


  Whoops. I’m almost giving Alison a look at the family jewels. “Sorry, Ali,” I mutter. I shrug into the shirt and tie the drawstring on my basketball shorts.


  Ali gives me a quick smile back. “It’s okay, Grey.”


  “Walk.” Adam motions toward the hallway. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”


  What happens next is a tour of the house, Adam leading, Ali and me following. A damage assessment, basically. There are cups all over the place. Crushed chips. Spills. I mean, the mess is pervasive. It’s everywhere. But there are highlights, for sure.


  In Adam’s room, we discover six people asleep on his bed. Four girls, two guys. In his bathtub, which is padded with towels, we find a couple—not so asleep. In my room, there are no people but somehow Adam’s stationary bike is on my bed, which makes me laugh, which is the wrong thing to do, judging by the dark glare my brother gives me.


  The weight room looks bad. Another broken window. The theater room looks worse. His fancy TV has some kind of drink splattered down the screen. Or, actually, that could be puke.


  Adam sends people home as we move room to room. Ali peels away and comes back with a trash bag. It breaks my heart a little when she starts to pluck cans and cigarette butts off counters and floors.


  “Ali, here. Let me do that,” I say, taking the bag. We’re back to the living room now, and everyone is gone. The house is empty except for the three of us.


  Adam stands in front of the missing glass door, the Pacific steel-colored behind him. He looks from me to his beautiful girlfriend, who’s picking up party funk in her dress and heels, his expression going through a cycle—exasperation, anger, and disappointment.


  And I finally get it. I screwed up. Big time.


  “It was just supposed to be the guys in the band,” I say.


  It’s the truth. With Adam and Ali gone, I had my band, Welkin, over to practice last night. Which was what we did for a few hours. We sounded amazing; it was one of our best jam sessions to date. Maybe our best.


  That’s what got me so fired up—kicking ass. Feeling like something special was happening, like I was born to be the front man of a band—and not just any band. This one. These guys, who’d showed up in my life by accident. A few months back, they lost their original singer to appendicitis for a couple of weeks. I’d only partied with them before, which was how they heard me sing. I was drunk off my ass one night when Titus strummed the opening riff to “L.A. Woman,” just messing around, and the spirit of Jim Morrison possessed me.


  Their original singer lost his job that night.


  And I became a difference-maker.


  Welkin’s a hundred times better with me. And they’ve become my saviors. I was drifting before they came around. I mean, I always knew I could sing. I’ve always loved it. I just never knew I’d love to sing with a band. Because of them, I’ve discovered that I love performing. They’ve given me direction, a dream: land a contract with a record label. And after last night’s practice, I felt unbelievably inspired and positive we’d make it happen. So when Titus, my lead guitarist and best friend, asked if he could invite a few people over for some beers, I said sure. When Shane, our drummer, asked the same thing, I said definitely. How could I say no to Emilio and Reznick?


  An hour later, a hundred people, almost all strangers, filled the house. And this morning-after disaster is the result.


  Adam shifts his weight. “I don’t care what it was supposed to be, Grey. I don’t give a shit.”


  “Adam,” Ali says, her eyes pleading with him to calm down.


  He sighs and gives her a small nod back, like, Okay, I hear you.


  That actually worries me, the effect she has on him. Ali is the sweetest girl I know. She’s great for my brother. The first girl he’s been serious with in years. But I wonder if she’s moving in, which’ll probably happen soon, if it means I’ll have to move out. I don’t want to move out. He was my brother before he became her boyfriend. I need him more than she does.


  Adam slips out of his sport coat and looks for a clean place to set it down. There isn’t one, so he slings it over his shoulder. “You’re paying for all this.”


  I knew that was coming. “Okay. I have a gig in about a week—”


  “No. You work for me now.”


  “What, like, a real job?”


  “Yeah, Grey,” he says, sharply. “Like a real job.”


  A wave of dizziness rolls through me. What are my options? He lets me live here. He’s always been there for me. Always. And I trashed his place. Completely. I can’t say no.


  I adjust my grip on the trash bag in my hands. “Okay. I’ll work for you. But only until this is paid off.”


  He rolls his eyes, which I don’t understand. I just told him what he wanted to hear, didn’t I? “Ali, do you mind calling a cleaning service?” he says.


  “No problem. I’m on it.”


  “I’ve got it, Adam,” I say. “I’ll clean all of this up.”


  “No, you won’t. You’ll pay for the cleaning service, because your new boss wants you at work on time. Get your ass in the shower. We leave here in ten minutes.”


  I head for my bathroom, sure of one thing. This arrangement? Me working for him? Not a good idea.
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  Skyler


  Just call me the yes girl, the go-along girl, the one who can be counted on to dive in first, ask questions later.


  Tattoo my high school boyfriend’s name on my ankle? Of course. What could go wrong?


  Six days at Burning Man with a dude I just met? Sure. It’s an adventure.


  But this, I think, as I look in the bathroom mirror, might be my last impulsive hurrah.


  Because this morning, I have pink hair.


  At first, it scares the pee out of me—like one of those horror movie moments where a girl looks in a mirror, and a completely different person looks back. Luckily, my brain fills in the missing pieces as I lean in and examine my new look, a gift from my best friends Beth and Mia, who talked me into it last night after my million-and-tenth complaint about needing a change.


  It’s a change, all right. One in a series initiated over the last six months.


  Step one, completed last week: break up with my semi-boyfriend-person Brian, who is absolutely sweet as vanilla but just doesn’t make my strings quiver, if you know what I mean.


  Step two, planned for today: take the six months of acting lessons Beth talked me into for a trial run with a real-life audition.


  Step three (apparently): pink hair.


  I have to admit, the color is somewhere between adorable and alarming, which suits me. Not quite cotton candy, not quite flamingo. It punks up my bob and gives my usual pale skin a rosy glow.


  I brush the pink strands back from my face and decide I can live with it—at least for the few weeks it will take to grow out. Unless I get a part in the movie that’s going to make Beth a star. I don’t care what it is; I’ll take “third cocktail server from the left” as long as it pays a few bucks. Anything to keep the lights on and help me get my second cello out of hock.


  Beth comes into the bathroom and stands behind me, resting her chin on my shoulder. “What do you think?”


  “I’m not sure,” I tell her, mostly to bust her chops. In reality, I’m starting to love it.


  “You wanted to do something different,” Beth reminds me. “And you have to stand out from all the other BLTs who’ll show up today.”


  “BLTs?”


  “Blond, leggy, tan,” she says with a cheesy smile. “You’ll see.”


  “Well, I’ll definitely stand out,” I say. “Assuming my acting’s on par with my hair.”


  “I’ve seen you,” Beth says. “You’ll get something. They won’t be able to resist your look.”


  “Here’s hoping,” I say. “I’ve got until the end of the month before they put Christina up for sale.”


  “I told you I’d get her out of hock for you,” Mia says from the next room. The walls are thin as tissue around here, so we don’t even pretend our conversations are private. “Beyonce’s lonely.”


  True. My poor acoustic cello’s just standing in a corner of my bedroom, missing its electric buddy. Turns out that a couple of club gigs a week and busking on the streets of LA—a city where no one walks—does not a rich girl make. Christina is the only thing I own that’s worth more than a few bucks, but it slays me to think of her gathering dust in some pawnshop.


  On the other hand, there’s no way I’m borrowing more money from Mia or anyone else.


  Beth wraps a pink strand around her finger and holds it up to the dark skin of her cheek. “What do you think? Should I go for it too?”


  “I think you’re perfect the way you are,” I tell her. And she is. Gorgeous high cheekbones, wide-set brown eyes, perfect glossy black hair—chemically straightened into submission for this role. “You ready for your big day?”


  She pushes back the shower curtain and turns on the water. It takes about ten minutes to warm up from tepid to less tepid, but we’re in a drought in California and can’t waste a drop, which means a lot of cold showers. Then she strips out of her t-shirt and underwear and puts on a plastic shower cap.


  Usually, I’d tease her about how ridiculous she looks, but something in her expression stops me. Something I rarely see there: doubt.


  “What’s that look?” I ask.


  “What look?”


  I wave my hand in front of her face. “That one.”


  She climbs into the shower, so her voice comes back to me muffled by two layers of vinyl, which are probably leaching fumes into the tiny bathroom and curdling our brains.


  “I’m worried they’re not going to cast me now,” she says. “Lead’s white.”


  “Are you kidding me? They’re in love with you! That Brooks can’t stop salivating.”


  “Oh, I know. Directors always love me. Everyone does.”


  “So, what’s the matter? You’re in, and you know it.”


  “I thought so until they cast the guy.”


  “Who’s the guy?”


  “Garrett Allen.”


  “Don’t know him.”


  “He did that thing with the magical library, remember?”


  I think I do—vaguely. Mia and Beth can deconstruct a film to shrapnel, but usually it’s the soundtrack, more than anything, that stays with me.


  “Looks like the guy’s a shoe-in for a Spirit Award this year,” says Beth. “And he’s, like, twenty-four.”


  “Well, that’s great,” I say. “It helps the movie, right?”


  “Right.”


  “And when you get the lead part, that’ll mean even more attention for you too, right?”


  No answer.


  I poke at the shower curtain, and she yelps. “Right?”


  “I really don’t know,” she tells me. “They cast these roles on type. Like who looks good with who. When Jon Ayers was in the lead, I had it nailed. He’s a big guy. Part Hispanic. We had mad chemistry.”


  “Well, just go and have mad chemistry with Garrett.”


  She snorts.


  “What?”


  “Nothing. Let’s just say I’m not his type.”


  “Well, be his type,” I tell her. “You’re an actor. Anyone who can’t see how beautiful and talented you are is a dumbass, and these guys are not dumbasses.”


  “That’s true,” she says, and cuts off the water.


  “Who’s not a dumbass?” Mia asks, peeking around the doorway. Her dark curls fill the narrow space like her own personal storm cloud.


  “Beth’s worried she won’t get the part now that they cast someone else as the male lead,” I explain.


  “You’ll get the part,” Mia says.


  Beth rolls her eyes and wraps up in a towel.


  “Seriously,” Mia insists. “They used you for the teaser. They already see you in the part. And your acting kicks ridiculous amounts of ass. You light it up in there, Bets. I promise.”


  “And your best friend is Assistant Director.”


  “Well, Second Assistant Director,” Mia says. “Which I think was really just Adam throwing me a bone so I wouldn’t follow him around, keening.”


  “That Adam Blackwood could throw me a bone anytime,” Beth mutters.


  “We’re getting off-topic,” I tell them. “Come on! I need this. I’m seriously down to seventeen dollars and a couple of drink tickets. I don’t want to have to go home to Lexington and teach music lessons. Please don’t make me.”


  Mia squeezes my shoulder. “Chin up, Sky. Beth’s going to kill it. You’re going to score at least a speaking part. I’m going to AD my ass off, and it’s going to be magic and sparkly unicorns for all.”


  She leaves.


  “See?” I say, grinning. “Magic and sparkly unicorns for all. It’s been decreed.”


  “Well, as long as it’s been decreed.”


  “I think you’re just nervous,” I tell her. “Like your dream is so close to coming true you don’t want to jinx it. But you’ll see. It’ll be just like Mia says. You’ll rock the lead. I’ll rock whatever job I can get. You’ll become a great big star. And I’ll get my cello back and serenade you on your worldwide press tour.”


  Beth laughs. “Way to dream big, Pinkie.”


  “Always.”
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  Grey


  As soon as we get in the car, Adam’s on the phone with Brooks, his college buddy who’s also the director and co-producer of the film he’s funding. While Adam’s more of a high-tech and financial wizard, Brooks knows everything about the film business. He’s been working at the big studios for years, with the last two at Lionsgate. They’re a good team. A motivated person could learn a shit-ton about The Business by listening to them. That person’s not me.


  As he drives and talks to Brooks, I pull the ski hat he forced me to wear down over my ears and recline the seat all the way back, trying to get some sleep.


  At the Coffee Bean in the Country Mart, Adam parks and shoves a fifty-dollar bill into my chest, jarring me awake.


  “Get something for Brooks too,” he says, pausing his conversation. “Triple latte.”


  I hop out of the Bugatti and jog into the coffee shop. There’s a small line, so I settle in to wait, folding the bill in my hands. Half and then half again. Smaller and smaller until it won’t fold anymore. I grew up with money. Adam and I have the same entrepreneurial, restaurant- and bar-owning, deal-making dad. I have no desire to start a business, or open a restaurant or a bar, or make a film. Maybe I took after my mom. Who knows? All I know is that I want to sing. I want to make music, pure and simple. Every night, if I can.


  I glance at Adam, idling in the parking spot right outside, drawing looks from everyone in the coffee shop. I also don’t want to be the guy who has to jump out for a coffee he can’t even afford to pay for. Maybe this job thing will be all right.


  I’ll work in the mailroom or something. Keep making coffee runs for my brother. Earn a few bucks during the day, and sing at night.


  I can live with that.


  Adam stays on the phone with Brooks until we’re both walking into his fancy office at the new Blackwood Entertainment studio complex, where Brooks is waiting. They shut off their phones at the same time, preparing to continue their conversation face-to-face. Brooks rises from the leather chair in front of Adam’s desk, takes his coffee, and frowns at me.


  Brooks works a sort of hobo-cool look: clothes a little baggy, hair a little shaggy. Everything is designer label, but slouchy. Adam’s opposite, basically. Though he’s a filmmaker, Brooks looks like he’d be comfortable with a paintbrush in his hand and a cigarette bobbing from the corner of his mouth.


  “Gotta say I’m surprised to see you here,” he says, shooting a questioning look at Adam.


  “He trashed my place,” my brother explains.


  “I didn’t do it.”


  “So he’s working for me now.”


  “Only until I can pay it off.”


  “Which is going to take months, you realize that.”


  I shrug, knowing I’ll be able to pay him back faster. Welkin will have a record deal come April. A month, tops, and I’ll be out of here.


  Brooks looks from me to Adam, his grin going wider. “This is going to be entertaining.” He narrows his eyes, peering at me. “What did you do to your head?”


  I pull the cap off, showing him my Sharpied, shaved head.


  “Nice.” Brooks lets out a boom of laughter. “Must’ve been some night.”


  “Still nothing?” Adam slides behind his desk, slipping back in work mode.


  In the elevator up here, while Brooks was apparently answering another call, Adam told me they have a crisis to solve. Some kind of audition or casting problem that he and Brooks needed to fix ASAP before he can get me set up. I sit and prepare to wait it out.


  “His agent finally called. He’s not going to make it,” Brooks says, dropping into the other chair. “He was doing some intensive spa treatments. It’s his typical M.O. when he gets ready for a new project. I guess he tried a deep-tissue massage and got a crick in his neck.”


  I cross my arms. “Is ‘crick’ an actual word? Like in the dictionary?”


  “Yeah, it’s an actual word,” Brooks says. “And it’s also the reason we’re down a leading man for the day.”


  Adam sighs. “That’s a hell of an expensive crick. We have a studio full of potential leading women in Studio B.”


  I slide out of my chair, because I have got to see this.


  “Grey,” Adam says.


  I slide back.


  “There’s only one option that I can see,” he continues. “We’ll burn too much money and time if we don’t go through with the audition. We need to find someone else to read his part for the day.”


  “Agreed.” Brooks checks his watch. “And we have to do it fast.”


  As they discuss trying to get a stand-in actor here within the next hour, I reach for the script on Adam’s desk and flip through it, looking for zombies or blood. The script, something called Bounce, disappoints.


  “What’s this about?” I ask, waving it in the air.


  Adam looks at me. “It’s a remake of a classic novel.”


  “Jane Austen,” Brooks adds. “Emma’s one of the most beloved female protagonists of all time. We’ve beefed up the comedy aspects. Brought a dating service into the storyline to make it more contemporary and tie-in with the Blackwood brand.”


  Sounds boring as hell, but what do they care what I think? “I hooked up with a girl named Emma a few weeks ago at a Foster the People concert. At least, I think that was her name. We didn’t talk much.”


  Brooks shakes his head at me and Adam gets them back on track. There have to be half a billion actors in this town, but these two are acting like it’s a lost cause. I mean, shit. Just go to the nearest café. I guarantee a hundred percent of the baristas are actors. With nothing else to do, I pick up the script and flip through it some more.


  “Why are there so many words if it’s a romance?” I say. “Isn’t it pretty simple? Boy meets girl. They get it on. End of story?”


  I’m talking to myself, since I’m the only one listening to me. “I mean, why do you need all this?” Opening the script to a random page, I read, “ ‘Emma. Beautiful Emma. I’ve loved you forever. I was born to love you. I’ve been here all along. I was just waiting for you to see me.’ ” I scowl, reading her reply, and then laugh when I read a little further. “Seriously? They kiss after that?” I drop the script back on the desk. “Tripe, bro. Utter tripe. You need to get a better writer, because if that’s ... ​if that’s ... ​if this is . . .”


  Adam and Brooks are both staring at me intently. I feel like a mouse in an open field under the eyes of a hawk. And another, slightly more disheveled hawk.


  “No,” I say, dropping the script. “No freakin’ way. I’m not an actor, Adam.”


  “You are today,” he says, rising from his chair.


  “I can’t do it. I’ve got a crick—”


  “No, you don’t.” He gives Brooks a slap on the shoulder. “Get everyone ready,” he says. Then he’s standing over me. “Let’s go, little brother. You’re needed over at Studio B.”
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  Skyler


  Beth wasn’t kidding. Blond, leggy girls with perfect tans occupy every square inch of seating space in the temporary waiting area of the production office, which basically looks like something Ikea coughed up after a rough night. And since most of the girls are super tiny, the ratio of butts to seating is pretty impressive.


  On cue, they turn to look at us. Some give me warm, complicit smiles, like “here we go again,” which makes me feel like a big fraud since this is all new to me. Most put up blank faces and then turn back to their lattes, their cell phones, or their weird little scripts, which Beth tells me are called “sides.”


  Suddenly, I’m extra grateful for the pink hair, if only so I can tell myself apart from everyone else. Though I’m definitely built more like an old-timey milkmaid than most of these girls, with fleshier arms and more junk in the trunk, due to my steady diet of bar food. Totally okay in my world, of course. Drunk musicians don’t judge, and neither do my cellos.


  “Gonna need a shoehorn to wedge ourselves in here,” Beth says, chewing her lip and surveying the room. She’s giving off a weird jittery energy, which isn’t like her. But then, I realize, I’ve never seen her at an audition before.


  I’m nervous, too, but mostly because I don’t want to make an ass of myself. And I really, really need a job. I don’t want to go home to Kentucky to prop up my mom or fill in for my wandering dad.


  It’s a wonder I even became a musician, given the example he set. Rarely home. Rarely in touch. Maybe it had to do with the allure of it all, those glimpses I’d get whenever I’d tag along to a show, watch his sticks flash over the drums. Maybe it was the music that filled the house whenever he was around, telling me our family was whole again—at least for a while.


  I don’t know. I only know that whatever I do, I’ll never let it make me abandon the people I love. I’ll never make other people clean up my messes or take care of my responsibilities. Which is why I’m here today.


  “I think there’s a gap over there by the window,” I say and start in the direction of a low tufted sofa with one free end. “You can sit on my lap.”


  We wind our way around the room. Beth seems to know half the girls here, and she stops every few feet to give out hugs. At this rate, it will be summer before we reach the damn couch.


  “Look for someone with a clipboard,” Beth tells me, picking up on my frustration because she’s spooky like that. “We need to check in and get our pages.”


  “Okay.” I look around but spot zero clipboards. I do see that what seemed like a homogenous mass of blondes has coalesced into something a little more diverse. A smattering of brunettes. Another couple of African-American girls. Even a redhead with a pierced septum and a trendy leather harness belt over a flowered dress.


  Damn, someone else is gunning for my quirky minor character gig.


  I decide to peek out into what I assume is a hallway and push through a heavy door that, instead, takes me outside onto a narrow gravel path running along the back of the building. Beyond is an expanse of brittle grass and scrub, which slopes up toward the highway where cars and trucks spew exhaust.


  A younger guy, maybe eighteen or nineteen, whirls on me, throwing his arm behind his back like I’ve caught him with a baggie full of ’shrooms or something. He’s hunky—as in substantial, tattooed and pierced, with a shaved head covered in some kind of crazy design.


  Skulls, I realize. Weird.


  “Jesus Christ,” he says. “You scared me.” He pulls a cigarette from behind his back and takes a drag before crushing it under his boot.


  “Sorry.” I keep the door wedged open behind me. Fanning away the smoke that wafts in my direction, I say, “I was just looking for someone with a clipboard.”


  He spreads his hands and gives me a grin that I’m sure makes panties spontaneously combust. “No clipboards here.”


  The dude’s got large, rugged features but they’re pretty somehow, too—thick black eyebrows, a straight nose that’s just a couple of degrees shy of perfect, and full lips with a sharp upper bow. I think about music, about how sometimes unexpected notes align to make a perfect sound. It’s like that, somehow. Only with a face.


  “You one of the actresses?”


  “Sort of.”


  “Sort of?”


  “I mean, yes. I’m auditioning. You?”


  He shrugs. “Indentured servant.”


  “Wow, I don’t come across many of those anymore. How quaint.”


  “Yeah, that’s me. Quaint.”


  His eyes are an amazing light-filled blue-gray. Like no color I’ve ever seen. If he was older, he’d intimidate the hell out of me, with that body and those looks. Another few years, and he’s going to own the world.


  “What happened to your head?” I ask. “A sign of your servitude?”


  He gives an embarrassed grin and rubs his scalp like it’s covered in Braille and will provide an answer. “Partied too hard and fell asleep first.”


  “Well, it could be worse. Your head could be covered in penises.”


  “Yeah, skulls are probably better.”


  “Probably.”


  Something about this guy makes me edgy, though I have no idea what it is. Maybe just the sheer size of him. Or this wiry energy he puts out, like a stick of dynamite waiting to be lit.


  I don’t really have time to ponder that, though. I need to get back inside and find a clipboard. Preferably attached to a person who can tell me what the hell I’m supposed to do.


  “Nice hair, by the way,” he says. I feel flattened by his gaze, but it’s hard to tell if he’s mocking me or sincere. And then I get annoyed because he’s just some kid, and he’s got me feeling unbalanced.


  “Another late night decision,” I tell him. “But at least I was sober for mine.” Which is mostly true.


  His features shadow, and he stoops to pick up his cigarette butt and thrust it into his pocket. “Your loss.”


  “No doubt.”


  We stand for a moment, this strange combative energy between us, like a wind that’s blown up out of nowhere.


  “Okay,” I tell him, after a few seconds of awkward silence. “I’ll leave you to your lung polluting. Have a nice life.”


  “Oh, I’ll see you again real soon,” he tells me, and there’s that grin again, only less flirtatious. Also less sincere. “You’ll be reading with me today.”


  “What?”


  “Surprise.”


  “Very funny, but I’m reading with Garrett Allen.”


  “Nope. Even funnier. Garrett had some kind of spa accident. He’s got a crick, whatever the hell that is. I’m his stand-in.”


  Shit. An image of Christina being thrown into some random minivan flashes through my mind, and I want to cry.


  “Well, okay then. Guess ... ​I’ll ... ​see you in there.” Yeah, buddy. Take that.


  “Looking forward to it,” he says and fishes another cigarette out of his pocket. They don’t seem to come from a pack. Instead, it’s like his pocket’s some weird dispensary of loose cigarettes.


  I head back inside, and for a second I contemplate finding some way to lock him out of the building. Or dye my hair back to blond so he doesn’t know it’s me. Then I remind myself that he’s just a kid. He’s not making the big decisions. I don’t have to worry about him.


  Beth’s waiting for me right inside the door. She’s talking to Mia, who, hilariously, turns out to be the person with the clipboard.


  “Well, shoot, where were you?” I ask.


  Mia arches a brow. “I’ve been here. Where did you go?”


  “Wrong turn,” I tell them and flop down onto the sofa. I wish I had my cello with me, though it’s probably not appropriate audition-wear. I just miss the weight of it against my legs, the feeling of knowing what to do with my hands.


  “I got us checked in,” says Beth, who hands me pages. “Want to run these lines with me?”


  “Sure.”


  “Turns out Garrett is down for the count,” she says, cheerily. “Maybe I’ll have a shot at this, after all.”


  “Of course you will,” I tell her.


  Now I’m just not so sure about myself.
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  Grey


  It’s eleven thirty by the time Brooks calls me into the studio. When I see the set inside the soundstage—a living room with a couch and chairs, lit up under bright lights—my stomach twists. In front of this, beyond the reach of the spotlights, is a table where I see my brother and a few people I don’t recognize—an audience of one row. That makes me even more nervous. Until I remember I don’t give a shit.


  “You ready?” Brooks asks me, pushing floppy hair behind his ear.


  He’s amped up, eyes intent, his forehead a little sweaty, and working a ponytail that’s only about fifty percent successful.


  “Oh, yeah. Totally ready. I’ve been preparing for this moment for years.”


  “Where are your sides?” he asks, ignoring my sarcasm.


  I know I’m missing something but I lift my arms up, showing him my sides.


  “Your script, dipshit.”


  “Oh. I left it outside.” Where I was smoking cigarettes, which I bummed off one of the sound guys, Saul, just for something to do.


  People say being on set is boring as hell, and they’re right. After an hour of waiting for other people to do God-knows-what, I want to climb out of my skin. The cigarettes were a dumb idea. I don’t smoke, and now my throat feels raw. That’s probably the last of my smoking days, right there. I have to protect my voice.


  The only upside of smoking was seeing the girl with pink hair. She was something. Great style. Great body. Great everything. Really, really cute. I’m used to seeing beautiful women. LA is overflowing with them. But she had something special. I look around for her again, but there are no girls in the studio besides Mia, who’s been rushing around all over the place like the building’s on fire. She’s leaning over Adam at the moment, pointing at a paper in front of him.


  “I’ll get you another one,” Brooks says. “Mia, can you—”


  “I’m on it,” she says, popping up. In two seconds she’s handing me a fresh script, like she can telepathically identify every problem that needs to be fixed.


  “Thanks,” I say.


  “No problem.” I expect her to rush off again but she stays with us. “We’re all set, Brooks. Anytime you want to start.”


  “Great.” He looks at me. “Here’s how this is going to work. First, we’re screening the actors in the next room.”


  Mia raises her hand. “That’s my job. Step one.”


  “We’ll evaluate there,” Brooks continues, “and send the actors we think have the most promise in here to read with you.”


  This isn’t what I expected. I expected dozens of beautiful women waiting in line for me.


  “You’re quality control?” I say to Mia. “Then I’m trusting you. Only send the hot ones through.”


  She lifts an eyebrow. “Right.”


  “The lines you’ll be reading—” Brooks takes my papers and starts flipping through them, searching, searching. After a second, Mia lifts them from his hands and turns to a page. “Right here.”


  “That’s them,” Brooks says. “These are the lines you’re reading, but the important thing is to just stay relaxed, go with the flow. If you make a mistake, don’t worry. This is a test for screen presence. The cameras won’t even be on you. Just give these girls something to work off. Oh, and wear your ski hat. Your head’s really distracting. We cool?”


  Brooks levels an anxious look on me. Over his shoulder, I see my brother watching me. This whole thing, me reading lines for this audition, is sort of hilarious, but Brooks and Adam really have been working toward this for years. I can suck it up for a morning and try to do this right.


  “Sure, Brooks. I’ve got this.” I take my papers and sit on the couch under the lights.


  Mia comes over and attaches a microphone to my t-shirt.


  “What’s this for? I thought there weren’t going to be cameras on me.”


  “There aren’t going to be.”


  “ ’Kay.” She leans down right in front of me, trying to get the microphone on, and she’s wearing a low-cut blouse so I appreciate the view.


  “Roxanne’s your first,” she says.


  “Actually, that ship sailed a long time ago.”


  “Ew, Grey. Focus?”


  “Right. Roxanne.”


  Mia shakes her head before she leaves, like she can’t quite figure me out.


  There is, of course, more waiting. I’m getting hot under these lights. Hot and bored. So I take the mic and start singing “Roxanne” by the Police.


  I hear a few laughs. Saul, the sound guy, pulls his headphones away from his ears. “Hey, kid. You got a really good voice.”


  I’m about to thank him when I see the first girl making a beeline toward me. She stops like she hits a force field, and makes a sharp turn to face the tables where Adam, Brooks, and Mia sit with a few other people I don’t know.


  “Roxanne Marguiles,” she states, like an inmate sounding off.


  “Okay,” Brooks says from the darkness. “Whenever you’re ready.”


  Roxanne walks over and sits next to me on the couch. She’s wearing a bow tie, which I’ve never seen a girl wear even though this one is feminine, red and pink, and her platinum blond hair is perfectly smoothed, not a hair out of place. It might actually be a wig. She’s also sweating so badly her makeup’s running.


  “Hey, I’m Grey,” I say, offering my hand.


  She clears her throat. Looks at my hand. “Start,” she whispers.


  “Oh. Okay.”


  I look at the pages and read the same dumb lines about I love you, Emma, you’re everything, Emma that I read earlier. I’m proud of myself for managing to deliver them without too much sarcasm.


  Then I look up, waiting for Roxanne-slash-Emma to hit me with her amazing lines back. But she just blinks at me with watery blue eyes and clears her throat. “Can you start over?” she whispers. “I forgot my lines.”


  “Um . . .” I look around, but get no help from the twenty people in the room who actually are in this line of work. “Sure.”


  So I read them again. Maybe a little more sarcastically.


  Here we go. Roxanne’s turn. I look up, ready for them.


  Her eyes are filling with tears. She’s about to cry, but then she gives me a wide, wide smile, which shocks me for a second because she has adult braces—a lot of them—and I didn’t expect that. I had no idea.


  “I am so sorry,” she stage whispers. “I forgot them again!”


  I hand her my stack of pages. “Do you want—?”


  “No!” She puts her hands up, like I’ve just offered her monkey brains. “I couldn’t. I’m a professional.”


  She’s still whispering. I don’t know how she’s missed the fact that we’re both mic’ed up and Saul is on a ladder, holding a boom mic over us.


  “Can you start over?” she whispers. “Just one more time?”


  Oh, hell no. Jesus. What the hell do I do now?


  Fortunately, Mia comes over. “Roxanne,” she says, guiding her off the couch like she’s an eighty-year-old woman, “we’ll try again a little later, okay? Nothing to worry about. Everyone gets nervous.”


  I shake my head. Somebody ought to just tell her. She’s in the wrong line of work.


  After Roxanne comes Sheila, who manages to read her lines, but with a lisp. Cute, in all honesty, but cute like a three-year-old. Then comes Amanda, a brunette knockout. Her breath smells like onions and garlic. And corpse. I almost puke when she leans in and speaks her lines. Then comes Molly, who has no visible afflictions. She’s decent, in fact, but has no spark. No soul. No ... ​style.


  Two hours pass this way. I’m sweating under these lights, and I’m getting more tired by the second. I ask for breaks. Brooks, Adam, and Mia take turns shooting me down. This couch is my prison.


  I learned the lines the first time I read them, so I make a few paper airplanes out of the script pages and try to peg Adam with them. That gets boring. So I make up a song and call it “Emma-Love.” It’s decent. People clap when I finish singing it.


  Then I hit a wall. My hangover shows up and it’s rude. It has a bad attitude, my hangover. By lunchtime, I feel like I’m dying. I get half an hour to raid the craft services table, then I’m back on. My energy’s completely gone, so I
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