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    After years of struggling in New York City, I’m on the verge of making it big in my career…until he enters my life, and then all bets are off. 
 
      
 
    ‘He’ would be Hunter Steele, the ridiculously hot showrunner of a popular reality show called The Terrible Teens. 
 
      
 
    My name is Julia Jacobs, and on the very day I’m promoted to become an assistant agent at the talent agency CAA, I sign Pepper Winters, a billionaire’s daughter with a massive social media following who wants to be on the next season of Hunter’s ultra-toxic reality show. 
 
      
 
    No. Matter. What. 
 
      
 
    Trouble is, the moment Pepper and I meet with Hunter to discuss bringing her on the show, I can’t keep my eyes off him. He’s tall, dark, handsome, and has something in his jeans that looks like a damned anaconda. 
 
      
 
    In other words, he’s exactly the type of man I don’t need to be distracted by right now. After all, I have a limited amount of time to prove myself to CAA. If I do? I’ll be promoted to associate agent. And if I don’t? I’ll be out of a job altogether. 
 
      
 
    But with Hunter coming on to me, how in the hell am I supposed to focus on my job? At first, I try my best to resist him, but after a disastrous breakup, I’ve been single for four years, and a girl has her needs. As the weeks pass and we come to know one another better, my guard starts to drop. Should I give Hunter a chance? Or should I let him go forever when I learn about his playboy past…? 
 
      
 
    I’ve been burned once. I won’t be burned again. And as much as I want to believe in Hunter when he tells me he’s moved beyond his loose reputation of bedding too many women to count, I now have to wonder if I can trust him. 
 
      
 
    And if I dare to do so, will he and I have a chance to make it…? 
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    MAKING IT 
 
    by 
 
    Christina Ross 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    May 
 
    New York City 
 
      
 
    It was seven o’clock sharp on a Monday morning when my boss, Harper Carmichael, breezed past my desk and moved toward her office without looking at me. 
 
    “Julia, darling,” she said over her shoulder, “your life is about to change. Get each of us a cup of coffee, grab a pen and a pad of paper, and meet me in my office—stat.” 
 
    My life is about to change? I thought as I watched her disappear behind her office door. What in the fresh hell does that mean? 
 
    Curious to know, I joined her a moment later in her office. I was holding a cup of black coffee in each hand, a pen was clenched between my teeth, and a yellow legal pad was tucked beneath my arm. Harper was standing at one of her office’s three floor-to-ceiling windows with her back to me, her stylish, shoulder-length blonde hair curling up from her narrow shoulders. When she turned to look at me, her gaze settled upon the pen. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mouthed around it. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “But best to make sure that that pen always belongs to you, and never to me . . .” 
 
    With a bemused look, she came toward me in her fitted black power suit, took one of the white mugs from me, then motioned to the chair opposite her massive glass desk. 
 
    “Sit,” she said. “You and I need to talk business.” 
 
    Our business was the entertainment business, and Harper Carmichael wasn’t just one of the industry’s most sought-after agents—at fifty-five, she was an industry legend. She also was one of the stars at the all-powerful Creative Artists Agency, which is where we were now, high above the Chrysler Building on Lexington Avenue. The morning sun had yet to crest the city’s skyscrapers, leaving long shadows to stretch like gravestones into the room. 
 
    Which kind of made me question exactly how much life was about to change . . . 
 
    I sipped my coffee and sat down. Whenever we had one of our “business” talks, it usually was about one of her clients, a few of whom chronically found themselves in trouble. The incidents I’d seen over the years ranged from a heavy night of partying that ended with an arrest to an ugly tabloid story that was turning out to be true—and thus needed to be managed with damage control. If most of Harper’s clients weren’t on the A-list—which they were—I knew for a fact that she would have parted ways with some of them years ago. 
 
    “Who got into trouble over the weekend?” I asked. 
 
    “This isn’t going to be that kind of talk,” she said. 
 
    “Well, what kind of talk is it going to be?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve been my assistant six years last month, correct?” 
 
    I just shrugged at her. 
 
    “You took me out for dinner on that day,” I said. “We celebrated. Remember?” 
 
    “I don’t have dementia yet, Julia. Nor will I ever.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to suggest—” 
 
    “That was a joke.” She put her coffee down in front of her and folded her arms as she leaned back in her chair and studied me. “It’s time,” she said. 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, my dear, it’s time for me to let you go.” 
 
    For a moment, I sat in shock, not sure that I’d heard her right. But when I saw the unwavering look in her eyes, I swear that her office started to spin as if I’d just been strapped into a sputtering, malfunctioning Tilt-A-Whirl. This is how my week is going to begin? Seriously? She’s firing me? Why?! 
 
    I just stared at her. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. “Harper, I’ve been nothing but loyal to you. And I love working for you. I thought we were friends. Why would you let me go? Are there budget issues I don’t know about? Cutbacks? Have I done something wrong? Just tell me what it is, and I’ll fix it. Hell, please tell me I still have a job.” 
 
    She let out a low laugh when I said that, then she simply shook her head at me. 
 
    “Julia, what you have is a promotion.” 
 
    “A promotion?” 
 
    “Yes, a promotion. Look, you’ve been an amazing personal assistant—the best anyone could wish for. But you’re twenty-eight now, and it’s time for you to grow.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked. 
 
    “That I know you aren’t going to wait forever to become the agent you’ve always wanted to become,” she said softly. “And that the last thing I want is for you to leave CAA and work somewhere I can’t help and guide you.” 
 
    She leaned forward in her chair. 
 
    “Over the past month, I’ve set things into motion for you. I’ve discussed your potential new position with the team, and everyone agrees that it would be foolish to lose you. So, what CAA and I are proposing is that for the next year, you will work directly under me as my assistant agent. If I could have made you a full agent straightaway, I would have—but as you know, that’s not how it works here. CAA gives all of its assistant agents one year to prove themselves to the agency, but since you’ll be working under me—and provided you don’t somehow screw this up, which I can’t imagine for the life of me—in a year’s time, you’ll become an associate agent, and you’ll have an office and clients of your own.” 
 
    My heart started to race. 
 
    “I’ve been promoted to assistant agent?” I asked her, unable to believe it. I’d waited so long for this day to happen, it seemed surreal that it finally was happening. 
 
    “You have, my love. I’ll miss you as my personal assistant, but I’m beyond excited to help you become the best agent you can be. That process begins today.” She looked at her watch. “In fact, boot camp starts for you today at noon.” 
 
    “Boot camp?” I said. 
 
    “That’s when you and I will meet with your first potential client—Pepper Winters.” 
 
    “Pepper Winters,” I said. “The social media superstar?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But I’ve read terrible things about her,” I said. “I’ve heard that she’s a nightmare. We don’t need someone like her in our lives. Why are you considering taking her on?” 
 
    “A few reasons. The first of which is her Russian father, the billionaire Oleg Semenov, who happens to be friends with one very important person here at CAA, otherwise known as our boss, Andrew Simms. Second, with over seventy-five million followers on Instagram alone, you’re right, Julia—that girl is indeed a social media superstar.” 
 
    Exasperated, she leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “Do you realize that not even one of the actors I represent comes close to enjoying her kind of following—not even Jackson Cruise, who is a few million followers shy of her numbers, and yet he’s a legitimate superstar. All Pepper Winters is known for is being a wealthy, beautiful, fourteen-year-old girl with a fabulous lifestyle—and also for her popular makeup videos on YouTube, which have racked up hundreds of millions of views over the past two years. Her adoring fans see her as a style icon.” 
 
    “And there’s money in that,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, there’s plenty of money to be had in Pepper Winters, Julia—so much so that Andrew took me aside after his phone call with Pepper’s father and pitched her to me. At first, I resisted, because even though I’m not her demographic, I’ve heard about that girl’s wretched reputation. But since Andrew rarely asks anything of me, I agreed to at least meet with her. Actually, I told him that you and I would meet with her, because if we do decide to sign her, she’s all yours to manage.” 
 
    “What is she looking for?” I asked. 
 
    “Have you heard of that awful television show, The Terrible Teens? The title of which is a crude twist on the terrible twos?” 
 
    “Of course I have—that show is huge. As in Kardashian huge.” 
 
    “And look at the kind of money those tramps are making,” Harper said. 
 
    “At this point, the Kardashians are making hundreds of millions. I mean, Kylie was recently listed as a frigging billionaire in Forbes due to her cosmetic line. And yet she’s only twenty-one! How does that even happen?” 
 
    “Exactly—and yet it does happen. So! Pepper wants to be part of The Terrible Teens, which starts shooting its second season next week here in New York. Pepper wants in. Pepper wants an audition. Pepper wants to take her career to the next level, and the way she sees it? That show is her way of conquering the world.” 
 
    “Actually, it might be,” I said to Harper. “I mean, Pepper’s reputation precedes her like a toxic cloud of green gas. I think she could out-bitch anyone on that show—even the queen bitch, Lexi Reynolds.” 
 
    “Lexi Reynolds?” Harper said as she looked curiously at me. “That name just rolled off your tongue as if you know it intimately, didn’t it, Julia? Tell me it’s because you’ve read about the show—and not because you’ve actually sat down and watched it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Here’s the thing about being single in the city for the past four years, Harper. It literally can reduce you to watching reality TV shows like The Terrible Teens. Or even Hoarders.” 
 
    “You do not watch that show.” 
 
    “I do—and a weird part of me is transfixed when they find a hoarder buried alive. It’s a sickness.” 
 
    “Watching the show? Or being a hoarder?” 
 
    “Probably both.” 
 
    “And here I thought you had taste.” 
 
    “Let’s call it what it is—a guilty pleasure. Sort of like The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. I can’t get enough of those Botoxed broads.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Harper said. “I had no idea about this haunted private life of yours. Pepper will be here at noon with her mother, Savannah Winters.” 
 
    “Why does that name sound familiar?” I asked. 
 
    “Because she’s the grown-up version of her daughter—a popular Manhattan socialite. You’ve likely read all about her in Page Six. Given the ridiculous number of parties I have to attend in this city, I actually know Savannah—and she’s nothing short of a well-heeled Park Avenue drunk. Gorgeous woman, but after her disastrous, ugly divorce from Oleg? Let’s just say that her life took a terrible turn of its own when he eighty-sixed her from his life.” 
 
    “Did she get any money in the divorce?” 
 
    “Oh, darling, please—Savannah walked away with a cool hundred million. And for a while, she was happy about that. But over time, I think when she realized that every potential suitor who came her way only wanted her for her money, poor Savannah turned to the bottle. Word has it that she wakes up in her own vomit on a daily basis.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just sad,” I said. 
 
    “Cry me a river! She’s worth a hundred million, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “I still think it’s sad,” I said. 
 
    “If you’re going to be on this side of the business, you seriously need to toughen up.” She stood up. “What I need you to do now is clean out your desk before Pepper and Savannah arrive.” 
 
    “Clean it out to where?” 
 
    She told me where, and to return to her office by noon. 
 
    “What’s my replacement’s name?” I asked her. 
 
    “Opal Kaiser. She’s a Harvard grad, she’s whip-smart, motivated, direct, no-nonsense, and gorgeous. You’ll meet her later. For now, give me a hug, because you really do need to clean out your desk before Opal, Pepper, and Savannah arrive.” 
 
    I stood, walked around her desk, and hugged her. 
 
    “Thank you, Harper,” I said in her ear. “You know I’ve always wanted this.” 
 
    “I know you have, my darling girl. And you deserve this, Julia. But I won’t lie,” she said as she kissed me on each cheek before she reached for my hands and took a step back to look at me. “Being an agent isn’t easy—as you know after witnessing the kind of bullshit I’ve had to deal with over the years. But you’ll make it, Julia. You’ll work hard, I’ll have your back the entire way, you’ll win over the management team here at CAA by proving yourself to them, and before you know it? You’ll have an office of your own and clients to champion. And when that happens? You no longer will work under me. Instead, you and I will become true colleagues—and I, for one, can’t wait for that day.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    When I returned to Harper’s office at noon, I met Opal—who was as kind as she was polished and lovely. Since she knew that Pepper and her mother would arrive within minutes, she wasted no time in showing me to Harper’s door. 
 
    “Thank you, Opal,” I said to the raven-haired beauty. 
 
    “My pleasure, Ms. Jacobs.” 
 
    When the door clicked shut behind me, I gave Harper a thumbs-up. 
 
    “She’s going to be a good fit, I think,” Harper said. 
 
    “I’m thinking the same thing. Very professional.” 
 
    “Something I never had in you . . .” 
 
    “Hilarious.” 
 
    “Sit,” Harper said, waving a hand at the chair opposite her desk. “Because what you don’t know is that this morning has been rather active . . .” 
 
    “Meaning?” I said as I sat. 
 
    “Apparently, enterprising Pepper took to Instagram this morning and reached out to her millions of followers to start a petition to get her on The Terrible Teens. And in force, her posse of prepubescent robots acted like a gaggle of lemmings and actively signed the petition in droves. While you were gone, I saw the post online—and got ahead of it. I called the show’s creator and producer—whom I happen to know—and told him that Pepper was coming here today to seek representation. He said that he knew about the petition and that if we did sign her, he’d like to meet with Pepper at once because he’d ‘be very interested in what she could bring to the show.’ I said that if we did sign her, I’d be in touch.” 
 
    “What fourteen-year-old even thinks like that?” I said. “I mean, at that age? That was a pretty savvy move on her part.” 
 
    “It might not have been her idea,” Harper said. “In fact, it probably was her father’s idea, because he’s extremely smart and savvy—and he clearly wants this for his daughter. Whatever the case, her social media fame can and would set that show on fire when it comes to the ratings, and the producers know it. Frankly, so do we. There is a lot of money to be made on a trendsetter like Pepper Winters, Julia. I don’t know how she’s going to behave today, but it’s likely best for both of us to be prepared for the worst, because that girl? That girl also knows she’s in a position of power. It’s going to be up to us to handle her—and to sign her—because I see a seven-figure deal for her.” 
 
    “With her following, I see the same.” 
 
    At that moment, a rap came at Harper’s door, signaling that Pepper and Savannah had arrived. 
 
    “Over there,” Harper said, motioning to one of the two sofas that faced each other in the center of the room. “Sit on the left one. I’ll join you there. They’ll sit on the other one. Let’s lock this down.” 
 
    “Who’s taking the lead here?” I asked as I moved over to the sofa. 
 
    “Today we work as a team. We’ll volley back and forth. Go with your gut, use your instincts, because this business is all about instinct. But you already know that, so here we go.” 
 
    She turned to the door. 
 
    “Yes, Opal?” 
 
    The door swung open, but before Opal could announce Pepper or Savannah, Pepper—surprisingly tall for her age, with straight brown hair that was so shiny, it looked as if it had been spun from silk—came into the room with a flourish. 
 
    Mesmerized by her presence and self-confidence, when my gaze swept over her I saw exactly why this girl was considered a style icon among her fans. 
 
    She was wearing a pair of bright red Alexander McQueen skinny cropped suiting pants, a cream-colored Saint Laurent jersey tank top that showed off her full breasts (real? fake? couldn’t be sure yet), and a killer pair of metallic Prada ankle-strap sandals with a jeweled heel. Since she was the queen of YouTube makeup videos, her makeup was on point, fresh, and flawless. I thought that she looked closer to twenty than fourteen, but since when was that new in this city? 
 
    “You,” Pepper said, pointing a finger at Harper, “are a fucking legend. Seriously. A queen. I want you to represent me, because I want it all. I want it now. And I want you to get it for me, starting with a starring role on The Terrible Teens.” 
 
    Behind Pepper, Opal cleared her throat. “Pepper and Savannah Winters, Ms. Carmichael.” 
 
    Pepper turned slowly to her. 
 
    “I think she knows who I am, Oprah. I mean, duh. Everyone knows who I am. And if they don’t? They’re about to.” 
 
    “Pepper,” I heard a woman say behind her. “Don’t be rude.” 
 
    Pepper swung back to Harper. “That would be my mother, whom I understand you already know. Sorry about that. I’ll text you my condolences. What you might not know is that since it’s noon, Mommie Dearest will soon get the shakes if I don’t get a martini in her. Otherwise? She’ll just break out in a sweat, she’ll totally go all pale on us, and this meeting of ours will go belly up before it even gets started. I did, after all, find her crumpled in a ball on the bathroom floor this morning.” 
 
    “My daughter loves to joke,” a tall, statuesque blonde said as she entered the room. Transfixed, I watched her move to her daughter’s side and place a hand on Pepper’s shoulder, which Pepper promptly shrugged off. Savannah Winters was dressed from head to toe in a cream-colored Chanel suit. She was thin, regal, beautiful. A large pair of dark glasses, which she made no effort to remove, covered her eyes. “How are you, Harper? So good to see you.” 
 
    “And you, Savannah,” Harper said. “Who knew that one day we’d be meeting like this? Your daughter is a star. I’m delighted both of you are here. I’d like to introduce my assistant agent, Julia Jacobs.” 
 
    That was my cue, and I stood as two sets of eyes soaked me in before Pepper stepped forward and said, “You’re hot. Love the shoes. Love the hair. Love the body. If I decide to sign with CAA, we’ll work on the makeup.” 
 
    I took that one for the team, walked over to her, and shook her hand. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Pepper. Makeup doesn’t come as easy for me as it does for you, so whatever advice you can give me would be welcomed.” 
 
    “Consider it done and done, Julia,” she said with a snap of her fingers. “I’ll give you a private sesh over a bottle of Dom, which you totally can post on your Instagram. And you know what? Since I’m dying over that skirt you’re wearing right now? I’ll even repost the photo, my peeps will freak, I’ll hashtag the hell out of you, and you’ll get a few million new followers in the process.” She looked around the room. “Now, before we begin, I need to know where the bar is—before my mother passes out from malnutrition, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Pepper,” Savannah warned. 
 
    But Pepper was having none of her mother. Instead, she just looked at her. “Dirty or with a twist?” she said. “What are you in the mood for today, Mother?” 
 
    “Well,” Savannah said, pressing a hand to her chest. “I don’t know. I mean, is anyone else going to join me if I imbibe?” 
 
    “Ladies?” Pepper said when she turned to us. “Will you be joining my mother?” 
 
    “Pepper, I can’t have you mixing drinks in my office,” Harper said. “You’re a minor.” 
 
    “What happens in this room stays in this room,” Pepper said without a care in the world. “Oprah’s gone, and now it’s just the four of us. Plus, I make a killer martini—just ask my mother. I’ve been making them for her since I was seven. So! Who wants to make my mother feel less alone in the world . . . ?” 
 
    Harper and I knew better than to exchange even a hint of a glance when she asked that, because it might set Pepper off if she thought we were judging her. 
 
    “I’ll have one, Pepper,” I said. “With a twist of lemon, please.” 
 
    “For the antioxidants, Julia?” she said to me with a smirk and a wink. 
 
    “Something like that!” I said. 
 
    “You know, Julia,” she said. “You’re kind of the shit. I’m digging you and your vibe, despite how you’ve done your eyes, which are a sorry mess.” She shrugged at me. “But again—if things go well here today—I promise that I’ll come to your rescue. Harper? How would you like yours?” 
 
    “I’ll have mine dirty,” Harper said. “But, please, allow me to make the drinks, Pepper. Closed door or not, I can’t have you—” 
 
    “Not happening,” Pepper interrupted. “My mother likes her martinis made a certain way. They need to be just right, don’t they, Mother? Right? Right.” She looked at Harper with a sense of urgency. “The bar, Harper? And don’t worry—I’m not about to have a drink when we’re discussing business, because even if my mother is here with me today, one of us needs to be sober. As for me? I’ll be having water.” 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Harper motioned across the room. “The bar is just over there, darling. Fully stocked. Ready for your brilliance. Do let me know if you need anything, and I’ll have Opal fetch it for you.” 
 
    “Opal?” Pepper said as she walked toward the bar. “I thought her name was Oprah.” 
 
    “Easy mistake,” I said. 
 
    “Savannah, while Pepper makes our cocktails, would you like to sit down?” Harper asked. 
 
    “I’d love to sit down, Harper. Pepper has been so excited about taking over the world, her energy has left me spent.” 
 
    “Is that what it is?” Pepper asked as I heard ice and liquid slam against one another in a shaker. When Savannah didn’t answer, Pepper just rolled her eyes and continued to shake. As I watched her mix our drinks, I quickly saw that she was indeed a pro. When she’d finished, she placed the three martinis on a silver tray, added a glass of bubbling mineral water for herself, then walked over to us, offering us our drinks before she placed the tray on the coffee table that separated us. 
 
    “To me,” Pepper said as she held her glass of water high in the air. “Here’s to me achieving my next level of fame, money, and power!” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Harper and I said at once, as the three of us touched glasses. Savannah, on the other hand, didn’t join us. Instead, she dived lips first into her pail of vodka and nearly sucked it half-dry. 
 
    “So!” Harper said. “Pepper, I saw your Instagram post this morning, and I have to say, well done, my dear. Nicely played. Because here’s something you don’t know that’s happened since I saw your post.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked while she took a sip of her water. 
 
    “I happen to know the showrunner of The Terrible Teens. When I saw your fans signing the petition for you to be on the show, I called him at once, we talked, and he’d like to meet with you immediately.” 
 
    “Obvi,” Pepper said, cocking her head. “Everyone in this room knows what I could bring to that show. You want a bitch? Please—I make bitch look pretty. When does he want to meet with me? Today? Because I’m totes down for today.” 
 
    “Before we go there, we need to discuss the terms of signing you to CAA,” Harper said. 
 
    “Fine,” she said with a toss of her pretty hair. “Let’s discuss them.” 
 
    “Julia?” Harper said. 
 
    I laid out the terms of CAA’s contract, and when I finished, Pepper paused for a minute before she looked at me. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight. After all the work I’ve done on my own to build up my social media following, you want fifteen percent of what I’ll earn going forward? Is that how this rolls? Because that sounds like you’re taking advantage of me.” 
 
    “We have no plans to take advantage of you,” I said. “You’ve done a terrific job on your own to become the star that you are. But to take your career to the next level? You came to us for a reason, Pepper, and that reason is to build on what you’ve achieved, through our contacts and negotiating skills.” 
 
    “Julia, no offense, but I came here to sign with an industry legend—Harper Carmichael, which so isn’t you. I’ve never even heard of you. What am I really getting here?” 
 
    “Both of us,” Harper interjected. “Pepper, I can promise you that Julia is a pro. For the past six years, she’s learned at my side. I trust her, but I have a large stable of clients. Julia is my assistant agent for a reason. She’s worked side-by-side with me on all my highest-profile clients. My other clients adore her and value her insights.” 
 
    “But I thought that when my father called your boss, Harper, that I’d only be working with you . . . ?” 
 
    And then Harper leaned in . . . 
 
    “Pepper, you will personally benefit from all of the contacts I’ve made in this industry over my many years at CAA,” she said. “Today, with a mere phone call, I’ve already set things into motion to potentially get you on The Terrible Teens. But since I’m at the point where I can’t do it all, Julia must be the one who handles any final negotiations, as well as the day-to-day operations of your career. That said, she and I will collaborate with you on new projects to make certain that your career continues to flourish and expand.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pepper said with a glum sip of her water. 
 
    “Pepper, if you want to be on The Terrible Teens, you need to act today,” I said. “If the show’s creator is going to sign you, he needs to do so ASAP so he can get his producers and writers in line to figure out story arcs. Right now, they only have a week to make it happen. Having you come on board will shake up everything.” 
 
    “Like I care if they have to work hard,” Pepper said. “Because what they’d be getting by signing me is nothing short of a gift, and everyone in this room knows it. The moment they announce that I’ll be starring in season two, it’s going to be anticipation like salivation. My tribe is going to go wild. And because of that, advertisers are going to be like . . . what? So, trust me when I say this. As much as I want to be on that show, I also know how much I’m worth. They’re going to have to pay me plenty before I agree to sign with them, and if Julia is going to be handling the negotiations, she needs to know that. Given my social media footprint alone—which has a high market value attached to it, particularly since I’ll agree to document the entire season for my millions of fans on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook—I won’t make the deal for less than seven figures.” 
 
    “Julia and I have already talked about that, and we agree with you, Pepper,” Harper said. “We think seven figures is a done deal. But we also agree that to get this done, we need to move on it now. The only one holding this up is you. As for any concerns about Julia, I need you to look at her as an extension of me, because she’s learned directly from me. By going with us, you are getting two for one, which I doubt you’d get anywhere else.” 
 
    Pepper sat on that for a moment before she came at us with something else. 
 
    “Harper, given the success of my YouTube makeup channel alone, at some point I’m going to want my own beauty line,” she said. “And also, a fragrance called Winter. Can you and Julia make that happen for me? Because I need you to.” 
 
    “Julia and I have made beauty lines happen for a number of clients.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see,” Harper said. “There’s Rihanna, Cindy Crawford, Iman, Salma Hayek, Heidi Klum, and Victoria Beckham. As for fragrances, we’ve assisted J.Lo, Britney, Mariah, Beyoncé, and Rihanna again.” 
 
    “You represent all of them?” she said in disbelief. 
 
    “Just for their beauty lines and fragrances. I’m kind of the go-to agent when it comes to that industry. I have the contacts. I made it happen for them. And as we map out your career, I feel certain that we can do the same for you.” 
 
    “What do you think, Mother?” Pepper asked after Savannah tossed back the rest of her martini. 
 
    “I think it sounds fabulous, darling. You know your father wouldn’t have sent you here without good reason. He personally made this meeting happen for you because he wants you here at CAA. What Harper and Julia have laid out sounds exciting. But let’s get real here—if you ever become unhappy with them, you can always fire them on the spot. You know that, so why are you even hesitating? I say that you go for this, especially since Harper has already lined up a meeting with the people who run that silly television show you’re dying to be on. I mean, come on, Pepper. We are talking about Harper Carmichael here, who has the kind of contacts you need in your life if you want to be on television and eventually expand into merchandising. And after listening to Julia? I sense that she’s smart and has a spark that’s been ignited by working with Harper. I think you’re sitting in front of your dream team, but what the hell do I know?” She held out her hands and admired her red fingernails. “My only accomplishment is that I managed to marry a billionaire . . .” 
 
    Oh, snap! I thought. Good for you, Savannah! 
 
    “OK,” Pepper said as she turned to us. “I’m in. Where do I sign? Because I know that time is running out when it comes to The Terrible Teens. Somehow, we need to lock this down before it’s too late.” 
 
    “I’ll set up a meeting for this afternoon,” Harper said. “Julia will take you to meet the showrunner, Hunter Steele, as well as the cast and crew. If they decide they want you, Julia will handle the negotiations on her own, with guidance from me should she need it, which I doubt.” 
 
    I felt a jolt of nerves shoot up my spine and settle into my stomach when she said that. 
 
    This is really happening, I thought. I can’t screw this up . . . 
 
    “On her own?” Pepper said. “Why? Harper, I need you to be there when it comes to the negotiations!” 
 
    “That’s not how this business works,” Harper said. “You’re a savvy young woman, Pepper, and I sense that you already know that you cannot be there for the negotiations. If you sign with us today, I can get you the audition you want. But that’s all it’s going to be, my dear—an audition. You’ll leave once it’s over, and if Julia is asked to stay, she’ll act alone on your behalf. Why? Because negotiations can become ugly and heated in ways that have nothing to do with you. No agent needs a client to distract them when they’re about to cut off someone’s balls if the offer isn’t right.” 
 
    “Actually, that makes sense . . .” Pepper said. “I get it. Julia needs to speak her mind freely without me being there. In fact, it would be more difficult if I were there, because everyone would be on pins and needles.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Harper said. 
 
    “Are you free for the rest of the day, Julia?” Harper asked me. 
 
    “I’m ready for whatever you ladies want to bring my way,” I said. 
 
    “Then we sign,” Harper said as she stood. “Come to my desk, Pepper. Savannah, as her guardian, you’ll also need you to sign.” 
 
    “Is it too late for another martini?” she asked. 
 
    “This will only take a second,” Harper said. “I just need two signatures, then I’d be happy to get you another martini.” 
 
    “As if she needs one,” Pepper said under her breath. 
 
    “Read the terms,” Harper said to Pepper. “If you have any questions, ask away.” 
 
    To her credit, Pepper took her time reading over the contract. She read through the entire document, she asked a handful of questions that Harper and I answered, and when Pepper was satisfied, she asked Harper for a pen. Harper gave her one, and Pepper signed. 
 
    “Mother,” Pepper said. 
 
    “What’s that, dear?” 
 
    “Since I’m technically a minor, I need you to sign what I just signed.” 
 
    “Did you read through everything?” 
 
    “I did. But as you noted, Father wouldn’t have sent me here if he thought that I was getting into something nefarious. So, since he’s in Russia and can’t be here today, I need your signature.” 
 
    When Savannah signed, Harper and I shook their hands before Harper reached for her telephone and dialed a number she’d written down on a Post-it note. 
 
    “Hunter?” Harper said. “It’s Harper. Pepper Winters has just signed with us. Do you have time to meet with her today? Yes? At two? Perfect. My assistant agent, Julia Jacobs, will be accompanying her. Can you please text me the address? You’re a love. Yes, let’s make this work. Right, right. Big things. Are any of the other girls going to be there? Oh, they’re all there? Lovely. Talk soon, darling. Kiss, kiss.” 
 
    When she hung up her phone, she looked at Pepper and me. “Done. And Hunter seems excited.” 
 
    “You said that he’s the showrunner?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “He is,” Harper said. 
 
    Hunter Steele, I thought. Why does that name sound familiar to me? Was he recently featured in one of the trades? He must have been, because I know that name . . . 
 
    “Is the showrunner the boss?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say that when it comes to making a television show, the showrunner is only second when it comes to the network, who bought his show—and thus finances it. He’s the one who will make the decision to sign you. My best advice is that you be polite and professional with him. But if he introduces you to the other girls on the show, you must be yourself.” 
 
    “By that, you’re saying that I need to show Hunter what I can bring to the show?” Pepper asked. “You know, like I can kind of be total a gutter bitch and make all kinds of drama to lift the ratings?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Harper said. “Yes, yes, yes! What you need to show Hunter is that you are an absolute professional when it comes to dealing with business, but that you can become the ultimate bitch when necessary, because that’s what he’s going to be seeking from you. A lightning rod that will set television screens on fire everywhere.” 
 
    “Not an issue,” Pepper said with a flip of her hair. 
 
    Harper’s cell dinged beside her iMac and she reached for it. 
 
    “That’s Hunter now,” she said, glancing at her screen. “With the address.” 
 
    She gave it to me, then picked up her telephone. “Opal, arrange for a limousine to take Pepper, Savannah, and Julia to 565 Broadway. Corner of Prince. They leave in ten minutes.” 
 
    “My mother won’t be joining me,” Pepper said after Harper hung up the phone. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “I have a lunch date,” Savannah said. “Julia can tend to Pepper, and when the audition is over, she can arrange to have her sent home. As you noted, I’m assuming that Julia will stay behind to negotiate the deal if Hunter is interested.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Harper said. “We’ll get Pepper home safely. Now, if you two wouldn’t mind stepping out for a moment, I’d like to speak with Julia alone.” 
 
    “For a pep talk?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Pepper,” Savannah said. 
 
    “Just joking,” Pepper said. “See you in a few, Julia.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    “That girl is going to be the death of me,” I said to Harper. 
 
    “Or the beginning of you,” Harper said. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see how today goes before we come to that conclusion. Now, listen to me—I wanted to see you before you left for a reason.” 
 
    She leveled me with a glance. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” she asked. “Because after Hunter is finished sussing out Pepper and after you send her home? I think he’s going to try to strike a deal today. In fact, if he wants this—which he’d be a fool not to want—I don’t think he has a choice but to finalize this today. And you need to be prepared for that.” 
 
    “I’m absolutely prepared for that to happen,” I said. 
 
    “Good. Here’s what you need to know about Hunter Steele—he’s as quick as he is slick, and handsome. He’ll start out by lowballing you—but when he goes there, shut him down and be prepared to walk, because that’s the best way to deal with him and his ego. When he realizes that he has no choice but to accept the seven figures we’re seeking, confirm that figure and the terms on CAA’s standard preliminary agreement, hand it to him, and have him sign it. If he does, legal will follow through with the official contract tomorrow.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, steeled myself, said that I’d see Harper soon—and I left the room to take Pepper to SoHo, which is where The Terrible Teens was shot, in a stunning, two-story loft on the corner of Prince and Broadway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    I coached Pepper as we drove downtown in the limousine. 
 
    “Pepper, here’s what I need from you as we go into this meeting with Hunter Steele,” I said. 
 
    “My fame?” she said flippantly. “My millions upon millions of followers? Because as far as I’m concerned, that’s all you need from me, Julia.” 
 
    We were sitting across from one another, the city was roaring past us, the sun was shining on what otherwise was a beautiful May day, and yet this girl was darkening it. “I need a bit more than that.” 
 
    “You mean like me being polite to Hunter—because nobody in this industry wants to work with somebody who’s difficult? I know how to handle myself, Julia. I’ve gone to the best prep schools, I’ve read the trades since I was, like, eight, and I know exactly how to handle myself today.” 
 
    Had I been this savvy when I was fourteen? Not even close. When I was Pepper’s age, I was considered a “late bloomer” because I’d started my period when I was fourteen. Back then, I’d been awkward-looking as hell, particularly since at that age, I’d had a mouth full of braces and my share of zits. I also hadn’t been raised by billionaires, as Pepper had. Instead, I’d come from a perfectly normal home in Hartford, Connecticut. My mother owned a pastry shop. My father taught science at Bulkeley High School. I took care of my younger brother when I got home from school, I did my homework at night, and I pretty much had no social life, because back in the day? I also was chubby, I was shy, and I was told too often by my mother and my aunts that “one day, if you pray very hard to the good Lord above, there’s a slim chance that you might grow into your looks. Praise to Jesus—amen.” 
 
    I looked at Pepper. 
 
    “Just try to charm any professional who is working behind the scenes on that set, from Hunter to the director to the producers and straight down to whoever is in charge of the lighting and catering. Because you’re right—not one of them is going to want to work with anyone they perceive as difficult. That said, they do want you to be difficult on camera, so what you’re going into is a tricky balancing act.” 
 
    “Not really,” she said. “All I need to do is to serve it up with class for the working class, and then show what I can bring to the show when I meet my future castmates. And let’s just hope the first person I meet is Lexi Reynolds. If that slut is there, trust me on this—she’ll be straight in my crosshairs.” 
 
    I’d seen the show enough times to know that Lexi Reynolds had become its breakout star—something Pepper would clearly like to crush if she got the job. 
 
    “What’s your beef with Lexi Reynolds?” I asked, already knowing what it was but still wanting to hear her say it. Pepper would never admit that she hated her because Lexi was beyond popular. She’d spin it some other way. 
 
    “Here’s what I hate about Lexi,” Pepper said. “She’s a ghetto, backstabbing bitch. While I expect her to come at me today because my fame alone will threaten her, for the most part, she doesn’t have the balls to tell you what she thinks of you to your face. She’s a pussy. I despise pussies. And as I think you’ve already figured out by now, I’m far from being one myself, as Lexi will find out if she decides to come for me. Worse, Lexi is a poseur. She calls herself rich because her parents have a few million bucks in the bank. But can we just get real here? I mean, please! A few million defines rich? Bitch doesn’t even know what rich is. If I get this gig—and when she and I land on screen together? It’s going to be the sort of oil and vinegar that turns into a volcano. And by the way, that’s ratings gold.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we arrived at our destination, Pepper and I both reached inside our handbags and removed our compacts and a tube of lipstick. When we were finished brightening our makeup, I looked over at her and saw the disappointment in her eyes. 
 
    “Your makeup is a wreck,” she said. “If you’re going to be my agent, I can’t have you looking like that. So, one day soon, you and I need to get together for a private sesh. Because that shit?” she said as she twirled her index finger in the air around my face. “That shit is just wrong.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with my makeup?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Julia—maybe just about everything. I mean, have you ever heard of contouring?” 
 
    “I have, but I don’t know how to do it.” 
 
    Her face genuinely softened when I said that, which suggested to me that Pepper was more complicated than I knew at this point in our relationship. Was she a decent person at heart? 
 
    To be revealed . . . 
 
    “Look,” she said as she placed her hand on my knee. “Today, I’m going to give you a total newbie pass when it comes to your makeup, because contouring is pretty much an art that few know how to do. But beyond that, Julia, you’re hot as hell, OK? Banging body. Great tits. Amazing bone structure. Good hair, a pretty fab ass, and you totally know how to dress, which is a bonus. But with the right makeup, you could be so much hotter! Whatevs. I’ll get my hands on your face soon enough and show you what you really could look like. As for now, let’s just do this shit, because neither of us wants to be late.” 
 
    “I’ll agree with you there,” I said as the driver swung open Pepper’s door and she stepped out onto the sunny, bustling sidewalk. I followed behind her and was glad to be back in SoHo again, because I loved this neighborhood’s vibe. It was one of the last hip, trendy, youthful areas of New York. Within blocks of us were Prada, Bloomingdale’s, Armani Exchange, Hugo Boss, H&M, Sephora, Banana Republic, MAC Cosmetics, Michael Kors, and the like. All of them catered to the teens and twentysomethings of the world, and as I turned to the gorgeous building we were about to enter, I saw with a start that the area also catered to something else. Right in front of me was a Victoria’s Secret. In this building. On the ground level. 
 
    Seriously? I thought. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” I said, pointing at the store. 
 
    “Um, hello—the girls shop here all the time on the show! Have you even seen the show?” 
 
    “Not all of it, but most of it. But that’s beside the point. You girls are, like, what? Fifteen, sixteen years old max? What are you doing shopping at Victoria’s Secret?” 
 
    “Julia, I’ve been giving blow jobs since I was, like, twelve. And I’m pretty sure the other ‘ladies’ we’re about to meet up with have been doing that as much as I have, because that’s what the boys expect these days. Hello? The twenty-first century struck years ago! Catch up with the times, Julia!” 
 
    She cocked her head at me. 
 
    “When was the last time you were even in a Victoria’s Secret?” she asked. “I mean, are you even seeing anyone? And if you are, don’t you wear super sexy things for him? Because you should. And I need to know the deets.” 
 
    I hadn’t been with anyone since Michael, a disastrous relationship that had ended four years ago. We’d lasted for a little more than a year, which was about four months too long. But because the sex was so off the charts, we’d both selfishly hung in there until our relationship finally collapsed due to his sexist, controlling behavior. 
 
    “What you need to do is follow me,” I said as we approached the building’s entrance, which was framed with a double set of mahogany doors. “We meet Hunter Steele now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we stepped into the loft and a young woman asked if she could help us, the first thing I felt when she retrieved Hunter for us was abject betrayal. 
 
    Why hadn’t Harper told me exactly how hot this man is? I thought with a quickening heart as Hunter Steele walked across the loft’s lush, stylish living space to greet us with a smile that was as broad as the map of America. Watching him move toward us, I was dumbstruck. Yes, she’d said that he was handsome, but not some kind of sex god. Why had she sent me into this blind? Was it because she was a self-proclaimed lipstick lesbian and never considered these sorts of things when it came to men? Was that why she hadn’t tipped me off that Hunter Steele was so ridiculously sexy and good-looking that he could set bras on fire for reasons that had nothing to do with feminism? That he was exactly my type of man? 
 
    Because he was—at least when it came to his looks. 
 
    The first level of the loft was so large, it took Hunter several moments to come from one side of the room to the other, where we stood waiting for him. And as Hunter came toward us, I drank him in, dissecting him like a lab experiment. 
 
    He stood at least six foot three; his thick, dark, wavy hair was cut close at the sides; his shoulders were so broad, I knew he must have played football in high school or college; he had a waist that was so tapered, my eyes couldn’t help but follow it down to the real exclamation point in the room—Hunter’s bulging crotch. In his tight-fitting Levi 501s, the length of his package was literally moving from left to right in ways that suggested that he was completely happy to lose the underwear and go commando. 
 
    Because when it came to him? There clearly was no shame in doing that. 
 
    “Hey,” he said in a disarmingly deep voice as he came up to us with his right hand extended. “I’m Hunter,” he said. “You must be Pepper and Julia.” 
 
    We each shook his massive right hand and introduced ourselves. 
 
    No ring on his finger, but is there a plus-one in the wings? Probably. Because there’s no way in hell that this man is single—unless he’s a player. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Pepper,” he said as he took a step back and smiled at her. “Congratulations on your YouTube videos, and for building such a massive social media following. Anyone who works in this business knows that couldn’t have been easy to accomplish. You must have worked very hard for it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Steele,” she said politely. “It was hard work—but I like hard work, so it was worth it.” 
 
    Perfect answer . . . 
 
    When Pepper turned to look around the space, Hunter faced me. And when he did? I caught his gaze sweeping the length of my body as he soaked me in for a heated moment before he checked himself. 
 
    “Julia,” he said as our eyes met, “thanks for coming today to introduce me to Pepper.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” I said, feeling myself flush. “Thanks for having us, Mr. Steele.” 
 
    “It’s Hunter,” he said. “I hate formalities.” 
 
    Apparently, you hate formalities as much as you hate wearing underwear. Not that I mind . . . 
 
    He clapped his hands. 
 
    “How about if I show you around the loft before we sit down and get to know one another better?” he said. “Since we start shooting next week, everyone here is gearing up to go through this season’s storyline. Pepper, you’ll be happy to know that all of the girls are here and eager to meet you.” 
 
    “And I can’t wait to meet them,” she said. 
 
    When she said that, I was surprised that horns didn’t thrust out of her forehead and her teeth didn’t turn into knives. But they didn’t. Instead, my girl looked alert and engaged. At the age of fourteen, she was an absolute professional and doing everything by the book. 
 
    “First off, the loft has two stories, as you can see,” Hunter said as he looked up and stretched his hands high above him. When he did so, the white T-shirt he was wearing lifted up and exposed a serious set of six-pack abs with a tiny line of dark hair that reached down to embrace his crotch. 
 
    Kind of like I want to! 
 
    Girl, you need to focus! 
 
    But it was difficult, because this man had it all. 
 
    Harper had mentioned something about him having an ego. Would he have one? Was he just being friendly and courteous to us now because he hadn’t bagged Pepper yet? Maybe. It could be that like Pepper and me, he was simply on his best behavior for a reason. 
 
    All of us wanted something out of this meeting. With the exception of Hunter’s good looks and his alluring package, I knew in my gut that nothing in this initial meeting could be taken at face value. The lot of it was pure industry. And each of us was just smiling through the motions until a motion was put forward about whether Pepper would be hired for the show—or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    After touring the loft—throughout which Pepper made a point to say hello to the crew in ways that seemed genuinely sweet and not fake—Hunter led us to the set’s “Confessional,” which was an insulated room padded in red leather upholstery that the cast used to spill their guts about how much they hated each other. It contained a mirror, behind which was a hidden camera. I thought it was an odd choice for us to chat until Hunter explained why he’d chosen it. 
 
    “I figured we’d go in here and get to know one another better, because this room is soundproofed and offers complete privacy,” he said. “I know that many of the crew and cast are excited about Pepper being here today, and since I want you to feel that you’re able to talk freely and openly with me, Pepper, I wanted to guarantee you that no one can eavesdrop on us here. Whatever is said in this room stays in this room.” He cracked a smile at us. “As a bonus? The sofas are comfortable. So, please, have a seat.” 
 
    There were three sofas in the confined space—one along each of the three walls. Pepper and I took the sofa on the right, while Hunter took the one opposite us. 
 
    “So, tell me about you, Pepper,” he said. 
 
    “What kind of things would you like to know about me, Mr. Steele?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe who you really are? The person beneath the polite facade you’ve shown to me today? Because I have to say that based on meeting you today, nothing about you screams ‘terrible teen.’” 
 
    He’s baiting her, I worried. But how will she take the bait? 
 
    “I was raised to be polite to strangers,” she said with a modest shrug. “And my father schooled me to be professional when it comes to dealing with all things business. But now, after spending half an hour with you, I feel comfortable being myself. I feel that I can trust you, which is nice. So first, I can tell you that I’m an absolute professional when it comes to working with others and protecting my brand. I take my work very seriously. Second, when it comes to my haters on Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter? I can tell you that I can become a hard-knocks ghetto bitch when and if I need to be—which happens to be more often than not, because in the real world, this billionairess bitch don’t play when the haters come to have their say.” 
 
    “You don’t say . . . ?” he said with a bemused smile. 
 
    “You’ve read some of my posts,” she said, challenging him. “You already know how I can be. It’s one of the reasons I’m here.” 
 
    Oh, for Christ’s sake, Pepper, don’t get overconfident now! 
 
    “Tell me about your parents,” he said. “What was it like growing up with them?” 
 
    “I haven’t exactly grown up with them,” she said coolly. “My parents divorced years ago. Sometimes, I feel as if I’m the grown-up in my family.” 
 
    That piqued his interest, because he leaned forward on the sofa and looked at her quizzically. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You’re certain that anything I say to you now is private and not being recorded or filmed?” 
 
    “I am. I promise you that, Pepper.” 
 
    She took a breath before she literally spilled her guts. 
 
    “My mother is a perfectly lovely Park Avenue socialite who also happens to be a hard-core closeted drunk. To the world, she’s this fabulous, beyond-wealthy specimen of good genes and better manners. But that’s only because she was raised well by my grandparents, she married up when it comes to my ridiculously rich father, and because she’s held on to her looks. As for me? Look, I love my mother, but each morning, I’m the one picking her up off the bathroom floor and cleaning her up, which usually means wiping her own vomit off her face, undressing her, then getting her under a cold shower.” 
 
    She’s totally going for it, I thought. What will Hunter think of Pepper’s childhood and how it has shaped her into the enterprising young woman she’s become today? Only time will tell, because Pepper’s on a roll and she’s not stopping now . . . 
 
    “As for my father,” she said, “he’s a super-successful businessman who, on the sly, also happens to enjoy his fair share of high-end Russian prostitutes. The person you’re looking at now is the product of who my mother and father are now. But please don’t pity me, because I’ve learned plenty from my wayward parents—especially when it comes to the mistakes they’ve made in their lives. When it comes to my mother—who was sidelined by my father when he suddenly decided to divorce her—I’ve learned compassion, even when it wasn’t so easy, because when my mother gets shit-faced drunk, she can be impossible to deal with. But because I love her and feel for her, I long ago decided to just suck it up and deal with the shit my father dealt her. As for my father? You can just consider me daddy’s little girl—but in a modern sense. He shows his love for me not by spending time with me, but by sending me fancy gifts, giving me all the credit cards a girl could want, and also by mailing me plenty of checks that just roll in whenever I happen to pop into his head.” She shrugged at him. “That’s who I am, Mr. Steele. That’s my truth.” 
 
    After that unexpected exchange, Hunter looked as taken aback as I felt. Our eyes met, and I just blinked at him in a way that sent the message that I knew nothing about most of this. But the crisp, almost emotionally barren way that Pepper had laid out her life to both of us told us everything we needed to know about her. She hadn’t just opened up to us, but she’d admitted—consciously or not—that there was a great deal of pain in her life. I felt oddly protective of her at that moment, and I sensed that Hunter did as well. 
 
    “I’m sorry that you’ve had to go through any of that, Pepper,” he said. 
 
    But Pepper wasn’t looking to be coddled. 
 
    “So are my millions of followers,” she said breezily. “I don’t know why, but maybe having two screwed-up parents brings out something in me that others can relate to? Who knows what my viewers see in me, but I have a feeling it has to be something like that. I don’t think I’m followed by all these people just because I have a smart mouth and can paint a mean lip. I think they sense that even though I’m seen as this rich, entitled bitch, there is another side to me. I’m not afraid to discuss the issues I’m dealing with when it comes to my parents. Like some of them, I’m the product of divorce—and so I talk about that while I apply a new eyeliner or foundation I’ve recently discovered. I get personal with them while doing my makeup tutorials because what am I supposed to talk about in the meantime? Just about how to apply eye shadow? I mean, how dull would that be? I talk with them about what’s going on in my life. Yes, I spare them some of the sordid details because, frankly, they’re humiliating, but for the most part? I’m completely honest with them.” 
 
    “Actually, I think that’s your brilliance,” Hunter said. “Unlike so many others who do makeup tutorials, you talk to your fans as if they’re your best friends. You allow them into your life, sometimes in ways that are so real and difficult to hear, you cut to their core.” 
 
    “Look, I’m no hero, I’m just trying to be me, OK?” she said. “Nothing else.” She held out her hands to him. “So, what else would you like to know about me, Mr. Steele? Because after sharing that with you—which I’ve pretty much only shared with my best friend, Amanda, and now with you and Julia—I’m an open book.” 
 
    I could tell by her rigid posture alone that opening up her life to us—in the Confessional room, of all places—that sharing her story hadn’t been as easy on her as it had seemed. 
 
    So, why had she gone there . . . ? 
 
    Was it just a calculated move on her part to get the job? I had to believe it was, because Pepper craved fame more than anything else. Somehow, as young as she was, she knew exactly how to read this business—and how to maneuver within it. Just now, she’d played her hand expertly to take her life to the next level. But in the meantime, she’d also revealed why she wanted this job so badly. And the reasons why she wanted it broke my heart. Her parents were selfish wrecks. Pepper was only trying to stay sane and survive while claiming her spot within a dysfunctional whirlwind. How long had she been the adult in her life? I didn’t even want to think of it. She was only fourteen, for God’s sake. And yet she spoke as if she were years older than she was. Whatever kind of hell she’d experienced since her parents’ divorce had obviously motivated her to work hard and to focus on preparing herself for a day like today. 
 
    I had to commend her for it. 
 
    “I think I’m good,” Hunter said to Pepper. “Thank you for coming today. It was a pleasure, Pepper.” 
 
    “I feel the same, Mr. Steele. Thank you for having me.” 
 
    He turned to me. “Julia, the rest of today is going to be hell for me, but I’d like to discuss the possibilities of having Pepper become part of our show before it’s too late to do so. Are you available for dinner tonight? We can discuss details then.” 
 
    “I’m available,” I said. “Name the restaurant, and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “How about db bistro moderne?” 
 
    “I love that place. But can you get a table there on such late notice?” 
 
    “I happen to know the manager, so it won’t be a problem. Does eight o’clock work for you?” 
 
    “Eight’s fine. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “But isn’t eight o’clock too early?” Pepper said in surprise. “I thought you were meeting with ABC about me tonight.” 
 
    That was a calculated lie on Pepper’s part, but since she put it out there, I now had no choice but to go with it. Otherwise, she’d be seen as a liar, which would ruin everything we were trying to achieve. “I meet with them at six,” I said, hating that she was forcing me to lie. “I’ll be able to meet with Hunter at eight, even if they do want us to sign a deal with them.” 
 
    “You’re meeting with ABC?” Hunter asked. 
 
    “That wasn’t supposed to get out . . .” I said, looking annoyed at Pepper as I raced to collect my thoughts. Pepper was going for leverage, knowing that if Hunter feared that others were vying for her, he could lose her if he didn’t act quickly. And while I wished to hell that she hadn’t lied, on a business level, I had to admit that she was being smart—because that’s exactly how you played this industry. In the process, she might have just thrown me a lifeline, because I had to prove to CAA that I could reel in the big bucks for them. 
 
    But that doesn’t mean that I have to completely lie . . . 
 
    “As you can imagine, now that Pepper wants to increase her following—likely through television—plenty of media outlets are lining up to have meetings with her,” I said. Even if that wasn’t true now, I knew it would be true if today fell through and CAA marketed Pepper to the world. Because of her social media following alone, I knew that if I reached out to other networks about her, they’d clamor to hire her for any one of their shows. 
 
    “Are we the first to show interest?” Hunter asked. 
 
    “You are,” I said. “But Harper being Harper, she’s steamrollering forward on this, particularly after Pepper signed with us today. You know how she is.” 
 
    “I do,” he said uneasily. “Harper is aggressive as hell.” 
 
    “When am I going to meet my potential castmates?” Pepper asked. “On the tour of the loft, I thought for sure I’d see them, but I didn’t. I’d like to meet them before we leave today.” 
 
    At that, Hunter stood—and as he did, I had the pleasure of coming face-to-face with his bulging crotch again, which was literally a foot away from me. And which kind of made me go weak, because whatever he was packing was something, indeed . . . 
 
    “When you arrived, they were with our producers discussing the new season,” he said. “But that meeting has to be over by now. Let me take you to them, and see how you respond to them.” 
 
    “I’d love that,” she said. 
 
    And off we went, into the darkest of unknowns. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Hunter found the girls lounging in the living room, all of them had their heads down over their smartphones and were typing furiously, likely to one of their social media feeds. Or maybe they were just texting with one of their friends. Who knew when it came to this generation? 
 
    “Ladies,” Hunter called out to them in that sexy baritone voice. “All of you know that Pepper Winters dropped by to meet with us today. Before she leaves, I’d like you to welcome her. Can you put down your phones and do that, please?” 
 
    All of the girls paused for a moment before they glanced up at each other, rolled their eyes toward the ceiling, then started typing again, as if they were sending out bullets of hatred in Morse code. 
 
    “That was me directing you,” Hunter said firmly. “This is no time to be rude. Come and say hello to Pepper—now.” 
 
    After six heated sighs unfurled into the room like fireballs rolling over a scorched Earth, the girls dropped their phones next to whatever chair or sofa they were sitting on and stood up. 
 
    And when they did, my lips parted. 
 
    Looking at them, I had to wonder if they’d skipped their childhoods and had just gone straight into adulthood, because given the sophistication of how they wore their hair and makeup, and their cutting-edge style of clothes, it was difficult for me to believe that one had to be between the ages of thirteen and sixteen to star on The Terrible Teens. Like Pepper, most of these girls looked as if they were in their early twenties, particularly since all of them were stacked (real or fake—to be decided) and wearing the kind of high heels you’d find on a runway model. 
 
    Or in a red-light district . . . 
 
    In formation and with aggression, they clicked over to where we stood and looked at Hunter with their sour, pouty little mouths pressed together in a host of angry puckers. I recognized all of them from the show’s first season, but seeing them in person was kind of frightening. Talk about a beautiful murder of crows. As they stood before us, these girls expressed nothing but disdain for Pepper, as daggers sharpened in their eyes. 
 
    Hunter turned toward Pepper, whose hands were now on her hips, her lips lifted in a slight quirk as she narrowed her eyes at the girls. As I stole a sidelong glance at her, I thought that if Pepper had a golden lasso at her side, she could have been Wonder Woman, because in the fierceness of her silence and her stance, her message was clear: Don’t fuck with me, bitches! 
 
    “Pepper, let me introduce you to the girls,” Hunter said. 
 
    As he made the introductions, I was reminded that there was a Jinx, a Clove, a Livia, an Angelina, a Celina, and finally, the one girl I knew Pepper really had it out for: Lexi Reynolds herself, whose social media following was formidable, yet still twenty million shy of Pepper’s. 
 
    Even though I’d only caught a few episodes of last year’s season, I knew that Lexi was the queen bee when it came to this group. She was a tall, raven-haired beauty with a body built for sex, even though in this state she wasn’t legally allowed to have it until she was sixteen. 
 
    Looking at her, I could only imagine how threatened she and the other girls felt standing in front of Pepper, because these girls were no fools. They knew that Pepper had been summoned here to be part of the show for a damned good reason, all of which came down to lifting the show’s ratings. And given that Pepper’s social media following was the stuff of legend in this age group, I knew from the hostility in everyone’s eyes that shit was about to go down. 
 
    “Hi, Pepper,” Clove said as her gaze roamed over Pepper’s body. “Can I get you a Diet Coke? It looks as if you need one.” 
 
    “Clove,” Pepper said to the only African American in the group. “What you can get me is a fainting couch, because seeing you in that Prada skirt is starting to make the room spin for me. You do realize that piece of shit you’re wearing is three seasons old, don’t you? Yes? No? Whatever the case, how tragic. That said, allow me to explain to everyone why you’re wearing it. It’s because with your limited means, you got it for ninety percent off at Century 21, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Never heard of the place,” Clove said. 
 
    “And Prada has never heard of you, Clove. But me? Last year, I was featured in one of their advertising campaigns.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, burn,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Already setting fires, Pepper?” said a pale, striking-looking girl with dyed red hair that fell down her back in thick, lush waves. “How predictable. And if you’ve come to crash our party, you can just sashay away.” 
 
    “Janx, if by crashing your party you mean the slumber party sponsored by Ambien you six tossed on the screen last year, that’s to be revealed.” 
 
    “It’s Jinx,” she said with a scowl. 
 
    “You know, looking at you now, I have to agree that it is. I mean, that face of yours pretty much confirms that you were jinxed at birth. It’s nothing short of a genetic mishap that should be studied by scientists—if they could even assess it, given the botched plastic surgery you’ve had.” 
 
    “I’ve hardly had plastic surgery, Pepper—” 
 
    “Then why is your right eye slightly higher than your left eye, Janx? Because it is. All of us in this room know that it is. So, allow me to be the adult in the room and tell you what these broads won’t.” 
 
    “And what’s that, Pepper?” she asked. 
 
    “All the contouring in the world can’t conceal your wonky right eye, sweetie. So, why not try wearing your hair over it? And by the way, if you google your before and after nose, as I have for shits and giggles, a knife also has been at that.” Pepper paused for effect. “Not that I can blame you for trying to fix that nightmare of a schnoz, darling, because that blob of a nose you were born with was a nuclear deformity. Good on you for trying your best to fix it, regardless of the results.” 
 
    As Hunter and I stood shoulder to shoulder watching a succession of stink bombs explode, my instinct was to protect Pepper and get her out of here, even if she was crushing any and all who dared to come her way. 
 
    Angelina and Livia gave it their best shots by attacking Pepper’s drunk of a mother—only to walk away wounded when Pepper asked how Angelina’s father was enjoying prison life after he’d been sentenced to the clink for money laundering on Wall Street, and how Livia’s sobriety was coming after she’d been caught by the police using cocaine. And then came Celina, who truly went into the gutter when it came to Pepper. 
 
    “Hi, Salty!” she said as she lifted her straight brown hair off her shoulders and swung it behind her back. “Good to have you here—and when I say that, I mean that it’s as good as getting a diagnosis of chlamydia.” 
 
    “You’d know, Celina,” Pepper said with a laugh. “You’re such a slut, your daily vitamin is probably penicillin.” 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Pepper. I’m as clean as they come.” 
 
    “To be decided,” Pepper said. “But if that’s true, it’s only because you recently left your doctor’s office with a year’s worth of antibiotics. Or maybe it’s because this morning you decided to wear out your bidet, though I wouldn’t bet on yours to have enough water pressure to clean out the likes of you.” 
 
    “Here’s what I’d like to know,” Pepper’s beautiful nemesis, Lexi Reynolds, said as she stepped forward in a way that was so aggressive and hostile, I worried about what might take place between them as their bodies drew too close for comfort. They were the same height, but because Lexi looked so physically intimidating, I feared that she might be savvier than Pepper when it came to striking back. 
 
    Which might happen, I feared as I watched them close the distance between them. Especially since it’s obvious that both of them are looking for a fight. 
 
    “What’s that, Lexi?” Pepper asked with amusement in her voice. 
 
    “Let’s start here, Pepper,” Lexi said. “Why do you call yourself Pepper Winters, when your father’s surname is Semenov?” She held up her hand before Pepper could answer. “Here’s what I think, hunty. You chose to lose your legit last name because who wants to be known as Pepper Semenov? I mean, come on! Semenov? Take off the last two letters, and it’s literally like you’ve been drenched in cum.” 
 
     “For someone who’s taken her share of that down her throat and up her ass over the years, I’m surprised that you have zero idea how to even spell the word ‘semen,’ Lexi,” Pepper said, while looking unfazed. “And here I thought you were brighter than that, despite the ax you want to grind due to your basement-level insecurities.” 
 
    “I know how to spell ‘semen,’ Pepper, but let’s get real here,” Lexi said. “Even if your name is spelled differently, it still sounds the same. I mean, if you were to go by your real name, consider the consequences on social media alone—particularly when it comes to your haters. ‘Pepper Cum,’ they’d call you. Or in one of your lame makeup videos, when you apply lotion to your face, I can hear someone saying in the comment section, ‘Go ahead, Pepper! Pepper your face with semen!’ That kind of thing. You and I both know it’s true. You decided to go with your mother’s last name for just that reason, and in the process, you’ve given your fans a false impression of you. But if you have the balls to come on this show? Trust me, I plan on telling the world exactly what your real last name is.” 
 
    “Do what you will, Lexi. My fans already know that my father is the billionaire Oleg Semenov. I mean, it’s far from a secret. Having said that, why don’t you just admit the real reason you’d like to poison my fans against me? Could it be that you’re jealous of how large my following is? I think we all know that’s the case, so here’s a takeaway for you, sweetie.” When Pepper leaned in close to Lexi, I saw Lexi flinch. “Your time as Queen Bitch will come to a crashing, thudding end if I become part of this show. So, watch your back, #formerbitch. Because if that happens, I’m going to run over all of you. And in the process, I’m going to step up this show’s game. Because as you all must know, even if only a portion of my followers tune in, that’s millions upon millions of additional viewers watching the show, which is a ratings win for the network. Mr. Steele knows it. I know it. And the six of you bitches know it.” 
 
    “Well,” Hunter said. “I think that’s about it when it comes to our meet and greet. Thank you, ladies.” 
 
    But Lexi wasn’t having it. Instead, she thrust her middle finger in Pepper’s face. “If they are foolish enough to hire you, Pepper, you need to know that I will cut a bitch if I need to.” 
 
    “Lexi,” Pepper sighed. “Why do you insist on talking ghetto when everyone knows you were born and raised on Fifth Avenue? Not that I want to help you out when it comes to giving you life advice, but when you behave like that, it takes you so far into a social basement you know nothing about, it’s laughable. But, please, keep it coming if you want. If you have the ovaries to come after me, I’m begging you to do so. Because if you do?” Pepper just smiled at Lexi when she said that. “Oh, darling, the things I’ll do to ruin you.” 
 
    “Time to go,” I said to Pepper as I wrapped my arm around her narrow waist. “We need to get something to eat, then we have our meeting with ABC.” 
 
    “Meeting with ABC?” the girls said in unison. 
 
    “I’m in high demand,” Pepper said. “Rotate on it, ladies. For your ratings alone, pray that I’m signed to do this show, and not another one.” 
 
    Hunter joined Pepper and me as we walked away from them. When he placed his hand on my arm as Pepper charged through the door, I looked at him and saw the urgency in his eyes. 
 
    “Please don’t sign anything with ABC before we have dinner tonight,” he said. 
 
    I hated being caught in Pepper’s blatant lie about any sort of meeting with ABC, but what else could I do now but push forward as if it weren’t the truth? Pepper had blindsided me, it was my job to land a major deal for her on this show, so I just looked at Hunter and said, “I’ll do my best—I promise.” 
 
    “Did you see the chemistry back there?” he asked me as Pepper walked down the stairs. 
 
    I can literally smell you, I thought as I looked at him. No cologne. Just you. And it’s amazing . . . 
 
    Focus! 
 
    “The chemistry?” I asked. “Or do you mean the nuclear bomb that just went off in front of us? You know, the one that would be a major part of your show if you come through with the right offer for Pepper? We both saw what happened back there, Hunter. Those girls hate each other. Together, they define the terrible teens in ways that could send the second season of your show into the stratosphere. Given the chance, Pepper would ignite the screen. What you need to know before we go any further is that you must bring me a serious offer tonight, one that accounts for the weight of Pepper’s social media following, which we all know has a high value attached to it. Since she’s agreed to document her time on the show on all of her social media platforms—with your approval, of course—that’s nothing but free advertising for the show. The network needs to understand that.” 
 
    “I’ll call them,” he said. “I’ll lay it out for them. I want Pepper on my show, Julia. I’ll do my best to make that happen.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to bring us seven figures,” I said to him. 
 
    “Seven figures?” he said with surprise. “Julia, nobody here earns anywhere close to that.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t have a Pepper Winters,” I said. 
 
    At that, he just swallowed—and hard. 
 
    “Hunter, you’re the showrunner,” I said. “You already know what Pepper would bring to this show. And since you also produce the show—and if you want to earn Kardashian kind of money, which you have to want—then you know you’re going to have to pay for that kind of talent. Because when your ratings spike due to Pepper’s presence on the show, I think we both know that you and your network will have invested wisely in her.” 
 
    His hand brushed over my arm before I left, and when it did, I couldn’t help but feel my clear and dangerous attraction to him. 
 
    “See you at eight,” I said. “In the meantime, make this happen. You and I have to do what we need to do to make everyone happy. Those are the jobs we’ve been dealt. But I think that after what we just witnessed when it comes to the hostility between those girls, you’d regret if you didn’t pull Pepper in. Talk to the network. Tell them what just went down. Make it happen. And if you do, we’ll be working with one another.” 
 
    He smiled at me when I said that. 
 
    “I think I’d rather like working with you,” he said. 
 
    “As would I,” I said, as he undressed me with his eyes. 
 
    “See you at eight?” 
 
    Don’t you dare undress him with your eyes! “Eight it is,” I said with a smile—and then I got the hell out of there before I had the chance to do so. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Later, when I returned home, I called my best friend, Sienna Jones. She was not only my rock, but also one of Harper’s clients, and last year—for a whole host of bizarre reasons—she’d become a full-on star, especially after she’d won the Academy Award for Best Actress just this past March for her celebrated role in Lion. 
 
    Now, Sienna was in Vancouver, wrapping up the final week of filming for the movie she was doing with Martin Scorsese. After that? She and her fiancé/security guard, Austin Black, would return to New York, where Sienna would shoot her third film, this time with none other than Steven Spielberg. She’d been gone so long, I couldn’t wait to see her again. 
 
    Lucky for me, she answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Hey, you!” she said. 
 
    “We totally need to talk,” I said as I paced around my living room. “Are you free?” 
 
    “I’ve got two hours before my next scene,” she said. “I know I don’t need to tell you this, but movies really are all about sitting around until the next scene is properly blocked and lit. But that’s beside the point. What’s going on?” she asked. “You sound rattled.” 
 
    I told her everything. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she said. “Finally, Harper has done the right thing and promoted you to assistant agent! Congratulations! This has been a long time coming, and it’s so well deserved, I can’t even tell you. Now, listen to me for a moment. You were just talking so fast, I think I missed some important bits about this new client of yours.” 
 
    I reminded her about my day with Pepper. 
 
    “There’s a television show called The Terrible Teens?” she asked. 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    “People will watch anything,” she sighed. “But for that market, Pepper seems to have it all, doesn’t she? And from what you told me, it sounds as if she nailed her audition. I think you’re going to get the deal you want, and on the first day of your new job at CAA. I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    And then I told her about Hunter Steele. 
 
    “He’s that hot?” she asked. 
 
    “Sienna, like you before Austin, I haven’t paid attention to a man in years—and now isn’t the time to start because I need to focus on my work at CAA. But to answer your question, yes, he’s that hot.” 
 
    “What was it like when you first saw him?” 
 
    “Like my eyes had been set on fire. I know you felt the same when you met Austin. What is it about these men?” 
 
    “Who knows?” she said. “But that spark I first felt when I met Austin wasn’t just any spark, I can tell you that. That man laid me bare.” She paused for a moment. “And now that’s happened to you—and you’re concerned about it, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I get it. You don’t think that you can handle any distractions right now, right?” 
 
    “Exactly. Harper told me that I needed to prove myself to CAA within a year. She also said that if I proved myself sooner rather than later, she thought she might be able to shorten the time before I was taken on as a full-time agent. But those are just words until I bring in the big bucks and impress the brass.” 
 
    “You said that you’re having dinner with Hunter tonight?” 
 
    “As in a matter of hours.” 
 
    “What do you want from this dinner?” 
 
    “A seven-figure deal.” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “That’s totally it,” I said. 
 
    “You know what, sweetie?” 
 
    Busted! 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’d be a shit actress, Jules.” 
 
    “Why do you know me so well?” I asked. 
 
    “Because we’ve been best friends for years?” 
 
    “Fine. It’s been so long since I’ve had sex, maybe a part of me also wants that python I saw swinging in his jeans—” 
 
    “It was swinging?” 
 
    “Oh, honey, it was so swinging. That man was totally going commando today, and that shit was obscene.” 
 
    But in the best of ways . . . 
 
    “Maybe it was a tactic!” she said. “Maybe he knows what he’s packing, and he’s trying to distract you so he can get Pepper for less!” 
 
    “Well, that would be rather nefarious of him,” I said. “Are you suggesting that he was trying to hypnotize me?” 
 
    “Sounds to me like he might have.” 
 
    “Sienna, I need to nail down this deal tonight.” 
 
    “Then, how about if you turn the tables on him?” she asked. 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Sweetie, you’re hot,” she said. “You’re one of the most beautiful women I know. You’re a total catch. So? Show up looking hotter than you’ve ever looked. Distract him with your own good looks. Use your superpowers to become Harper tonight. You know, a super sexy lipstick lesbian! Put your hormones on hiatus, and think with your head instead of your horny whatnots. Because if you do that, maybe you’ll be the one distracting him.” 
 
    “A tactic!” I said. 
 
    “You’ve got this, lady!” 
 
    “When am I going to see you?” I asked. 
 
    “The movie wraps in a couple of days. We’ll be back in the city next week.” 
 
    “You’ve been gone so long, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “You and I will be having dinner before we know it,” she said. “Now, just keep your legs closed in the meantime, seal this deal, make Harper proud, and Austin and I will take you out to dinner when we get back. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Like a dream. I’ve got to do this, Sienna.” 
 
    “Then do it, because Harper knows that you can, and so do I. Once the ink is dry on the agreement, you can deal with Hunter then, if he decides to pursue you.” 
 
    “I don’t want him to pursue me.” 
 
    “That’s a lie.” 
 
    “Fine. If I didn’t have to focus on work, I’d welcome it, because he’s beyond my type. I mean, everything about him screams ‘fuck me!’ But I can’t risk any kind of distractions right now. I’ve waited too long for this chance at CAA—and no man is going to derail me from my dreams.” 
 
    “Just keep saying that over and over again to yourself, OK?” 
 
    “I’ll try my best, but if that man felt what I felt today, it’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “I hear you. But my best advice when it comes to tonight? Look like a siren. Stay focused and keep your mind out of the gutter. Get your money, honey. Because in this world? Pythons are a dime a dozen.” 
 
    “Actually, they kind of aren’t, especially when they’re attached to men who look like Hunter Steele . . .” 
 
    “Seriously, Julia? I mean, come on! You just haven’t found the right dildo yet.” 
 
    “You did not just say that.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. And I’ll end with this—if you’re going to stay on point tonight and for the next frigging year, it’s time for you to be riding a bigger rabbit!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    At eight o’clock, when I arrived by cab at db bistro moderne, a high-end restaurant owned by the renowned chef Daniel Boulud at Fifty-Five West Forty-Fourth Street, I took a deep breath and tried my best to collect myself. 
 
    I closed my eyes. I counted to ten. I got my shit together. And when I opened my eyes and caught the driver looking weirdly at me in the rearview, I paid him, stepped out of the cab and into the warm spring air—and I knew at that moment that I’d nailed it when it came to my look. 
 
    Because when I stepped out onto that sidewalk? Several male pedestrians hurrying by slowed to turn my way, their gazes lingering over me and my body before they smiled and carried on. 
 
    I’d chosen to wear one of my favorite dresses—a black Tom Ford round neck illusion-yoke silk cocktail dress. It was formfitting, it had long sleeves, a sheer neckline that exposed a trace of cleavage, and it fell just below the knee in a way that was professional and also sexy. On my feet were a pair of Miu Miu jeweled glitter evening shoes with a four-inch heel and glimmering strap bands that were open to the toe. 
 
    It wasn’t often that I dressed up like this—for years, I’d just been Harper’s personal assistant sitting behind an iMac in a proper business suit or a pretty day dress. But earlier, in my apartment, I had to admit that it had felt liberating to blow out my hair, paint my face, and get my glam on—even if what I was wearing had been given to me by Sienna during her modeling days. On my salary, I never could have afforded this outfit. But after tonight? If I could somehow get Hunter Steele to step up to the plate and sign the preliminary agreement Harper had given me? I wouldn’t only be able to afford clothes like this—I’d actually be able to pay off some of the serious debts I had, such as my ridiculous student loans. Those had long been a killer for me to deal with on a monthly basis—but right now? If I could make this deal happen? 
 
    I finally might be able to kill them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    db bistro moderne was as small as it was sublime. I’d only been here once before, when Harper took me for my birthday. According to her, “You need to understand why this is my favorite restaurant. I mean, the things you’ll eat tonight gave up their lives for good reason! You’ll see why!” 
 
    And I did see . . . 
 
    Now, as I stepped into the packed restaurant, a stunning, beautifully dressed woman in a fitted yellow suit came toward me. She had gorgeous dark hair held up in a chignon, and eyes that were so dark, they were lovely pools of mahogany. 
 
    “Good evening,” she said to me with a smile. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “I’m here to meet Hunter Steele. Do you know whether he’s arrived yet?” 
 
    “In fact, he has.” She turned and looked over her shoulder. “Mr. Steele is right over there.” She paused. “But I don’t think I’ll be the one seating you tonight, because it appears that he’s coming over here to collect you himself. In the meantime, would you like me to get you a cocktail?” 
 
    I was so nervous about tonight, I longed for a martini. But since I needed to see if Hunter was going to play it straight and not drink so he could remain sharp, I decided it was best to decline. After I told the hostess that I was fine, I turned and looked at Hunter as he strode toward us. And when I did? I was a goner. 
 
    Because Hunter also had brought his A game. 
 
    He was wearing an expensive black suit with a matching black tie. His coal-black hair was slicked through with gel in ways that accentuated his square jawline. I nodded at him as he approached me with an extended hand. 
 
    “She’s mine,” he said to the hostess. 
 
    “Of course,” the woman said. 
 
    Well, that was kind of possessive . . . 
 
    Hunter and I shook hands for the second time that day, and it didn’t escape me that his touch was just as electric as it had been the first time. 
 
    What is it with this man? I’ve been single four years now, for God’s sake. I’m better than this! 
 
    “We have the corner table,” he said. “I don’t know about you, but I hate to sit with my back to the room. I kind of felt that you’d feel the same way.” 
 
    So, already he understands me? What the hell . . . ? 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said, meaning it. “Watching the crowd is part of the fun.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “You never know what kind of stories you’re going to see. Let’s sit down.” 
 
    As we moved toward the far right of the room, it didn’t escape me that because we had the corner table, Hunter and I would be sitting next to one another, our knees practically touching as we drank, ate, and exchanged small talk before we got down to business at the end of the meal over coffee or a digestif. I was so physically drawn to him that the idea of being so close to him unnerved me. But beyond that, I also knew that I had a job to do. I was here to nail down a solid deal that I could present to Pepper and her mother in the morning. What I needed to do right now was look at Hunter as a mere businessman—and not as a man with a million-dollar smile or a body built for sex. 
 
    Maybe he’ll be boring, I thought as we approached our table. In this city and in my experience, people who possess Hunter’s kind of success and his good looks generally love to talk about themselves. And please may it be so, because nothing turns me off more in a man. 
 
    After Hunter pulled out the table for me so I could sit down, he took his own seat, pulled the table toward us, and asked me what I’d like to drink. 
 
    “What are you having?” I asked. 
 
    “I haven’t ordered yet.” 
 
    Another potential tactic? I need to stay sharp! How best to play this . . . ? 
 
    “I think I’ll just have an iced tea,” I said. 
 
    “Julia, you can’t be serious,” he said. “After what we went through with those girls today, you and I both need a drink. I’m having one. Hell, I’m having a double scotch—neat.” 
 
    So, he is going to drink—and a double scotch, no less. Fine! I need a drink to settle my own nerves, so consider me in! 
 
    “All right,” I said. “I’ll have a Belvedere martini with a twist, because there’s nothing sorrier than watching a man drink alone.” 
 
    He smiled at me when I said that. 
 
    “You’re quick.” 
 
    I smiled back and thought, Not when it comes to my martini, Hunter, because I plan to nurse the hell out of that for the next two hours. 
 
    When our waiter came by with the menu, Hunter and I ordered our drinks, then exchanged a bit of small talk about how great the spring weather had been. When our drinks arrived, we touched glasses and sipped. 
 
    “Here’s to working together,” Hunter said, as his impossibly blue eyes flashed at me. 
 
    “Working together? Are we talking business already?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get the business bullshit out of the way so you and I can enjoy the evening together.” 
 
    “But what if I don’t like your offer?” I said. “I mean, consider the tension then.” 
 
    “You’re going to like my offer, Julia.” 
 
    Please let it be the mother lode! 
 
    “All right,” I said as I took a breath. “What’s your offer?” 
 
    “I’ve talked with the network,” he said. 
 
    “I presumed you would.” 
 
    “I told them about Pepper, how she interacted with the girls, how her presence on set was like Adele setting fire to the rain, and then I told them about Pepper’s social media following, which stopped them short. I said that Pepper had offered to post about the show throughout the season on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook in an effort to entice her followers to watch.” 
 
    “Her millions of followers,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. 
 
    “So, what’s the offer?” 
 
    “For eighteen episodes, one million dollars. You wanted seven figures, and I got it for you. Done deal?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, then I sank into myself. After watching Harper over the years, I knew that there were two types of deals. Either the lowball offer came first, or they wanted your client so much, they came forward with their absolute best and highest in an effort to lock things down. Since Hunter started shooting next week, was he under pressure to give me his best offer now? Or was I in a position to get more? I seriously didn’t know, especially since Pepper had lied about our meeting with ABC. 
 
    Go with your gut . . . 
 
    And then my gut spoke. 
 
    “Here’s the good news,” I said as I sipped my drink. “We’re halfway there.” 
 
    At that, his eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “Halfway there? Julia, I’ve already told you that no one on that show comes anywhere close to making that kind of money—not even Lexi Reynolds. She’s the show’s star, and she makes half that. Let’s be reasonable here.” 
 
    “I am being reasonable,” I said. 
 
    “Is this about your meeting with ABC?” 
 
    I refused to acknowledge Pepper’s lie. Instead, I just shrugged at him. 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” I said. “After its first season, The Terrible Teens is off to a good start. It has legs. But if you want those legs to run and compete with the kings and queens of reality television—where the real money is, Hunter—you need Pepper Winters to take your show to the next level. We both know that she’s your best chance of doing so. We also know that her social media following is worth a hell of a lot more than one million dollars when it comes to the free advertising she’s agreed to push your way. What’s worse for you is that Pepper also is aware of it. Because of her popularity, it’s just a matter of time before she gets the deal that she’s seeking. Tonight, the only question in front of me is who is going to sign her first.” 
 
    “How much do you want, Julia?” 
 
    “Two million for eighteen episodes, plus a $500,000 signing bonus,” I whipped out of my ass. 
 
    “No way,” he said, looking at me as if I had three heads. “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “It isn’t, and you and I both know it.” 
 
    “But we don’t have that kind of budget,” he said. 
 
    “Then tell the network to get your budget in line, because others have far more to spend, and they’ll be happy to do so.” He winced when I said that. I felt a stab of guilt when I saw the disappointment on his face, but I nevertheless stood my ground. I was here to get the most for my client, and I already knew that if I couldn’t get Pepper on The Terrible Teens, I’d just find work for her elsewhere—because she was that marketable. “Hunter, look. You’re the showrunner. Sign Pepper, pay her what she’s worth, watch your show go into the stratosphere due to her seventy-five million followers, and when you go into negotiations with the network for season three? You’ll be thanking me for making you rich.” 
 
    “I can’t pay Pepper that kind of money, Julia. We just don’t have it.” 
 
    “Then I guess our evening is over,” I said, calling his bluff. I took another sip of my martini, put it down on the table, then started to push the table away from me so I could stand up to leave. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m going home.” 
 
    He placed his hand over mine, and his touch was nearly enough to do me in. Still, as tantalizing as it was, I couldn’t allow myself to feel what I’d initially felt—which was wanting to place that hand of his between my legs. Pepper’s deal was too important to me, so I slid my hand away. 
 
    “Wait,” he said. “At least let me make a call and see if I can make this work. Because I do want to work with Pepper.” He leveled me with a glance. “And also with you.” 
 
    “Do you really want to work with me?” I asked. “Otherwise known as the evil she-devil who’s putting you through hell right now?” 
 
    As irritated as he was with me, he still cracked a smile when I said that. 
 
    “Let’s just say I don’t give up easily.” He stood. “Give me a minute. I’ll step outside, make a few calls, and see what I can do.” 
 
    “I need you to do all of it, Hunter,” I said. “Not a penny less. I’ve outlined the reasons why.” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” he said. “Look over the menu, because you and I are having dinner tonight. I didn’t wear this suit for nothing, you know?” And with that, he started to walk through the crowd of chatting diners. I watched him move toward the exit and step out onto the sidewalk as a dark cloud of wonderment overcame me. 
 
    What now? I worried. What if he comes back claiming that he can’t go any higher? What if he calls my bluff? Pepper wants to be on that damned show! She’ll be furious with me if I blow this opportunity for her! 
 
    And then I knew. 
 
    If he did come back and say there was nothing more he could do for me, I knew for a fact that he’d beg me to reconsider. And if he did, I’d sigh, I’d ask him to commit to the figure on paper, and without any promises, I’d tell him that as low as his offer was, it nevertheless was my obligation to present all offers to Pepper and her mother. I’d say that I’d show them in the morning, and by noon? He’d know whether or not we had a deal. But if only to underscore how disappointed I was, I’d have to cut the evening short and leave in an effort to save face. There would be no meal for us. No further conversation. I’d need to leave to underscore how disappointed I was in him and his network because if I did that? He might reach out to the network again—and if they knew that I’d abruptly walked out on him, maybe then they’d see the light, and I’d get a call later with a better offer. Perhaps even on the cab ride home . . . 
 
    While he was gone, I stared at the martini winking and blinking on the table in front of me, and felt that it was mocking me. A part of me wanted to down the whole thing, but since I knew better, I just reached for my glass of water and drank that while I looked over the menu. 
 
    I loved French food, so naturally, everything looked mouthwatering to me, from the escargot and the steak tartare to the Dover sole meunière and naturally the coq au vin. When I glanced at the dessert menu, I remembered having the molten chocolate fondant when I came here with Harper. I knew that if Hunter could somehow come through with the deal I’d demanded, I actually could stay here and relish it again. 
 
    It was a good ten minutes before he reentered the restaurant, and when I watched him walk toward me, his handsome face gave away nothing. It remained expressionless, so much so that my stomach started to feel queasy as he pulled out the table and sat down next to me. In the little rush of air he created in that movement, I caught a hint of the cologne he was wearing, which was clean and masculine without being overpowering. 
 
    Kind of like him . . . 
 
    Without saying a word to me, he lifted his glass of scotch to his lips and took a long pull from it before he turned to me. 
 
    “How long have you been an agent?” he asked me. 
 
    “Why the question?” 
 
    “Just curious.” 
 
    “And I’m curious about whether you’ve locked down this deal for us.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that,” he said. 
 
    “Now you’re just trying to hold me hostage.” 
 
    “What if I am?” 
 
    “It’s against the law?” 
 
    He picked up the menu and started to look it over. “I’m having dinner with you tonight, Julia. Time for you to accept it. So, what looks good?” 
 
    “A potential deal?” 
 
    “Don’t be in such a hurry,” he said as he placed his hand on my forearm, which sent another heated rush through me. “We’ll have dinner, we’ll get to know one another better, we can relax and let go of a difficult day—and then I’ll tell you what their final offer is. OK?” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me? Are you a sadist?” 
 
    When he looked at me, I thought that no man had any right to have eyes so preternaturally blue, or lashes so thick and dark. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Julia,” he said. “First, I find you interesting. Second, since I haven’t found many interesting, beautiful, quick-witted women in this city, I’d like to get to know you better, regardless of what the network has offered. So, how about if you allow me to have that?” 
 
    When he said that, not only did I flush yet again, but dimples I never knew he had suddenly dented his cheeks as his mouth quirked in a self-satisfied smile before he returned his attention to the menu. 
 
    “The filet mignon sounds good,” he said. 
 
    How ironic, I thought in despair. Because here I sit, feeling utterly filleted . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about yourself,” he said after we’d ordered. 
 
    “I hate being interrogated.” 
 
    He laughed when I said that, and I hated that I could sense that his laugh was genuine—and not an effort to try to disarm me into accepting the shitty offer I knew was coming my way. 
 
    Because this? This breaking of the bread we were about to have? Even though he seemed to be enjoying himself with me—for whatever reason—I knew in my gut that he had to be working some sort of angle here. Because this man? This man was so ridiculously hot, he couldn’t be interested in just having a get-to-know-me dinner with the likes of me when he could have a supermodel. He was just being all sexy and charming and interested in me in an effort to cushion the blow that was coming my way at the end of the meal. I was no fool. I knew what he was doing. 
 
    He’s pulling a tactic! 
 
    But since I couldn’t get out of this now, what the hell. Tactic or not, I had no choice but to play along. And in the meantime? Maybe I’d learn a few things about him. 
 
    “Where did you grow up?” he asked. 
 
    “On the wrong side of the tracks.” 
 
    Again that deep laugh, which fell smack under the category of ‘too sexy for your own damned good.’ 
 
    “Why do I doubt that?” he asked. 
 
    “Probably because I’m wearing Tom Ford and good shoes? You really shouldn’t let them fool you, you know.” 
 
    “Noted. Now, how about if you answer my question?” 
 
    “I grew up in Connecticut,” I said. “Hartford, to be exact, which is your cue to hold up a disco ball over my head, because after spending most of my life in that boring town? I still need all the excitement I can get in my life.” 
 
    “You can figuratively consider that done. What do your parents do?” 
 
    “My mother owns a pastry shop, and my father teaches science. How about your parents?” 
 
    He paused before he said, “That’s a complicated question.” 
 
    “How can it be complicated—they gave birth to you.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” he said. “I don’t know who gave birth to me.” 
 
    And that took me aback. 
 
    “Sorry?” I said. 
 
    “I was a foster kid,” he said. “From what I understand, the people who created me were a couple of drug addicts. The state took me away from them when I was a few months old, and then I got bounced around from family to family over the next sixteen years. If I were to psychoanalyze myself, that’s probably why I got into reality television. I saw a lot of shit when I was growing up—from the bottom of the bottom to the top of the top. I never knew when or where I was going to be displaced. When I was sixteen, I ended up with good people. Successful, kind, loving people. I call them my parents. As for the rest of them? Not so much.” 
 
    Did he come up with the idea for The Terrible Teens based on past experiences? I wondered. Had he been a troubled kid? Or by his casual admittance of what had to have been a difficult upbringing, has he come to terms with his past? Because it certainly seems as if he has . . . 
 
    I had to believe that was true, because there was nothing in Hunter’s easy demeanor that suggested he was embarrassed or ashamed by anything he was sharing with me. If anything, his willingness to talk freely about his past told me everything I needed to know—if his past had left any scars, he’d dealt with them long ago and put them to bed. 
 
    “So, who do you consider your parents now?” I asked. 
 
    “Robert and Helen Steele,” he said. “They adopted me when I was sixteen, thus my last name.” 
 
    “What do they do?” 
 
    “My father makes documentaries. My mother is a poet.” 
 
    “Robert Steele . . .” I said. “Why do I know that name?” And then it came to me. “Wait a minute.” My eyes popped. “No way. Did your father win the Academy Award last year for his documentary on the sex trade in Thailand?” 
 
    Hunter smiled when I said that. 
 
    “You see,” he said. “There’s a reason I wanted to get to know you better, Julia, because not many people could have nailed down such an obscure connection.” He nodded at me. “Yes, that would be my dad,” he said proudly. “You’d love him and my mother. Best people in the world.” 
 
    “Where do they live?” 
 
    “Here in Manhattan.” 
 
    “Did you grow up here?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he said. “First, I started out in Queens, then the system bounced me around the other boroughs as they saw fit until I finally ended up here in Manhattan.” He took a sip of his scotch, then clocked me with a glance. “Listen, Sad Eyes, it is what it is, so why dwell on it, right? What matters is that I ended up with the right people, and that I’m happy. I don’t think about my past unless I’m asked about it. Otherwise? Total waste of time and energy because I’m not one to live my life in the rearview. But enough about me. Who do you take after? Your mother or your father?” 
 
    “I kind of take after both of them.” 
 
    “Do you bake as well as your mother?” 
 
    “Oh, God no. I’m a horror show in the kitchen, although I am trying to improve my skills when it comes to that.” 
 
    “You don’t cook?” 
 
    “Don’t laugh, but because of Ina Garten—otherwise known as the Barefoot Contessa—let’s just say that I’m in the process of getting better. But to be totally honest with you, my best dish continues to be nuking a mean Lean Cuisine.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow at me. “So, how do you take after your mother?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” I said. “I inherited her sarcastic sense of humor.” 
 
    “I like your sense of humor—it has an edge.” 
 
    “That edge has landed me in a fair amount trouble over the years, so I try to keep it in check, even if my mouth does get the best of me sometimes.” 
 
    “No need for a filter here,” he said. “I like an edge. How about your dad?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I guess I’m a problem solver like he is. And I’m seriously good at math. Not as good as he is, but close.” 
 
    “I suck at math.” 
 
    “And I couldn’t run a television show,” I said. “Everyone has their gift. You’re not only good behind the lens, but you have an innate sense of what people want to watch on television right now.” 
 
    “You mean six mean-spirited, bickering girls who want to cut each other’s throats?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “You know,” he said as he leaned back in his seat, “I asked you another question earlier, but we were interrupted. How long have you been Harper’s assistant agent?” 
 
    “Oh, that,” I said, smiling at him. “That happened this morning, when she promoted me.” 
 
    He blinked when I said that. 
 
    “You just got the job today?” 
 
    “I did. And after that, we signed Pepper, she and I met with you, and now I’m having dinner with you, waiting to see if you’ve gotten me that offer I want. Today has been kind of a whirlwind, Hunter.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” he said, raising his glass to me. “Cheers on the promotion, Julia. I mean that seriously. Congratulations.” 
 
    I lifted my martini and touched glasses with him. “Thank you,” I said as we sipped. 
 
    “Being an agent at CAA is a position coveted by many in the industry. You must have worked your ass off for it.” 
 
    Why lie? I thought. Especially after the way he’d just opened up to me about his own life? “I kind of did,” I said. 
 
    “To get that job, there’s no question that you did. And being Harper’s personal assistant is why you’re a natural,” he said. “You learned from the best.” 
 
    “Harper’s totally the best.” 
 
    “Well, she’s going to be proud of you after today,” he said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    But before Hunter could respond, we were sidetracked as our first course arrived. I’d gone with the escargot while Hunter had chosen the lobster salad, which looked sublime to me. 
 
    “I think I might have chosen the wrong dish,” I said. “Yours looks better than mine.” 
 
    “How about if we both be the judge of that?” he asked with a twinkle in his eyes as he pierced a piece of lobster with his fork. “Because I almost went with the escargot, and yours looks so good, I’m wondering whether I’m the one who made the mistake. I’ll share mine if you share yours.” 
 
    “Sharing is caring,” I said. 
 
    “Open your mouth for me.” 
 
    “Something that never should be said by a man to a woman in today’s politically charged entertainment industry.” 
 
    Again, those dimples, which I found irresistible. 
 
    “I’m talking about the lobster, and you know it,” he said. “Come on—taste it. Then let me try one of your escargots. I’m thinking I might have missed out . . .” 
 
    How was it that we were suddenly feeding one another? And why was this now feeling more like a date than a business dinner? Because it was. I mean, here we were sitting right next to one another, our knees sometimes touching when we adjusted ourselves in our seats, and in his right hand was a fork primed with a luscious piece of lobster meat I seriously wanted to eat. And I did. I opened my mouth, he gently placed the lobster on my tongue—and my God, when I tasted it, was it ever sublime. 
 
    “It’s so tender,” I said as I savored it. “And buttery and sweet. I’ve been to Maine a few times, and this is just as good as the lobster I’ve had there. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “That’s because on the menu, it said ‘Maine lobster.’ So, at least we know they weren’t lying. Now, give me one of your snails.” 
 
    “Please,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “You mean one of my escargots.” 
 
    “Whatever. I want to try one of those beauties.” 
 
    “Let me try to fish one out of its shell first.” I did it with the tiny fork they gave me, swished the meat around in the butter and garlic sauce, then looked at him. “Open wide,” I said. “Votre escargot est en route.” 
 
    “You speak French?” he said. 
 
    “Un peu. I mean, I know how to say things like boeuf bourguignon, où se trouvent les toilettes, puis-je avoir l’addition—” 
 
    “What does the last one mean?” 
 
    “Check, please!” 
 
    “I’m the one who’s buying tonight, so let’s just settle that right now.” 
 
    “Done and done.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “So, how about that escargot?” 
 
    When I placed it into Hunter’s mouth, he didn’t just snag it with his teeth and let go of it at once. Instead, with those full lips of his, he bit down on the tine and slowly, sexily tugged the meat free. 
 
    I mean, come on! There’s food porn—images that portray food in a supremely appetizing or aesthetically appealing way. And then there’s food porn, which clearly can be defined by the sexy bit of full-lipped juiciness I’d just witnessed as his eyes burned into mine. 
 
    “Delicious,” he said. “And Julia?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind.” 
 
    “About the snail?” 
 
    He paused for a moment and just looked at me before he spoke. 
 
    “Are you always like this?” he asked. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “‘Cheeky’ is one way to put it,” he said. “For lack of a better word.” 
 
    “Find the other word.” 
 
    “Maybe I will if you’ll have dinner with me again.” 
 
    And there it was—right in front of me. The attraction I felt toward him was indeed mutual. 
 
    Fuck my life! 
 
    “So, this isn’t about the snail?” I said, bypassing his comment. 
 
    “It isn’t.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” 
 
    “I don’t want to keep you waiting any longer when you and I really should be celebrating.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at him. 
 
    “I don’t understand . . . ?” I said. 
 
    “I got you your deal,” he said as he handed me my martini and lifted his own drink to me. “The network caved. Eighteen episodes, $2 million dollars, $500,000 upon signing.” 
 
    I just stared at him, shell-shocked and slammed with disbelief. I’d called his bluff, the network had caved, and I’d done it. 
 
    I did it! And my first deal as Harper’s assistant agent is a major one! 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked as my heart began to race with excitement. 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “Hunter, I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “How about, ‘I’ll do whatever I can to make sure Pepper takes the deal’?” 
 
    “I will,” I said as I removed the agreement from my purse, filled in the terms, and handed it to him. After he read and signed it with the pen I gave him, he handed both back to me. “I’ll show Pepper and her mother the agreement first thing tomorrow morning. And since I know that Pepper really wants to be on your show, I’m fairly certain that the answer will be yes.” 
 
    “Good,” he said as he touched his glass against mine again. “Because I really want to work with Pepper—and if I’m being totally honest here, I meant what I said earlier, Julia. I also want to work with you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged at me. 
 
    “If you haven’t figured that out by now, here’s hoping that in time, you will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    We were mid-dinner and having a great time talking about the industry, our favorite films, and hell—just enjoying one another’s company—when Hunter’s phone dinged in his pants pocket. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “That could be a text from the network, probably wondering where we stand. I should take a look.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Business is business.” 
 
    He leaned back in his seat, pulled his phone out of his front pocket, switched it on, and read the text with a frown before he typed two letters, hit a button, and put the phone back into his pocket. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” I asked. 
 
    Without answering me, he glanced over at his scotch, which was empty. 
 
    “Mind if I get another drink?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Would you like another?” 
 
    “Do I need another? Was that text about our deal?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “That was about something else.” 
 
    After he called over our waiter and ordered us another round of cocktails, I had to wonder what the issue was as Hunter ran his fingers through his hair in clear disappointment before he checked himself and smiled at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “Where were we?” 
 
    “You were about to tell me why a storm cloud just arrived above your head,” I said. “Not that you have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but if you do, I’m happy to listen.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” he said. 
 
    “And yet your face says otherwise.” 
 
    He straightened in his seat and shrugged at me. 
 
    “Tomorrow is a big day for my father,” he said. “I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of the socialite Tootie Staunton-Miller, but she was so taken by my father’s documentary, she’s holding this huge charity event tomorrow night at her penthouse on Fifth to celebrate him and his documentary. All proceeds will go to a fund that will help the women afflicted by the sex trade in Thailand. My date for the evening was Abby Stone, who is a producer on The Terrible Teens and a longtime friend of mine. If Pepper takes the deal, you’ll meet her soon, and I have a feeling that you two are going to become fast friends, because Abby has an irreverent sense of humor that matches yours. But since her daughter’s cold has now officially become the flu, I have to face that party alone, which is the last thing I want to do.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “First, there’s my past—I wasn’t exactly born into that world, Julia.” 
 
    “What world?” 
 
    “A world filled with blue bloods. But since those people have slowly come to love my parents through their work and their accomplishments, I’ve had to move in that circle for years. And every time I have to, I feel like a fraud. I’m well aware that I’m seen as the outsider. I’m not one of them, and because my past is no secret, they also know it.” 
 
    I felt for him in that moment. Because of their lauded creative endeavors, his parents had long been a part of the celebrated elite, something Hunter clearly still struggled with, because God only knows what he’d witnessed before he’d been adopted at the late age of sixteen. From what I surmised from our earlier conversation, he’d gone from slum to slum before hitting it big with Robert and Helen. And because of their position in society, I could only imagine how difficult that transition must have been for him. I could barely imagine it—to go from nothing to everything in one fell swoop had to have been challenging. 
 
    “I can understand that,” I said. 
 
    “Have you ever been to a major society event?” 
 
    “Look into my eyes,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “What you see are years of sweat and struggle, which have no place in society. So, that would be a no.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” he said, “because those parties suck.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “It’s the people,” he said. “My mother and father are used to that world and know how to maneuver their way through it to get what they want—in this case, a big check written to help women in need—but I’ve never gotten used to it. Sure, you’ll meet a few fun, decent people here and there, but almost everyone else is fake, which I hate to my core. So, for me? When I have to go to these things to support my parents, it’s always better when I have a like-minded plus-one to pass the time with.” 
 
    Best to know the answer now, I thought. 
 
    “Is Abby your plus-one?” I asked. 
 
    “As in my girlfriend? No. I’m single. But is Abby the friend who has covered my ass whenever I have to go to these things? Oh, hell yes. She’s absolutely that person.” 
 
    And then he just stopped to look at me. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Look, I know that this sounds crazy, OK? I mean, we just met today. But in Abby’s absence, Julia, would you consider going with me tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, how’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “I know it’s short notice, but are you free tomorrow night? Would you be willing to be my date and attend that party with me?” 
 
    “Let’s see,” I said. “Go to a shitty party filled with hateful people, or binge-watch episodes of Barefoot Contessa, which is what I planned to do tomorrow night.” 
 
    “You binge-watch the Barefoot Contessa?” 
 
    “Don’t judge, because I told you earlier that I’m trying to learn how to cook, and she’s my guru. In fact, you should taste the meatballs I made the other night, masterfully crafted due to that woman’s influence alone.” 
 
    “I’d love to try them,” he said as our drinks arrived. “If you ever want to give them a test drive on me, I’d be up for it.” 
 
    Christ, he’s disarming, I thought as I sipped my cocktail and weighed my options. And sexy as hell. And not at all what Harper had warned me against—well, at least not yet, because whatever ego she’s seen in him in the past, I sure as hell haven’t seen yet. If anything, he’s simply been a fun, smoking-hot pleasure to be around tonight. So, what do I do? Stay at home and connect with my inner Contessa, which is generally the highlight of my sorry week? Or dip my toes even deeper into the dangerous waters Hunter Steele is offering me right now? Because after our freewheeling give-and-take tonight—during which there were moments when we seriously flirted with one another—I already know those waters are fraught with danger. If I’m not careful when it comes to him, a riptide could sweep me into his arms. I’m that attracted to him—and naturally, it’s happened right at the very moment when I need to be completely focused on my career. 
 
    “Julia?” Hunter asked in concern. 
 
    I blinked at him. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine—why?” 
 
    “Your eyes were starting to cross . . .” 
 
    “My eyes were starting to what?” 
 
    “They were slowing beginning to cross . . .” 
 
    Of course they were, I thought in despair. My body always betrays me whenever I get stuck in my head. 
 
    “I think I was about to sneeze,” I lied. “Sorry. But the moment’s passed and I’m good to go!” 
 
    “So, you’ll attend the event with me?” he said in surprise. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, realizing that he’d misinterpreted me. “No. Well, I mean, I’m not sure. What I meant when I said that is I was good to continue talking . . .” 
 
    He put his elbow on the table, dipped his chin into his open palm, and his eyes—two weirdly blue spheres of light that looked as if they possessed the powers of X-ray vision—cut straight through me. “You’re flustered,” he said. 
 
    You think?! 
 
    I rolled my eyes and reached for my drink. “Flustered?” I said. “What’s to be flustered about? It’s just a party.” 
 
    “And you’d be my date.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. If I went, I’d just be your plus-one.” 
 
    “Call it what you will,” he said. 
 
    “How about if we just settle on two new friends going out on the town?” I said. “Me serving as your antianxiety medicine.” 
 
    “You know what? To be fair, it actually would be something like that . . .” 
 
    “I’m assuming that this is a black-tie kind of thing?” I said. “And that you’ll be in a tux?” 
 
    “It is black tie and I will be wearing a tux, yes.” 
 
    “And that I’d have to wear a drop-dead gorgeous evening gown that’s so ridiculously expensive, there’s no way I could ever afford it because I’m poor?” I said. 
 
    “Julia,” he said at once. “I’ll pay for the gown.” 
 
    “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “But I’d be happy to do so—” 
 
    “Not necessary,” I said as I placed my hand over his. “Because believe it or not, I actually have the gown thing covered. A couple of years ago, Harper took me to the Met Gala. My bonus that year wasn’t just attending the event, but also the killer evening gown Harper bought for me. It’s a Carolina Herrera, I’ve only worn it once, it’s in pristine condition—and it’s to die for.” 
 
    He smoothed the tip of his index finger along his lower lip and looked at me for a long moment before he placed his free hand over my hand. And when he did that? I felt for certain that my panties were about to dissolve in a bubbling puddle of lust. 
 
    “What color is your gown?” he asked. 
 
    “Red.” 
 
    “Like your cheeks are right now?” 
 
    He did not! 
 
    But why deny it, because I could feel my cheeks burning as if someone was blowing a torch on them. 
 
    Once again, my body betrays me . . . 
 
    “Maybe even redder than them,” I said. 
 
    “I want to see you in that dress,” he said. 
 
    And I want to see you in a tux . . . 
 
    “Will you go with me?” he asked. 
 
    “Tonight, you came through with the deal I wanted, Hunter. So? I owe you one. I’d be happy to go to the party with you.” 
 
    “But only because you owe me one?” he asked. 
 
    He’d just seen me flustered, and he’d also just called me out because I flushed when he drew a line along his sexy bottom lip. 
 
    There is no way I’m giving him more than that. 
 
    So? 
 
    My only response was a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The next morning, when I returned to CAA for my meeting with Harper, Pepper, and Savannah, Opal immediately noted the urgency on my face and escorted me straight into Harper’s office. 
 
    This girl is seriously good, I thought. 
 
    When Harper greeted me, we sat opposite one another at her desk, and she quickly grilled me about how the deal had gone down. 
 
    I told her everything, and when I was finished, I opened my briefcase, removed the preliminary agreement with Hunter’s name signed at the bottom of it, and handed it to her. 
 
    After a quick glance, Harper put the agreement down in front of her, leaned back in her chair, and smiled at me. 
 
    “Brava,” she said. “While I would have liked to have received a text about this the moment after it happened, I understand why you didn’t. You wanted to tell me in person so you could see my reaction, which I hope you know is nothing short of pride. Look what you did,” she said. “You got him to go up from a million dollars to two million—and with a $500,000 signing bonus, no less. I call that not only impressive, but a win for Pepper—and also for you.” 
 
    “Because of the commission?” I said. 
 
    “There’s that,” Harper said. “But this kind of deal, Julia? From you only one day out of the gate? It just gives me even more ammunition to make my case that you should become an associate agent sooner rather than later. Now, I can’t promise whether or not that will happen, but we can hope, can’t we? So, as I introduce you to more new clients, continue to keep up the good work.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. 
 
    “I believe you will, darling.” 
 
    “Thanks for having my back, Harper.” 
 
    “I’ll always have it,” she said. And I knew she would, because that’s just who Harper was—a friend to the end. 
 
    A knock came at the door, and we both looked over at it. 
 
    “That will be them,” I said. “Harper, what if the deal isn’t enough? What if Pepper is expecting more? You’ve seen how she is. She’s not only the daughter of a billionaire, but the advertising revenue she hauls in on her YouTube videos is worth millions. I know that’s true, because I’ve checked into it. This kind of money will mean nothing to her. What if she’s disappointed? What if she won’t sign?” 
 
    Harper stood and straightened her shoulders before she glanced down at me. 
 
    “If she balked and I was representing her, what would you tell me to do?” 
 
    “I’d sell her on her future,” I said. “I’d say that this is just the beginning. I’d say that being popular on social media is one thing, but being successful on mainstream television is something altogether different. I’d say that she needs to prove herself to the network, so that when we negotiate for season three? We’ll demand a hell of a lot more money while we work on selling her cosmetic line.” 
 
    “Do you even need me here?” Harper asked. 
 
    When she said that, I stood and gave her a meaningful hug as she kissed me on each cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pepper and Savannah Winters,” Opal said as a long, bluish plume of cigarette smoke billowed deep into the center of the room. Savannah Winters appeared in the smoke, looking weirdly like a younger version of Norma Desmond from the movie Sunset Boulevard. 
 
    Dark, stylish sunglasses concealed her eyes. A dramatic leopard-print turban was perched on top of her head. She wore a chic white pantsuit that revealed how thin she was; daytime diamonds glimmered at her ears, throat, wrists, and fingers; and when I glanced down at her feet, I noted that her heels matched the pattern on her turban. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind the smoke,” Savannah said as she turned to her right and struck an odd, angular pose. She cupped the back of her head with the palm of her left hand before she exhaled another cloud into the room. “I mean, since you did call us saying that you had good news, I simply must indulge, mustn’t I?” 
 
    “You’ve indulged enough,” Pepper said angrily, as she stepped into the room and took Savannah by the arm. “You’re still drunk from last night, for Christ’s sake.” As Savannah giggled and Opal eased out of the room with a look of horror on her face, Pepper shot me a heated glance. “Which sofa, Julia?” 
 
    “The right one would be fine, Pepper,” I said, meeting her eyes. When she glanced away from me in embarrassment, I felt for her in that moment, because despite how rich, privileged, and demanding she was, no one deserved to be raised like this. “Harper and I will sit opposite you, just like yesterday.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Pepper said. “And just like yesterday? My mother needs a fresh pail of gasoline before we even begin this meeting, which better end with a proper deal. Because I can tell you that getting her here today took one hell of a superhuman effort on my part, that’s for fucking sure.” 
 
    “Don’t say fucking, Pepper,” her mother admonished. “It’s beneath you.” 
 
    “How about this, Mother?” Pepper asked her. “You get yourself into rehab, and I’ll stop it with the F-bombs.” 
 
    “Reeehab!” Savannah said, drawing out the word in a long sigh of disgust. “As if I need reeehab! Don’t make me laugh.” 
 
    “Laugh or hurl? In fact, I believe you did the latter earlier this morning while I held your head over the toilet.” 
 
    “What you saw earlier was the direct result of me coming in contact with some sort of awful stomach bug,” Savannah explained with a little wave of her hand. “And by the way, since that’s out there, Harper and Julia should stand far away from me. I mean, my goodness! I could be contagious!” 
 
    “Alcoholism isn’t contagious,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Mind your mouth, Pepper, darling,” Savannah said. “Because much of today and your future ride on my signature. You’re still a minor, after all—and right now? I’m the one who has the power to grant you my signature or not . . .” 
 
    God, she’s awful, I thought. This has to be why Pepper behaves the way she does . . . 
 
    After Pepper deposited her mother on the sofa, she plucked the cigarette from her hand, walked it over for me to dispose of, then charged toward the rear of Harper’s office, where the bar was. 
 
    It was only then that I registered what Pepper was wearing—dark skinny jeans, a black, strapless corset top studded at the waist and breasts with shiny silver buttons, and black Louboutins whose red soles flashed angrily at me as she stalked away. Her pretty brown hair had been hoisted up in a high ponytail, and it literally whipped from side to side as she crossed the room. 
 
    “Who’s joining my mother?” she asked in a confrontational tone when she reached the bar and looked over at us. “Julia? Harper? Certainly, both of you will have a drink.” 
 
    “Oh, please, do join me,” Savannah said from the sofa as she tried to hook her right leg over her left knee. She was so out of it, it took her three awkward tries before she succeeded in closing the deal. “I mean, one does hate to drink alone.” 
 
    “Since when?” Pepper said. “Especially when it comes to you? You drink alone every day and every night.” 
 
    Savannah’s response was simply to hold out her hand and look at her nails. 
 
    I looked over at Pepper, who was holding a bottle of Grey Goose in one hand and a crystal shaker filled with ice in the other. Like yesterday, she’d come here knowing that her mind had to be sharp since she couldn’t rely on her mother to guide her through anything even remotely related to business. But unlike yesterday, when it was clear that Pepper wanted Harper and I to join her mother in a drink, this time I felt that she didn’t want that at all—and so I supported her. 
 
    “I’m fine, Pepper,” I said. 
 
    She nodded briskly at me. “Good. Harper?” 
 
    “Same here, my darling girl.” 
 
    “Perfect,” she said. “One martini to hold off the shakes coming your way, Mother!” 
 
    “How can it be that neither of you will join me?” Savannah sighed at Harper and me. “Both of you are absolute bores! I mean, shouldn’t we be getting into a celebratory mood, for goodness’ sake? Isn’t that why you called us here today? I mean, the very reason I got out of bed today?” 
 
    “More like off the bathroom floor and straight into the shower,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Whatever,” Savannah said, adjusting her turban as well as her sunglasses before she turned to Harper and me. “Please tell me that you got my daughter the deal she wanted. I mean, you must have, right? It has to be why we’re here. And trust me, Julia, if you did come through, thank you for that!” 
 
    “Because I’ll finally be out of your house, Mother?” Pepper asked as she began to bang out her mother’s martini. Vodka and ice clashed between her hands in ways that sounded as if she were smashing boulders into bits. “Because as you know, that’s the deal when it comes to The Terrible Teens. Obvi, we’re here because they’ve made me an offer. And if I decide to take it? Both of us know that I’ll be on set for the next three months while we shoot, which will leave you free to drink yourself into a coma without me being there to rescue you from yourself.” 
 
    “How characteristically dramatic,” Savannah said. 
 
    “You know what, Mother?” Pepper said. “Maybe both of us need a break.” 
 
    “For once we agree, darling. Maybe you and I do . . .” 
 
    Once again, I watched Pepper fill a martini glass with such finesse, I had to wonder what Savannah had turned her into. What kind of a hellish childhood had Pepper been through? Money could solve a lot of problems, but none of it ever could replace a mother or father’s love—or prevent emotional scars from forming if you never felt that love. And if you felt that you were never wanted—which I was beginning to sense that Pepper did—my God, how deep those scars could cut . . . 
 
    There’s a reason she’s like this, I thought. The more I spend time around her and her toxic mother—and after what she said yesterday in front of Hunter about her father’s philandering ways—I’m beginning to understand her. Does she have any friends? Someone she can confide in and trust? I’m not sure that she does. And if she doesn’t, at the very least, if she signs this deal, I need to step up and become that person for her. Pepper is aggressive as hell, but it’s only because she’s hurting inside for reasons that are becoming very clear . . . 
 
    With an expression of disgust and rage, Pepper came over with her mother’s drink and handed it to her before she sat down on the sofa next to her. As Savannah greedily sipped, her daughter looked at Harper and me. “Aren’t you going to sit down and join us?” she asked. “I want to hear what they proposed, I’ll think about it for a minute before I give you my answer, then I need to get my mother home and back into bed before she passes out again. So, what’s the deal?” 
 
    Harper and I sat opposite them. 
 
    “Hunter offered you one million dollars,” I said to her. 
 
    “Well, Jesus,” Savannah said before I could continue. “Take the money and run, honey. Because God only knows what that son-of-a-bitch father of yours is going to leave you in his will—if anything at all. I mean, he might leave all of his billions to his favorite prostitutes. So, with that in mind, I say that you become financially secure while you can!” 
 
    “Actually, I will take it,” Pepper said calmly. “Because despite how low that figure is, that show is going to be my summer vacation away from you.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Savannah said. “I’m managing you, remember? Because of this whole guardian thing, I’m supposed to show up on set on an ‘as needed’ basis. You know—if you get out of line and I need to talk some sense into you.” 
 
    “I won’t be holding my breath for that to happen,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Oh, my dear—at the very least, you always were a savvy girl,” Savannah sighed. 
 
    “Actually,” I said to Pepper, “what I just stated was only the initial offer, not the final offer.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Pepper said to me. 
 
    “You and I both know that due to your social media following alone, you are worth far more than that. So? I pressed Hunter, and after a bit of a fight, I was able to get him and the network to come up to $2 million, along with a $500,000 signing bonus, which you’ll receive at once if you agree to the deal.” 
 
    “Well, look at you earning your commission,” Pepper said to me with the faintest hint of a smile. “That’s a lot better, Julia, so thank you for going to the mat for me. Not many do. But even so, you and I both know they’re still getting a steal when it comes to the free advertising I’m offering them alone.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “But if you do sign with them, and if the Pepper effect does draw in millions of new viewers to The Terrible Teens, as Harper and I believe it will? Then we’ll go for their throats and get serious money out of them when it comes to signing you for the next season.” 
 
    I leaned toward her. 
 
    “My best advice is this, Pepper—take the gig, get into people’s living rooms, become a bigger celebrity than you are now, and build on it. If you want a cosmetic line—which I know you do—becoming a family name is the best way to get one.” 
 
    “And also, being on television will offer me the kind of legitimacy I don’t enjoy by being solely online, right?” 
 
    My God, she’s smart . . . 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” I said. 
 
    “And that’s why I want to be on this show. But before I sign, I want to know one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Do you know what Lexi Reynolds makes per season?” 
 
    “Actually, I do know,” I said. “When I turned down Hunter’s initial offer of a million dollars, he complained that was more than double what Lexi was making.” 
 
    “So, I’m crushing that bitch already,” Pepper said. “Score. Knowing that, I’m ready to sign, Julia.” 
 
    I got up from my seat, retrieved the paperwork and a pen from Harper’s desk, and sat down opposite Pepper again, whose eyes were so cold in the wake of her mother’s behavior, they chilled me. 
 
    “This is the preliminary agreement, but it’s still legal and binding. Here is the amount you will be paid,” I said, pointing at the figure. “And here is Hunter’s signature agreeing to that amount, as well as to the signing bonus. Once you sign here and here—and once your mother signs there and there as your legal guardian—this will go to legal, our team will finalize everything with Hunter’s team, everyone will be asked to sign the final contract when it comes to us, and that will be that.” 
 
    “Done,” Pepper said, plucking the pen from my hand. But once again, she wisely didn’t sign right away. Instead, she took her time to read over the entire contract before she took a deep breath and finally signed the paperwork. She looked over at her mother, who was tossing back the last of her martini, and thrust the pen into her hand while she removed the empty martini glass from the other. “Sign it,” she said. 
 
    Without reading the contract or even questioning how any of this would affect her daughter’s life going forward, Savannah Winters—mother of the year!—simply scribbled her name twice on the document, and blew her daughter a kiss. 
 
    “Congrats, darling,” she said. “Well done—your father and his many prostitutes would be proud of you.” 
 
    When Savannah said that, I saw the sting brighten Pepper’s eyes before she blinked once, shook off the pain of her mother’s words, and stood. 
 
    “I need to get this one home,” she said tightly to Harper and me. 
 
    “Pepper, congratulations,” I said to her. “I know the offer isn’t everything you wanted, but we’ll turn that around next season. And with Harper at my side armed with her contacts in the cosmetic industry, we will get you your cosmetic line. I can promise you that.” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment before she came forward and gave me a warm, unexpected hug. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said quietly in my ear. “I appreciate all of it, Julia. Right now, it’s not about the money. If anything, it’s about getting the hell out of my goddamned home.” 
 
    “You can talk to me whenever you need to and know that your secrets will always be safe with me,” I whispered in her ear. “Because I’m a vault. So if you ever feel that you’re alone, those days are over. I mean that. You now have me.” 
 
    And I meant it. But even that small gesture of kindness was too much for Pepper to either handle or believe. Instead of responding to me, I felt her bristle in my arms as she threw up a wall between us. She broke from me and instead took her mother by the hand. 
 
    “When do I start?” she asked me. 
 
    “This week.” 
 
    “When this week?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but now that the initial contract has been signed, things will move quickly, if only because they start shooting this week. If I were you, I’d go home and start packing your bags, because you could be there as soon as tomorrow.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said crisply. “Thanks tons. Talk soon and all that.” She looked over at her mother, who was fidgeting with the sunglasses she’d never taken off, likely to conceal how red the whites of her eyes were. “Let’s go,” Pepper said. “Like a good dog, you’ve done what I needed you to do, so thanks for that, Mother. And now? For the next several months, we’ll finally be free of one another.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue, Pepper,” Savannah said with ice in her voice. “Because if I decide to not show up on set ‘as needed’ as your legal guardian?” She rolled her eyes toward the heavens. “Oh, my dear! You’ll be shit out of luck—and likely out of a job—if I decide not to show. So! Best to treat Mommy with the respect she deserves . . .” 
 
    Without another word to either of us, they left Harper’s office. Harper placed a hand on my shoulder as we watched them walk away. It was only when Opal closed the door behind them that Harper turned to me. 
 
    “It’s awful,” she said. 
 
    “If you don’t understand Pepper’s rage now, you never will, right?” 
 
    “To the world, that young woman seems to have it all, but after spending the past two days with her and her mother, you and I both know that she doesn’t have what she needs most.” 
 
    “Her parents’ love,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I feel bad for her.” 
 
    “And yet the last thing Pepper wants is our pity. Whatever you said to her when she hugged you made her go tense. It was like an iron curtain dropped, and she shut you out. What that girl needs is a friend.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I hope to be to her.” 
 
    “If you can make that happen, Julia, you might have a valuable client for life. Be real with her. Take your time with her. Stand up to her when she gets out of line, but also stand up for her when you feel that she needs you most.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. 
 
    She checked the time on her watch. 
 
    “Are you free tonight? Because I’d like to take you out to dinner to celebrate your first deal. How about if I meet you at Per Se at eight?” 
 
    Oh, shit. And now the truth is about to come out . . . 
 
    “Actually, I have this thing I agreed to go to tonight . . .” I said warily. “But I’d love to celebrate over dinner with you soon. Can we do it tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Of course we can,” she said. “What do you have planned for tonight?” 
 
    And how is she going to handle this . . . ? 
 
    “Do you know who Hunter Steele’s father is?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “He’s Robert Steele, the documentarian. He just won an Academy Award for his big Thailand sex industry exposé. But what does he have to do with us not having dinner tonight?” 
 
    I told her why, and when I did, Harper’s eyes narrowed with caution. 
 
    “You agreed to be Hunter’s plus-one?” she asked me. 
 
    “That’s all it’s going to be. And since he went to the network and fought to meet my offer, I felt that I should pay him a favor in return.” 
 
    “Tell me you’re not attracted to him.” 
 
    “I mean, I’m not going to lie. He’s a good-looking man. But this evening—” 
 
    “So, you are attracted to him,” she interrupted. “And I get it. Many women are. You wouldn’t believe the stories I’ve heard about him.” 
 
    “What stories?” I asked her. 
 
    “If he’s just your plus-one tonight, why do you care?” 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe because you just baited me?” 
 
    “Look,” she said. “Hunter Steele is a well-known player. He’s legendary for how many hearts he’s broken. He knows he’s sexy as hell, he knows he’s good-looking, and he knows exactly how to get women into his bed. Do you plan on having sex with him tonight?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Do I—what? It’s been four years since I’ve even been with a man. I haven’t had sex since Michael. You know that—I tell you everything.” 
 
    “Thus the question, particularly since I also know that after four years of riding your rabbit, a woman has needs. I mean, at this point, you must be chockablock with needs. You know, if I were straight, young, and seduced by someone who looks like Hunter, I’d probably give it up in a hot second. But I’d also do so knowing that it would only be a one-time thing. So, if he goes there with you, I’d turn the tables on him, Julia. I’d use him and his gorgeous body to get off with zero expectations of anything more between you. Should he put the moves on you later tonight, keep your head on straight. Go ahead and sleep with him if you want, but don’t you dare expect anything more from him, because it won’t be coming, my dear. As charming as he is, Hunter Steele lives to conquer women. And should he be lucky enough to get you into his bed?” She clicked her tongue at me. “Good for him, and frankly, good for you. But when all is said and done, you must go on with your life and expect nothing more from him.” 
 
    “Harper, I have no intention of sleeping with Hunter Steele,” I said, meaning it. 
 
    “That’s the thing,” she said with a knowing smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Neither did some of the other women he’s courted. But they were burned by him, Julia. I know that for a fact because I’ve heard the stories firsthand from women I trust. I’m only speaking out now because seeing you hurt is the last thing I’d ever want. But that’s that,” she said with a raised hand. “You’re a grown woman, I am not your mother, and your life is your own. I probably went too far just now, but that’s only because I love you and care about you. So! Where is this party being held tonight?” 
 
    “It’s being thrown by someone named Tootie Staunton-Miller.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Harper said with a roll of her eyes. “So you really are suicidal.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    She moved to speak, but then she went tight-lipped and shook her head. “I’ve colored your world enough today. Best to find out on your own.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “If you have something to say about her, I need to know.” 
 
    “Look, the best advice I can give you when it comes to that one is that she snipes from the side—and her bullets usually connect. Some people like her. Most despise her. So, when it comes to tonight? And when Hunter introduces you to her? Watch out for that one, darling. And don’t be afraid to fire back should you feel the need to do so. Because in an odd kind of way? If Tootie doesn’t respect you for it, her gay husband Addy will, which is more powerful than you know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes before Hunter arrived to pick me up at my apartment on West Twenty-Ninth Street, a swarm of butterflies had swept into my stomach, and they were having one hell of a time duking it out with their flutter power and rattling my nerves raw. 
 
    After a finishing touch of powder to my cheeks, I left the bathroom for the full-length mirror in my bedroom so I could assess myself. As I walked over to it, I had to admit that tonight, I wanted to look my best for Hunter, and not only because I was attracted to him. I barely knew the man, but this was a big night for his father. Hunter clearly wasn’t keen on attending society events on his own because he felt uncomfortable in a world he’d described as “fake,” and to me, that statement alone said something about him and his character. 
 
    Harper had painted him as a serial seducer of women, which he very well might be. But be that as it may, because of his past as a foster child, I had believed him when he’d told me at dinner that he’d never felt at home around the social elite, which gave him a kind of depth that appealed to me. 
 
    As nervous as I was about going into a party filled with rich blue bloods—where I of all people had no place being—I nevertheless was resolved to get through the evening and stand at Hunter’s side throughout it all. 
 
    Would I be judged along the way? Of course I would. But since this never would be a world I’d want to call my own, to hell with it. Let the judgments come. It was highly unlikely that I’d ever see these people again, so I didn’t care what they thought of me. 
 
    What mattered to me is that I shined for Hunter tonight. That I eased his mind when it came to that crowd. And that we somehow found a way to have a good time in the process. 
 
    When I came up to the mirror, I leaned forward and studied myself with a critical eye. 
 
    I was wearing the fiery red, floral-embellished sleeveless V-neck taffeta gown Harper had given me two years ago, when my yearly bonus had been this showstopper of haute couture by Carolina Herrera and an epic evening out at the coveted Met Gala. The gown was so classic in its design, I thought that it still looked on-trend and pretty much brand new. Would others notice that it wasn’t? 
 
    Probably, but since there’s nothing I can do about that, this is as good as it gets. And regardless of what anyone else thinks, frankly, I’m thinking it’s pretty spectacular. 
 
    I moved closer to the mirror to check my hair, which I’d decided to wear up in a tight chignon in an effort to show off the only significant piece of jewelry I owned—my late grandmother’s diamond solitaire earrings, which clocked in at a karat each. 
 
    They’d been an extravagant gift from my grandfather on their fiftieth wedding anniversary. Could he afford them at that point in their lives? No way, because no one in my family had that kind of money. So, looking back, I knew the only way my grandfather could have pulled off buying these earrings was if he’d secretly tucked away small amounts of money over many, many years so he could properly punctuate their big day when it came. 
 
    That he’d found a way to purchase them didn’t surprise me. When he was alive, my grandfather had been a die-hard romantic, and he’d loved my grandmother with a fierceness that was so palpable, I knew in my heart that he’d gone to great lengths to make certain on their fiftieth she knew just how much he loved her. 
 
    Growing up, I used to hope that one day I’d experience that kind of searing, crushing, all-consuming love. And I still did. It hadn’t happened to me yet, and while at twenty-eight, I felt that time was running out for me to find that kind of love in a city filled with cynics and players, I still hoped that it would. Long before my grandmother passed, she knew that I’d always been entranced by these earrings—and in her will, she’d left them to me. 
 
    “Here’s to you, Nana,” I said to my reflection. “Thank you for these. And please, wherever you are, be my guide tonight. Because I have no idea what’s about to come my way, on too many levels.” 
 
    When my buzzer rang at seven-thirty sharp, it was with ribbons of anticipation that I went over to ring Hunter in. I lived on the sixth floor, and because my building had a doorman and an elevator, I knew that I had just enough time to gather my purse and steal a final look at myself in my bathroom mirror before he arrived at my door. 
 
    Why am I so nervous? I thought as I added a final swipe of lipstick that matched the color of my gown. It’s just a night out with a new colleague. It’s nothing more than that. Settle down! 
 
    But I knew it was more than that. Because I was so physically attracted to Hunter—and because at dinner last night, I’d sensed his own attraction to me—I needed to keep Harper’s words of warning close to my heart throughout the evening. Harper never lied to me. If Hunter Steele was a player, Harper knew it for a fact, and a player was the very last thing I wanted in my life, especially since the main thing I needed to focus on now was the career I’d longed for for years. 
 
    So, just get on with it, I said to my reflection. And in the meantime, take the pressure off yourself and try to have some fun tonight. Because when was the last time you got dressed up for a bit of fun? And when was the last time you got to toot with a woman named Tootie? 
 
    When the knock came at my door, I sprayed a hint of perfume into the air, walked swiftly through it so the scent wouldn’t overpower me, then went toward the entryway to greet Hunter, who I found standing outside the door looking like a sex god. 
 
    He was wearing a black tuxedo, his dark hair was raked away from his chiseled face in a way that set off his insanely blue eyes, and when I noticed that he hadn’t shaved—he was sporting a dense stubble—it just about did me in. 
 
    “Hi,” I said to him. 
 
    “Hey,” he said as he soaked me in. “Julia, you look amazing.” 
 
    “Smoke and mirrors,” I said quickly. 
 
    “And yet there’s no smoke,” he said as he glanced behind me into my apartment. “And I don’t see any mirrors.” 
 
    “How about if we just chalk it up to your poor eyesight?” I said. 
 
    “Something I don’t have.” 
 
    From behind his back, he removed a stunning bouquet of what had to be two dozen white roses wrapped in bright yellow tissue paper. He handed them to me, and I took them from him in surprise. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” I said. “Thank you!” 
 
    “I would have gone for red,” he said, grinning at me as he nodded at my dress. “But since you told me that your dress was red, I didn’t want the roses to feel like they needed to compete. Well, at least not yet . . .” 
 
    I felt myself flush, as I generally did around him. 
 
    “You blush so easily,” he said as he leaned against the doorframe. “Why is that?” 
 
    I don’t know, Hunter. Maybe because it’s been a long time since a man as good-looking as you has shown up on my doorstep? Yes, a part of that has been my choice, but still! Having you here now—and the idea of us going out together tonight—has rattled me to my core. 
 
    Without answering him, I pressed the roses to my nose so I could drink in their sweet aroma, then I asked him to come inside so I could get the bouquet into a vase of water before we left. 
 
    “Give me a second to give these a cool drink of water,” I said as I moved toward the kitchen. “And, Hunter, they’re lovely. You didn’t need to do this, but they’re stunning. Thank you, again.” 
 
    “You’re saving my ass tonight,” he said. “The flowers are warranted.” 
 
    So, the flowers are just about me stepping up to the plate to help him? I thought as I grabbed a vase from a cupboard and started to fill it with water. What am I to make of that? Probably just that. If they mean nothing more than gratitude, I need to look at these flowers as a simple act of kindness, which I totally can get behind. In fact, that’s exactly how I need to think right now . . . 
 
    “I promise to water them every day until their little necks bend in defeat and they give up their poor little souls to the heavens,” I said as I placed them on the living room coffee table. 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” he said with a disarming laugh. “Julia, the more I get to know you, I have to wonder whether you’ve ever considered doing comedy?” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Comedy,” he said. “You’d be great at it.” 
 
    “But I’m not funny,” I said. 
 
    “You are when you’re around me.” 
 
    If I am, that’s only because I’m trying to keep my head out of the clouds when it comes to you, Hunter . . . 
 
    When I didn’t answer him as I stepped back into the foyer, I watched his gaze linger over my body. “So, that’s the gown Harper bought you . . . ?” 
 
    “Isn’t it amazing?” I said as I twirled. “I mean, I probably should be all humble about it right now, but screw it! Even after two years of owning it, I still can’t believe it’s mine. Because this gown? This gown is something that this girl never could afford. This is only my second time wearing it. Harper totally spoiled me with it.” 
 
    “Who spoiled you with those earrings?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in delighted surprise. “I’m so glad you noticed them!” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t?” he asked. “They’re huge.” 
 
    “They once belonged to my grandmother,” I said. “After her death, she willed them to me because she knew how much I loved them. I mean, ever since my grandfather gave them to her, I have been mesmerized by them. So, thank you for noticing them, because they really do mean everything to me. As did she.” 
 
    “A part of your grandmother will be with us on our first date,” he said as he took me by the arm and led us toward the door. “I kind of like the thought of that.” 
 
    I’m sorry? I thought as I stopped dead in my tracks. Our first date? And where in the hell did that come from? 
 
    Wherever it came from, my head started to spin out into the ether as my grandmother’s favorite singer, Barbra Streisand, seized control of my mind. 
 
    Nana, can you hear me? Nana, can you see me? Nana, can you find me in the night? Nana, are you near me? Nana, can you hear me? Nana, can you help me not be frightened . . . 
 
    “How often do your eyes cross like that?” Hunter asked me as he cocked his head to one side while looking at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “Your eyes were starting to cross again. You know, like they did at dinner last night.” 
 
    Shit! My body betrays me again! 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Were you about to sneeze again?” 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe. Probably. Likely. The spring allergies have been terrible this year. But it’s passed, so we’re good.” 
 
    “All right, then,” he said with bemusement in his voice. “Shall we go?” 
 
    “Lead the way, Mr. Steele.” 
 
    When I said that, he just glanced down at me, his full lips curling. “I hope you’ll allow me to do just that, Julia. Because I already have a feeling that as we come to know one another better, I’m going to be jumping through all sorts of hoops when it comes to you.” 
 
    Confused, I just looked at him. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve got your walls up when it comes to me—not that I mind, because it presents a challenge, which I like. When someone really intrigues me, like you do—which hasn’t happened in years, by the way—you probably should know that I will jump through those hoops, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Hunter, all we are is colleagues,” I said to him. 
 
    “I guess on one level we are,” he said. 
 
    “What’s the other level?” I asked. 
 
    “Julia, come on. Are you really going to deny the spark each of us felt when we first met?” he asked. “And the one we’re feeling right now?” Before I could answer, he shook his head at me. “Because that’s not going to happen on my watch.” 
 
    And then there’s that! I thought as he whisked me out of my apartment, into the elevator, down to the lobby—and out into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    As we stepped onto the busy sidewalk and I felt the warm evening air brush over my skin, I was still trying to process what Hunter had just said to me. Ahead of me, I saw a black limousine double-parked at the curbside. 
 
    “A limousine?” I said, looking up at him with raised eyebrows. “We could have taken a cab, you know.” 
 
    “Not to one of Tootie Staunton-Miller’s parties, we couldn’t,” he said. “That woman is all about show, thus my tux and your gown. This is a society event, so tonight, we play by society’s rules.” 
 
    “Which means a limo?” 
 
    “That, and those earrings you’re wearing.” 
 
    “Glad I have them,” I said. 
 
    “You look beautiful tonight, Julia,” he said in a voice that was so deep, sexy and sincere, I wanted to dart back into my apartment so I could pour myself a martini. Because at that moment? There was something almost predatory about Hunter. I wondered what type of woman he was attracted to. After Harper’s warnings about him, I also wondered how many women he slept with during a given week. Because no man who looked like him wasn’t getting his share of it when he wanted it. I was certain of that. 
 
    This would be so much easier if I wasn’t attracted to him . . . 
 
    I heard a door click shut and looked over as a young man in a black suit came around the back of the car and opened the door for us. 
 
    “After you,” Hunter said as he placed his hand against the small of my back. 
 
    Feeling all tingly inside from the mere touch of him, I walked to the car, swept my dress behind me, and slid across the black leather seat, hoping that I wouldn’t wrinkle the material on our drive to the party. 
 
    When Hunter sat next to me, our thighs touched. And there it was again: the spark I wanted to deny but couldn’t, and which apparently was happy to call out the butterflies I’d fought against earlier. They fluttered down into my stomach and beat the hell out of it with their stinging wings as the heat from Hunter’s thigh pulsed against mine. I waited for him to scoot over so we were no longer touching, but he didn’t. Instead, the driver got behind the wheel, time seemed to slow as my pulse began to race, and then we charged into traffic, as if this was just a typical day for me. 
 
    “Thanks for doing this for me,” he said. “I appreciate it, Julia.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said, trying my best to keep my voice light. “You got me my first big deal. Again, I owe you one, Hunter.” 
 
    He turned to me when I said that and addressed me frankly. “And again, is that the only reason you agreed to come?” he asked. 
 
    Nana, can you hear me? 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I asked. 
 
    He cleared his throat, and those piercing blue eyes of his burned into me. 
 
    “I asked if that’s the only reason you’re here with me tonight?” he said. 
 
    Nana, are you near me? 
 
    “Why else would I be here?” 
 
    For a moment, his brows furrowed into a pinched crease before they relaxed. 
 
    “Never mind,” he said. “I’ll ask you again later.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen later that isn’t happening now?” I asked. 
 
    He gave me a disarming smile and a bemused shake of his head before he shrugged. “That’s the thing,” he said. “The night is young. Who knows what will happen between us tonight? Or next week? Or next month? Hell, next year? That’s the beauty of a first date, whether you want to call it a date or not, even though it is. You and I are together tonight, we are dressed to the nines, hopefully one of us will give in to the moment and let her guard down—then we’ll see what happens from there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tootie Staunton-Miller lived just off Fifth Avenue in a stately brownstone on Seventy-Fourth Street. 
 
    The building was five stories tall, two slender elm trees were leafing out in front of it, the windows were arched in ways that reminded me of hooded eyelids, and in front was a cluster of limousines at the curb letting off people in evening wear. At the entrance, I saw rapid, continuous explosions of light that I knew had to belong to the paparazzi. 
 
    “The paparazzi are here?” I asked. 
 
    “When it comes to my parents’ lives, they’re never not here,” he said. “This is the kind of world in which they live, Julia. Is that a problem?” 
 
    I paused for a moment before I responded. If I went through with this, I would be photographed with a well-known serial seducer of women just when I’d been given my dream job at CAA. How would it look to the brass if photographs of Hunter and me surfaced tomorrow morning? I’d been trying to make it in this city for years. Because of Hunter’s reputation, would it appear that I was already sleeping with my client’s boss? I wasn’t sure, but it did concern me, because I’d never expected to be photographed with him tonight, and I didn’t know what the fallout would be if I was photographed with him. 
 
    “Julia?” Hunter said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just that I live a private life, Hunter. I had no idea that we’d be photographed together tonight. I’m not sure that I’m comfortable having my face out there in the press.” 
 
    “I get it,” he said. “I felt the same when it first happened to me.” 
 
    “When was that?” I asked. 
 
    “Years ago,” he said. “Pretty much at a party like this, held for one of my parents. I hated the attention. So, look, how about if we drive around for a while until the paps are gone? When they are, we can arrive late and sneak into the party.” 
 
    “But how long will that take?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe an hour or so?” 
 
    “Which will make you seriously late for an event that’s meant to honor your father’s work,” I said. “And if you aren’t photographed, it could be misinterpreted as you didn’t even care to show up for it.” 
 
    “My parents will know better,” he said. “Eventually, I’ll be there for my father tonight, which is all that matters to him—and also to me. If the press wants to stir up some sort of drama about me showing up late—which I seriously doubt they will, since in the glittering world they cover, I’m persona non grata—let them.” 
 
    He’s totally being a gentleman when it comes to this, I thought. He didn’t just sound sincere—his voice was filled with conviction. And he offered me a way out, which I can’t ignore. Was Harper’s impression of him wrong? Is her opinion of him based only on things she’s heard about him in the past? Or is showing kindness and understanding one of the ways he seduces a woman? Is he being sincere with me right now, or is he just playing me? 
 
    I had to wonder, because ever since I’d first met Hunter, he’d been nothing but a gentleman. At what point did I stop second-guessing everything about him—which I hated because I was judging him based on Harper’s opinions and warnings of him—and start to trust all the good things I saw in him? A day? A week? A month? I wasn’t sure. But what I realized in that moment is that I needed to relax a little, and to learn when it was OK to trust a man again. Because I couldn’t continue to believe that all men would be like Michael. I just couldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair to me, or to anyone who was trying to get close to me. 
 
    That’s a tall order, girl . . . 
 
    Maybe, but at some point, I need to let Michael go. The question is when. 
 
    “We’re approaching the entrance,” the driver said as he glanced at me in the rearview. “Shall I stop or continue on?” 
 
    “Julia?” Hunter said to me. “Whatever you want is fine with me.” 
 
    Hunter’s parents had saved him at the age of sixteen, and from our dinner conversation, I knew that this man was devoted to them because of it. If he wasn’t photographed showing up for this party, it wouldn’t only hurt his parents’ feelings, but it might even harm his reputation. Because what kind of son wouldn’t be there for his father on a night like tonight? 
 
    And so I listened to my heart. 
 
    Take a chance and believe in him, I thought. 
 
    “We’re being flagged to stop,” the driver said. “I need to know what to do. Stop or go forward?” 
 
    “Stop the car,” I said as the driver nudged toward the entrance. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Hunter asked. 
 
    The mere fact that he asked that question was enough to ease my nerves. 
 
    He is concerned. If he wasn’t, he never would have asked. 
 
    I placed my hand on his knee and looked at him. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “We can make this quick,” he said. 
 
    “Or not,” I said. “Whatever. I’m all in, so let’s do this. And don’t forget to smile, because when it comes to the paps? If they don’t see one on both of us, they’ll question all of it.” 
 
    When I said those words, time seemed to stretch and then snap the moment my door was opened for me. The driver offered me his hand, I stepped out onto the sidewalk with Hunter at my side, and when the paparazzi saw us together, they went crazy in ways that surprised me. Was Hunter that well known? 
 
    He must be . . . 
 
    As we walked toward them, I said to Hunter in a low voice, “Why are they freaking out right now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said under his breath, sounding genuinely perplexed. “Maybe it’s because I’m not with Abby. They’ve long thought that she’s my girlfriend. With you here, that illusion is officially shot.” 
 
    “Are you saying this is news?” I asked him. 
 
    “It sure as hell shouldn’t be, but who knows when it comes to these idiots?” 
 
    We walked toward the building’s entrance and I slammed a smile on my face as countless photographs were taken of Hunter and me. Because of my best friend, Sienna, who was no stranger to the paps, I knew exactly how to play this game. Say nothing. Smile. Turn this way and that. Get the hell inside as soon as reasonably possible. 
 
    “Hunter,” one of the paps called out. “Where’s Abby? Have you two broken it off? Is this your new girlfriend?” 
 
    Hunter’s only response was to stand closer to me, despite the fact that more questions were being hurled our way as the area surrounding us filled with bursts of light. Throughout it all, Hunter and I smiled, but we remained silent. Then, when Hunter had had enough, he took me by my hand, wished everyone a good night, then we entered Tootie Staunton-Miller’s large and elaborate foyer, which was teeming with the New York social elite. 
 
    I could feel Hunter’s warm breath on my neck when he leaned down to ask if I was OK. 
 
    “I’ve never been through anything like that,” I said to him, still slightly shaken by the idea that those people back there had asked over and over again what my relationship was with him. “It was kind of unnerving.” 
 
    “And probably one of the reasons you and I work behind the scenes. Imagine if we were celebrities.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a shudder as I admired the room. “No thanks.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful in here, isn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    “The Staunton-Millers must be seriously rolling in it, because this place reeks of old money. I mean, look at the mahogany-paneled walls and the Tiffany light fixtures. And then there’s the staircase over there to the left—talk about dramatic elegance. Look at how it sweeps effortlessly toward the second level. And people are taking it. Is the party upstairs?” 
 
    “It is,” he said. “In their grand ballroom.” 
 
    “They have a grand ballroom in this joint?” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    “Imagine having a grand ballroom in your house.” 
 
    “Or saying to someone, ‘The party will be in our grand ballroom.’” 
 
    I giggled when he said that. “Right?” 
 
    “Thank God you see the absurdity in this, Julia. Most people long to be part of this world. If it weren’t for my parents, I’d have no part of it.” 
 
    “I mean, from an outsider’s perspective, what I’m witnessing is kind of fascinating,” I said. “Just look at everyone, Hunter—especially the women. They’re all so thin, regal, and gorgeous in their evening gowns and pulled-back faces. And then there’s the sheer amount of diamonds in this room, which is seriously off the charts.” 
 
    “Wait until you see what it’s like upstairs,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “Because if this is just the foyer, I can’t even imagine what their grand ballroom looks like.” 
 
    “Let’s take the stairs, say hello to Tootie and Addy at the top, then we’ll go to the bar and get a drink before we look for my parents.” 
 
    “Done and done. Lead the way, sir.” 
 
    “Take my hand so I don’t lose you in the crowd,” he said as he reached down for it. When I felt his long, warm fingers enclose my own, I was damned if my heart didn’t skip a beat. 
 
    His touch is going to get me every time, I thought. 
 
    Deal with it. 
 
    Can you? 
 
    I’m not sure . . . 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because sometimes it scares me. Sometimes it feels like too much. 
 
    As we approached the staircase, I heard a woman somewhere in the crowd call out Hunter’s name. 
 
    “Hunter! There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” 
 
    “Just keep with me,” Hunter said. “Because I don’t have time for this kind of bullshit.” 
 
    “For what kind of bullshit?” 
 
    “Just keep with me, Julia. Please.” 
 
    “Hunter darling,” the woman called out again. “What’s the issue? I mean, it’s me, for God’s sake. Why won’t you stop? I know you can hear me. It’s me, me, me! I came here knowing that you’d be here! It’s your princess, as you used to call me. It’s your Immaculata!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Why won’t you stop? The woman’s voice resounded in my head as I looked over my shoulder for her and around the warmly lit room. It’s your princess, as you used to call me! It’s your Immaculata! 
 
    There were so many people still pouring into the foyer, I couldn’t find anyone trying to catch my eye so I could potentially stop Hunter for her. But then, as Hunter stepped up our pace and tried to reach the stairs, a tall, gorgeous woman with long black hair stepped in front of us and put her hands on her hips, causing Hunter and I to stop dead in our tracks. She was older than Hunter and me—probably somewhere in her late thirties. But my God, if she wasn’t sexy as hell. 
 
    Is she an ex of his? I wondered. She must be . . . 
 
    “Immaculata,” Hunter said. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “Is it?” she asked. “Because it looked to me like you were trying your best to steer clear of me.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Hunter said casually, even though that’s exactly what he’d been trying to do. “My father is being celebrated for his documentary tonight. I’m trying to get to him as fast as I can so I can congratulate him before I lose him to everyone else. You know how it is at these sorts of events. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Well, of course I do,” she said as she placed the palm of her right hand against his cheek. “I mean, you must be so proud of him, especially after he won the Academy Award. And he continues to be celebrated, which that man deserves. But, love, what I don’t understand is why you keep trying to avoid me. I mean, you don’t even return my calls anymore. Or my texts. Is there something wrong? I thought we had a good time together. What am I missing?” 
 
    A good time together? I thought. OK, so she’s either an ex-girlfriend, or he totally slept with her a few times before he decided to dump her, which plays into Harper’s description of him. Perfect. And here I was beginning to think that she might have been exaggerating. 
 
    I let go of his hand, which Immaculata took notice of at once. She looked accusingly at Hunter before she nodded at me. 
 
    “Who is this?” she asked. 
 
    This time, Hunter wrapped his arm around my waist in a way that felt so possessive, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. 
 
    “Immaculata Almendarez, please meet Julia Jacobs.” 
 
    After she assessed me for a moment, she closed the distance between us and I extended my hand. She took it lightly in her own before she dropped it dismissively. 
 
    Despite the slight, I soldiered on. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Immaculata,” I said. 
 
    When I said that, she smiled so sweetly at me, I felt for sure that my teeth were about to rot. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too, Julia. Now, pray tell me—what are you doing here with Hunter tonight?” 
 
    “Julia’s my date,” Hunter said. 
 
    And there we are with that ‘date’ word again . . . 
 
    “Your date?” Immaculata said. “No offense to Julia, but you could have called me to be your date tonight. In fact, the last time we saw one another, I believe you said that I’d be hearing from you soon about having another date. And yet that was a month ago, and all I’ve heard from you since is crickets. So, I have to ask—was I just another notch in your infamous belt? And is poor Julia here going to be your next?” 
 
    Seriously? I thought. She’s suggesting that I’m going to be a notch in Hunter’s belt? She just straight out called me a slut. 
 
    And that pissed me off to the point that I stared her down. 
 
    “Immaculata, we don’t know one another, but here’s something you should know about me,” I said to her. 
 
    “Please,” she said with wide, fluttering eyes. “Do enlighten me.” 
 
    “I will never be a notch in anyone’s belt.” 
 
    “Said no woman ever.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “But you were just introduced to that woman, and it’s me.” 
 
    “Well,” Immaculata said. “Now the room feels alight with feminism.” 
 
    “More like self-respect,” I said. “And not that it’s any of your business, but the only reason I’m here with Hunter tonight is because his good friend, Abby, couldn’t join him because her child is ill. I agreed to come as his friend. That’s all we are. It’s as simple as that. But please, feel free to make of this what you will, because I’ve said my piece, and frankly, I couldn’t give a damn what you think of us.” 
 
    “How unusually aggressive,” Immaculata said. “Do you hail from New Jersey, darling? Because your mouth sounds as if you do.” 
 
    “Actually, that would be Connecticut, darling.” 
 
    “Immaculata,” Hunter said. “If you’ll excuse us, we need to get to my—” 
 
    “You do know that Hunter has fucked me time and again, don’t you?” Immaculata said to me with steel in her voice. “And each time he did, he told me that he’d never met another woman like me, and that he wanted to see more of me because ‘women like me are rare in this city.’ That’s what Hunter said to me, that’s the reason I came here tonight in hopes of seeing him again. But in light of our conversation, I now see that his sordid reputation proceeds him and that no woman can break him free of it. It’s now clear to me that Hunter can’t keep that monster of a cock in his pants. Worse? He’s a liar. He made me believe there was something between us, but after tonight, I see that his reputation as a womanizer is true. So, good luck to you, Julia. I hope you don’t fall into the same trap that I and so many other women have fallen into when it comes to this son of a bitch. If you really are with him tonight as a friend, count your blessings that it’s just that. But if he puts the moves on you—which he’s very, very good at—heed my warnings, because if he does get you into his bed? It will be only to add another notch to his belt.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Afraid to face your truth, darling?” Immaculata said. 
 
    “You and I only had a few dates,” Hunter said. “And that was a year ago—not a month ago.” 
 
    “A year ago?” she said. “Really, Hunter? Why don’t you just stop with the lies? Our last date ended in your bed, with you calling me your princess, and with you promising me more.” 
 
    As they exchanged words that essentially were darts, I retreated into my thoughts. 
 
    Is this how it would be with him? I wondered. Had this Immaculata woman just exposed him for who he really is? At the very moment when I was about to let my guard down? 
 
    It certainly seemed that way, which made my stomach fall a little bit, because I was attracted to Hunter. And on some level, I knew that he was attracted to me. But on what level? Was it just all about sex when it came to him? Because if it was, I was having no part of that. 
 
    I’m closing in on thirty, for God’s sake, I thought. At this point in my life, I need to meet the right man, and not the kind of man who only wants me for an hour or so in his bedroom. My career is literally on the line here, and because of that, I don’t want any part of being with a player. If Hunter has been one in the past, fine. Good for him. We all were young once and most of us have grown up. But if he’s still one now—which it appears he is, given what Immaculata just said right in front of me, with Hunter having to face it all—then that’s a shame, because there is something special about him. But not special enough to interrupt my personal or professional life. Right now, nothing and no one will derail me from my new job at CAA. 
 
    “Julia?” Hunter said. 
 
    I’d been so lost in thought that it was only when I turned to him that I noticed Immaculata was gone. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to hear that,” he said. 
 
    Because what she said is true? 
 
    I wanted to ask, but I didn’t. 
 
    “Your personal life is your own, Hunter,” I said. “It has nothing to do with me. That said, I am sorry she felt the need to confront you like that in such a public space.” 
 
    He was about to speak when an older gentleman called out his name, came up to him, and shook his hand. While they engaged in conversation, I thought again about Immaculata. She had confronted Hunter with rage for a reason, which matched what Harper had said to me when I told her I had no intention of sleeping with him. “That’s the thing,” she’d said. “Neither did some of the other women he’s courted. But they were burned by him, Julia. I know that for a fact because I’ve heard the stories firsthand from women I trust. I’m only speaking out now because seeing you hurt is the last thing I’d ever want.” 
 
    Clearly, Hunter had recently burned Immaculata, because she’d said that she’d been waiting a month to hear from him, despite Hunter’s claim that the last time there were together was a year ago. And then there was that thing she’d said that sounded almost identical to something Hunter had said to me. She’d said that Hunter had “never met another woman like me, and that he wanted to see more of me, because ‘women like me were rare in this city.’” Over dinner at db bistro, Hunter had not only told me that he found me interesting, but that he hadn’t found that many interesting, beautiful, quick-witted women in this city, which was why he wanted to get to know me better. Wasn’t that just another way of saying that I was ‘rare in this city’? It was, and my heart sank because I knew that he likely had fed me a well-honed line. 
 
    And now I have to get through the rest of the night despite all this, I thought. I want to get out of this now, but I can’t. I told Hunter that I’d be his plus-one, and because we have a professional relationship, I’ll keep my word. So, I’ll just keep a smile on my face, I’ll be polite, I’ll try to have a good time, then I’ll get the hell home when the evening’s over and watch an episode of the Barefoot Contessa. No harm, no foul. Onward. 
 
    “Anyways, Grant, this is my date, Julia Jacobs,” I heard Hunter say. “Julia, please meet Grant Spears. He’s one of the producers on my father’s film.” 
 
    “Congratulations, Mr. Spears,” I said to the older gentleman. He had a thick head of silvery-gray hair that matched his eyes. When we moved to shake hands, he kissed the back of mine in a way that was so chivalrous, I wanted to ask if him if he had a date tonight. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “The pleasure is mine, Julia,” he said. “And may I just say to you both, it’s nice to have some young people at one of these events for once. Because I often feel as if I’m visiting a high-end assisted living facility that caters only to the super rich. With so many people talking about their hip replacements or how they’re keeping their cholesterol in check, it can be taxing. I mean, the things I overhear feel almost foreboding to me. ‘You aren’t there yet, Grant, but just you wait!’” 
 
    That made me laugh. 
 
    “I can only imagine,” I said. “For your sanity alone, I hope there never comes a day when they start discussing their colostomy bags.” 
 
    “Don’t think that hasn’t happened,” he said to me in a low voice. “Because in this crowd, Julia? Some of them are now referring to them as ‘their little brown purses’ . . .” 
 
    “Oh, they are not!” I said. 
 
    “Well, maybe not, but it makes for a fun joke, doesn’t it? Now, you two have a wonderful time this evening. And Hunter?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Grant?” Hunter said. 
 
    “Take note of what you have here tonight—a bright, funny, beautiful woman.” 
 
    “I have taken note of that,” Hunter said with unexpected meaning in his voice. “Trust me on that, Grant.” 
 
    “I will,” the man said. “Because that’s exactly what someone like you needs.” And after giving me a little bow, Grant Spears ascended the stairs with a host of others, as I wondered why he’d said ‘because that’s exactly what someone like you needs.’ Did everyone here know that Hunter was a player? 
 
    Seems so! 
 
    “Julia,” Hunter said to me. “About Immaculata.” 
 
    “Hunter,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “I don’t want to hear any of it. I’m here to help you out tonight. That’s all. And because of that, your private life is your own.” 
 
    “I disagree,” he said. “Especially since she lied. Yes, I did sleep with her, but that was over a year ago, and she’s been after me ever since. Please trust me when I say that when The Terrible Teens took off, I left my old life behind.” 
 
    “And what old life is that?” 
 
    “I think you already know from Immaculata and probably from Harper, so why lie? Yes, I had a good time in my twenties. There were years in my life when I had more fun than focus. But now that I’m older—and have absolute focus when it comes to my show—I refuse to screw it up. I rarely date anymore, which is why Abby has become a treasure to me. She and I are seriously just friends. When my show became a hit, I had to grow up fast—and I did. Today, I’m more focused on my career and my future than I ever was.” 
 
    “As am I,” I said. “And I think we can both agree that nothing can get in the way of what we’re seeking. You know—success.” 
 
    “My future isn’t just about my career, Julia.” 
 
    God, he talks a good game . . . 
 
    “Look,” I said. “We probably should go upstairs and see your parents. Because now isn’t the time to talk about this, Hunter—especially with so many people around us. I want tonight to be light and fun, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I do. But when a wrecking ball from my past slams into an evening that I wanted to enjoy with you, I feel that I need to explain myself. I’m not that man anymore.” 
 
    Whether he was or wasn’t, I didn’t care. The risk had just officially become too high. I not only needed to protect my heart, but I also needed to be present at my new job, which meant that I seriously needed to think of Hunter as nothing more than a friend, and nothing like the physical man of my dreams. Spending tonight with him was literally a one-off. And so I just took him warmly by the arm in an effort to defuse any tension between us, and started up the stairs. 
 
    “Harper said that Tootie snipes from the side,” I said to him. “But since I’m with you tonight—and she’s celebrating your father—what should I expect from her?” 
 
    “Why are you shutting down on me?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m just trying my best to move us forward after that mess,” I said. “Be grateful for it. As we agreed, I’m only here as your plus-one tonight.” 
 
    “So, I’ll say it again—is that the only reason you came tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “If you’re expecting something more to happen between us, you need to know that you’re looking at the wrong girl. So, consider me your new Abby. Someone who wants nothing more than the best for you.” 
 
    “Julia—” 
 
    “Hunter, we’re almost at the second floor, which I presume is where the receiving line is. So, please, just answer my question about Tootie. Either she snipes from the side or she doesn’t.” 
 
    “Immaculata just fucked me when it comes to having a chance with you, didn’t she?” he asked. 
 
    When it comes to having a chance with me? Dude, we only met yesterday. Are you serious? If you are, then, yeah, she pretty much confirmed everything I’ve heard about you, and need to know about you. 
 
    Despite my disappointment, I pressed on. 
 
    “Would you please just answer my question about Tootie?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “What gives when it comes to her?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” he said with a frustrated sigh as we ascended the stairs. “You never know what Tootie will pull. She’s an odd woman. She’ll either take to you at once, or she won’t want to have anything to do with you at all. And I apologize if she doesn’t, but if that’s the case and she does come after you, don’t you dare hesitate to give it straight back to her, because in a weird way, I think she kind of gets off on having an exchange of words with other women. Especially women.” 
 
    Harper had said the same thing to me, which I found interesting. 
 
    “As for her husband, Addy, don’t give him a second thought. He’s a true gentleman and, like everyone else, I know that you’ll love him at once and that the feeling will be mutual. Addy is fantastic.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” I said. “Because I need that tonight.” 
 
    “I’m more than Immaculata made me out to be, Julia,” he said as we reached the second floor. 
 
    “Just be yourself, Hunter,” I said dismissively. “Your true self. That’s all that I ask. Because our relationship doesn’t end tonight. It will go forward when Pepper joins the cast of The Terrible Teens. And since the original girls want no part of her, I have a feeling that because Pepper’s mother is a messy alcoholic—which Pepper is trying her best to contain—you and I will be leaning on one another more than we want to if only to see this second season of the show through to its end.” 
 
    “You know what?” he said. 
 
    “Please stop trying to explain yourself, Hunter.” 
 
    “I feel that I need to.” 
 
    “But why? What’s the point? I need you to simply look at me as a friend who happens to be a woman.” 
 
    “But that’s the thing,” he said as we reached the second floor. “I’m not sure that I can.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Hunter!” a beautiful, older, petite woman called out when it was our turn in the receiving line. “Hellohoware, darling? As handsome as ever, I see. Come, come! Give darling Tootie an air kiss on each cheek. You know, so as not to destroy my makeup.” 
 
    As I watched Hunter gently take Tootie by the shoulders and follow through with the air kisses, I studied her. 
 
    She was fiftyish, but her face had been molded and pulled into something that stretched toward fortyish. She had blonde hair that just touched her shoulders, she wore understated jewels at her throat, wrists and fingers, and a pale yellow gown that was to die for. I knew next to nothing about fashion, but in her form-fitting dress, which could betray more mature curves, Tootie Staunton-Miller looked trim and terrific. She also reeked of class and old money. 
 
    When Hunter pulled away from her and Tootie’s calculating gaze swept over me, I almost felt a chill. 
 
    “And who is this?” she asked in surprise. “I thought you’d be bringing Abby with you tonight. Especially since j’adore you with Abby! You know I do, darling—even if she is a single mother and all, as awful as that sounds. Nevertheless, I do like her, and I still think she’s so right for you!” 
 
    “Being a single mother doesn’t define Abby, Tootie,” Hunter said with steel in his voice. 
 
    “Well, of course it doesn’t—it was just an observation, Hunter.” 
 
    “Right. Just so you know, Abby’s child is ill, and since Abby will only ever be my friend, it is my pleasure to bring Julia Jacobs as my date for this evening,” Hunter said, looking at me. “Julia, this is Tootie Staunton-Miller.” 
 
    I smiled warmly at her and extended my hand, which she shook. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” she said with a little titter before she let go of my hand. 
 
    And what the hell was that? I wondered. 
 
    “Julia,” she said, almost to herself. “Julia, Julia, Julia Jacobs. Why can’t I place that name? Hmm. Are you new in town? You must be, since I happen to know absolutely everyone who is anyone in this city, and somehow I’ve yet to see you out and about on the circuit.” 
 
    The circuit? I thought. What in the hell is the circuit? 
 
    “Actually, I’ve lived in the city for the past six years,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “Oh, I think I see,” she said. “You weren’t born in New York City, were you?” 
 
    “No, I was born in Connecticut.” 
 
    When I said that, relief literally washed over her face. “Well, of course you were born in Connecticut!” she said. “And naturally you hail from Greenwich, am I correct?” 
 
    “No, I was born and raised in Hartford.” 
 
    “Hartford?” she said. “I see. Well, at the very least, certainly you have family in Greenwich.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.” 
 
    “I mean, at least that I know of,” I said. 
 
    “Darling, believe me when I say that if you had family in Greenwich, you’d know it. Of that, I’m certain. But let’s move on, because now my curiosity has suddenly spiked when it comes to you. Where did you go to university?” 
 
    “UConn.” 
 
    The moment I said that, Tootie’s face flushed bright red as her lips parted in abject horror and disdain. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” she said as she placed her hand to her throat. “Did you just call me a con at my own party?” 
 
    “No,” I said, suddenly feeling flustered. “You asked where I went to university. I went to the University of Connecticut, otherwise known as UConn.” 
 
    “Oh, well, thank goodness,” Tootie said. “Not for your questionable choice of university, of course, but that you didn’t insult me, because for a moment, I was almost certain that you had. And if you had, well, I don’t know what I would have done. I might have asked Hunter to stay, since tonight is about his father, after all. But I likely would have asked you to leave, Julia.” 
 
    “Tootie,” the tall, distinguished-looking man at her left said. “That’s enough.” 
 
    “Enough of what, Addy? I came to an honest conclusion, I’ve been corrected, everything is settled, and Julia and I are fine. Now, can’t we all just breathe a sigh of relief and move on? What do you do, Julia?” 
 
    “I’m an assistant agent at CAA.” 
 
    “CAA,” she said quizzically. “Does that stand for Curing Alcoholics Anonymously?” 
 
    Seriously, bitch? 
 
    “It stands for the Creative Artists Agency,” I said. 
 
    “Sorry, not following . . .” 
 
    “It’s the largest and most prestigious talent agency in the world,” Hunter said. “Julia’s client was just signed to be on my television show.” 
 
    “Remind me again what that show of yours is called, Hunter.” 
 
    “The Terrible Teens,” he said. “It’s a reality show.” 
 
    “You know,” she said to him with a trace of concern in her voice. “One day, I see greater things for you, Hunter. I really do, even if you were adopted at such a late age. Because of your father’s influence alone, I know in my heart that someday, you will achieve the greatness that he’s achieved. And if not that, it will be something akin to what your mother has achieved as a revered, renowned poet who continues to be lauded, lauded, and lauded again for her stirring body of work. This trying time in your life, of dealing with these terrible teen people—not to mention having to suffer the idea that everyone knows you work in the slums of reality television—shall pass, and you will ascend to bigger and more important projects. You’ll see, because Tootie can already see it for herself.” 
 
    “I actually enjoy my work, Tootie,” Hunter said with a slight warning tone to his voice. “After a lot of hustling, I created my show on my own, it became a hit, and I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished and how things will progress for the show going forward.” 
 
    “As you should be, Hunter,” Addy said. “The industry in which you work is competitive as hell. To get something on television these days is a feat. Good for you, is what I say. As well as congratulations.” 
 
    When Tootie moved to speak, Addy reached out his hand to me, intentionally cutting his wife off short. 
 
    “Addison Miller,” he said as we shook hands. “It’s pleasure to meet you, Julia. And I must say that the gown you’re wearing is certain to be a hit tonight. Tootie and I are happy to have you with us.” 
 
    At that, Tootie cleared her throat in such a corrosive way, it sounded as if she had a cockroach lodged in it. 
 
    Which the bitch probably does. 
 
    “About your gown,” Tootie said to me. “Naturally, I recognized it on sight, and I have to agree with my husband that it is lovely. But if I’m not mistaken, wasn’t it part of Herrera’s collection two years ago?” 
 
    “In fact, it was,” I said. 
 
    “Well,” she said with a small chuckle. “How brave of you, Julia.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I said. “I’m not following.” 
 
    “Oh, you know, to have the guts to wear something that’s two years old—and here of all places.” 
 
    I could feel Hunter literally bristle beside me when she said that. 
 
    “Tootie, Julia looks stunning, regardless of the age of her dress. You should know that my tux is five years old. Beyond that, I’m thrilled to have Julia on my arm tonight, especially when it comes to this evening, which you’ve designed to celebrate my father’s documentary. As you know, that film features women who never could afford the kind of gown Julia is wearing—or yours, for that matter. They could never fathom the kind of wealth you’ve assembled in your home tonight. So, in the spirit of that, I’d like to thank you and Addy again for celebrating my father’s work, and by doing so, understanding that not everyone in this world is as fortunate as the majority of the people you’ve invited here tonight. As you must know, all of my father’s documentaries have a similar theme—they focus on people locked in some dire sort of need, much of which is financial. I hope you haven’t lost sight of that, or that material things are only things—as empty as the air we breathe. Anyway, thank you for having us. And thank you, Addy, for welcoming us. Now, Julia and I will get a drink at the bar, then we’ll find my parents.” 
 
    “Well, goodness,” Tootie said as she placed a hand to her chest. “Your sudden change in tone felt like a flash of lightning, Hunter—and one coupled with a clap of thunder! Unless I’m mistaken, one would think you were angry with me right now.” 
 
    Hunter reached for my hand before he nodded at both of them. “Life is too short for anger, Tootie,” he said to her. “And also for bullshit. Have a good evening.” 
 
    He held tight to my hand in a way that felt oddly protective, and my head started to whirl as he led us into the massive, crowded ballroom, which was milling with the glittering, monied elite. 
 
    And what am I to make of that? I thought as I glanced up at him and saw that his jaw was set tight in anger. He just stood up for me back there. Throughout what has turned out to be a difficult start to the evening, he’s been nothing short of a gentleman. What he’d just said to shut down Tootie was as brazen as it was amazing, and if I’m being honest with myself right now? 
 
    Hunter is confusing me. 
 
    Who is he, I wondered as I looked at him. Especially after our run-in with Immaculata? And then after the way he handled Tootie Staunton-Miller? She’s hosting this evening for his father, but still he was pissed off enough over her treatment of me to shut her down after she tried to shame me. 
 
    This man is nothing short of an enigma, I thought as we stepped deeper into the cavernous room. Despite what Immaculata and Harper said about him, what he just did back there can’t be ignored . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why I hate coming to these kinds of events,” Hunter said to me as we approached the bar. “As usual, Addy was a gentleman and he was kind. And also just as usual, his wife chose to be a bitch and belittle you—and in front of me, no less, the son of the man she’s celebrating tonight. I’ll never understand Tootie, Julia. She pisses me off. I’m sorry she tried to demean you. You deserved none of it.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said. “And I also appreciate what you said to her, Hunter. Thank you. Addy was a gentleman, as were you. I know that because of your father’s cause, you had a delicate line you needed to walk back there with her. But if she didn’t hear you when you thanked Addy alone for welcoming us? That woman has to be stone-cold deaf.” 
 
    “I sure as hell hope she heard it,” he said in anger. “Because I meant it. But that’s over with now. Look, Julia, I don’t know if you’ll give me another chance to have an evening alone with you after the way tonight began, so I just want to enjoy the rest of the evening with you while I can. I want to savor all of it. Can we get past the last thirty minutes? Can I at least get you a martini?” 
 
    He was upset—I could sense it in his words, see it in his expression, feel it in the heat he was giving off. After being ambushed by Immaculata and then by Tootie’s theatrics, I felt bad for him, because they had tried to diminish him in my eyes. And so I did what I always did when I wanted someone to feel better—I turned to humor. Because in my experience? Making someone laugh or smile often saved the damned day. 
 
    “Is that even a question?” I asked. “I mean, come on, Hunter. After Tootie’s little shitshow, how about if you and I share a pail of martinis?” 
 
    “You know what?” he said with a relieved grin on his face. “I can kind of see it now—you and I squirreled away in a corner of this beast of a ballroom sipping away at a pail filled with vodka and vermouth.” 
 
    “I’m sure as hell not above it,” I said. “I’m from Hartford, remember? With no family from Greenwich—the horror! So, please, sign me up!” 
 
    He laughed when I said that, and his laugh was so genuine, it made me smile in return. I hated that I felt I needed to throw up walls between us. I didn’t want to, but I felt that it was the safest choice. 
 
    God, I hope I’m not misreading him, because parts of me really do like him . . . 
 
    Then why don’t you start judging him by his actions and not by the rumors that hound him? Isn’t that how you’d want to be treated? People grow up, Julia. Why don’t you judge him by how he treats you tonight, and go by that? 
 
    Because more than anything, I trust Harper with my soul. She’s never misled me. She only mentioned what she’d heard about him to protect me. 
 
    People change, girl . . . 
 
    And some don’t. 
 
    But others do . . . 
 
    “Good news,” Hunter said as he looked over at the packed bar. “I happen to know one of the bartenders. We work out at the same gym. I think we’re in luck to get served faster than I thought. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be back with our drinks. Will you be OK here alone?” 
 
    “I will be if Tootie and Immaculata don’t have their guns trained on me.” 
 
    “If they do, get my attention. I’ll take them both down—and I mean that.” 
 
    “Well, I do like chivalry,” I said. 
 
    “And I’m filled with it. No olives, right? Just a twist of lemon?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Be right back.” 
 
    As he walked away, I took the opportunity to look around the ballroom. Like the foyer, it was paneled in dark mahogany, the room glowed from the warmth of the ten massive crystal chandeliers that stretched the length of the space, and at the far end of the room, an eighteen-piece orchestra was playing Tales from the Vienna Woods as dozens of couples waltzed. 
 
    After all the press that surrounded his win at the Academy Awards, I knew what Hunter’s father looked like from all the photographs I’d seen of him since his nomination and win, but with so many people shifting this way and that, I was damned if I could spot him in this crowd. There had to be over five hundred people in this room, and more were entering by the second. 
 
    Because I’d been poor for so much of my life, I had to wonder what it had cost the Millers to host an event as elaborate as this. 
 
    I mean, there was the open bar, dozens upon dozens of waiters were swirling around the guests with bright silver trays topped with either flutes of champagne or a myriad of canapés, and there was the orchestra. While I knew that the proceeds earned from tonight would go to support Hunter’s father’s cause, I still had to wonder—especially after meeting Tootie Staunton-Miller in person—whether all of the proceeds would go to that cause. Or whether dear Tootie would take whatever tonight had cost her off the top, and then give Hunter’s father the rest . . . 
 
    Probably the latter, I thought. 
 
    “You’re still alive,” Hunter said when he rejoined me with two gorgeous-looking martinis in his hand. He offered me one, which I gladly took. “So, no collisions with Tootie or Immaculata while I was away?” he asked. 
 
    “Please,” I said to him. “I’ve turned myself into a force field when it comes to those two. You can now officially consider me their kryptonite. I’m untouchable.” 
 
    “You know, I wasn’t joking when I said that you could make it as a comedienne, Julia.” 
 
    I touched my glass to his, and we sipped. 
 
    “Not a gig for me,” I said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Too shy,” I said. “And besides, in this industry? I like to work on the sidelines.” 
 
    “I get that,” he said. “Because I’m the same. But if you ever wanted to do it, I still think you’d kill it.” 
 
    “Are you shy?” I asked. 
 
    “Not in real life. But because of my upbringing, when you put me in a situation such as this? I still can’t help feeling like a fish out of water. I wasn’t born into this world. After being bounced around from home to home for so much of my early life, I’ll never feel as if I belong here. And I shouldn’t. When my parents adopted me, success had already touched them. Sure, a lot of years have passed since then, but as hard as my parents have tried to acclimate me to society, I still feel like a stranger in it. But because of everything my parents have done for me, I feel that at the very least, I need to do the right thing and show up for every event held in their honor. Because that’s the right thing to do. Evenings like this aren’t about me or how uncomfortable I might feel. Instead, they’re about me supporting my parents because they deserve my support. That’s why Abby has been so great over the past year. She’s the kind of friend who will always step up for you—as she would have for me tonight if her son hadn’t become ill.” 
 
    “Have you ever dated her?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he said. “When we first met, the vibe we shared was kind of this instant, long-lost brother-sister kind of thing. Neither of us can explain it, but it is what it is, and we’re as grateful for it as we are for each other. Wait until you see her on set—she’s an incredible producer. Balls of steel. When I can’t get through to those girls? Abby sure as hell can. She’s a total pro.” 
 
    “I’d love to meet her,” I said. 
 
    “You’ll meet her this week,” he said. “Because even if her son is still ill, Abby doesn’t mess around. Her parents live in the city, and she’ll bring in her mother to make sure that her son is cared for so she can be on set when shooting starts. What I can tell you about her is this—there’s no way in hell that she’s going to miss the first day of shooting for season two.” 
 
    “She sounds like an amazing friend,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of friends,” he said. “But the few I have mean the world to me. Abby is one of them.” 
 
    I immediately thought of Sienna when he said that. 
 
    “I totally get that,” I said. “I’d be lost without my best friend, and I know that she feels the same about me.” 
 
    “Kindred spirits,” he said. “Our best friends can get us through anything.” 
 
    I clinked my glass against his again when he said that, and we sipped. 
 
    “We’re lucky to have them, especially in this town,” I said. 
 
    “Right?” he said. 
 
    At that moment, we were interrupted. 
 
    “Oh!” a woman’s voice called out behind us. “Heyzeus Cristo! Look at who it is! Besides me Rudsy, it is the most handsome man in the world!” 
 
    “Is Sophía Vergara here tonight?” I asked Hunter. “Because I’m pretty sure I just heard her voice, and that it was directed at you.” 
 
    “Sophía Vergara?” Hunter said to me with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “You heard her voice, and that’s what she sounded like.” 
 
    He swept the crowd with a glance before a smile broke out on his face. 
 
    “Actually, Epifania is kind of like her,” he said to me. “But only if you took Vergara to the tenth power. Epifania is a good friend of mine, and just so you know, she’s charging like a bull toward us right now. What I can promise you is this—never in your life have you met anyone like her. And I already know that you’re going to love her. Because everybody loves Epifania.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me that I’m not about to meet another Immaculata?” 
 
    “Hell, no. Epifania is a friend. If anything, you’re about to be entertained, and maybe even make a new friend in the process. Because that’s just who she is.” 
 
    “The cookie!” I heard the woman wail at my back. “Epifania came here tonight to celebrate your the papi! But Epifania also came here knowing that she’d see you the here! And just look at you! Such a good son! So, part the seas, the babies, because Epifania coming in for a beeg hug and an even beeger kiss!” 
 
    I turned toward her when she said that, and when I did, I was met with the sight of an impossibly beautiful, voluptuous brunette who wasn’t just stunning, but who was wearing such a saucy, low-cut gown, by herself she offered enough cleavage for the entire room to motorboat. With her arms outstretched, she went straight for Hunter to give him a hug. I watched them kiss each other’s cheek, and as they did, I had to wonder if Epifania had once been another notch in Hunter’s belt? He’d admitted to his past, so it certainly was a possibility. 
 
    And then she surprised me. 
 
    “Who the you?” she said when she turned to me. “Because you are the hotness, the cookie. That gown of yours! Dios mío! Tonight, you are the fleeping and the flopping and the dressing on the topping!” She held out her hand to me, which was covered with diamonds, and I shook it. And when I did? Her grip was firm with meaning, which I liked, because one of the things I hated most was a weak handshake. “I’m Epifania Zapopa!” she said. “Otherwise known by many in this hoitsy to the toitsy crowd as the loose cannon of Park Avenue. But what the hell, right? I kinda like my nickname. It make me sound like a badass boss beech. What your name, my gorgeous chica?” 
 
    “I’m Julia Jacobs,” I said to her. 
 
    “Yulia Yacobs,” she said. And then, almost at once, she shook her head in frustration and started over again. “Yulia—no, just look at that, I screw it up again. Julia Yacobs—no, even that the wrong. Let Epifania try again. Julia Jacobs—is that right, the cookie?” 
 
    “It is,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “You know—your name almost like movie-star name!” 
 
    “I’m no movie star,” I said. “My best friend is, but I’m not.” 
 
    “But you could be,” she said as she turned to Hunter. “Look at her, the Hunter. She so the pretty, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” Hunter said in a way that made me blush. 
 
    “And so the stylish. I mean, her face is beyond the gorgeous, right? And then there’s her pretty hair, and those diamond earrings!” She punched him on the shoulder. “What the hell wrong with you, Hunter! You a producer! Put her in a goddamned movie, for the goodness sake, and watch the bank roll in! You both get super reech!” 
 
    OK, she’s clearly just a friend of Hunter’s, and not another Immaculata. And let’s just thank God for that. 
 
    “Actually, Julia is an assistant agent at CAA,” Hunter said. “A client of hers was just signed to become part of The Terrible Teens.” 
 
    “Oh, the holy to the moly on the rolly in my holey, I love your show!” Epifania said at the top of her lungs, which caused several people to turn our way with exasperated, disapproving glances. “That show of yours is why we become the fast friends when we first met a year ago. All of those spoiled, bickering leetle beeches having at each other over the nothing has consumed my life! I never miss even one show, and whenever I watch it, it like the best dessert ever! Because as you know, the Hunter—and as you should know, the Julia—I was born on a fucking banana leaf, OK? And I’m not joking, because it true. Before mi familia came to America, I was so the dirt to the poor that if you could find a speck of dirt in this room right now? It would probably be a relative of mine. So! Whenever I see the Hunter’s show, I cannot believe what I’m the seeing. Those terrible beeches have no idea how good they have it! When I was their age, I was eating fried grasshoppers, because we so the poor, we had to catch whatever we ate—and thank God those leetle motherfuckers were the everywhere, that’s for the sure, because otherwise we go the hungry. But those girls on that show? The only thing they the have is a major bug up their ass! But even so, Epifania live and the breathe for them. So, I have to ask you, Hunter, because of my addiction to your show, what the hell is wrong with me?” 
 
    When she asked him that, Hunter wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with you, Epifania. Because you’re one of the good ones. You’re another of the reasons I come to these sorts of events. There’s no pretension when it comes to you. You’re as real as they come, and I love you for it.” 
 
    “I love you too, the cookie—but as your friend, Epifania cannot press the wax to her leeps any longer! Because she dying to know the truth! Where is the Abby? I know she just your friend, but now here you are with Julia. Are you finally gonna start the dating again? Because, the papi, it been over a year since you dated anyone. We’ve talked about this, and I know this about you. You took yourself off the market so you could focus on your show, which I get. But now that you’ve settled into your show, please tell me that you and the Julia are a thing, because you are the most beautiful couple in the room tonight, that’s for the fucking sure. I need you to be with her! And not just because she a knockout, but because I like her and I don’t want you to be lonely. If you lonely, that make Epifania the sad!” 
 
    So, there it is, I thought with a sense of relief. Immaculata had been lying, because Epifania and Hunter clearly are close and what she just said matched exactly what Hunter had said to me earlier. He’d slept with Immaculata a year ago—not a month ago, as she’d claimed. And he’d stopped sleeping around with other women to focus on his show, which made perfect sense to me. Just like me now, a year ago Hunter had just brushed against success. And also just like me now, he’d hunkered down and focused on his work so he could build upon that success. So, what am I to make of all of this? And how is Hunter going to respond to Epifania’s question about us being a couple? 
 
    “Let me just say this, Epifania,” Hunter said with a gleam in his eye. “Julia and I only recently met, and tonight is our first time out together for reasons neither of us saw coming.” 
 
    “Oh!” Epifania said in exasperation. “I mean, the jig and the jam, and the fruit on the ham—what that even mean?” 
 
    He explained to her that Abby’s son was sick, and that I’d stepped in for Abby at the last minute so that he wouldn’t have to come here alone. 
 
    “Then it fate!” Epifania said with elation in her voice. “It the gods all the roiling and the toiling and the boiling and the coiling! It like me and my Rudsy,” she said as she turned to me. “Rudsy is my hunky stud of a fiancé, Julia! And since we just talk about the ham, me Rudsy have one major cerdo swinging between his legs!” She showed me the engagement ring on her left hand, and the diamond was so enormous, I just about choked on my martini when I saw it. “We haven’t set a date for the wedding yet, but let me tell you the both, a wedding is the coming! And if you two become an official couple, which Epifania hope you do? Then you both have to come to our wedding together, right?” 
 
    “Epifania,” Hunter said in a low voice. “You know, uh, first time out and all . . .” 
 
    “And here I go again, getting way ahead of myself,” she cried. “That probably why they call me the loose cannon of Park Avenue. I just get into my leetle, beety rocket ship otherwise known as me boca, I strike a match without thinking, I light the fuse, and then words just shoot out like a black cloud of confetti. I sorry if I put the pedal to the metal when it comes to you two, my precious leetle buttercups. But Epifania just see things, OK? Because here what you don’t know, Hunter. Only just the recently, I find out that me Mama Guadalupe has the power of the second sight. I no kidding! And she just told me! Ever since she was child, the poor thing knew her life was going to be totally in the sheet can until I met my first husband, the dead Chuckie, who gave her plenty of money while he alive. And now, because of mi madre, I’m starting to think that I have same power, which, by the way, is the only gift that beech ever gave me, that’s for the fucking sure. Well, that and my beautiful boobies, of course, which my Chuckie wanted to marry most of all before he go belly up on me. Because of my rack, Epifania inherit Chuckie’s five hundred million, and now she the super reech! But whatever! What you need to know is now I’m starting to think that I’ve inherited me Mama Guadalupe’s power of the second sight. I am starting to see things, and what I see for you two is something like a thrill ride! But that’s enough of that! Because Epifania no want to ruin any kind of budding mood!” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Now, look, my precious leetle keety cats, Epifania need to go and find her Rudsy, because she miss him already, and it been way too long since he last had his beeg, beautiful hand on my ass. That man always talk the business when we come to these sorts of parties, which I can’t the stand, but since it make him happy, I let him have his piece of business the here and the there when we the out and the about. But enough time has passed, so Epifania is now free to break things up, reel him in, and have my handsome lover man back in my arms again.” 
 
    Before she left, she stopped short, she looked at me for a long moment, then she suddenly grasped my hand and took me aside before she addressed me directly. 
 
    “Looky, the cookie,” she said in a voice that was probably low for her, but not for those around her. “This none of my business—I know that, but I think it might be best for me to say what’s been the swirling and the twirling in my head ever since I first came over here.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “I sense something about you that is wrong, and it comes down to my Hunter. You hear things about him recently, right?” 
 
    I just stared at her, to which she just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “So, I leave you with this, my leetle doll cake. Yudge Hunter with untainted eyes. Forget the gossip. Base your future decisions on how he treats you going forward, and not on the things that people have tried to tell you about him before tonight, which I sense to be true. He deserve that now—and so do you. OK? OK. I know you going to fight me on that, but try not to do that. Instead, try your best to do just the opposite.” 
 
    Stunned that she’d tapped into my concerns about Hunter, I only nodded at her as this evening continued to become far more confusing, surreal, and complicated than I’d ever imagined. 
 
    After we hugged Epifania and wished her a good night, Hunter and I shot each other a glance before we both polished off our martinis and stood in silence as I tried to absorb everything Epifania had said to me, which Hunter clearly had overheard. 
 
    “Your parents,” I finally said to him. “We should go over and greet them—wherever they are. Have you spotted them yet?” 
 
    “With Epifania running her mouth? Not exactly. But before we go in search of them, may I get you another drink?” 
 
    “Hunter, you can’t get another martini in my hand fast enough.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” he said. “You know, I love Epifania, and I know that she means well, but I really wish she hadn’t said any of that to you.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “She pretty much just endorsed you.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” he said. “I don’t need or want an endorsement from anyone when it comes to you. After our run-in with Immaculata and whatever Harper has said to you about me, I’ve decided that I’m just going to let my actions speak for themselves. Maybe one day you’ll believe what you see in me, Julia, because that’s all I can ask of you. Yes, I have a reputation. It’s dated, it’s real, and it’s out there. It’s likely something I’ll never live down. All I ask is that you see me for the person I am today.” He took my glass from me. “I’ll be back before you know it with two more, and then I’ll introduce you to my parents,” he said. 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet them,” I said, meaning it. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. “Give me a second.” 
 
    And then Hunter walked away from me as my mind—which had already been blown several times tonight—had to consider yet another layer of Hunter’s life. Not just his past—but the man who very well could be done with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    When Hunter returned with our drinks, we touched glasses again, we sipped, and because he was so damned tall, he had no problem spotting his parents almost at once. 
 
    “My parents are just over there,” he said nodding somewhere behind me. “And they’re surrounded by people, not that that should surprise anyone given that tonight is my father’s night. We should go over and say hello to them before the evening becomes even more insane for them. This place is almost at capacity.” 
 
    “You think?” I said, looking around us. “Tonight, I think Tootie has tooted herself straight past the fire code. This place is a madhouse.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope that people are in the mood to open their checkbooks,” he said. “Because I know for a fact that, with a fat check in his hand after tonight, my father would be over the moon if he could help those women in Thailand through his foundation.” 
 
    “I plan on writing a check myself,” I said to him. 
 
    Hunter raised his eyebrows when I said that. 
 
    “You do?” he said in surprise. “Julia, you don’t have to. I didn’t say that to get you to—” 
 
    “Hunter, I know you didn’t say that to encourage me. But I’d still like to offer something, because I would like to support the cause your father has highlighted with his film. I mean, I’ve seen the documentary, which is so gut-wrenching, it opened my eyes to the point that I cried for those women. And while I don’t have the means to match what the people in this crowd can afford, I still can offer something, and you need to know that I’ll be happy to do so.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you.” 
 
    “What’s kind is the spotlight your father’s film has cast on the plight of those women.” 
 
    “I meant it when I said that I can’t wait to introduce you to him,” he said. “And look—there’s a break in the crowd. Let’s go over now,” he said. “I also want you to meet my mother.” 
 
    “Please,” I said. “I can’t wait to meet them.” 
 
    “Take hold of my arm?” he asked. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but this crowd is so thick, I’d rather not lose you in it.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to take your arm,” I said to him. “Because you’re a beast of a man, and this place is insane.” 
 
    “Is that all there is to it?” he asked me with a sly smile. 
 
    To be determined, I thought as I slipped my hand around his arm. 
 
    We went off together through a crowd that was so glittering, it was as if I’d been transplanted into another world. I heard people say hello to Hunter as we sliced our way toward his parents, but thankfully not one of them was Immaculata—or a person even remotely like Immaculata. 
 
    “Hey!” Hunter said as he came up to his father, who was a distinguished-looking gentleman somewhere in his early sixties. Despite his age, he had a thick, full mane of black hair cut stylishly close. He was wearing a fitted, black tuxedo, his eyes were as blue as Hunter’s, and they appeared to be framed by the same thick lashes. I’d seen Robert Steele in many photographs since his win at the Academy Awards, but he was far more handsome in person. He was, in fact, perhaps the person Hunter would become when he reached his father’s age. I knew that made no sense on paper, because they shared no blood between them, yet they still somehow shared a striking resemblance. 
 
    It’s as if they were meant to be father and son, I thought, which warmed my heart. 
 
    Before his father answered, I noticed a gorgeous-looking woman standing at his side, and I knew in my gut that she had to be Hunter’s mother, Helen—and my God, was she ever a knockout. 
 
    She had to be around the same age as Hunter’s father, but she was so youthful-looking. She was wearing a chic, formfitting black gown, her silvery-gray hair was dramatically raked away from her face so it just touched her shoulders with a little flip at the tips, and when she caught my eye, I not only felt kindness reflected back at me, but also a profound sense of poise. Helen Steele was a thin, tiny woman far shorter than the rest of us, but her commanding presence was formidable. To me, she had the kind of confidence that punctuated the space around us—but only in the best of ways, because her energy was as bright as it was positive. 
 
    This is a strong woman, I thought as I admired her. And my God, does she ever look as cool as she does kind . . . 
 
    “Congratulations, Dad,” Hunter said as he shook his father’s hand. 
 
    “Glad you’re here, Hunter,” Robert Steele said as he pulled his son in for a meaningful hug. “Wouldn’t mean nearly as much if you weren’t.” 
 
    “I’d like to second that,” Helen Steele said as she reached out her arms to her son. She held him close while she kissed him on each cheek. “You look dashing, Hunter. Your father and I know that your show starts filming this week—and because of that, we also know that you must be busy—so it means the world to us that you could make time to come tonight.” 
 
    “As if I wouldn’t,” Hunter said. 
 
    “But that’s the thing, Hunter,” his mother said in a soft voice. “Some sons might have found an excuse not to come, but you’ve never been that son. You’ve always put us first, even during those moments in your life when it was difficult to do so.” 
 
    “You mean my career?” he said. 
 
    “Among other things. As for your career, these past two years have been challenging for you,” she said. “In fact, sometimes hell for you. First, you had to fight tooth and nail to get your show on television, which wasn’t easy. But when your show became a hit, you took none of it for granted. Instead, you continued to work nonstop when others might have slacked off. In the industry in which you work, that is the only route to achieving success. Television is beyond competitive, and yet you did it, my darling boy,” she said. “You worked hard, you changed your life, you became super focused, and now you have a hit television show on your hands. Your father and I couldn’t be prouder of you. Both of us are over the moon that the Teens is doing so well.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Mom,” Hunter said. “It’s only because of you and Dad that I’m where I’m at today. Think of the examples you’ve set for me. It’s because of your and Dad’s help, faith, and belief in me that I’ve accomplished anything.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare make your mother cry on a night like tonight,” Helen said. 
 
    “I don’t mean to,” Hunter said. “So, let’s change the subject. Please allow me to introduce to you my date for this evening.” 
 
    Helen looked at me with a smile. 
 
    “Is this the lovely young woman you told us at breakfast that you were bringing because Abby couldn’t come? Is that you, Julia?” 
 
    Before I could answer, Hunter leaped in like a gentleman, clearly wanting to make the introductions himself. 
 
    “It is,” he said. “Mom, this is Julia Jacobs. It’s my pleasure to introduce her to you and Dad tonight.” 
 
    “That gown of yours,” Helen said, after both she and her dashing husband shook my hand. “It’s so beautiful, Julia. Stunning, really. You’re so gorgeous tonight, I think you might be the exclamation point in the room.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, Mrs. Steele,” I said as I blushed. “But to be honest, I’m not so sure about being the—” 
 
    “I am,” she said, cutting me off at once. 
 
    “As am I,” Robert said with a smile. 
 
    “Allow me to be a firm third on that,” Hunter said. 
 
    Oh, my word . . . 
 
    Helen raised a finger at me. 
 
    “Julia, from this point forward, it’s Helen and Robert, OK? Particularly after the way Hunter gushed over you this morning,” she said. 
 
    He gushed over me? 
 
    “Mom,” Hunter warned. 
 
    “Well, you did,” Helen said with a sly smile. “And now, your father and I can see why . . .” 
 
    Robert turned to me, and once again I was struck by just how much Hunter looked like him. The fact that they looked like father and son was kind of surreal to me—but also absolutely endearing, because these three clearly were a tight family. 
 
    After all those years of Hunter being jostled from home to home, somehow the universe must have decided that he was meant for this man and woman, I thought. Because Robert seriously looks like Hunter, and what are the odds of that happening? And how wonderful that it did happen? If looks mean anything, these three truly look like a family to me— 
 
    “Hunter mentioned that you’re an agent at CAA, Julia,” Robert said to me. 
 
    “Freshly minted,” I said with a raised hand. 
 
    “How’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “I was promoted to assistant agent just this week,” I said. 
 
    “Well, good for you,” he said with raised eyebrows. “And at CAA, no less. You must be seriously good to have nailed that promotion, Julia. CAA is the best, and the competition to be an agent there is fierce.” 
 
    “I’m very lucky,” I said. 
 
    “Actually, from what Hunter said about you, it sounds as if the people at CAA are the lucky ones.” 
 
    “Dad,” Hunter warned. 
 
    “Well, it’s true,” his father said. “When you called this morning to tell us about Julia, you were over the moon about her in ways I’ve never heard from you when it comes to meeting a woman. But now I can see why that’s the case, because Julia isn’t just gorgeous, but her career alone means that she must be seriously smart as hell. So, why not acknowledge it? Your mother and I can’t remember when you’ve talked about another woman the way you talked about Julia this morning. Not once, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    What had he said about me? I wondered. 
 
    Whatever it was, you need to pay attention to this moment, girl. Because when it comes to the rents? They go all in when it comes to defending or embracing the person their son or daughter might be smitten with . . . 
 
    “Robert, Hunter doesn’t want us to meddle,” Helen warned. 
 
    “That would be correct,” Hunter said, sounding flustered. 
 
    I felt for Hunter at that moment, because sometimes parents could take things so much further than you wanted them to. But I also had to admit that I was curious about what Hunter had said to them about me. I mean, what woman wouldn’t want to know? To my delight, neither Helen nor Robert could keep their mouths shut. 
 
    “I think we’ve just been chastised,” Robert said to his wife. 
 
    “Perhaps we have,” she said as she placed her hand tentatively on her husband’s shoulder. “But we’ll get through it, won’t we, darling? I’ll always have your back, just as you’ve always had mine.” 
 
    “Which is why I’ve loved you since the day I met you,” Robert said to his wife. The love they shared was so palpable, it was enviable, and it gave me hope that maybe one day, I might be as lucky as they were. At twenty-eight and after too many false starts, was it too late for me to find the right man? I’d been waiting so long to meet him, it certainly was starting to feel that way. But maybe one day the right man would enter my life and become the love of my life. 
 
    Life goals! 
 
    “Anyway,” Helen said. “Let me just end with this, and then we can move on.” 
 
    “How about if we just move on now?” Hunter asked. 
 
    “Because I think it should be noted how enthusiastically you swooned over Julia after sharing only an afternoon and a dinner with her, that’s why.” 
 
    “I did not swoon.” 
 
    “Oh, my dear, it was practically a clarion call. I mean, when was the last time you took the time to call us about someone you were romantically interested in? Allow me to answer that for you. How about never? We had you on speakerphone this morning when you said that Julia would be taking Abby’s place tonight, and what you said about Julia took us both by surprise, because we’ve never heard that tone in your voice.” 
 
    Tone? I thought. What tone? 
 
    “I didn’t have a tone,” Hunter said, clearly embarrassed. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Helen said. And then she simply put her hands on her hips as she looked at her son. “Ever since your show became a hit, you’ve been solely focused on work. There has never been any talk about women, which your father and I understand. Your schedule is grueling, and—because we know you’re driven to make sure your show continues to be a hit—your father and I wondered if there ever might be a special woman in your life. And by that, we meant someone who might unexpectedly knock you off your feet when you least expected it. So, to hear you carry on about Julia this morning made your father and I especially excited to meet her. And now, after meeting her in person? I think each of us understands the enthusiasm we heard in your voice this morning.” 
 
    Well, shit, I thought to myself as I looked up at Hunter and saw that he was blushing. And what am I to make of that? 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    After meeting his parents, Hunter hooked his arm through mine as for the next hour or so we walked through the buzzing, tittering, restless crowd, the lot of them so blue with money, you could almost see their pedigree stamped on the cool demeanor of their Botoxed faces. 
 
    I’d never been around old money before, but now that I was, what I noticed most was how they held themselves—grave expressions, lifted chins, mannered smiles that suggested interest but never excitement. 
 
    Drips of conversation surrounded us as we moved this way and that, and what I overheard from a crowd I considered ridiculously privileged wasn’t what I expected. In fact, what struck me is that the good fortune they shared wasn’t met with any kind of gratitude. Instead, it sounded as if all of these people actually felt burdened by their money. 
 
    I overheard snippets about how difficult it was to find good help, the challenges of dealing with a proper renovation, or how disappointing their last vacation was because the estate they’d rented in France, Italy, and beyond didn’t quite live up to their expectations. 
 
    I actually heard one woman say, “We were promised the best of Provence, but what we got instead was Poorvance. I mean, can you even imagine it—an eighteen-bedroom estate situated on a hundred acres, but with only seven servants to tend to Roger and me? The lack of detail and attention to us practically destroyed our trip. Underscoring it all—our linens were only changed once per day, for goodness’ sake, which meant that naps didn’t matter at all to the staff. Yes, our chef had a Michelin star, which was our sole bright spot on the trip as he was quite good, but our extended stay was marred by too many unbearables, such as the ‘luxury’ soap provided to us in our private bathrooms, which was so harsh, it chafed my skin . . .” 
 
    “Everyone sounds so miserable,” I said quietly to Hunter as we moved in front of the orchestra, where people were dancing. 
 
    “Welcome to society,” he said. “A world in which few things are ever quite right.” 
 
    “I’m glad I have no part in it.” 
 
    “Same here,” he said, pulling me closer to him as the crowd tightened. “There’s a lot to be said for working your ass off and achieving something on your own, as opposed to just having everything handed to you. Think of how empty your life would be if you didn’t have something you were passionate about and willing to fight for.” 
 
    “That’s exactly where I am in my life,” I said. “I worked hard for six years at CAA before I finally got my promotion. And I know that if I’m going to become an associate agent, I’m going to have to focus and hustle for it. Do you feel the same about the second season of your show?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said. “Sure, the first season was a hit, but what if the second season is a flop? What happens to my career then? Because we are guaranteed nothing in this industry, Julia. Not a single thing.” 
 
    “Amen,” I said. 
 
    At that moment, the orchestra started to play “Moon River,” which made my heart skip a beat. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Hunter asked. 
 
    “They’re playing my grandparents’ favorite song. Maybe my grandmother really is here tonight.” 
 
    “First the diamonds, now the song,” he said. 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    “Well, maybe she is here,” he said softly. And then, after glancing over at the orchestra, he offered his hand to me. “Dance with me, Julia?” 
 
    When he asked the question, I knew that I should have deflected, because the very idea of being in his arms rattled me to my core, especially during a party that had tried its best to challenge my opinion of him but ultimately had failed to do so. Despite Harper’s warnings about his past and our earlier clash with Immaculata, after spending time with him tonight—and especially after meeting Epifania and his parents—I sensed that the reputation that haunted him today probably was earned in his past. 
 
    And not a reflection of who he was now. 
 
    People do evolve and change. What I knew about Hunter is that from the moment we’d met, he’d been nothing short of a gentleman to me. Epifania had asked me to look at him as the person he was now. Hunter had asked me to do the same—to simply judge him solely on the person I saw in front of me today. 
 
    And so as taboo and as dangerous as it felt—and with my heart hammering against my chest—I decided to take another chance on him and take his hand. When his fingers closed around mine, he gave me a smile that looked a lot like relief, then he led me out onto the crowded dance floor, where he took me into his arms and our bodies became one as we started to waltz. 
 
    It had been four years since I’d danced with another man—not since Michael. So, as Hunter led me around the floor with my hand buried deep in the valley of his chest, I decided to let myself go—to get the hell out of my head—and to enjoy this dance as if my grandmother had sent it to me as a gift. 
 
    As tall and as muscular as he was, Hunter proved to be a magnificent dancer. He felt the music, he was smooth and quick on his feet, and because I also loved to dance, I found it easy to follow his lead, even when he swept me out at one point—my red dress fanning out around me as a laugh escaped my lips—then swirled me back into his arms with a wicked grin on his face. 
 
    Time and again, whenever I lifted my head to look up at Hunter, I found his gaze so blue and penetrating, the sheer intensity of it made me bow my head until I could muster the courage to look back into those eyes of his again. And each time I did, I could feel that he was as attracted to me as I was to him. It was that palpable, that real, which is why when we left the dance floor, shared another martini, and met a few of his friends—who were just as down-to-earth as he was—I knew by the end of the night what I needed to say to him, and what I had to do for us. What I didn’t know was if he’d see the sense in it and agree with me that it was the best way to go forward if we were going to work together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    When it was time to leave the party, Hunter called ahead for our car. Twenty minutes later, when the driver texted that he was waiting for us at the curbside, we took the stairs to the entryway, and left Tootie’s party behind. 
 
    With his hand pressed firmly against the small of my back, Hunter escorted me out of the building and into the night. When the driver saw us, he immediately stepped out of the limo and opened our door for us. As I swept my dress beneath me and slid inside, I was aware of the long line of limousines lined up behind us to pick up other partygoers, and then I felt a warm rush of evening air drift over my shoulders like a goodbye kiss to what mostly had been a wonderful evening. Particularly the second half of the evening, which had been especially lovely. 
 
    “Home?” Hunter asked me when he sat next to me as the driver closed his door. “Or would you—” 
 
    “Home would be perfect,” I said, before he could ask me if I wanted to have a drink at his place. Or whatever he had in mind. “Early day tomorrow.” 
 
    “I hear you,” he said. “We start shooting in two days, and my crew and I need to be prepared for it. Pepper moves in tomorrow, and God only knows how that will go.” He leaned toward the driver. “We’ll take Ms. Jacobs home, Stephen.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Steele.” 
 
    “About tomorrow,” I said to him. “As Pepper said to you herself, her mother is an alcoholic. Given what I’ve witnessed from her, she’s also an unreliable guardian. If Pepper doesn’t arrive on set on time tomorrow, call me at once and I’ll handle it. In fact, if for any reason you need me on set, don’t hesitate to call me. Because I suspect that more than her mother, I’m going to be the one who’s going to manage her this season. That’s not my job, but she’s my first major client, and I need to be there for her—and also for me—since I need to make sure that everything goes smoothly with this gig.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. “You don’t want Pepper’s and her mother’s behavior to overshadow your new position at CAA.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I admitted. “Pepper has it in her to make the Teens an even bigger hit than it is. But because she comes from a troubled family and is acting out because of it, I have a feeling there are going to be times when she’s going to be a handful on set, and someone is going to need to be there to get her in line when she needs to be spoken to. Since I highly doubt that will be her mother, you’re likely going to need to lean on me.” 
 
    “I’d love to lean on you,” he said. 
 
    “And that’s something else I wanted to talk about before the night is over,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    And here we go . . . 
 
    “Hunter, would it be OK if you and I remained just friends?” 
 
    “Just friends?” he asked. 
 
    “You know, to take the pressure off things. I need to feel relaxed when I’m around you, and not so tightly wound up, because I freely admit that I’m attracted to you. But if we put some boundaries into place right now, we can move forward as professionals during a time in our lives when our careers are on fire and need to be tended to.” 
 
    “Julia, I’m perfectly capable of having a woman in my life and still doing my job,” he said. 
 
    “Then you’re superhuman, because while that might be true for you, I don’t think it’s true for me.” 
 
    “Can the idea of us being ‘just friends’ change at some point?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. If things go well, hopefully. But we only met yesterday, and there’s a solid a chance you won’t even be interested in me six months from now—or even a year. So, who knows? What I’m concerned about is the short term. Because it’s in the short term that I need to nail my job without anyone distracting me from making it in this city.” 
 
    “You see me as a distraction?” 
 
    I placed my hand on his knee and rested my head on his shoulder. “You’d be a serious distraction, Hunter. In the best of ways, but also in ways that I can’t put either of us through right now. Does that make sense? Do you see where I’m coming from? Tell me I’m not being ridiculous right now, because I don’t mean to be. After being with you tonight, it’s just that I know that I could seriously fall for you, which would be great if it didn’t mean that seeing you could sideline me at the very moment I need to be at my professional best.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that you can’t focus on your work and our mutual attraction at once?” 
 
    I shrugged at him. “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “Here’s what I feel,” he said, and then—before I even knew what was happening—he leaned in close and kissed me full on the lips. And for reasons that still confound me, I didn’t even try to resist him, because a massive part of me craved his lips crashing against mine. I felt his tongue slide into my mouth as my body ached for his hands to touch my breasts, but because he continued to be the gentleman he’d been from the start, he didn’t go there. Instead, he placed his hand around the back of my neck as he made certain that this kiss would be a kiss to remember. Which. That. Man. Accomplished. After several moments, we parted from one another, each of us breathless. 
 
    “My God,” I said. 
 
    “Right,” he said. 
 
    “What in the hell was that?” 
 
    “Something I sure as hell haven’t felt before,” he said with feeling, as he brushed the tips of his fingers along the side of my cheek. “Something that cut deep. Something I’m not sure I can explain, but that’s exactly how I’ve been feeling about you ever since we met, Julia. It’s this kind of weird, strange, amazing connection I can’t explain. Am I alone in this? Tell me I’m not. How did that kiss make you feel?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, there was this guy when I was fourteen who kind of took my breath away when he kissed me, but he was my first kiss, so I’m not sure if that even counts . . .” 
 
    “Julia, just so you know, your eyes are starting to cross again,” Hunter said. 
 
    “They are?” 
 
    “They totally are.” 
 
    Why does my body betray me in moments like this? Damn it! 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “Weird habit.” 
 
    “So, now it’s a habit and not a pending sneeze?” 
 
    Totally called out . . . 
 
    “I, uh . . .” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s endearing,” he interrupted. He took my hand in his, then he cocked his head to the side. “Does being your friend really mean just being your friend?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means . . .” I said, perplexed. 
 
    “Real friends have lunch together,” he said. “And dinner. They do things together—you know, like seeing a show or going to a movie. They often talk on the phone, they share their day, they meet up for a drink in one another’s apartment. Sometimes they even go for a walk in the park. Are we going to be friends like that, or are we going to be ‘fake friends,’ which I want no part of, because I don’t do fake.” 
 
    “Sometimes friends greet each other with a kiss . . .” I said. 
 
    “That they do.” 
 
    “I can’t do the kissing stuff right now with you, but the rest I can do.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “My heart says absolutely not, but my head says that if I want you to be part of my life, I have no choice.” 
 
    He grinned at me when I said that. “Listen to me for a moment, OK?” 
 
    “OK . . .” 
 
    “Julia, I understand where you’re coming from. You’ve waited six years for this promotion at CAA. It’s a coveted job. I get it. It’s bigger than big, and I don’t want to distract you from achieving your goals.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said. “But, Hunter, what I really don’t want is for either of us to get hurt. Or to feel as if one of us is leading the other on. I want to be myself around you, with no strings attached. That’s what I want the most, because I never deal in deception. Personally or professionally. 
 
    “Then let’s be friends,” he said with a mischievous glint in his eyes. 
 
    “Friends friends?” I asked. 
 
    “Otherwise known as ‘just friends,’” he said. 
 
    “Just to clarify, you mean friends who don’t kiss, right?” 
 
    “I’m talking friends who try their best not to kiss . . .” 
 
    “Are we really up for that after the kiss we just shared?” I asked. 
 
    As our limousine continued to bullet toward my apartment, Hunter merely shrugged. “To be determined, I guess. But I will promise you this, Julia. As I’ve mentioned to you before, I don’t have a lot of friends, but those who are close to me know that I’m a damned good friend. And that’s what I plan to be to you.” 
 
    And how can I argue with that? I wondered as I studied his serious expression and he squeezed my hand harder. And what the hell have I gotten myself into in the process . . . ? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The next morning, my cell phone startled me awake at a little past five o’clock. I rolled over in bed, picked up the phone off my nightstand, and saw that it was Pepper calling. I answered immediately. 
 
    “Pepper, hi,” I said. “Are you OK? I know you’re moving into the loft today, but it’s so early, I worry. Is anything wrong?” 
 
    “Besides the usual?” she said with an edge to her voice. “You know, like finding my mother once again drunk as shit on the bathroom floor, where I’ve left her for the time being? Everything’s fine, Julia.” 
 
    Concerned, I sat up in bed. 
 
    “Do you need any help with her?” I asked. 
 
    “As in getting her off the floor? No—I do that all the time. I’ve got that shit down to a science.” 
 
    “Then why the call . . . ?” 
 
    “OK, so I’m totally going to go all confessional on you right now.” 
 
    “When I told you that I’m here for you as a friend, I meant what I said. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “This is such bullshit,” she said in frustration. 
 
    “Whatever you need to say remains between you and me, Pepper.” 
 
    “I need that to be true, Julia.” 
 
    “It’s absolutely true.” 
 
    “Fine. Great. I’ll trust you because the way I see it, I’ve got no other choice because I seriously need to confide in someone.” She took a deep breath and let it out all at once. “Ever since I landed a role on Teens, what’s been bothering me is who is going to watch over my mother when I’m not here.” 
 
    “Don’t you have a staff?” I asked. 
 
    “Before my mother started to drink heavily, we actually had a live-in staff. But because she wants to hide what she’s become, she kicked them all to the curb. All we have now is a staff that comes in three times a week to clean. Otherwise, the only people in this rambling apartment are me and my mother.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I said. 
 
    “Well, that’s the case, and that’s why I’m starting to freak out. I didn’t want to say anything to anyone because I thought I could sort this shit out on my own, but now I think that I’m in way over my head. I don’t know what to do when it comes to making sure that she’s taken care of, so I’m calling to see if you have any ideas on how I can keep her safe—and frankly, alive—when I’ll be living somewhere else for the next three months.” 
 
    “Have you talked with your father?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I called him yesterday. And he told me that she’s not his problem anymore. He suggested that I find a way to get her into rehab. I reminded him that I’m a fourteen-year-old girl, not a thirty-year-old woman—and that I don’t even know how to go about getting her into rehab, if she’d even be willing to go. What I do know is that my mother is motivated by money. So? I asked my father if he’d wave a few million dollars in front of her face to get her into rehab. Maybe five million up front, then five million once she’d successfully cleaned her ass up. And do you know what he said to me?” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to know . . .” 
 
    “You don’t, because all he did was laugh. Ten million dollars is nothing to my father, Julia, even if it could mean saving my mother’s life. When I told him that things were getting worse with her, I thought at the very least he’d help me help her if I reached out to him, but no fucking way. He said that he’d ‘never give that bitch another dime,’ and that she could go to hell as far as he was concerned. Then he said that I’d always been a resourceful kind of girl, and that he believed in me to figure all of this out on my own. But I can’t, Julia. So, I’m calling you to see if you have any ideas.” 
 
    “Do you have any family in the city?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. My mother’s sister, Pauline, lives here.” 
 
    “Are they close?” 
 
    “They used to be, but when my mother turned into a drunk and started pushing everyone close to her out of her life, they pretty much lost touch.” 
 
    “Does she love your mother?” 
 
    “They used to be best friends!” 
 
    “Here’s what I know about families, Pepper,” I said. “Sometimes, if there is a dire situation at hand, they will step up their game because of the relationship they once had with a family member. Does Pauline know how bad things have gotten with your mother?” 
 
    “It’s been so long since they’ve talked, she doesn’t know that it’s gotten this bad, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Then reach out to her. Call her now and ask her to come over as soon as possible. Talk with her first, let her know what she’s about to walk into, and then tell her why you’re afraid for your mother, especially since starting today, you’ll be out of the apartment for the next three months.” 
 
    “See?” Pepper said. “I never even thought of that. That’s why I called you—thank you.” 
 
    “I think your aunt needs to see your mother at her worst, Pepper. Is your mother still in the bathroom?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s still sleeping it off. I couldn’t get her up this morning.” 
 
    “Call Pauline now, tell her everything, and allow her to see Savannah as she is now. Do not touch your mother, even if she is lying in her own vomit. I know that sounds cruel, but I think that’s your best bet when it comes to Pauline. She needs to see her sister for herself so she’ll agree to intervene while you’re away.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Pepper said with a tremor in her voice. “Thank you, Julia.” 
 
    “Now, listen to me,” I said. “Are you packed? You need to be at the house by noon.” 
 
    “I’m packed, but I can’t leave my mother this way.” 
 
    “Do you need my help?” 
 
    “With moving?” 
 
    “With anything.” 
 
    “Let me call my aunt,” she said. “If she agrees to come over, I’ll text you. And then maybe you can come here by ten or so, and help me get my head on straight while we drive over to the house. Because, Julia, despite all of this bullshit with my mother, I need to bring my A game when I walk through those doors, because those bitches are going to be waiting for me.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for your text,” I said to her. “I’ll jump into the shower now. In the meantime, call Pauline, get her over there, and we’ll see where this leads.” 
 
    “OK,” she said. “I’ll text you as soon as I know whether she’s coming over. But what if she doesn’t?” 
 
    “Text me either way. We’ll figure this out, Pepper. Even if I need to speak to your mother or Pauline myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shot out of bed. 
 
    I showered, got dressed, and pulled myself together. After that, I had a cup of coffee, and then I spoke on the phone with Harper, who gave me some helpful insights into how to deal with Savannah should I need to confront her on Pepper’s behalf. 
 
    I hadn’t signed up for any of this, but Harper and I both agreed that if Pepper needed me right now, I had to be there for her. 
 
    Which I wanted to be, because I felt for that girl. 
 
    From what I could tell, Pepper’s hostility and aggression was born out of suffering through the throes of her parents’ horrific divorce. It likely also was due to the lack of love they had showed her throughout those difficult years. 
 
    When Pepper and I talked this morning, I could hear beneath the steel in her voice that at her core, she was a child who was hurt and afraid, and not simply the spoiled, bitter beauty I’d first come to know. 
 
    She was only fourteen years old, and I knew that her competitiveness was her trying to make a name for herself to overcompensate for being dealt a raw hand when it came to her screwed-up parents. 
 
    No amount of money or fame would ever mend Pepper’s broken heart, and even though I knew for a fact that she wanted the former more than the latter, I also had to wonder how long it would take for her to understand that neither money nor fame would ever make her feel fulfilled as a human being. Because when it comes to fame and fortune? In this industry, those are never the answers to anything but paying your rent. 
 
    I was just beginning my second cup of coffee when my phone dinged. I reached for it on the kitchen counter, saw that it was a text from Pepper, and read it with bated breath. 
 
      
 
    Pepper: My aunt came right away, and she’s here now. 
 
      
 
    Me: Are you OK? 
 
      
 
    Pepper: I’ve been better. But my mother is off the bathroom floor, she’s in her bed, and my aunt is letting her have it. 
 
      
 
    Me: Does your aunt understand the gravity of the situation? 
 
      
 
    Pepper: Julia, she saw my mother curled up on the bathroom floor, so if that doesn’t tell her everything she needs to know, bitch is blind. 
 
      
 
    Me: How can I help? 
 
      
 
    Pepper: My aunt promised me that she’d find a way to take care of my mother while I’m gone. I believe her, because that’s just who she is. She’s a good person. 
 
      
 
    Me: What do you need from me now? 
 
      
 
    Pepper: Can you come here at eleven? Obvi, our driver is prepared to get me to the house at noon. But as I said earlier, I need to be on point when I step foot into that house, because those bitches are going to be eager to slay me. That’s not going to happen. And since you appear to be sane, I need to be around sane people right now. Catch my drift? 
 
      
 
    Me: Got it. I’ll be there at eleven. 
 
      
 
    Pepper: Loves it. And thank you, Julia. I really mean that. Yes, your makeup skills are shit, but since your heart is clearly made of gold, I’m going to do you a solid and give you a free makeover on the drive over. So wash your face and make sure that you have nothing on it when you arrive, because Pepper’s about to have at it! 
 
      
 
    Me: OMG! 
 
      
 
    Pepper: You should be excited, because I’m going to turn you into a siren! Because after this morning? You and I both need to own today. See you soon, lovecat. 
 
      
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    I checked my watch and saw that eleven o’clock was only an hour away—and I’d already applied a full face of makeup for the day. But since I believed in Pepper’s skills when it came to applying makeup, I went into my master bathroom, washed the makeup off my face, then I looked up at my reflection in horror after everything had been scrubbed off. I mean, I’d applied my makeup to be “Hunter ready.” But now that Pepper was going to have at me, I couldn’t help but be concerned. 
 
    What in the hell is she going to turn me into? I thought. 
 
    A siren . . . 
 
    What does that even mean? A hooker? 
 
    It wasn’t long before I knew . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Girl, you are so pale, you look like a goddamned snowflake,” Pepper said when she exited the apartment she shared with her mother. “I mean, are you even eating properly? Taking vitamins? You should be doing both, because you look as if you’re about to faint.” 
 
    “You told me to wash my face,” I said as I stepped out of the taxi and moved toward her on the sidewalk. As she came up to me, I hugged her. 
 
    “I did, but I sure as hell wasn’t expecting to see a ghost,” she said with a smile as she kissed me on both cheeks. “But just like you had my back this morning, I totes got your back when it comes to beating your mug. You’re pale because you’re a blonde. But just you wait, because you don’t even know what I can do for you!” 
 
    “How are you?” I asked her in a low voice, as her massive suite of Louis Vuitton luggage was wheeled from the building and lifted into the trunk of the stretch limousine parked at the curbside. 
 
    “Ready to get the hell out of here,” she said. “That’s for fucking sure.” 
 
    “Pauline is still with your mother?” 
 
    “She is, but I don’t want to get into that. In fact, I can’t even talk about it after this morning, because things are getting worse—and all of it just worries and upsets me. I’m sorry that I pulled you into my sorry mess of a life this morning, Julia, but my aunt is one of the good ones, and I know that while I’m gone, she’ll see to my mother. So? Because of that? Can we please just move forward?” 
 
    “Of course we can,” I said. “But even so, if you need me, I’m here for you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now, get in the damned car,” she said in a voice straining to sound light. “Because I need to start baking your face sooner rather than later. You’re a pretty girl, Julia, but I’m about to turn you into a knockout. And the more time I have to work on that mug of yours? The better.” 
 
    “Getting in the car,” I said. 
 
    “Right behind you, girl.” 
 
    When we were in the back of the limousine, I saw at once that Pepper wasn’t joking when it came to going all in with my makeup. She pulled her Prada handbag off her shoulder and opened it wide so I could see its contents—and everything in it was product. 
 
    “My God,” I said as the limousine pulled into traffic. “You’re like a personal Sephora.” 
 
    “I mean, obvi . . .” she said with a flip of her hair. 
 
    “You need all of that to put on your face?” 
 
    “Is that even a question?” 
 
    “But your face looks so natural,” I said. 
 
    “I’m totes down with that compliment,” she said. 
 
    “Everything in your bag holds secrets my mother never told me,” I said. 
 
    “As if that’s an excuse,” she said with a smirk. “I mean, come on, Julia! You’ve lived in the city for years—and you work at CAA for God’s sake. How in the hell have you missed the cosmetic gene?” 
 
    “I don’t know?” I said with a shrug. “I thought I was doing OK.” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t. But that’s fine! As millions have learned from my makeup tutorials on YouTube, you are about to be enlightened! Because this bitch,” she said as she tapped a finger against her chest. “She’s spilling the tea today. You’re about to get a master class in how to apply makeup.” 
 
    “Please, enlighten me,” I said. “What have I been doing wrong?” 
 
    “Just about everything? So, before I start, I need to know the mood you want to work today. Professional? Professional with a bit of sex tossed in? The siren I talked about earlier? Or full-on slut?” 
 
    “I think we both know that the latter is out. But professional with a bit of sex tossed in? I could get into that, especially since the show you’re about to be on kind of represents that.” 
 
    “Done,” she said as she dug into her bag. “Let’s do this shit. I’ll do a fresh face, a smoky eye, a pouty lip, and highlights, sheen, and glamour galore!” 
 
    “How do you even know how to do any of those things at your age?” 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe because I started doing this shit when I was, like, nine? When my parents’ marriage started to go to shit, I pretty much just stayed in my bedroom and learned how to do makeup. It was my way of escaping their escalating, ugly drama.” 
 
    Did she want me to engage her when it came to that? On the sidewalk, she’d pretty much said the opposite. So, I simply offered my face to her. “Have at it, my golden child.” 
 
    “Julia, you slay me.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that I dig your vibe,” she said. “You’re funny—and, oh honey, do I need funny in my life right now.” 
 
    “Pepper, if you need to talk about anything, I’m here for you. I’m happy to listen to anything that’s concerning you.” 
 
    “What I need to talk about is making you look gorge, and maybe enjoying some dishy girl talk so that my head is in the right space before we arrive. I need to be at my best before I walk through those doors, Julia. We both know that. So, when it comes to doing your makeup? That’s kind of like meditation to me. And, my God! How it will help me forget my shitty morning with my mother. So! Chin up, because I’m about to turn you into a woman that—oh, I don’t know—Hunter will never forget.” 
 
    Stunned, I just looked at her. 
 
    “Sorry?” I said to her. 
 
    “Oh, girl, please. Hunter is totally hot, and we both know it. And by the way, just so you know? You were far from subtle when you checked out that massive package of his the day we first met. Not that I can blame you, because that man is seriously hung. I mean, seeing that monster of his swinging this way and that in those tight Levis also pretty much did me in.” 
 
    “Pepper,” I said. “Hunter and I are just two professionals working hard to make sure you join the Teens seamlessly. That’s all there is to it. Sure, he’s a good-looking man, but men like him are a dime a dozen when it comes to this city.” 
 
    She sprayed my face with some sort of tonic before she started to dab foundation on my cheeks, forehead, and neck with a rounded sponge. 
 
    “If that’s the case, then why did you go out on a date with him last night?” 
 
    “Excuse me . . . ?” 
 
    “Julia, come on! I’m a pop culture junkie. Before the drama with my mama this morning, I saw both of you on some of my favorite blogs, posing for the paps at this big shindig held for his father last night.” She clocked me with a glance—and then she served me with a knowing wink. “And good on you, cookie, because I have mad respect for you if you hooked that particular python.” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I said. 
 
    “Pepper might be thinking otherwise . . .” she singsonged. 
 
    “No, you need to know why I even agreed to be there for him last night.” 
 
    “Julia, I could give a shit about your private life, OK? All I’m saying is that if you managed to catch his eye with your shameful makeup and wearing a two-year-old gown? Brava, honey! But now, if you’ll allow me to teach you the ways of makeup magic? Shit, I’ll have you two married within a month. Or preggers with his baby by the end of the year. I guess we’ll have to wait and see about that. Now, shut your mouth tight, don’t say another word, and lift your head for me, because before we know it, we’ll be pulling up to the house, and this bitch needs to blend your makeup so you don’t look like a damned fool.” 
 
    Incredulous, and not wanting to say another word to her about my time with Hunter last night, I did what I was told. I listened as Pepper walked me through every single step of the makeup routine she said would best suit me if I followed her rules, and even though I retained everything she had to say about contouring and the like, my gut still felt as if it had been punched. 
 
    Yes, Hunter and I had been photographed by the paparazzi. But because we worked behind the camera—and not in front of it—I never believed for one moment that those photos would be sent out to the masses. 
 
    But they had. 
 
    Our ‘date’ had been documented. 
 
    And what would that mean for us going forward? 
 
    “So, anyway, now that I’m about to do your eyes, just how hot do you want to look for Hunter today?” 
 
    Fuck my life . . . 
 
    “I, uh, well . . .” 
 
    “Got it, girl,” Pepper interrupted. “Professional, yes, but also so smoking hot, he’s totally going to want to take you into his office and bend you over his desk.” 
 
    “Pepper!” I said. 
 
    “Whatevs, Jules. The jig is up. And when he sees you after I’m finished with you? His cock will be up, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Just before we arrived in SoHo at the corner of Prince and 565 Broadway, where The Terrible Teens would be shot in its luxurious loft, Pepper removed a hand mirror from her bag and gave it to me. With a sense of trepidation, I looked into the mirror to see what she’d done to me. And when I did? I saw how seriously gifted she was. Truth be told, I was floored. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I said as I looked this way and that in the mirror. “Pepper, what have you done to me? I’ve never looked this good—as in never.” 
 
    “You can thank the years of hard work I put into learning my craft while hiding from my deadbeat parents in my bedroom,” she said to me with a wry smile. “Do you really like it? I mean, I’ve given you a seriously bold red lip, and I’ve put just enough gloss on those lips so they look perfectly pouty in ways that don’t say ‘prostitute.’ And then there are your eyes, which I enhanced with just enough smoke for day—but not for evening, which is something altogether more dramatic. To boost your professional career, what I tried to create for you is what you’ve become with your new job at CAA—a powerful woman who must look powerful. Someone who is never to be dismissed. I know that you’re new to being an agent, but if you’re going to own that title when it comes to representing CAA? Honey, as far as I’m concerned, this is your new look, because people will start to notice you even more than they already have if you carry on with it. Your new mantra needs to be this—makeup is power, because that’s the damned truth. Looking your best and your boldest will change your life. I came up with this look for you because it says that you’re a strong, confident, sexy woman who needs to be taken seriously. Do you think I captured that for you?” 
 
    “Pepper, I don’t know what to say. I mean, the time and thought you’ve put into this look is apparent. Where have you been my entire life?” 
 
    “Your entire life?” she said with a smirk. “Probably just a twinkle in my father’s eye. But I’m here for you now—and if you need me to remind you about any part of what I did here today, all you need to do is give me a call and I’ll walk you through the application process, OK?” 
 
    “I’m going to be calling you so often you’re going to get sick of me.” 
 
    “Look, Julia, when it comes to my mother, you did me a solid today—and trust me, I’m well aware of that. So, you call me whenever you need to hear the tricks of the makeup trade, OK? We’ll walk through the steps together, and before you know it? You’ll have this shit mastered in no time. Because when it comes to makeup? Honey, it’s not that difficult. You just need to know how to do it properly. As I coach you going forward, makeup is going to change your damned life.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” I said as I reached over to give her a hug. 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re happy with it,” she said as she hugged me back. 
 
    “I love it, and you nailed it. I look absolutely professional, but with a punch of color and a bit of drama.” 
 
    “And a bit of sex thrown in . . .” 
 
    “Maybe some of that, too . . .” I admitted. 
 
    “Because of Hunter…?” 
 
    “Pepper . . .” 
 
    “Well, it’s true,” she said as the limousine rolled to a stop as we arrived at the building. “Because in a few minutes, you are about to see him again, and we need to knock that man off his feet.” 
 
    “Pepper, I’m telling you that it’s not like that between me and him.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers over her head and gave me a dismissive look before she tossed her long brown hair over her shoulders. “The lies,” she said. “But I get it, girl. All of this is new and fresh when it comes to you two. Neither of you wants to go public with any kind of mutual attraction because it’s still too early for that. But when you and I first met with him? Please. Even a blind person in the room could have sensed or smelled the kind of sparks that were blowing up between you two—even if they hadn’t been in the room with us. I mean, come on, Julia! I felt it myself!” 
 
    “Can we please just forget Hunter?” I asked. 
 
    “I can,” she said. “But the question is whether you can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t judge me by the sheer amount of luggage I’ve brought with me,” Pepper said as we exited the limousine together. 
 
    “Why would I?” I asked. “You’re here for three straight months. To keep looking your best, you’re going to need a shitload of clothes.” 
 
    “I mean, right?” 
 
    “It’s noon,” I said as I glanced at my watch. “Let’s go inside while your driver brings up your luggage. Because in this business? No pro shows up late.” 
 
    “Let’s do this shit,” Pepper said with ice in her voice. “The other girls have already moved in, and I have no idea who I’m going to be rooming with. If it’s Lexi, I swear to God, I might cut her throat in her sleep.” 
 
    “Here’s my advice to you,” I said as we entered the building. “Save the drama for when the cameras are rolling. Don’t waste your energy otherwise. Because the producers are going to want to catch you girls acting out on camera—not off. They will be seriously pissed if they miss out on an opportunity for even a trace of drama.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said. “But trust me, Julia, I’ve watched so many of these shows—particularly this show—I know exactly how to play the game.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, as we stepped out of the elevator onto the second floor. “Now, get your game face on, because we’re about to step inside.” 
 
    “Bring it,” she said. “But before you do, let me fuss with your hair a bit.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” I asked, as she fluffed my hair around my shoulders. 
 
    “Nothing much, because I have to say that whoever is styling your hair is on point. I just think that while I was applying your makeup, I kind of disturbed it a bit. But now, it’s perfect.” 
 
    “How about my outfit?” I asked. 
 
    “Red always suits a blonde, thus the reason I went for red when it came to your lips. I actually love the red suit you’re wearing, even if you did buy it off the rack. It looks as if it’s been fitted to you. Was it?” 
 
    “Yeah, not so much.” 
 
    “Lack of money, and all that?” 
 
    “You could call it that . . .” 
 
    “Whatever the case, it works. You totally are serving it today. I think you’re looking like a ten right now. I mean, just look at your tits,” she said. “Hoisted up with the right kind of bra and ready to be motorboated. Hunter’s going to drool when he sets his eyes on you.” 
 
    “Pepper!” 
 
    When I rapped on the door, it wasn’t opened by the woman who’d greeted us the last time we were here. Instead, it was Hunter himself who opened the door, which I knew wasn’t a coincidence. After last night, was he as eager to see me as I was to see him? 
 
    Looks that way! 
 
    What I noticed first were those damned blue eyes of his, and how they twinkled in delight when he saw me. After the kiss we’d shared last night, it was all I could do not to melt into them—or throw myself at him. Instead, we simply shook hands like professionals and said hello to one another—even as Pepper clucked her tongue in disgust behind me. As I looked at Hunter, I couldn’t help but notice that he was wearing another revealing pair of Levis that left little to the imagination, and a white T-shirt that clung to his muscular frame in ways that were simply unfair . . . 
 
    “Julia, it’s good to see you,” he said in a voice that was deeper than deep. “Thanks for bringing Pepper today.” He looked at Pepper. “Welcome to your new home for the next three months, Pepper. I’m really glad that you’re here.” 
 
    When he extended his hand to her, Pepper shook it politely and smiled genuinely at him. “I’m really excited to be here, Mr. Steele. Do you know who I’ll be rooming with?” 
 
    “We decided to place you with Lexi . . .” he said tentatively. 
 
    “For the fireworks?” Pepper asked without breaking a sweat. 
 
    “Well, the show is called The Terrible Teens for a reason . . .” Hunter said. 
 
    “And you’re expecting a major bang for your buck,” Pepper said reasonably. “I totes get that since I’m the highest-paid person on the show, and you want a return on your investment. While I’m not sure that Lexi can hold a candle to the kind of poison and shade I can serve, we both have a job to do, and at the very least, I don’t think you’ll be disappointed in my performance, Mr. Steele.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? I mean, come on! We are talking about me rooming with Lexi here.” She giggled. “Hopefully, she’ll dare to appear on camera with me. If things go sideways when it comes to us, let’s just hope that she has the wherewithal to come up with the necessary theatrics while the cameras are still trained on her, because that shit is going to be ratings gold.” 
 
    “Please call me Hunter, OK?” 
 
    “Hunter it is.” 
 
    “Pepper’s driver should be on the way with her bags,” I said to Hunter. 
 
    “One of the assistants will bring them to her room when he arrives,” Hunter said. Then he looked at Pepper. “Please come inside. Pepper, this is your new home. I want you to feel comfortable here. Have you eaten? Because catering has gone all out, and the girls are eating in the kitchen. Come and have a bite. And let’s see what happens on your first day here.” 
 
    “Will the cameras be rolling?” Pepper asked him. 
 
    “Actually, they’re already rolling,” Hunter said. He turned to nod over his shoulder, and that’s when Pepper and I both saw that her job already had begun, because a tall man with a camera slung over his shoulder was taping us as we spoke. 
 
    “Reality TV,” Pepper said with a smile. “I live for it. And now I get to be part of it. So! Take me to the girls and let the reality begin! But Hunter, I need to ask you this first. My seventy-five million followers on social media are living for a photo of my first day here. Can I take a photo or ten when we first see the girls?” 
 
    “We’re hoping you will,” Hunter said. 
 
    “And look at me,” Pepper said as she pulled her phone out of her purse. “Already ready to be all kinds of terrible!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hunties!” Pepper said when we entered the unusually large and sleek kitchen. In the middle of it was a massive granite island covered with all sorts of sandwiches, salads, potato chips, a few pasta dishes, bottles of water, and several diet sodas at the ready. All of Pepper’s six roommates were cramming their mouths full of something, and a horrified ripple swept through all of them when Pepper started to take photographs of them with her iPhone. 
 
    “Look at all of you eating like a bunch of pigs,” she said. “I’m going to hashtag these photos #toofatforasummerbody #beachedwhales #lastdaybeforelipo.” 
 
    Snap, snap, snap! 
 
    “Done and done,” Pepper said when she looked up from her phone. “Just imagine what my millions of followers are going to be thinking of you now.” 
 
    Since I knew the girls from watching the show, I also knew their names. 
 
    “Oh, no you didn’t,” Clove said as she tried to wipe her mouth with a napkin while Pepper trained her phone on the mayo smeared across Clove’s mouth. 
 
    “Clove,” Pepper said. “As the only dark-skinned girl in the group, the photos I just took of you are going to look as if you just took a gallon of cum down your throat. Because just so you know, you have mayo all over your lips, and I’m going to hashtag those photos as #bukkakegirlgonewild.” 
 
    “Bukkake?” Clove said as she wiped her mouth. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “As if you don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t!” 
 
    “Well, then, look it up, sugar,” Pepper said. “But let’s just say that it’s probably how your whore of a mother landed that rich man of hers. Trust me, girl—your sorry-ass mother only got that man because she knows all about the glug, glug, glug.” 
 
    “Girl, I will beat your ass if you post that shit.” 
 
    “Please,” Pepper said as she glanced at her phone and pressed a few buttons. “I just posted it.” 
 
    “She’s posted all of it!” Lexi Reynolds shrilled when she looked at her phone and checked Pepper’s social media feeds. “And people are already commenting. They’re saying that I look like a pig! What? Just because I’m having a sandwich?” 
 
    All at the same time, the other girls grabbed their phones and checked Pepper’s feeds with equal horror. 
 
    “Take it down, Pepper,” Lexi said as she moved aggressively toward her. 
 
    “Ha!” Pepper said. “Sweetie, honey, here’s what you need to know—there are reasons why I’m part of this season. Beyond my formidable fame, I was paid more than all of you combined because of my massive social media following and because I promised Hunter and the network that I’d chronicle everything on my feeds to generate interest in the second season. And as you just saw, my social media commentary on the Teens begins today. So, back off, bitches, because this girl has been given permission to slay, which I plan to do to anyone who comes my way.” 
 
    “You were given permission to do none of that!” Lexi shouted at her. 
 
    “Hunter?” Pepper said as she coolly looked over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “Pepper’s correct,” Hunter said to the group. 
 
    “On what?” Lexi demanded. 
 
    “On all of it, Lexi. Teens had a good first season, but with the right kind of marketing, we can do better. It’s in all of our best interests to use Pepper’s social media following—which is off the charts—to generate buzz around season two. Going forward, she’ll be doing just that. As of today, all of you have been put on notice.” 
 
    “Are we still allowed to post to our own followers?” Lexi asked him. 
 
    “Of course you are,” Hunter said. “Social media is powerful, and we want your fans to be eager for the next season.” 
 
    “Ladies, phones at the ready!” Lexi said. “Because this bitch is coming in!” 
 
    Before Hunter, Pepper, or I could react, Lexi turned into a bolt of lightning. In a feverish blur, she charged toward Pepper, and as she came at her, I watched in horror as she scooped up a large pile of spaghetti in one hand from one of the bowls on the table—then hurled it straight into Pepper’s face. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I said to Hunter. 
 
    “And so it begins,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Pepper!” I said. 
 
    “Girl, no worries. I’ve so got this,” she said casually. 
 
    As the six girls started to photograph Pepper while she swiped the sauce and the spaghetti off her face, she already had doubled over with laughter, and I knew why. Pepper was as smart as she was savvy. These girls were going to try to humiliate her on their social media accounts, but if all they could capture was Pepper laughing throughout all of it, the sting of what Lexi had just done to her would hardly say to the world that Pepper had just been humiliated. Instead, it would say that she was in on the joke and having fun in what looked like nothing more than a food fight. 
 
    “Phones down, ladies,” Hunter said as he handed Pepper a kitchen towel. “Turn them off—now.” 
 
    At the steel in his voice, all of them—including Pepper—gave him a quick glance before they followed through. 
 
    “Here’s what’s going to happen now,” he said to them. “First, Lexi is going to clean up the mess she made. She’s the one who chose to sling the spaghetti, and she’s going to be the one who wipes the kitchen clean.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Got me on that, Lexi?” 
 
    “How is that even fair?” she shouted at him. 
 
    “First of all,” Hunter said to her. “Never raise your voice to me like that. Understood?” 
 
    “I guess,” she said with a flip of her pretty, raven-colored hair. 
 
    “No,” Hunter pressed. “Either you understand me or you don’t, Lexi. Which is it? Because I’m here to tell you that if you don’t respect me, I will cancel your contract now, I will remove you from the show, and I will move forward without you. That’s true for all of you—even Pepper. Obviously, we want you to feel free to be the terrible teens, but when it comes to what happens behind the scenes? None of you will disrespect me, ever. You will fall in line when I give you direction. Got that?” 
 
    “Oh,” Lexi said, her face suddenly softening. “Well! I mean, I’m sorry, Hunter. And while of course I understand your position, you have to admit that Pepper’s the one who started this bullshit. I mean, why do I have to clean up this mess alone? Shouldn’t everyone help?” 
 
    “Why should they?” Hunter said. “You’re the one who took things too far, and you alone are going to be responsible for making this kitchen shine. None of the other girls participated in what you did to Pepper—who, by the way, handled your behavior like a champ.” 
 
    “Like a champ?” Lexi scoffed. “Hunter, she has spaghetti dripping off her face!” 
 
    “Yes, she does. But Pepper totally played you, Lexi. While all of you were taking photos of her, Pepper was laughing through it all. And why do you think she chose to do so?” He shrugged at her. “It’s simple, isn’t it? It’s because Pepper knew that if she looked angry or shocked by what you had just done to her, all of your fans would now be saying that she’s the one who just got played. But she didn’t, did she? By acting cool under pressure, Pepper made it look to the world as if she was in on the joke—and that has stolen everyone’s thunder. So, here’s my best advice to all of you—take note of how well Pepper turned the tables on Lexi. Study it. If you don’t, good luck to you when it comes to season two. Because I’m here to tell all of you that you’re going to have to be quick on your feet when it comes to Pepper. She’s that smart, she’s that cunning, she’s that good.” 
 
    “Hunter’s right,” Pepper said as she did her best to clean the sauce and spaghetti off her face, hair, and clothing. “I mean, there’s a reason I’m making two and a half million this season, bitches.” 
 
    Oh, shit, I thought. 
 
    “She’s making what?” Lexi said. “How can that be? I’m the star of this fucking show!” 
 
    “Excuse me, girl?” Jinx said. “Who said that you’re the star?” 
 
    “I mean, right?” Celina said. “Who propped the tiara on your head, Lexi?” 
 
    “Talk to my social media following, bitches,” she said. “None of you even come close to what I’ve achieved.” 
 
    While Livia and Angelina joined the chorus of those arguing about who was the star of the Teens, Hunter stopped them with a clap his hands. 
 
    “That’s enough,” he said. “Now, besides Lexi—who has a kitchen to clean—all of you girls need to go to your rooms and get ready for the shoot we have planned for the end of the day.” 
 
    Surprised, I just looked at him. 
 
    “What shoot is that?” I asked him. 
 
    “I was going to tell you and Pepper sooner, but then this happened,” he said to me. “The brass called before you and Pepper arrived. Today, we need to film the show’s introduction so the network can start running promos for the show. Pepper has drawn such massive interest in the show, they want to get on top of teasing the new season sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “What will be expected of her?” 
 
    “As you know from watching the show, each girl has a tagline that opens the show. You know, kind of like Real Housewives, since that is where we pretty much got the idea.” 
 
    “But how is Pepper going to come up with a tagline if you don’t give her time to do so?” I asked him. 
 
    “Not an issue,” Pepper interjected. Her face had been tinted red by the sauce, her wet hair was hanging in her eyes, but I swear to God she was the portrait of calm when she addressed Hunter and me. 
 
    “Really?” I asked her. 
 
    “Julia, I’m a fan of the show. I knew the moment I was signed to be its star that I’d need a tagline. Trust me, I’ve already got my intro down.” A piece of spaghetti slipped from her hair and onto her cheek, which she swiftly swept aside. “That said, after Lexi’s hilarious attack on me, I do need a shower, a fresh change of clothes, and a glam sesh with myself before I get in front of a camera.” 
 
    “Pepper, it’s because of your professionalism that all of us who work behind the scenes are happy you’re part of this season,” Hunter said to her. “Because when it comes to finding professionals? Let’s just say that we haven’t had a lot of luck . . .” 
 
    Oh, burn! I thought as I watched the other girls plant their hands on their hips as they shot Hunter with a heated glance. 
 
    “Look, we’re not shooting the introduction for another four hours, so you’ll have plenty of time to shower and get ready before we shoot. By now, your bags have been delivered to the bedroom you’ll share with Lexi.” 
 
    “Are you still sure you want that to happen?” Pepper asked him with a smile. 
 
    “I’m pretty much sure that the world wants that to happen,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Good,” Pepper said. “Because I’m totes down with that.” 
 
    Before Lexi could respond, Hunter shot her a look over his shoulder, which shut her up at once. 
 
    “Start cleaning the kitchen, Lexi. As for the rest of you girls, get to your rooms and make certain that you’re camera ready for the introductory shoot. Have your taglines memorized. Look your best. And be on point when I call on you.” 
 
    “Yes, Hunter,” all of them but Lexi said. And then, in unison, they filed out of the room. 
 
    When they were gone, Pepper nodded at Hunter and me, and urged us away from the kitchen, likely because she wanted to talk in private without Lexi listening. When we walked into the living room, she turned to us, then she just sighed. 
 
    “Just so you know, the acid in that sauce is eating my face raw right now,” she said. “I probably should have a shower STAT.” 
 
    “Got it,” Hunter said. “And I’m sorry about the spaghetti, Pepper.” 
 
    “It was all caught on camera, wasn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    “It was,” he said. 
 
    “Perfect,” she said. “I call that a ratings win. I mean, that is what I’m here for, correct?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said. “But I still wish that hadn’t happened to you. Now, listen, let me call one of my assistants to show you to your room. Take a shower, get your glam on, and be ready for us when we call on you.” 
 
    “Four hours from now?” she asked. 
 
    “Four hours.” 
 
    “Done and done.” 
 
    “And listen, Pepper, don’t worry about Lexi ambushing you in the meantime, because she’s got this kitchen to clean, OK?” 
 
    When he said that, Pepper leveled him with a look. 
 
    “Hunter, I’m not worried about Lexi,” she said. “In fact, this season, it’s my mission to destroy her.” 
 
    “You want to destroy her?” he asked in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, I do—and how,” she said. “Over the years, Lexi has come at me time and again on social media. She hates me, I despise her, she’s tried again and again to defame me, and so on this show? I’m totally going after her. Payback begins today. I’m so ready to take that bitch down, I probably should tell you now that none of it’s going to be pretty. But trust me on this, Hunter—the fireworks that are about to explode between Lexi and me? They will take the Teens to the next level. Just you wait and see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a good three-hour break before I need to be back here to set up the introductory shoot,” Hunter said to me. “It’s a nice day. Want to take a walk with me? Because after that shitshow, I could use one to blow off some steam.” 
 
    “I could use one myself, because what you don’t know is that I had one hell of a morning before I even got here,” I said. 
 
    He furrowed his brow at me. “Is everything OK?” 
 
    “For the moment? Maybe? But when it comes to tomorrow, next week, or the next month or so?” I just shrugged at him. “I don’t know what’s going to happen then.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” he asked in concern. “Julia, what’s this about?” 
 
    “My best friend doesn’t come home for another few days,” I said. “But I can’t wait for her. Because I need a friend right now, Hunter.” 
 
    “You’ve got one in me. You’re upset. What’s the issue?” 
 
    “It has to do with the conversation I had with Pepper this morning,” I whispered to him. “But that’s all I can say here. So, let’s take that walk and I’ll fill you in. Washington Square?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes away,” he said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    We walked down the stairs with his hand pressed against my back, left the building, stepped out into the warm, sunny afternoon with throngs of people on the sidewalk—and as we sliced through them, I felt conflicted. I didn’t want to betray Pepper’s secrets. But in my heart and soul, I knew that I had to look at the big picture in an effort to protect her going forward. 
 
    If her mother wound up in rehab, which was a serious possibility, Hunter and I needed to have a plan in place. Because if Savannah did wind up in rehab, Pepper wouldn’t only need our support, she’d need someone in her family to sign on as her legal guardian or she would have to be removed from the show at once, because she couldn’t work underage without a guardian’s supervision. I knew the law—and it terrified me. 
 
    Were there ways around the law? Sure. For instance, if Pepper’s deadbeat of a father did the right thing and stepped up to the plate, he could move to the city for the summer, agree to be there for his daughter, and that would take care of everything. On the other hand, if he refused to do that but agreed to give me temporary guardianship over Pepper until filming ended? She could remain on the show. 
 
    Would I do that for Pepper? After everything I knew that poor girl had gone through this morning, I absolutely would. But the decision wasn’t mine alone to make, because I wasn’t a free agent. I mean, what would Harper have to say about any of this? What would CAA want me to do? Sooner rather than later, Harper would be giving me new clients to represent, and if the time ever came that I needed to be there legally for Pepper, how would that affect those additional clients if, for instance, I had to suddenly bolt out of a negotiation because Pepper needed me? I felt so overwhelmed at that moment, I actually was kind of relieved to have Hunter at my side. He was a strong man—not just physically, but his presence emanated strength. He’d been through so much in his life, I literally could feel the strength of his character coming off him in protective waves as we walked up Broadway to the park. And as conflicted as I was about him, I fed on his strength at that moment, because I needed it. 
 
    Neither of us said much of anything as we walked toward the park, but every now and then Hunter would reach out and put his hand on my shoulder, giving it a light squeeze to let me know that he was there for me. 
 
    “Here we are,” he said when we entered the park, which was filled with people, from young mothers with their newborns in strollers to students who gravitated here due to the park’s proximity to NYU. “Choose your bench.” 
 
    “How about one that’s in the shade?” I said, trying my best to keep my voice light. “The sun is kind of hot today.” 
 
    “How about that one?” he asked, pointing to one of the green iron benches that was across from us and under a tree. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” I said. “So long as there aren’t any birds nesting in the tree above it. Because I’ve lived in this city long enough to have sat on one of these benches and have a pigeon shit on me.” 
 
    “That did not happen to you.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it did.” 
 
    “Nah, you’re too smart for that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t six years ago.” 
 
    “How old were you then?” 
 
    “Twenty-two—and fresh out of UConn.” 
 
    “I still don’t see you as a pigeon’s victim,” he said with a smile so winning, it kind of melted my heart. 
 
    “Let’s just call it what it was,” I said. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “A flyby pooping.” 
 
    “Nailed you on your head, did it?” 
 
    Oh, Jesus, now I have to go there . . . 
 
    “Well, actually, it didn’t quite strike there,” I said. 
 
    “Where then?” 
 
    “Does it really matter?” 
 
    “OK, now I’m really curious . . .” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, and waved a hand beneath my breasts. 
 
    “Tough to miss those . . .” he said. 
 
    “Friends don’t look at another friend’s breasts.” 
 
    He held up his hands in surrender as those ridiculously blue eyes of his connected with mine. More than he knew, I needed the lighthearted exchange we’d just shared. Hunter had the ability to make me smile. I was particularly grateful for that now, especially given all I had to say to him about our potential situation with Pepper. 
 
    “You know,” he said after a moment, “I still think that bench might be a good bet, especially if we sit at the far left. Do you see what I mean? The tree to the right doesn’t extend to the left.” 
 
    “You’re right!” I said. “Let’s get to it before somebody else does.” 
 
    When I said that, he reached for my hand, I felt a jolt of desire and lightning flash through me as the mere touch of his skin seared against mine, and together we jogged over to the bench before anyone else could claim it. 
 
    “Done,” he said as we sat next to each other. And when we did, we were sitting so close to one another, his muscular thigh was pressed against mine. “Sorry,” he said as he scooted over a bit. “When I sat down, I should have nailed my ‘friendly’ landing. Because despite that kiss last night? That’s all we are, right? Still just friends . . . ?” 
 
    “Oh, my God . . .” I sighed. 
 
    “You’re calling out for God now?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You know,” he said in a low voice, “if you’d let me, I could make you call out to God all night long.” 
 
    “Hunter!” 
 
    “I’m just kidding,” he said. And then he shot me a wink. “Well, sort of . . .” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “All right, so why did you want to call out to God just then?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” I asked. “I mean, come on, Hunter. It’s seriously going to be hard to be just friends with you.” 
 
    “Why’s that, Julia?” 
 
    “You already know the answer to that question, Hunter.” 
 
    “Did you think about me last night?” 
 
    Hunter, last night, I almost pulled out my rabbit because of you! And guess what? I probably would have if I hadn’t known that the batteries were dead . . . 
 
    “Why would you ask me something like that?” 
 
    “Maybe because I had a long, hot think about you?” 
 
    “You probably were thinking about someone else,” I said—and then I narrowed my eyes at him in fun. “Like Immaculata!” 
 
    He tossed back his head and laughed when I said that. 
 
    “Jesus, no. That woman still gives me nightmares. But to be straight with you, Julia, I did think about you last night. I couldn’t get you out of my head after that kiss.” 
 
    This shit needs to end, girl. Quash your hormones and get yourself in line . . . 
 
    It’s not as easy as that when it comes to him! 
 
    Well, you better start making it easy, because you have a job to do, you need to remain focused, and this man? This man could rock your world if you allowed him to—and what the fresh hell would that mean for your career if he broke your heart just when you finally were on the brink of making it in this city? How focused would you be then? 
 
    Yeah, not so much . . . 
 
    Then quit it with the flirting. 
 
    I placed my hand on Hunter’s shoulder as I turned to him. 
 
    “Hunter, we’re in business together, and it’s in our best interests to keep that in mind going forward.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy for me,” he said. 
 
    “And it isn’t for me,” I said. “I’ve already admitted that I’m attracted to you. I’ve come clean. But I also have a new job that comes with some pretty heavy expectations, especially after signing Pepper. In fact, it’s because of her that you and I need to be laser focused right now.” 
 
    “Even when I want to kiss you?” he said. 
 
    “You can’t talk to me like that . . .” 
 
    “But friends tell friends everything, right?” 
 
    “Now, you’re just being squirrelly,” I said. 
 
    “And you’re holding back on what you really want from me.” 
 
    “Hunter, no more flirting, OK?” I said in all seriousness. “Right now, I really need you to listen to me, because it’s important that you do so.” 
 
    His face straightened when I said that, then he nodded at me. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to take things too far. I just felt that you’ve had a rough day, and I was trying to lighten the mood for you.” He furrowed his brow at me. “Earlier, you mentioned that something took place between you and Pepper this morning. What happened?” 
 
    I told him the lot of it. And by the time I was finished, ten minutes must have passed. I shook my head at him. “That’s what we’re dealing with when it comes to Pepper, Hunter. Worse for Pepper, that’s what she’s dealing with.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll admit that when I met Savannah, I knew that she liked her share of martinis, but not enough to warn me off Pepper. I just thought that Savannah was going to be a silly, eccentric handful I’d have to deal with for as long as I repped Pepper. This morning told me differently, which is why I decided to share everything with you now. If things go badly with Savannah, it could affect Pepper, you, and your show.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish I’d known sooner.” 
 
    He turned to me. 
 
    “Julia, Pepper is going to be a star whether her mother sandbags her or not. We both know that.” 
 
    “She’s already a star,” I said. “I mean, how many fourteen-year-old girls have seventy-five million people following them on social media? She’s a frigging internet superstar. You, me, Harper, and the network have already recognized that. What she’s accomplished under some pretty dire circumstances is amazing. And yet, despite the odds stacked against her, she still managed to make something of herself, which says everything about her character and her work ethic. But if things go sour when it comes to her mother, how do you and I make sure that girl is still allowed to live out her dreams? She’s using the Teens to build her brand—and good for her! She’s not responsible for her mother’s or father’s behavior. If anything, she’s simply a young woman fighting to get away from them, and you and I both need to make sure that she has the chance to make it.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever I have to do to make sure that Pepper remains on the show,” he said. “But, let’s get real here, Julia. If her mother and father don’t get their shit together, Pepper’s future might rest on you like you suggested. If either of them agree to you becoming her guardian, are you sure you want to get into that?” 
 
    “I am,” I said. “And I only say that because I’ve come to like Pepper. Yes, she’s your perfect terrible teen, Hunter, but she only became that person because of her shitty upbringing.” 
 
    “Isn’t that true for all of my girls?” he asked. 
 
    “Probably, but whatever they went through doesn’t minimize what Pepper is going through now.  Her fears are real. If Savannah goes into rehab and Pepper’s family turns on her for whatever reason, there’s a good chance that the only reason she’ll remain on your show will be if Savannah or her father allows me to be her temporary guardian.” 
 
    “Fuck . . .” Hunter said. 
 
    “Right?” I said to him. “I decided to have this talk with you because the situation is that dire. I don’t know which way this is going to go, but please know that I’m prepared to go all in if I need to, provided that Harper and CAA agree. And naturally if Pepper’s parents agree, if everything goes to hell with Savannah.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” he said. “Time will tell, I guess. When are you sharing this with Harper?” 
 
    I stood up. 
 
    “No time like the present,” I said. 
 
    He stood alongside me, and as he did, I could feel the weight of our mutual attraction thrumming between us. 
 
    “Keep me informed?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I placed my hand on his forearm. “And good luck shooting the show’s introduction, OK? Hopefully Lexi and the other girls heard you when you said that everyone on that show is replaceable. Because if that didn’t get them in line, nothing will.” 
 
    I checked the time on my wristwatch, but before I could say goodbye to Hunter, he put his hands on his hips and let out a sigh. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 
    “I want you to know something before you leave.” 
 
    “OK . . .” 
 
    “Julia, it’s not just that find you physically attractive, which I do—more than you know. The reason I can’t get you out of my head is because as I’ve come to know you better, there are so many other things about you that I find attractive, it’s kind of off the charts. You’re smart, you’re driven, you’re kind, you’re funny, you have a seriously big heart, you’re interesting, you can hold an intelligent conversation—you’ve just got it all, and that’s something I’ve never experienced before with another woman, probably because in my past I chose poorly. But my past is my past, and here you are standing before me. If we’re going to be ‘just friends’ for a long time, I hope you know it could be dangerous.” 
 
    “You mean that moment when we cross that line into a true friendship?” 
 
    “Exactly that.” 
 
    “But being friends forever would be pretty great, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “On one level, of course it would. But what if by throwing up walls between us, we miss out on something amazing in the meantime?” His voice softened when he spoke again. “What if we miss out on what each of us is feeling for one another right now?” 
 
    Very gently, he dipped his face toward mine. I felt myself falling into those blue eyes of his again, and when my body betrayed me and refused to allow me to resist him, Hunter kissed me for the second time on a sunny day in the park, with a light breeze passing around us as the rest of the world faded away. 
 
    At first, his lips barely brushed against mine—which was enough to set my body on fire. But then, as he leaned in and wrapped his arms around my waist, he pulled me toward him, kissing me deeply, and the connection I felt with him as his tongue slipped into my mouth was undeniable. I kissed him back, running my fingers through his thick, black hair, and my heart began to race in ways that it hadn’t in years. Or maybe ever—because there was something about him or us that was different from anything I’d ever experienced before. 
 
    What’s happening? I thought as I felt his arousal press against my thigh, and he kissed me even more sensuously. This is the very last thing we should be doing, but what if he’s right? What if we take this friends thing too far, and we miss out on something that might indeed be amazing? How many regrets will I have then? 
 
    A shitload . . . 
 
    When we parted, all I could do was look up at him, and what I saw on his face—shock, surprise, lust, delight, and desire—was everything I was feeling. I couldn’t deny it. Just as he’d said there was more to me than mere looks, I felt the same about him. Yes, Hunter was hot—but because he was so much more complicated and interesting than his good looks, it only fed into that heat. 
 
    “Have dinner with me,” he said. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    “I need to speak to Harper today, and since I don’t know what she’s going to say about how we deal with Pepper going forward, tonight might not be the best night if she says things I don’t want to hear. I’d rather be in a good mood if we’re going to have dinner together.” 
 
    “I want the same,” he said. “So, how about tomorrow?” 
 
    “Sienna comes home tomorrow. You know she’s my best friend, and I haven’t seen her in months. We’ve already made dinner plans.” 
 
    “Julia, as impatient as I might appear when it comes to you, I’m actually a patient man. Maybe the day after that?” 
 
    “Hunter, if I agree to this, I’ll be breaking every rule I’ve made when it comes to you . . .” 
 
    “Maybe, but you’ll only be doing so because you can’t deny what happens when we kiss, Julia. So, come on. Say you’ll have dinner with me. Come to my apartment and let me cook for you.” 
 
    “Here’s what I’m thinking,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Baby steps.” 
 
    “Baby steps?” 
 
    “Otherwise known as taking things slowly. Because I have a feeling that sharing dinner and a bottle of wine with you could turn into a hell of a lot more, especially if we’re at your apartment.” 
 
    “And that’s bad because . . . ?” 
 
    “Baby steps,” I reiterated. 
 
    “All right then, I’ll take you to a restaurant,” he said. “And we’ll both agree that nothing will happen afterward. At the end of the evening, we’ll say goodnight, we might share a kiss, but nothing more.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking my language . . .” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Because we need to figure this out between us, and that means spending time with one another. Have dinner with me at a restaurant, we’ll part ways afterward with no pressure or expectations, and from that point forward, we’ll just take things day by day. Does that work for you?” 
 
    “It does,” I said. And it did. I actually felt relieved at that moment, because all along, it was the comfort of having boundaries I’d been seeking when it came to Hunter. If we put some into place—if we allowed our story to unravel in inches rather than in miles—at least we’d have time to make informed decisions about each other before any serious intimacy took place. If it happened at all, because it might not if we came to the conclusion that it was best for us to be just friends. Taking things slow and steady was something I could wrap my head around—and get behind. 
 
    Get to know him—let him get to know me—then at some point down the road, we can decide if we want more . . . 
 
    “So, I’ll be in touch about dinner,” he said. “Otherwise known as two days from now.” 
 
    “Please do,” I said. 
 
    “Just one last thing,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Effortlessly, Hunter swept me into the air, twirled me around, then kissed me again as I lost myself in the strength of his arms while the sun shined down upon us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Over the next two days, my life became a strange, chaotic blur filled with epic lows—and a handful of highs. 
 
    First was my meeting with Harper, who was dead set against me becoming Pepper’s legal guardian should she need that from me. Her reasoning was simple and understandable—I’d been promoted to be an assistant agent to represent new clients and thus to earn more money for CAA. That was my job—period. It wasn’t that Harper didn’t feel for Pepper, which she did. Instead, she reminded me that in this business, every decision always and forever would come down to money, “even when it shouldn’t,” she’d said. “But that’s nevertheless how it is in this industry, my dear, despite how heartless it often seems—and frankly is.” 
 
    On the following day, I was sidelined from having dinner with Sienna when Pepper called late in the day to say that her mother was now in rehab. Savannah’s sister, Pauline, had somehow managed to convince her sibling that if she didn’t commit to getting sober, she was well on her way to ruin. 
 
    After a blizzard of phone calls between Pepper and her billionaire douche of a father, Oleg, the man actually agreed to help Pepper out. He lived in Russia, but he nevertheless kept an apartment in New York. He said that for her, he’d move back to the city so she could continue to legally work on the Teens. But the moment Savannah was out of rehab, which shouldn’t take more than a month or so? He told her that he’d be gone the moment he was cleared to do so. 
 
    “Well, at least Pepper has been spared from the guillotine,” Harper said when I told her what had happened. “And thank God for that.” 
 
    But as the day wore on, I learned that wasn’t the end of it, because apparently Oleg was only prepared to go so far when it came to helping his daughter. Yes, he’d come to the States and stand as her legal guardian, but he also made it clear that he wanted absolutely nothing to do with her life on the Teens. 
 
    Since he was friends with CAA’s president—who got Pepper into CAA in the first place—a deal was struck. Harper called me the moment she heard the news, and I was told that until Savannah was well enough to have full guardianship over her daughter, Pepper was to be my sole client. For the time being, my job wasn’t just to represent her, but also to manage her, because her father wanted nothing to do with any of that, presumably because he knew his daughter and her antics all too well. 
 
    “But isn’t this just taking money away from CAA when you’re supposed to be giving me new clients?” I’d asked Harper. 
 
    “Not in this case, love.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because dear, loving, caring Oleg agreed to pay a significant daily rate for you to be her watchdog.” 
 
    “He did?” I’d said. “Do I get a share of that money?” 
 
    “Of course you do,” she’d said. “In fact, I think you’ll be very happy when it comes to your cut, darling. It is rather substantial, after all. So, congratulations. Now, all you need to do is keep Pepper in line, manage her, and make sure that she behaves like a professional on that show.” 
 
    “Pepper’s been nothing but professional,” I’d said to Harper. “She wants to own that show, because she knows that if she does, they’ll be eager to hire her for another season.” 
 
    “But how far will she go to ‘own’ it, Julia?” Harper had wondered aloud. “Just the other day, you told me that Lexi hurled a handful of spaghetti in Pepper’s face, and that it was caught on camera. Do you really think for one minute that Pepper is going to take that one for the team? Or, like me, do you think that Pepper will choose her moment wisely to pay Lexi back with a stunt that’s far more significant than what Lexi did to her? I think we both the answer to that, but the burning question neither of us knows the answer to is what Pepper has in mind. If things get too far out of hand, you’re going to be the one who will need to step in to set Pepper straight, provided she does anything serious to Lexi while you’re still managing her. For the time being, Pepper is all on you, my sweet girl—and I have to say good luck to you. Because while Pepper might have behaved professionally when Lexi slammed her with the spaghetti, that girl is already plotting her revenge, and I fear that when she claps back, it will be epic. I mean, come on—Pepper is a terrible teen after all. You and I both know what she’s capable of.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thankfully, on the evening that I was to have dinner with Hunter, everything seemed to be going smoothly with Pepper, which was a relief. 
 
    She’d shot the show’s introduction with flying colors from Hunter. She’d already appeared in several scenes with the girls, which Hunter said that Pepper had nailed. And from what Pepper was telling me, she was enjoying herself on the show—but only because she was creatively finding ways to put each girl in their corner with a devastating series of verbal put-downs. 
 
    Given Harper’s warning about the fact that Pepper would one day seek revenge on Lexi—which of course she would, because that’s just who Pepper was—I couldn’t help feeling anxious about when that day would come. 
 
    Worse, how far would she go? How cruel would she be? If she went too far, what would the ramifications be for her when it came to the show? I wasn’t sure, but I did address it with her by phone. I told her of Harper’s fears, I told her of my own fears, and Pepper just sailed through all of it, not batting a lash while she assured me that she’d never go so far as to jeopardize her position on the show. 
 
    “But I will get her back, Julia,” she’d said to me during that call. “Because that’s what the audience expects from me—I mean, right? I’m supposed to be a terrible teen on this show. That’s why I was hired. Because of social media alone, people have already seen her pathetic spaghetti smack, and they already know that one day I will get my revenge. In fact, my peeps are craving for me to fight back because of her attack—and in a big way. You and I both know that. All I need to do is to deliver—oh, I don’t know—maybe something so electrifying, it truly will shoot this show into the stratosphere?” 
 
    “Please don’t go too far,” I’d begged her. 
 
    “I’ll go just far enough,” she’d said. “Because I already have it planned. You’ll see—and honey, girl, it’s going to be epic!” 
 
    “How epic?” I’d asked in concern. 
 
    “As in so epic, I will have earned my salary on just one episode alone! Because when I do what I’m going to do to that bitch, Julia? And the network starts to tease that shit? They are going to make so much money, they should be tossing cash and roses at my goddamned feet, because I sure as hell will have earned it.” 
 
    And then, just like that, she’d ended the call. 
 
    And when she went all silent on me? Oh, hell had it unnerved me. 
 
    Please, God, don’t let her go off the rails . . . 
 
    If she did, what could I do? I’d done my job and I’d tried my best to reel her in. But Pepper was Pepper. She was her own Maleficent—otherwise known as the Mistress of All Evil. At this moment, her actions were her own. For now, her future was in her own hands, even though I wished it was in mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    At seven-thirty sharp, I was ready for Hunter. I didn’t know where he was taking me for dinner, but since he continued to be completely considerate, when I asked him what I should wear, he’d suggested something a little dressy. 
 
    “As in a little black dress kind of dressy?” I’d asked. 
 
    “That would work perfectly,” he’d said. 
 
    And that’s just what I went with. Since signing Pepper, it was the first time in my life that I actually had extra money to spend, so I’d gone shopping yesterday at Bergdorf Goodman—of all places!—and I’d splurged on a dress that had cost me nearly two grand. The idea that I could even afford that still astounded me, but I could, and I was beyond grateful for that. 
 
    The dress I chose was a Halpern satin bustier dress with a dramatic side drape that fell down the length of my otherwise exposed left leg. It featured a strapless neckline, a structured bodice and a fitted silhouette, and it fit me as if it had been made for me. When I tried it on and looked at myself in the dressing room mirror, I was sold. The dress was perfection. 
 
    Since I also needed a new pair of shoes, I wound up spending another $700 on a pair of Christian Louboutin décolleté pointed-toe pumps. Since the dress was so specific, distinct, and memorable in its style, I wasn’t sure when or if I’d ever be able to wear it again. But when it came to the shoes? They had two things going for them. They were just sexy enough for a night out on the town, and they also were totally suitable for the office. 
 
    And look at me justifying my spending! 
 
    But I have to if only because I hail from Hartford, I thought with a smile as I applied a final swipe of red lipstick in my bathroom. As Tootie Staunton-Miller would tell me with pleasure, we Hartford girls should take nothing for granted. 
 
    When Hunter arrived to pick me up, I buzzed him through and waited for him in the foyer. I’d decided to wear my golden hair down, but with a little flip that lifted at my shoulders. To get me through the night, I’d once again chosen to wear my grandmother’s diamond earrings, because I knew for a fact that that woman would have my back. I carried a black clutch, in which was a compact, a tube of lipstick, and my iPhone in case any kind of Pepper craziness broke out while we were dining. 
 
    When Hunter knocked on the door and I looked through the peephole, I saw him wink at me, and I laughed. 
 
    “You’re too much,” I said to him. 
 
    “I just want to be enough,” he answered back. 
 
    When I opened the door and saw him, I swear to God that I couldn’t help my heart skipping a beat. He was perfectly manicured in the most masculine of ways. He was wearing a black suit with a black tie, his thick, black hair was slicked down with gel and parted sexily at the side—and then there was the stubble on his face, which just about did me in. 
 
    When we looked at one another, our lips parted at the same time, which gave me goose bumps because now I knew that spending so much money on my dress had been worth it. As he gazed at me, I could see the lust in his eyes—and there was no question that he felt the same from me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said after a moment. 
 
    “Hi, yourself,” he said in return. “Jesus, Julia, you look stunning.” 
 
    “Don’t make me blush . . .” 
 
    But I blushed. 
 
    “I’m just speaking the truth,” he said. 
 
    “Well, you look dashing, Hunter. I love seeing you in your T-shirt and jeans, but I kind of love this look a little bit more.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    I don’t know, Hunter. Maybe because when you’re in a business suit, you look like a total alpha dom who could tear me up in the bedroom? 
 
    “I love a man in a suit,” I said. “Especially if its tailored correctly, which yours is. I don’t know—a man in a fitted suit is kind of a turn on for me. You know, for lack of a better word.” 
 
    He came toward me. 
 
    “Do you think I look hot in my suit?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s kind of what I’m feeling . . .” 
 
    “Is it too soon for a kiss?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know—I mean, we can’t destroy my makeup,” I said. “Because then I’ll just need to fix it, we’ll be late for dinner, and then—” 
 
    “How about a peck on the lips?” he offered. 
 
    “I think I’d rather like that—but nothing more than that. Because, you know, for all the reasons I just laid out.” 
 
    With an arched eyebrow, he took me gently into his arms and kissed me so softly on the lips, I swear to God that mere peck was sexier than if he’d just gone all in. Why? Because the chaste touch of his lips against mine left me wanting more of him, which I’d just denied myself because I didn’t want to have to correct my makeup if we had really gone for it and toppled over like a couple of teenagers. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked. 
 
    “Hungry for what?” I asked in delirium. 
 
    “Umm . . . maybe dinner?” 
 
    “Oh, dinner,” I said. “Right. And I mean, of course! I am absolutely hungry for dinner, Hunter. I mean, dinner, right? It’s kind of important. One needs nutrients!” 
 
    Could I sound more pathetic? Probably not . . . 
 
    He looked amused when I said that. 
 
    “Is there something else you’re hungry for, Julia?” 
 
    “No, no,” I said as I felt my cheeks burn with the heat of embarrassment. “I’m sorry, it’s just that I haven’t had time to eat today. You know—too busy and all that. Well, I did have coffee. But you know—coffee, right? The fuel of life, and all that! Today, I began my day with coffee, but because Pepper has been blowing up my life as of late, who has time for food? Not me, that’s for sure. I’m mean, right? She’s a handful, that one!” Why am I rambling? Girl, you need to get yourself together! “Actually, to be honest with you, Hunter, I am kind of famished.” 
 
    He proffered his hand to me, which I took. And I swear to God that whenever I touched that man’s flesh? My body literally betrayed me. Because when we did touch? My damned nipples began to stiffen. 
 
    What is wrong with me? 
 
    “Let me take you to dinner,” he said. 
 
    “All right . . .” 
 
    “And maybe we’ll enjoy something else afterward . . .” 
 
    “Hunter,” I warned. 
 
    “Julia, it’s not that,” he said. “It’s something else. You might find it clichéd, and that’s OK. I’ve lived in this city my whole life and I’ve never done it before, but for a specific reason, I want to do it with you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” he said—and then we were gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    After having a spectacular and romantic dinner at Per Se—with a table that overlooked the glimmering Park no less—little did I know that when we left the Time Warner Center and stepped out into the warm night air, we were about to enter the Park itself after we took a right and started to walk down Central Park South. 
 
    Despite the noise from the evening traffic, I could faintly hear the sounds of what had to be horses as we neared them—and then I knew what Hunter had planned, particularly when he reached for my hand, squeezed it, and leaned down toward my ear as we came upon a gorgeous, shiny red buggy with quilted, red leather seats. 
 
    “Your chariot awaits,” he said to me with a devilish smile. 
 
    “My chariot?” I said. 
 
    “Every princess deserves one, don’t you think? Even if it is for only an hour’s ride through the Park with a man who’s slowly going mad for her?” 
 
    Before I could speak, Hunter broke free from me, walked over and introduced himself to the older, white-haired driver. The man shook his hand and said, “Right on time, Mr. Steele.” The driver turned to me. “Is this your lovely wife?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh,” I said in shock. 
 
    “No, she’s my lovely date,” Hunter said. 
 
    “My apologies,” the man said. 
 
    “No worries,” Hunter said. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Of course,” the man said. 
 
    “Julia,” Hunter said when he turned to me. “Lend me your hand and let me help you into the buggy.” 
 
    I looked over at the gorgeous, shimmering black horse that was going to take us on our evening ride, and was at once taken by its sheer beauty. 
 
    “Can I pet the horse first?” I asked the driver. 
 
    “Sure, you can,” the man said. “Come on over and meet Beatrice.” 
 
    “Beatrice?” I said. “What a perfect name for her. She’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Let her smell the palm of your hand first,” he said. “And don’t worry about being bitten, because Beatrice has a wonderful temperament. Introduce yourself to her, then feel free to pet her. She especially loves a good scratch on the neck, if you’re so inclined.” 
 
    At that moment and with a little thrill in my heart, I looked over my shoulder at Hunter. I saw that he was beaming at me, and I approached Beatrice with my dress waving around my legs in the warm breeze. I loved animals, particularly horses, since my grandparents had a farm when I was growing up. They’d had several horses and I knew how to ride, but after living in the city for so long—and with my grandparents now gone—it had been years since I’d had the pleasure of coming close to one, let alone being allowed to pet one. 
 
    “Hi, Beatrice,” I said in a comforting voice as I held out the palm of my hand for her to sniff. Beatrice shot me a sidelong glance, she smelled my hand, then she lowered her head so I could stroke the area just above her nose before I gave her a good scratch on the neck. Clearly, Beatrice liked that, because after a moment, she lifted her neck and exposed her throat to me, which I knew at once was a sign that she trusted me. With long strokes, I scratched and petted the soft hair beneath her throat, then I leaned forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek before I rejoined Hunter next to the buggy. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I said. 
 
    “Beatrice likes you,” the driver said. “She’s a good girl, that one, but I have to say I’ve never seen her be so open to a stranger. Do you know horses?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “When I was a little girl, my grandparents had a farm, and they had several horses. Hailey was my favorite, and I used to ride her all the time. I didn’t realize just how much I’d missed her until now. Thank you for allowing me to pet Beatrice. And Hunter, thank you for making this happen.” 
 
    “Julia, it’s my pleasure, especially since I didn’t know that you had an affinity for horses. And here I was worried that you were going to think that this was just something tourists did, and that you might find it corny.” 
 
    “Not in the least,” I said. “This is going to be the perfect way to end the evening. I mean, Beatrice and our driver will see to that—I already can tell.” 
 
    “Shall we let Beatrice show us around the Park?” the driver said. 
 
    Hunter and I both said yes, he took my hand and helped me into the buggy, and he sat down next to me—our thighs touching, but this time neither of us pulled away. Instead, he placed his hand on my knee—and off we went into the Park under the cover of night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Happy?” Hunter asked when we entered the Park with Beatrice’s hooves punctuating the moment as they struck the pavement at a graceful gait. 
 
    This time, it was me who took his hand, which seemed to at once surprise him and please him. Gently, he began to stroke the top of my hand with his thumb, and as he did, I felt a sudden urge to kiss him—even though another part of me knew that I should wait before we kissed again, because it would only be better if we allowed this fantastic evening to continue to build until we couldn’t keep our hands off each other . . . 
 
    “I’m very happy,” I said. “You couldn’t have planned a more wonderful evening, Hunter. Thank you for thinking everything through so perfectly.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourself, Julia.” 
 
    “I have,” I said. “More than you know.” 
 
    “I’m relieved,” he said. 
 
    “Hunter, you have to know that you’ve nailed the evening—why are you relieved?” 
 
    “Earlier, when I said that you might find part of this evening clichéd, it was because of past experience. I know that a lot of women in this city would have found this part of the night exactly that.” 
 
    “You mean taking a buggy ride through the Park?” I said. “And with sweet Beatrice leading the way? Hunter, I’m living for it.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re different,” he said. “And it’s because you’re different that I can’t stop thinking about you, Julia. You’re unlike any woman I’ve ever met. As you know, I haven’t dated anyone in over a year, but you know as well as I do that there are a lot of jaded women in this city who would have rolled their eyes and dismissed me over this.” 
 
    “How sad for them,” I said. “I mean, what woman wouldn’t want to enjoy this with you?” 
 
    “With me?” he said. 
 
    Oh, honey, you just revealed too much! 
 
    But, since it was out there, I decided to just be honest with him. 
 
    “Yes, Hunter, with you. I mean, who wouldn’t want to sit in this carriage next to you?” I shrugged at him. “If there are those who wouldn’t enjoy an evening like this with you, it’s their loss, I guess. But I have to ask, why did you think I would enjoy it?” 
 
    “Because you’re pretty much the next level, Julia. You’re shrewder than those other women, you’re more sophisticated, and you’re careful when it comes to your heart, which I respect because it says a lot about your values, and who you are as a person. I mean, what can I say? There’s something about you that brings out the romantic in me. Was I a little bit worried what you might think about this? Sure. But that’s only because of my past experiences with other women, which have nothing to do with you. In fact, it’s because of getting to know you that I wanted to do this tonight. I hope you’re enjoying this as much as I am.” 
 
    “I am enjoying it,” I said as Beatrice trotted beneath the maze of street lamps that illuminated the Park’s winding curves. “Because it is as romantic as it is fun and thoughtful. And by the way, that horse I met a moment ago? She brought me back to my youth, Hunter. She reminded me of Hailey, which was kind of a gift, because I loved that horse dearly.” 
 
    “You never told me that your grandparents lived on a farm.” 
 
    “They did—but please don’t tell Tootie. I mean, she might have an aneurism if she learned that a girl who had once shoveled horse shit on a farm had stepped foot in her swanky Fifth Avenue apartment.” 
 
    He laughed, and I loved his laugh, because it was a deep, relaxed, easy laugh that came from his gut. In a town filled with cons, Hunter’s laugh was genuine, which, in my experience with men in this city, I recognized as something rare and special. And despite the fact that I’d made him laugh, he easily could have pulled a move on me that would have made me feel uncomfortable. But once again, Hunter hadn’t gone there. Yes, our thighs were straight up pressed against one another because, more than ever, we clearly were getting hotter for each other. But was he using that as an opportunity to snake one of his hands up my thigh? To cross a line with me? No, he wasn’t. That’s something I respected—and it was nothing like the Hunter I’d been warned against. 
 
    Once again, he’s been nothing but a gentleman tonight, I thought. Because in this city? And after a night like we’ve had tonight? Any other man would have been closing in for the kill, hoping like hell to find me flat on my back with him on top of me at the end of it. I’ve drawn clear boundaries when it comes to Hunter and me, and he’s respecting them. And what am I to make of that? 
 
    Everything, I thought. 
 
    He tightened his grip on my hand. “I understand that when it comes to us, it’s all about baby steps, Julia, and I respect that because I’ll never pressure you. But at the very least, I hope that tonight has earned me a second date with you.” 
 
    “Hunter, I couldn’t have asked for a better evening with you,” I said. “First, we shared a perfect dinner at Per Se—and now this? With dear Beatrice prancing through the dark to lighten our hearts? I can’t thank you enough for tonight.” 
 
    “So, you had a good time?” 
 
    “I had a great time.” 
 
    “That makes me happy, because I wanted you to feel like a princess tonight,” he said in a voice that was unusually deep. In it, I heard a new note that was laced with meaning. “Julia, when I first saw you tonight, I did think that you looked like princess. I meant that.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, and once again, I felt a part of the armor I wore when it came to him slip away. At that moment, a chill ran through my body, which Hunter clearly felt since we were sitting so close to one another. Instinctively, he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me even closer to him. 
 
    “You’re shivering,” he said. “Are you cold? Here, let me give you my jacket.” 
 
    He leaned forward and started to take it off. 
 
    Not once has this man done anything that even remotely deserves the reputation he’s received. Fine, he might have deserved it once, but after learning from my relationship with Michael—and after being single for four years in this city and learning from my share of players along the way—I have to believe that this is who Hunter is now. And I also need to trust my gut. His past is his past. People do change. And frankly, nobody has treated me as well in years as he has since the first day we met, or has even wanted to put up with my wall of demands when it comes to taking things slowly. 
 
    But Hunter has . . . 
 
    Am I just to ignore that? If I do, it might be at my own peril, because the universe is pretty much screaming at me right now to see this man for who he is—a good man deserving of my attention. Soon, I’m going to have to make up my mind about him before someone else catches his eye. Because if that happens, which is a very real possibility? I’ll lose out on him. 
 
    “No, no,” I said, before he fully removed his jacket. “I’m fine, really.” 
 
    “But I just felt you shiver,” he said. “You must be cold—” 
 
    And so I went there . . . 
 
    “There are lots of times when a woman shivers, Hunter,” I said. “And sometimes it has nothing to do with being cold. In fact, sometimes it has to do with what a woman is feeling at a certain moment . . .” 
 
    He looked curiously at me. 
 
    “What are you saying, Julia?” 
 
    Oh, hell, Hunter? Maybe that my baby steps are probably going to need some serious running shoes by the end of the week? 
 
    “Hunter?” I asked him as Beatrice took a right, and off we went deeper into the Park. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Would you kiss me?” 
 
    In the amber glow of the street lights that surrounded us, I saw his eyes twinkle with heat and delight, then I watched a slow smile spread across his face in a way so sexy, it was lust-inducing. 
 
    “You mean, like this?” he asked as he leaned forward and kissed me on my neck. I felt the stubble of his chin brush against me, and when I did, my body responded with a strange, heated kind of tremble. 
 
    “Or like this?” he asked as he kissed the hollow of my throat. I let go of his hand and held tight to his thigh. 
 
    “Oh, my God, yes,” I said. 
 
    “Or would you prefer my lips here?” he said. And when he said that, Hunter proved just how strong he was when he swept me effortlessly into his lap. Shaken by the move, I just looked at him for a moment before our lips collided. And then, as we kissed with a passion I’d never experienced with anyone before, we fell into each other a little bit more and more . . . and maybe even a little bit more as Beatrice clip-clopped through Central Park, huffing and puffing while Hunter and I pretty much did the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, when our evening was over and Hunter and I took a taxi to my apartment, he didn’t ask if he could come up. Instead, he stepped out of the taxi, came around to my side of the car, and opened my door for me. He reached for my hand, helped me out and onto the sidewalk, then we shared a final kiss that didn’t feel final to me at all. 
 
    Instead, it felt a hell of a lot like need and wanting. 
 
    Did I want to make love to him at that moment? Yes, I did. Hunter knew it, I knew it, but when we broke away from each other, we simply held one another for several moments before Hunter finally parted from me. 
 
    And when he did? God, did I want to be with him. But Hunter had taken me seriously when I’d talked about moving our relationship forward with baby steps. So before we left each other for the night, he kissed me on the back of my hand, told me how much this evening had meant to him, then the man who had confounded me as much as he’d aroused me stepped into the back of the waiting taxi—and sped off into the night. 
 
    As I stood there watching his taxi disappear into traffic, I could feel in my soul that tonight wasn’t it for us. As much as I hated to see him go—which was my fault and something I needed to own because of all the walls I’d built around my heart—I knew in my gut that we’d enjoy other evenings like this. 
 
    I also no longer cared about any of the warnings I’d heard about him. 
 
    Had Harper lied to me about him? Of course she hadn’t, because Hunter himself had admitted that his past had tainted his present. There was a time when I was forced to question him, but now I knew better. This was a grown man I was dealing with—an honest, sincere man who appeared to be smitten with me—and who somehow now was a part of my life. 
 
    It was later, after I took a shower and got into bed, that I regretted that Hunter wasn’t with me. He had pulled out all the stops for me tonight, he’d respected my wishes about taking things slowly, and he’d been exactly the man I wanted. 
 
    But right now? 
 
    Oh, hell, I wish I hadn’t thrown up any barriers between us, because more than anything? Why lie? As I pulled the covers over me, what I wished before I drifted off to sleep was that instead of sleep, Hunter was there with me. Kissing me. Holding me. Enveloping me in his strong arms. 
 
    And making love to me . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    For the next three weeks, Hunter and I continued to focus on work—and also on each other. 
 
    I was on set every day to watch over Pepper, who was happily leaving her unforgettable stamp on the Teens, while Hunter and I continued to date on the sly. There were breakfast dates, lunch dates, dinner dates, and even a few movie dates as things continued to heat up between us with some pretty spectacular make-out sessions at the end of each evening, lunch, breakfast—or frankly, whenever we were alone together. 
 
    At some point soon, I knew that I’d give my body to him, and that one day, we’d become lovers. After Michael, it had taken me years to trust another man, but over the past several weeks, Hunter had worked hard to win my trust, to the point that unless he somehow screwed everything up—which he could, because there were no promises in this world when it came to men—I knew that making love to him was inevitable. 
 
    What I didn’t know was the rest, because let’s face it, there was a chance that Hunter and I might not connect in bed. Given the heat that had long been simmering between us, that seemed unlikely to me, but the realist in me knew that anything could happen. 
 
    What was different about Hunter is that I knew the risks when it came to taking that final step with him, and even though I prayed that making love to him would take our relationship to the next level, my heart nevertheless was prepared if it didn’t. 
 
    Michael’s serial cheating and his abusive behavior after we’d broken up had planted steel rods around my heart, which for years had protected me from hurt. But who knew? Maybe Hunter would be the one who’d melt away that cage forever. The fact that I trusted him enough to even think about sleeping with him was something, right? 
 
    I knew it was—I was ready for it to happen whenever it happened—and I thanked God for that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    One morning when I arrived on set to check-in on Pepper, one of the techs—a middle-aged woman named Diana, whom I’d befriended over the past several weeks—asked me to wait outside in the hallway, because all hell was breaking loose inside the living area, where they were currently filming. 
 
    “If I let you in now, you’d ruin the shot, Julia,” she said to me. “I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said to her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Lexi pulled a fast one on Pepper this morning.” 
 
    “What has she done now?” 
 
    “Look, I don’t know how she pulled it off, but I think it comes down to this. As you know, the girls went on their big shopping spree yesterday.” 
 
    “Yes, I was with them for part of the day.” 
 
    “And they bought a shitload of stuff, right? As in bags upon bags . . .” 
 
    “Let’s be honest here, Diana. Some of them spend more in a week than you or I make in a year.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Anyway, I think Lexi set certain things into motion before they had their day on the town.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I think she reached out to one of her older friends to hand her something off-camera. Something she easily could have tucked into one of her many bags when no one else was looking.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This is about to get ugly, Julia. And because what Lexi did to Pepper is so cruel, I would have slapped her myself if Pepper hadn’t already done so.” 
 
    “Pepper slapped Lexi?” 
 
    “Oh, honey, she swung back like a pro and nailed that bitch straight across the face—which is the reason they’re screaming at each other right now.” 
 
    “What did Lexi do?” I said, suddenly feeling all territorial when it came to Pepper. 
 
    “This morning, when Pepper went to her dressing table to get ready for the day, she was greeted with two large bottles of Absolut, and a handwritten note supposedly from her mother that said if she couldn’t find a way to continue to get lit in rehab, then why should her daughter be deprived of getting loaded just because she wasn’t living at home? The note said her mother sent along an Absolut care package for Pepper, because she ‘Absolutly’ adored her, even if, in recovery, she was questioning their relationship and whether she actually loved her.” 
 
    My heart sank when I heard that. From our private conversations—which had been many at this point, as Pepper and I continued to become closer—I knew that Pepper was struggling with her mother’s recovery. Yes, she was happy that Savannah appeared to be making strides in therapy—especially after remaining in rehab for nearly a month—but she’d told me that she couldn’t be sure whether Savannah would have the willpower to remain dry when she finally was released. What Lexi had pulled on Pepper this morning had to have been a serious trigger for her, because her concerns about her mother’s well-being were real. 
 
    “Actually, I’m kind of glad she slapped that bitch,” I said to Diana. 
 
    “So am I,” Diana said. “Lexi’s a mean girl. She deserved it.” 
 
    At that moment, through the door, I heard Hunter call out “Cut! That’s enough. Pepper and Lexi, go your separate ways.” 
 
    “Get me to the kitchen,” I heard Pepper say. “Because I’m about to cut a bitch, and I need a knife!” 
 
    “Come at me, hunty!” Lexi laughed in a mocking tone that was laced with malice. “But please have a drink before you do so, darling. You know—to settle your nerves. I mean, certainly you’ve learned at your mother’s knee that having a shot or twenty will do just that!” 
 
    “You’ve gone too far when it comes to my mother, Lexi.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” I heard Lexi say. “When it comes to you and her? Baby, I’ve only just gotten started. I mean, as of this morning, my millions of followers on social media now know that your mother is a sorry drunk twerking it out in rehab. Can we all just recognize the shame of it all? What’s even better is that we still have another two months to go in this season, darling one. And during that time frame? Oh, girl, I plan to ruin you.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Pepper said. “But be forewarned, Lexi. Because if you think for one minute that you’ve seen me at my worst? Girl, you don’t even know just how ghetto I can be.” 
 
    “Said the Russian Mafia princess,” Lexi said dismissively. 
 
    “Sweetie, with all due respect, that would be the Russian billionaire princess to you, you sorry, poverty-stricken whore.” 
 
    “Pepper,” I heard Hunter say. “If you have anything you want to say to your fans about this situation, I’d strongly suggest that you take the opportunity to use the Confessional and lay it all out when it comes to how you feel about what Lexi pulled on you today. That way, it will be captured on camera—without her around to bother you or interrupt you. As for the rest of you, I want you to go to your bedrooms and discuss your feelings about what took place today on camera. That doesn’t include you, Lexi. If you have something to say on camera, feel free to use the Confessional after Pepper does, but you are not allowed to be alone with the other girls. I want them to gather their thoughts about what you did today without you there to influence them or intimidate them. I want them to feel free to discuss this on their own, which means no interference from you. Got it? Good. That’s it, ladies—now go.” 
 
    After Diana and I took a collective breath, she spoke into her cell to announce to someone inside the living area that I was waiting outside. And when she was cleared to let me in, she nodded at me. “You’re good to go, girl,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks, love.” 
 
    When I said that to her, her face softened. 
 
    “Take care of Pepper, OK? Because as a mother myself, I think what Lexi pulled on her today was cruel and harsh. Ever since Pepper joined the show, I’ve watched her put on the bravest and boldest of faces. But now, I can feel that she’s struggling with something else—something as awful and ugly as it is profound—and it bothers me.” 
 
    I squeezed her shoulder before I went inside. “I’m on it,” I said to her as I opened the door. And when I did, I came face-to-face with a furious Hunter, whose heated eyes immediately softened when he saw me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I said as I walked over to him. Since no one on set knew that we were seeing one another on the sly, both of us were always mindful of that. Whenever we were here together—especially with a full crew watching and listening to us—we behaved as if we were nothing more than a pair of professionals who didn’t happen to have the hots for one another. “I was standing just outside and heard a lot of that. Diana told me what Lexi did to Pepper to start the fight. How is Pepper now? I’m worried about her.” 
 
    Cameramen, techs, writers, and a whole host of others were swirling around us when Hunter simply said, “Pepper’s in the Confessional.” And then his voice became a bit louder, which I’d learned over the past several weeks was his cue letting those around us know that he wanted to speak to me in private. “While Pepper is in the Confessional, I need to have a moment alone with you because I’m concerned about her. Take a walk with me?” 
 
    “After what I heard standing behind that door, I think a walk could do both of us some good,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll be back in sixty,” he said to those in the room. “Julia needs to be brought up to speed on what happened here today, but that’s going to happen in private. Call me if you need me. We’ll be outside.” 
 
    When we were outside, we took our usual walk to Washington Square Park, where we felt we truly could be alone and be ourselves. When we found a free bench, it was only then that Hunter reached for my hand and held it tightly in his lap. For a long moment, he didn’t engage me. Instead, I felt a host of raw emotions coming off him, waves of anger, empathy, fury, and regret. 
 
    “She went too far,” he finally said to me. “Lexi really has it in for her.” 
 
    “And Pepper has it in for Lexi,” I said. “But despite the fact that those two have pitted themselves against each other, there’s no call for what Lexi did to Pepper today. She took things too far. I haven’t checked Lexi’s social media accounts yet, but I have a feeling that they’re already filled with a toxic haze. Do you know if she’s posted what went down between them this morning?” 
 
    “No idea,” he said. “Shit just blew up this morning, and I had no time to look at my cell. I was doing my best to control the situation when Pepper went for Lexi’s throat.” 
 
    “Then let me check,” I said. And not surprisingly, when I checked Lexi’s Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram accounts, a good deal of what she’d done to Pepper was there—and already with hundreds of thousands of her fans liking her posts, commenting on them, and sharing them, because Lexi had gone all in. 
 
    She’d posted photos of the bottles of Absolut with a close-up of the letter, and she’d posted many photos of Pepper looking shocked and disturbed in the ugly aftermath. 
 
    After I showed Hunter everything Lexi had shared with the world, our shoulders slumped. 
 
    “So, despite every effort on Pepper’s part to keep her mother’s recovery private, people now know that Savannah is in rehab,” I said. “Lexi just officially outed a woman struggling with alcoholism. She’s colder than I thought. And in the meantime, she’s made a mockery of Savannah, and also her daughter. This isn’t going to end well, Hunter. We both know that. But for me, what’s more pressing is Pepper. How in the hell is she going to retaliate?” 
 
    “Simple,” he said. “Pepper’s going to crush Lexi after what she pulled this morning. I don’t know how far she’ll go, but when she goes there, I already know that she’s going to trump Lexi, and plaster Lexi’s own shame all over social media. She’s going to want to shake that girl to her core, and I have no doubt that she’ll do it, because Pepper is as smart as she’s savvy.” 
 
    I shook my head at him. “How in the hell did Lexi even know that Savannah was in rehab? Savannah and Pepper have done their best to keep everything under wraps. Beyond me, Savannah’s sister, and obviously Pepper’s father, no one knows about it other than you. But because of Lexi’s social media accounts, if the media hasn’t acted on spreading the word, they’re about to—and in the process, they’re going to try to take Savannah down, which could affect her sobriety.” 
 
    “When you’re the former wife of a billionaire—and a woman who is well known in this city—there are no secrets, Julia. For all we know, Lexi could have been sent a message through Facebook or Twitter from an anonymous source who knew about Savannah’s situation, and that’s all the news she needed to hear to shame Pepper and her mother this morning.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me,” I said. “Savannah was strong enough to admit that she needed help, and for the past month, she’s been working hard to get clean. She could have checked out of the facility early, but she hasn’t, and everyone should applaud her for that. On the other hand, there’s your show, which needs to come through with its share of shocks and surprises if it’s going to succeed. That’s what your viewership wants, and everyone—including the girls’ parents—willingly signed away their privacy rights so the girls could be real on the show. Signing that document is risky for everyone, but I think doing so just backfired on Savannah. Because of Lexi’s cruelty, Pepper and her mother are going to have to ride out one vicious news cycle in the meantime.” 
 
    “I feel you,” he said. “More than you know.” 
 
    “We should get back so I can check on Pepper,” I said. “Over the past month, she and I have become as close as she’ll allow—which I have to say is pretty close. I need to be there for her, especially since I know that she has no peers to confide in on set. They all hate her there.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re jealous of her.” 
 
    “They’re threatened by her fame. But when Pepper decides to take Lexi down, which we both know is going to come sooner rather than later, I’m betting that those girls will come to fear Pepper. Because when she goes in hard, which she will, no one is going to want to mess with her, which might calm things down on set.” 
 
    “Or not,” he said as we stood. “Because I can tell you this, Julia—you never know with that bunch. They might come off as adults, but they’re just kids. They don’t have the kind of perspective on life that you and I have. But it is what it is, I guess. And that’s the thing with this show—you never know how any of them are going to react.” 
 
    He went silent for a moment—then he looked at me. 
 
    “Before we go, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “You can ask me anything, Hunter.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I stole a kiss right now?” he asked. 
 
    “Frankly, I could use one,” I admitted as I slid into his arms. 
 
    First, he kissed me gently on the forehead as his arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me so close to him, I could feel the strength of his muscular frame. When our lips crashed together, this time nothing I felt from him had to do with longing or lust. Instead, what I felt in his kiss was his emotional need for me to be there for him after a difficult morning. We hadn’t been intimate yet, but this is exactly what intimacy felt like, regardless of whether we’d slept together or not. 
 
    I felt it in my bones and deep in my core. 
 
    And I wanted more . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    When we returned to the set, the girls were having one gossipy time of it in the living area. It was lunchtime, and when Hunter and I came in, they were lounging around on the set’s hip set of sofas and chairs, eating sandwiches and drinking soft drinks while they actively trolled Pepper—who was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Ladies,” Hunter said as we approached them. 
 
    “Mr. Steele,” all of them answered, as their faces went a little pale. 
 
    “Where is Pepper? Why isn’t she having lunch with you? Is she having lunch in her bedroom?” 
 
    “Pepper busted the hell out of here about a half hour ago,” Jinx said. “She did her Confessional thing, then Lexi did her Confessional thing, and before all of us knew it? Our little Pepper girl was walking toward the door—and then straight through it.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” I asked in alarm. 
 
    “Bitch said she needed some fresh air,” Celina said. 
 
    “I mean, right?” Clove said. “As if she hasn’t been the one making the air dirty in this joint ever since she first arrived. And you know what I have to say about that? I say—girl, be gone!” 
 
    Amid the chorus of laughter, I noted that it was the queen bee herself—Lexi—who was laughing the hardest. 
 
    “I think she went to a bar so she could get herself a drink,” Angelina said. 
 
    “She’s totally at a bar,” Livia said. “I mean, come on—we all know that alcoholism runs in families. And because of that? Pepper is just a few years away from being in rebab herself.” 
 
    “Like her mother is,” Lexi said. And then she let out a long, dramatic sigh. “Poor Savannah—sweating it out in detox. What I’m grateful for today is getting out the truth when it comes to her daughter’s secrets, because guess what? Page Six just picked up the story, and since Pepper’s papa is a well-known billionaire who lives in Russia? This shit is about to go worldwide! Can I hear an amen?” 
 
    “Amen!” they all cheered. 
 
    “I need to call Pepper,” I said to Hunter. 
 
    “Call her while I handle them,” he said. 
 
    As I pulled my phone out of my handbag, I walked into the entryway so nobody could hear me, but when I called Pepper, the call just went to voice mail, which concerned me. 
 
    Where are you? I wondered as I called her again. Still no answer, but this time I left a voice mail. “Pepper, it’s me. Call me. I know you feel that you’re alone right now, but you’re not. You have me—you will always have me—and together we can deal with this. So please, call me, OK? We can talk if you want. I’ll be right here by my phone waiting for you. In the meantime, don’t you dare let these bitches get the best of you, because none of them is worth it.” 
 
    When I returned to the living area, I watched as the girls gathered themselves together and went into the kitchen to dispose of what was left of their lunch. Then, as all of them took the stairs that led to their bedrooms on the second level, I watched Hunter give directions to the crew. 
 
    “Follow them to their bedrooms,” he said. “Film everything they have to say to one another. Miss nothing. Because if you miss any of this, we’ll be screwed out of having enough material to tell what’s clearly going to become this season’s major story arc.” 
 
    Almost at once, the room cleared of techs and cameramen, who quickly climbed the stairs right behind the girls—their cameras and their mikes at the ready. When they were gone, I turned to Hunter, knowing that we weren’t completely alone because there still were caterers cleaning up in the kitchen and a few other techs and assistant producers busily preparing for what might come next. 
 
    “Page Six . . .” I said to him. 
 
    “I know,” he said. 
 
    “And here we go—I feel sick for Pepper and Savannah, especially because if Page Six has decided to jump on the story this soon, an onslaught of negative press is coming for both of them. Most of it will be crafted to vilify and humiliate Savannah, but Pepper won’t be spared. She’ll be attached to every story that’s written about her mother. What worries me is that while Pepper has always put on a strong facade, most of it’s an act. She’s only fourteen, Hunter, and when it comes to her mother, I know that even though she tries to hide her love for Savannah, that girl does love her—and what’s happening now, thanks to Lexi, has shaken her.” 
 
    “Were you able to reach her when you called her?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t take my call, but I left a voice message asking her to call me as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What more can you do?” he said quietly. 
 
    Before I could answer him, he gave me a discreet nod toward the foyer, which was a sign that he wanted us to be alone. When we left the set and were standing close to one another on the small landing, there was no one else around. 
 
    “I don’t like seeing you upset,” he said. 
 
    When I looked up at him, I was once again struck by how much taller he was than me, probably because we were in such a confined space, which only amplified his height and how muscular he was. And then there was the fierce look in his eyes, which betrayed his affection for me, but more profoundly, his need to protect me. It was right there on his face, and I knew what that probably meant, even if I didn’t want to face it at this point in our relationship. 
 
    He’s falling in love with you . . . 
 
    No, he isn’t . . . 
 
    He is, and you know it. 
 
    I know nothing! 
 
    Yes, you do, girl—because you’ve seen that look before, and you know that’s exactly what it means. 
 
    “I should go,” I said. “Because if Page Six is on top of this, I’m going to have to consult Harper before news of this spreads wider than it already has. She’s handled things like this before—I haven’t.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he said. “And Julia?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I know you’re stressed out, and I’m sorry for all of it.” 
 
    “Hunter, there’s no reason for you to be sorry,” I said, meaning it. “The show is called The Terrible Teens for a reason. It’s built upon a foundation of unpredictable situations swirling around some pretty hard-core personalities. Your job is to deliver a great show to your viewers. What you captured on film today is the kind of fire that will turn your show into a lucrative third season. It also will justify Pepper’s salary. Am I happy that Lexi outed her mother? Hell, no—I hate what she did. But Pepper and her mother went into this knowing the risks—they knew that at some point, things would get personal and ugly between Pepper and the other girls. Did anyone think it would go this far? Probably not, but the potential for things to become explosive was always there, and they knew that going in. Now it’s time for me to clean up as much of this as I can. In the meantime—you and I will do our jobs in ways that won’t affect our relationship.” 
 
    “I’m glad you said that,” he said. “Because I don’t want any of this to get between us.” 
 
    “It won’t,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” he asked. “Because that’s a tall order when it comes to business between friends—or whatever you and I are at this point. Julia, when it comes to Pepper and Lexi, things are going to continue to go off the rails. What does that mean when it comes to you and me?” 
 
    “We’ll need to ride it out together,” I said. 
 
    “I know you feel protective of Pepper, but I hope you understand that I can’t soften any of this. What they’ve done and are doing to each other is a major part of this season. I have to run with all of it.” 
 
    “I understand that.” 
 
    “What concerns me is how that might affect us. Are you going to be angry with me for seizing this moment? Are you going to resent me for it? Are you going to feel that I’m a bad person for going there? I need to know.” 
 
    “Hunter, you need to do your job. Period. You have to tell the story those girls have already mapped out for themselves, because that’s the essence of your show. These girls do stupid shit all the time. What happened today is an example of that. But all of them knew that when they signed up to be on the show, their parents knew the ramifications of what could come, so it is what it is, isn’t it? Yes, I’m upset by what happened today, but I don’t hold you accountable for it. Actually, I hold Lexi accountable for it. None of this should affect us.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    “I am,” I said. “But I need you to listen to me now. I don’t know how or when Pepper will get her revenge on Lexi, but I have a feeling that it will be sooner rather than later, and that when she goes there, whatever the hell she does to Lexi might be so epic, it could shut down the news cycle when it comes to her mother. Because Pepper is capable of creating that kind of drama. But in the meantime? Since none of us knows how she’ll retaliate? I guess we’ll have to sit back and see.” 
 
    For a long moment, he just looked at me, before he took my face in his hands and kissed me in ways that he hadn’t in the Park—this kiss was more passionate and sensual than any other kiss he’d laid on me. It was a kiss designed to sink into my soul and arouse every part of my body as well as my heart and mind. And if I was being honest with myself, this was exactly the kind of kiss I’d wanted from him all day, which said everything about how I was starting to feel about him . . . but in ways I didn’t have the guts to admit to . . . 
 
    When we parted from each other, even I could feel my eyes starting to cross. 
 
    “Your eyes are crossing again, Julia,” he said with a smile. 
 
    This time, I decided to tell him the truth, which I knew he already knew anyway. 
 
    “This weird eye-crossing thing comes down to you, Hunter. Not because of allergies—but because of the effect you have on me.” 
 
    “And what effect is that?” he asked. 
 
    “You already know,” I said as I flushed. “But I’ve said enough for today.” 
 
    I gave him a quick kiss on the lips before I started down the stairs, even though I wanted to remain in his arms. But restraint was in order, so down the steps I went. “Throughout the day, I’ll try to get in touch with Pepper,” I said over my shoulder. “As for now, I’ll go and see Harper. She’ll know how to handle the press when it comes to Lexi outing Pepper’s mother. When I know something, I’ll give you a call, OK?” 
 
    “I’ll do the same if anything happens on this end,” he said. 
 
    When I reached the landing, I turned to look up at him. “You know, maybe Pepper and Lexi shouldn’t share a bedroom tonight. Maybe it’s best to separate them so they can cool off.” 
 
    “There are cameras all over that bedroom, Julia. And as we’ve both agreed, I’ve got a show to run. At the very least, words will be exchanged between them when they go to bed tonight. To continue to tell their story, I have to capture whatever’s said between them. I hope you know that. What happened today is clearly is going to be a central part of this season.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “Just be ready for anything.” 
 
    “You too,” he said. “Can I call you later?” 
 
    “Hunter, you can call me any time.” 
 
    I caught a fleeting smile on his face. I stepped out into the searing heat, it took me a good five minutes before I successfully hailed a cab, then I was on my way to CAA to see Harper. There, we’d discuss what had been one hell of a day—and Harper would give me the advice I needed to see it through to its end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, after I’d met with Harper—who’d given me a whirlwind of advice when it came to dealing with the press in these sorts of situations—I’d taken everything she’d said to heart, and I’d implemented her directives when various media outlets reached out to me for comment on Savannah’s well-being. 
 
    Thanks to my talk with Harper, whenever I was asked about Savannah I just returned a big “no comment,” since I didn’t represent her. When the conversation turned to Pepper, I told whoever was calling that she was a minor, so there also would be no comment regarding any “rumors or accusations coming from a third party.” And then, after one of the longest of days of my life, my cell finally stopped ringing at eight o’clock that evening. 
 
    In the silence that followed, I nuked myself a Lean Cuisine (lasagna, yay!), ate it in what probably was less than five minutes since I was beyond famished, and then I thought about all the times I’d tried to reach out to Pepper throughout the day. 
 
    Frankly, I was disappointed that she hadn’t responded to any of my calls. I was genuinely worried about her, which I’d told her time and again in the countless voice mails I’d left her. Couldn’t she have at least called me to let me know that she was OK and safe? I was trying my best to be her friend, and even though there had been times when she’d dropped the veil and let me in, for the most part, she continued to shut me out. 
 
    But throughout the day, whenever I felt that sting, I checked myself. 
 
    She’s a fourteen-year-old girl dealing with a ton of shit right now, so stop taking her behavior personally. 
 
    Sometimes, I wished that instead of me, it was my conscience that led my life, because whenever I listened to it, it clearly knew a hell of a lot more about how I should live my life than I did . . . 
 
    With conditions . . . 
 
    What eventually calmed me down is that Hunter called at seven to tell me that Pepper had returned to the set. That had been an enormous relief, and I was grateful that Hunter had called me as soon as he could because he knew I was worried sick about Pepper. I’d thanked him when he called, he’d said that he wished he could come over to see me tonight, but since Pepper and the girls were at each other’s throats, he knew that he should probably sleep on one of the sofas in the living area in case all hell broke loose during the evening. 
 
    “You’ve had a terrible day,” I’d said to him. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I am, too, but mostly because I can’t see you tonight,” he’d said. “These girls have so many hormones charging through them, I think I need to stay here because after Lexi’s stunt this morning? I’m no fool. Something volatile could happen tonight. Or maybe not. I just don’t know when it comes to these girls—but I do know that after what went down today, I need to be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “You do,” I’d said. “But with the exception of a few bitchy remarks, which each of us knows is going to happen, hopefully nothing significant will happen between them.” 
 
    “It already has,” he’d said. “The moment Pepper returned, she and Lexi got into it, with the others chiming in with their support for Lexi. I let the cameras roll for a bit, because, as I mentioned to you earlier, my job is to tell a story when it comes to this show. But when I decided that enough was enough, I shut them down.” 
 
    “Smart move,” I’d said. “Because those girls? They can be exhausting. I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    He’d gone silent when I’d said that, and when he spoke again, I could hear something like trepidation in his voice. 
 
    “Actually, Julia, there’s a chance that I might not be doing this show much longer.” 
 
    Wait a minute—what!? 
 
    “I’m sorry . . . ?” I’d said. 
 
    “After you left today, my agent called. Apparently, Fox wants me to direct a movie for them. They’re sending me the script tomorrow, and after I read it, I have one week to decide whether I want to do it or not.” 
 
    “But you’ll be staying here, right?” I’d asked. “I mean, in the city?” 
 
    “No,” he’d said quietly. “If I do this, I’ll likely have to relocate to LA—at least until the shoot is finished.” 
 
    “But that could be months,” I’d said. “And if they like your work—and why wouldn’t they, Hunter, because you’re brilliant—then you’ll just be offered more films to direct, which will change your life. And because of that, you’ll need to move to LA permanently.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he’d said. “I mean, the script might be shit, right? And I’m not about to attach myself to shit. Nothing’s happened yet.” 
 
    And nothing’s happened between us yet either, I’d thought with a weird sense of panic. At least not when it comes to us being truly intimate with one another. Am I about to lose you at the very moment when I’m ready to give myself to you? 
 
    I’d feared that I was . . . 
 
    Why is this happening? I’d thought. And how is this even happening? Hasn’t he signed on to do another year of the Teens? Or had that just been an assumption on my part? 
 
    I didn’t know, so I asked him. 
 
    “Actually, I haven’t signed on to do another season,” he’d said. “Going into the Teens, the network and I struck a two-year deal. After that, if the network was happy with how the second season turned out, my agent’s idea was to renegotiate the contract if the series continued to be a success. That’s been our intent all along. And now, out of the blue comes an opportunity to direct a feature film, which has been a dream of mine ever since I got into this business.” 
 
    Our careers are exploding at the same time, I’d thought. A month ago, I’d been promoted to assistant agent at CAA. And now because of his talent and the success of his show, Hunter had caught Hollywood’s eye. When it came to our careers, we were lucky as hell. But I had to wonder if when it came to us, were he and I doomed because of our success? 
 
    I didn’t know, and as much as it pained me to think that he and I would never be—because I had no interest in leaving the city or CAA so that someone else could chase their dreams while mine were left in the dust—I was proud of him. Hunter had worked hard to catch Fox’s eye, he’d seen a niche that could work on television, he’d followed it through with the Teens, and now Hollywood was calling for him to achieve even bigger things. Regardless of how sick I felt that I was about to lose him just when I was falling hard for him, I nevertheless followed my heart and did what was right. 
 
    I congratulated him. 
 
    “Hunter, I’m happy for you,” I’d said. “You’ve worked hard for this opportunity. Congratulations. You deserve this.” 
 
    “Julia, as I said, I haven’t seen the script, and I’ve signed nothing,” he’d said. 
 
    “But you might, and we both need to face that fact. And if you do sign on to direct that film, Hunter, you need to know that I’ll be rooting for you now and forever.” 
 
    I’d wanted to say to him that I’d miss the hell out of him if he went—that I’d be devastated if he went—but I refused to do so, because there was no way that I was going to sway him from realizing his dreams. 
 
    If he wanted to stay in the city because of me—let him stay. But if he wanted to direct feature films, Hunter needed to feel free to do that, too. Staying or leaving was a choice he needed to make on his own, because I refused to be the one who held him back. Because if I did—and if this opportunity never came his way again—it could lead to him resenting me, which I wouldn’t have. 
 
    “Julia, there’s a lot to be said for being the showrunner of a successful television show,” he’d said. “Because right now? Television is having a moment. With the success of streaming and now that cable is bigger than it’s ever been, television is pretty much where it’s at right now. Hell, in many ways, television has become bigger than film. I mean, look at what producing the Kardashians has done for Ryan Seacrest—he’s built an empire by producing that show, which has allowed him to do a shitload of other things. We’ve only been shooting this second season of the Teens for a month, but I already know that what I have in the can is the kind of shit that will change my life when the studio sees for themselves what we’ve created. I know how good this season is—and most of it comes down to Pepper and Lexi. I also know that because this season is better than the first season, I will make major bank should I choose to renegotiate my contract. So, please don’t make too much of Fox’s offer—or the possibility that I might leave the city because of it.” 
 
    “But I kind of have to, don’t I?” I’d asked him in a soft voice. “Hunter, you just told me that directing a feature film is one of your dreams. And if the film that Fox is offering you turns out to be good? And if you decide to direct it and it becomes a hit? You and I both know that you will be on an entirely different level than the one you’re on now, which you deserve, because I believe in you and your talent. But that next level will only come if you move to LA, because that’s where the industry exists, for God’s sake. With some exceptions, yes, it exists here in New York, but just so we’re clear, I’m telling you now that here is where I plan to stay. I have my own career and my own dreams to fight for. And because CAA wants me here for a full year before I can become an associate agent? You need to know that I’m staying here for that reason.” 
 
    “Why do I feel as if you’re pushing me away right now?” 
 
    Because I refuse to hold both of us back! 
 
    “I’m not pushing you away,” I’d said. “What I’m doing is looking at the big picture. Fox wants you. And if they want you, other studios are going to want you more than Fox does. And do you want to know why? It’s because Hollywood is a small, competitive town, and executives from competing studios always tend to have their fingers on things—like who’s fresh, who’s new, who’s hot. That’s what I think you’re missing here. If you make this film—which I think you should, but only if the script is good—you and I both know that you won’t be staying in New York.” 
 
    “And that’s a deal-breaker for you when it comes to us?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it is.” 
 
    “You’re building a wall between us now,” he’d said. 
 
    “I’m not Trump.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” he’d said. 
 
    “Hunter, listen, I’ve enjoyed spending time with you.” 
 
    “Spending time with me?” he’d said incredulously. “Is that all this has been between us—spending time together? Come on, Julia.” 
 
    “It’s been more than that, and you know it has, but—” 
 
    “How do you feel when I take you into my arms?” he’d interrupted. “When I kiss you—and when you kiss me back? You know what? You don’t even need to answer those questions, because I already know how you feel. I can feel it in the heat of your kiss. I can see it in how your eyes sometimes cross when our lips part. And I know that what you’ve begun to feel for me is the same desire I’ve long felt for you. Because of the way I behaved in my past, yes, it took us time to get to a place of trust. But we’ve gotten past that hurdle, haven’t we? Do you trust me now?” 
 
    “I do,” I’d said. And I did. “But, Hunter, there’s no way I’m going to get between you and your career. I’m not going to be the one who stops you from achieving the greatness I know you’re capable of achieving. I refuse to be that person in your life who—years from now—you might someday point to as the person who held you back.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen the script, Julia,” he’d said in frustration. “It could suck.” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Your silence is telling,” I’d said. “What kind of film is it, Hunter?” 
 
    “A romantic comedy.” 
 
    “You see,” I’d said. “They are watching you, because the Teens is often seriously funny. You’re the man behind those laughs—and Fox knows it.” 
 
    “You’re shutting down on me,” he’d said. 
 
    “I’m not shutting down on you. What I’m trying to do is set you free.” 
 
    “From you?” 
 
    “In a way, but only so you can enjoy this next chapter of your life and your career.” 
 
    “I never said that I was going anywhere,” he’d said in a stern voice. “I only mentioned this to you because it’s been part of my day.” 
 
    “But what happened today is significant, and it can’t be ignored. I mean, if you take that job, it would affect us, right? I’m not trying to be unreasonable here, Hunter. If anything, I’m trying to be selfless.” 
 
    “Selfless,” he’d said. “So, you do want to be with me.” 
 
    I will not sway him . . . 
 
    “I’m not answering that question.” 
 
    “You just did, Julia. And I see what you’re doing now. You’re trying your best not to get in the way of my career. But don’t you see it’s that part of your personality that drives me crazy about you? You’re willing to put my career first instead of putting us first. No woman I’ve ever met has put herself second to me. But that’s what you’re doing now—and how in the hell am I supposed to ignore that? Because it’s rare, Julia. And it’s something I can’t ignore.” 
 
    “Hunter—” I’d said. 
 
    “How about if we sign off for tonight, get some rest, do some thinking, and reconnect tomorrow?” 
 
    “All right,” I’d said. “But in the meantime, feel free to call me if you need me, OK?” 
 
    “Do you know what I need right now?” he’d asked. 
 
    “Tell me,” I’d said. “I mean, with Pepper back in the house, your hands are so full, I can’t even imagine—” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with Pepper,” he’d said. 
 
    Instead of engaging him, I’d just listened to him, unsure of what was to come after this particular conversation. 
 
    “What if what I need now is you?” he’d said to me. “What if what I needed yesterday was you, Julia? A week ago? The day we first met? Because the first day you and I met? And after the dinner we had at db bistro? I’ve wanted you since then, so think about that tonight. Because if you can think about that and recall everything I’ve said to you tonight, it might lead you to your own truth when it comes to how you feel about me. But that’s enough for now. Both of us are worked up. We’re both emotional. So, I’m just going to say good night, let you know that I can’t wait to see you again—and also to have you in my arms again . . .” 
 
    After he severed the connection, I sat in my living room looking out at the city’s brilliant blanket of shimmering lights, and as I did so, I had to remind myself that I’d only known Hunter for a month. 
 
    But what a month it’s been . . . 
 
    After sitting in thought for a moment, I got up, went into the kitchen, poured myself a glass of wine, and returned to my seat in the living room. There, I reflected on the past month, which included facing all of the initial warnings I’d received about Hunter, and then all of the highs I’d experienced with him when I realized that everyone who had warned me against him had been dead wrong. 
 
    As I sipped my wine, I thought long and hard about how I felt about him, which at this point was an undeniable rush that thrummed deep in my heart and also in my body. And then there was how I felt whenever he kissed me, which pretty much laid me bare each and every time. 
 
    As I looked out into the night, I knew at that moment that I was at a crossroads when it came to my relationship with him. If this film deal of his went through, I’d lose him forever, which was the last thing I wanted, because—Jesus Christ, let’s just face it—I was falling for him. I was. And just admitting that to myself scared the hell out of me as much as it thrilled me. Because after what Michael had done to me? After the devious way he had cheated on me? Never did I believe I’d ever fall for someone again. 
 
    But I have . . . 
 
    And now here I sat, taking a deep breath as I allowed myself to think about what Hunter meant to me, and what I meant to him. I mean, just moments ago, he’d pretty much admitted that he was in love with me before he’d hung up the phone. 
 
    What if what I needed now is you? he’d asked me. What if what I needed yesterday was you, Julia? A week ago? The day we first met? Because the first day you and I met? And after the dinner we had at db bistro? I’ve wanted you since then, so think about that tonight. 
 
    If that wasn’t love speaking to me, then what was? 
 
    So, what am I to do now? I asked myself. 
 
    Before I could even answer that question, my cell rang. I looked over at it on the coffee table, saw the time shining back at me from the screen, and I realized that I’d been sitting here thinking about Hunter for the past hour. 
 
    And now, for some reason, he was calling me. 
 
    I answered the phone. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “It’s me,” he said with urgency. “I need you to get down here as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. All I know is that Pepper is about to do something to Lexi. I don’t know what she’s planned, but I wanted to call you before I was too sidelined to do so.” 
 
    “Hunter, you’ve got to give me something . . .” 
 
    “Pepper has been alone in the bedroom she shares with Lexi ever since she returned home from wherever the hell she went today. Just moments ago, the crew and I were watching her via video in the control room when she went over to her closet, took out a plastic box of some sort, and dumped the contents of it into Lexi’s bed. To me, it looked like a massive pile of thumbtacks, but since she acted so quickly, I can’t be sure. Whatever the case, Pepper’s obviously about to have her revenge on Lexi. Since I can’t call on her father or her mother to help me manage her, I need you to get down here as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’m on my way,” I said. 
 
    And then, just like that, the phone went dead, I was up and on my feet, and after grabbing my keys and my handbag, I flew out the door. On the street corner, I snagged a cab, gave the driver the address, and we shot into the night with my heart slamming against my chest. 
 
    What has she done? I thought as the city sped by. And what in the hell am I about to walk into . . . ? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    When I arrived on the corner of Prince and Broadway, I paid the driver, texted Hunter that I was here, then told the driver to keep the change. 
 
    “Thank you, baby,” she said. 
 
    “My pleasure, girl.” 
 
    “You have a good night now, OK?” 
 
    I paused when she said that, and I couldn’t help but smile ruefully as we exchanged glances in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s hope that happens, because I’m pretty sure that’s not in the cards for me when it comes to tonight.” 
 
    “Baby girl, you just pray to Jesus, you tell him your problems, and he’ll take care of the rest for you in the end. You’ll see. I pray every day, and look at me now—happy and with a big smile on my face, because despite the hardships life has handed me over the years? This girl knows that she’s been blessed, because the good Lord understands my problems, he listens to me, and he helps me through all of my problems whenever I reach out to him. If you don’t do the same, why not try it now and see if it works for you? I mean, it can’t hurt, right, cookie?” 
 
    If I was going to pray for anything right now, it was that Hunter would choose his show over that damned script. Because if he did that? It would mean that he’d remain here in New York, where we could continue to explore whatever the hell was happening between us, which I knew was significant. 
 
    But since nothing between us was certain at this point in our friendship/relationship, I simply nodded at the driver and sent up a prayer for that to happen. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said to her. 
 
    “Listen, sweetie, you tip well, so let me give my thanks to you, OK? OK.” 
 
    I grinned at her when she said that, wished her a good evening, and the moment I stepped out of the cab, I dashed toward the building’s entrance, where Hunter already was there waiting to greet me on the sidewalk. The moment I saw him, I wondered if there could be a more welcoming sight than him waiting for me in his usual tight-fitting jeans and white T-shirt. Hunter wasn’t just the sexiest man I’d ever met, but he might also be the kindest—at least compared to the few men I’d allowed into my life. 
 
    You already know he is . . . 
 
    I do . . . 
 
    Then why not get in front of this while you still have time? Why don’t you tell him that you’re falling for him? Why don’t you just ask him to stay? 
 
    Have you not listened to me? I will not get in front of his dreams. 
 
    What if his dreams come down to you? 
 
    Then it’s on him to come forward with his feelings, isn’t it? Because he’s the one with a potentially life-changing job on the line here, not me. 
 
    Christ, you’re difficult. 
 
    And I don’t think that you have a conscience. 
 
    News flash, I am your conscience. 
 
    That’s right, I thought. The selfish side of it, which I’m choosing to ignore. 
 
    “Has anything happened yet?” I asked Hunter as I met him at the door. 
 
    “No, but Lexi and the other girls have been watching a movie tonight, which is about to end soon. Since all of them have to get up early tomorrow morning, when that movie ends, they’ll all head off to bed, and it won’t be long before something does happen. That I know for sure.” 
 
    Before I had the chance to respond, he swept me into his arms, pressed the length of his body against me, and when he kissed me? It was so tender, sexy, and heartfelt, my urge was to go in deeper, which he must have sensed, because he went in even harder. His tongue thrust into my mouth. I reached around his waist and pulled him closer to my body as my tongue collided against his. And as we kissed the kind of kiss you only experience a few times in your life? The kind of kiss that makes you want to rethink everything? I just drank it and his masculine scent in as if they were an elixir, because they were to me. 
 
    Ever since I’d first met him, I’d tried my best to strike a balance when it came to our relationship—and I’d failed spectacularly. Over the past several weeks, the very man I’d tried my best to resist had become my drug of choice. 
 
    And then there was this . . . 
 
    Despite how close we’d become over the past month, we still were undefined as a couple, and all of that came down to the fact that we hadn’t had sex. And because of that alone—which was all on me, by the way, because I was the foolish one who’d been all about taking baby steps when it came to us—neither of us had seen what we could become together because we hadn’t made love yet. 
 
    Yes, we were hot for one another. Yes, we were mad for one another. But at this point? Without sealing the deal after multiple dates, a romantic carriage ride through the Park, and basically spending every free moment we had together? We still hadn’t made love, and because of that, neither of us knew whether that moment would be a success, or an utter failure. You just never knew when it came to sex. Like a couple of wolves in heat, we’d just been circling around each other. And then, just when I felt ready to take that risk and make love with him, along came the offer from Fox. And now what was I supposed to do? Sleep with him to confuse the situation even more? Get my heart broken once again if I fell even harder for him—and he still decided to leave? After Michael, I just couldn’t go there again, regardless of how much I wanted to. 
 
    “Why do you look so sad right now?” he asked me. 
 
    “I look sad?” I said in surprise. 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “If I’m feeling anything right now, it’s sheer tension and nerves.” 
 
    Sure, that was a deflection, but it wasn’t a lie. In fact, when it came to what I was going through with Pepper and with Hunter, it was the damned truth. 
 
    “I’m glad you came tonight,” he said. 
 
    “I need you to show me what Pepper tossed into Lexi’s bed,” I said. “Because if you and I come to the conclusion that whatever Pepper’s up to is more than a harmless prank, we do need to get ahead of this—and stop it before anything serious happens.” 
 
    He took hold of my shoulders. 
 
    “Julia, we’ve talked about this,” he said. “You know that I need to let this play itself out. Whatever Pepper’s done is done. I can’t let her off the hook just because I saw her doing something nefarious on camera. That would be unfair to the show—and to all the girls who are part of the show. I mean, no one has ever gotten a pass when they pull some shit. Whatever Pepper’s up to is part of the storyline we’re telling on this season of the Teens. Obviously, these girls are supposed to be terrible—I mean, that’s what the audience expects from them. All of these girls—along with their parents—contractually agreed to take on whatever hits came their way this season, as they did last season. Pepper is about to exact her revenge on Lexi. I only wanted you to be here because I knew that you’d want to witness it for yourself, and also to be here for her and counsel her afterward should she take things too far.” 
 
    “What time do the girls generally go to bed?” I asked. 
 
    “Every one of them knows they have an early shoot tomorrow morning. Since that’s pretty much always the case, most of them are usually in bed by ten. But because the movie they’re watching tonight has a long running time, I think that they’ll turn in closer to ten-thirty, which isn’t long from now.” 
 
    “Then let’s go inside,” I said. “On tape, I know you’ve captured whatever Pepper did that alarmed you enough to call me here tonight. I want to see that footage for myself so I can try to figure out what I’m about to get into.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said as he wrapped his arm around my waist. “Let’s go in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    When Hunter and I entered the first-story control room, which was just off the foyer and well away from where the girls were finishing the movie they were watching in the main living area, I said hello to the two other men in the room. First was the show’s associate director, Stephen Banks, and the other man was one of the show’s several assistant producers, John Burns, both of whom I’d come to know over the past four weeks. 
 
    “Hey, Julia,” Stephen said. 
 
    “Hi, Stephen.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Julia,” John said. And then he just shrugged at me. “Though both Stephen and I wish it were under different circumstances.” 
 
    “John, it’s called The Terrible Teens for a reason,” I said to him. “But considering what Hunter’s told me, it appears that Pepper is about to throw down with Lexi, so I’d like to see what she’s been up to. Can you show me?” 
 
    When Hunter directed them to play the footage of Pepper going for the plastic box, Stephen fast-forwarded through hours of Pepper sitting in a weird kind of slumped, meditative haze on the edge of her bed. She was wearing a stylish top and fashionable jeans, her hair and makeup were on point, and then—without warning—she checked her watch, suddenly seemed to come back into herself as her eyes opened wide, and like a robot, she sat up completely straight. 
 
    It was if another soul or being had seized control of her . . . 
 
    “What the hell?” I said. 
 
    “Just watch,” Hunter said. 
 
    After Pepper shook out her hair, she looked around the dimly lit room before she walked over to the far left corner. There, Pepper stopped to look up at one of the cameras tucked high above her. That camera was one of three trained on the entire room. And when Pepper looked into it? She simply smiled sweetly for a moment before she went over to her closet and pulled out the plastic box, just as Hunter had told me she’d done. 
 
    Mesmerized, I watched her walk over to Lexi’s bed with the box, turn down the bedding, then dump whatever was inside the box into the bed before she swiftly tucked the bedding in tight and then walked back over to her own bed. 
 
    “What the hell was in that box?” I asked. 
 
    “Like I said, I think it was a shitload of thumbtacks,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Was it thumbtacks?” I said. 
 
    “That’s my best guess,” Hunter said. 
 
    “What do you two think?” I asked Stephen and John. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Stephen said. “I mean, after the shit that went down today, she obviously knew that we’d be watching her every move in that room tonight. And because she knew that we’d be watching her? Pepper’s a smart girl. She knows how to play a solid hand. Whatever she did was way too quick for me to see what was inside that box.” 
 
    “John?” I said as my heart sank. “Any insight?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m with Stephen and Hunter. Whatever Pepper tossed into Lexi’s bed looks as if it rolled onto its sides, not unlike thumbtacks. I have a feeling that she wants Lexi to hop carelessly into bed and bite her ass a few hundred times after the shit she put Pepper’s mother through today.” 
 
    “Stephen, can we all look at that moment again?” I asked. “I think we all need to see it again. Maybe we can somehow come to a consensus . . .” 
 
    He reran it several times for me, but given the dim lighting and how swiftly Pepper had acted, none of us could come to any conclusions about what she’d tossed into Lexi’s bed, which worried me. Why would she need a plastic box to carry thumbtacks? It didn’t make sense to me. But since I couldn’t be sure, all of it would have to remain a mystery until we knew for sure what Pepper had chucked into Lexi’s bed. 
 
    “Let’s go to the present,” I said. 
 
    With a mere push of a button, Stephen zipped forward in time. Now, what we saw was Pepper sitting back on the edge of her bed. At some point, she’d changed out of her clothes and into a pretty pink satin nightgown—and in her hand was her iPhone. 
 
    Why is she just sitting there holding on to her iPhone—and doing nothing with it? And why is her screen lit? What the hell does she have up her sleeve . . . ? 
 
    Watching her, I thought that she was behaving like a spider waiting quietly for its prey, which of course she was. And so again, I had to wonder—what kind of fresh hell was Lexi about to face for choosing to publicly burn Pepper’s mother this morning? Would Pepper’s response simply be several dozen thumbtacks? Oh, hell, no, because after all this time, I’d come to know that girl. 
 
    So, what could it be? What was I missing here? Because I knew it had to be big. Hell, I could feel in my gut that whatever this was would be a game changer when it came to those two. And if Pepper succeeded in pulling off whatever she was about to do to Lexi? I already knew that it was going to be far worse than what any of us could collectively imagine. 
 
    Because that’s just who you are, I thought as I watched Pepper turn out the lights as she got into her bed and slipped beneath the sheets. How far have you gone? What haven’t we seen? Oh, hell, God, if you’re listening to me now? Please don’t let Pepper have gone too far . . . 
 
    “Is the movie over yet?” I asked Hunter. 
 
    “Let me check . . .” 
 
    He cracked the door, and we heard the girls giggling in the main living space. 
 
    “Not yet . . .” he said as he quietly closed the door. 
 
    But not five minutes later, Hunter’s cell rang. 
 
    With a surprised look at me, he removed his phone from his pants pocket, listened to whoever had called him, then he became all alpha male when his tone changed. 
 
    “Listen,” he said in a harsh voice to whoever was on the other end of the call. “Just as the camera crew does every night, I need you to make sure they follow the girls to their bedrooms. Only this time? I need them to be on high alert when it comes to Lexi and Pepper. We discussed this earlier, Craig, and because of what I’ve shared with you, it’s clear that Pepper is going to exact some kind of revenge on Lexi tonight. What’s critical is that no one running camera can tip Lexi off before she enters her bedroom and gets into bed. Everyone needs to act like it’s just another day so they give nothing away. But when the drama unfolds? Everyone on camera needs to be on point. Tonight is a pivotal moment for the show. I need all of you to do your best work and capture everything as it unfolds. Are we understood? Good. Now, follow the girls casually up to their bedrooms, just as you do every night, and when all of them have closed their doors for the night, I need the team to stand ready for when the shit goes down. This might be this season’s best or most awful moment, so don’t fuck it up, man. Right? Good. I trust you and the others to nail it. Let’s do this shit, buddy. Talk soon.” 
 
    “I feel sick,” I said as I watched Pepper on the monitor. Because of the infrared camera that was trained on her face, I could see her lying in her bed—and her eyes were wide open, she was looking straight at the door, and there was an anxious look on her face. 
 
    “I hear you,” he said to me. 
 
    “No, I don’t think you do,” I said. 
 
    He furrowed his brow. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I said. 
 
    “I am . . .” 
 
    “Then listen to me,” I said to him. “I mean, let’s just get real here, Hunter. After how cruelly Lexi shamed Pepper’s mother today, do you really believe that Pepper is just going to prick her ass with a shitload of thumbtacks? I mean, when it comes to social media alone, which expects ugliness when and where it’s deserved, Pepper’s millions of fans are going to expect an epic comeback from her after the way Lexi treated her today. Pepper knows it, you and I both know it, and her followers not only know it, but they are craving to see how she retaliates. None of us know what she has up her sleeve, but Pepper’s about to deliver.” 
 
    “But what will she deliver?” he asked me. 
 
    “When it comes to that girl? You and I both know that it could be anything, because Pepper likes to be unpredictable. The four of us couldn’t see what she tossed into Lexi’s bed, but whatever it was, it was worse than thumbtacks, guys. Over the past month, I’ve come to know her, and I know in my gut that she’s about to go further than any of us could fathom or imagine.” 
 
    “Lexi’s entering the bedroom now,” Stephen said. 
 
    In anticipation of all that was to come, the four of us watched the monitors as Lexi appeared in the doorway and just stood there for several seconds while she assessed the room. I could almost feel what she had to be thinking. Was Pepper about to pounce on her? Would Pepper be lying in wait to attack her? Lexi was a smart girl, she knew what Pepper was capable of, and so before she entered the room, she wisely stood in the doorway watching, waiting, and listening before she apparently felt safe enough to cross over to the bathroom, where she could change into her night clothes. 
 
    “I’m totally about to hurl,” I said. 
 
    “Stephen, get a close-up on Pepper’s face for me,” Hunter said. 
 
    When Stephen did, all of us saw that Pepper had brought her iPhone close to her face, and that her eyes were now locked on the closed bathroom door. What unnerved me was that her lips had pressed into a grim line of steely determination. And worse, in the greenish flare of the camera’s infrared light, her pupils—wide due to the dark room—had taken on that same devilish kind of iridescent green that lit her body. As Stephen closed in on her eyes, her pupils pulsed and glowed on the monitor as if they had been lit from within. 
 
    She’s become a monster, I thought as I looked at her with concern. Pepper, for the love of God, I hope you’ve shown some restraint . . . 
 
    But even as I thought that, I already knew that was a fool’s wish, particularly as the next few moments passed in a blur. 
 
    With a sense of dramatic purpose, Lexi swung open the bathroom door, stepped into the bedroom in super-short silk shorts and a matching tank top, then charged over to her bed, where she tossed back the covers and hopped inside. 
 
    And when she did so? We waited with bated breath in case Pepper had indeed thrown down a bed of thumbtacks, which Lexi would have responded to at once. 
 
    But she didn’t . . . 
 
    And when she didn’t, all four of us leaned closer to the monitors as Stephen used one of the room’s cameras to zoom in close to Lexi’s face while he trained one of the other cameras tight on Pepper’s face. 
 
    It was at that moment that Lexi started to scream. 
 
    She quickly shifted in her bed and began flinching this way and that as she arched her back in pain—and as she did so, Pepper suddenly threw off her covers and sat straight up in bed with her iPhone at the ready. 
 
    As Lexi began to flip over and over and over in her bed, her face twisted in agony, Pepper switched on the lights, stalked over to her and started to photograph Lexi as she bellowed out a series of harrowing screams. 
 
    While Lexi kicked and writhed beneath the sheets, all of us watched in horror as Pepper held her iPhone in front of her while Lexi leaped off the bed and collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    “What the hell?” Hunter said. 
 
    “We need to move!” I said. 
 
    And just as I said that, the camera crew crashed into their bedroom as Hunter and I hurried out of the control room, raced across the living space, and took the stairs to the second level—where all hell was breaking loose.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “I’m being bitten!” we heard Lexi call out in horror as we rushed toward the bedroom. “For God’s sake, somebody help me! I’m covered in bugs!” 
 
    “Oh, that you are, hunty,” I heard Pepper say in a casual voice as Hunter and I slammed into the room, where three cameramen already were covering the scene. “Just like a smart girl caught in a fire, you’ve already stopped, dropped, and rolled onto the floor, Lexi, so my advice to you now is that you better start rolling even harder. Because just so you know, you have hundreds of earwigs biting your ass. Oh, and by the looks of it? They’ve also attached themselves to your face, your arms, your legs, and probably even your saggy little tits, as well as your overused, STD-ridden coochie.” 
 
    “Pepper,” I said as I locked eyes with her. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Julia, come on,” she said with a shrug and a sigh as she walked over to her bed and stepped into her slippers. “Obvi, you’ve seen by Lexi—otherwise known as the insect-ridden mess flopping about on the floor—exactly what I’ve done. So, just step the hell off so I can continue to capture this moment for my thirsty social media peeps. Because what you and Hunter already know is that this shit is going to be television gold. After what this bitch pulled on me and my mother today? I’m going all in right now.” 
 
    And she had. 
 
    As the other girls clamored into the room after hearing the commotion, a few of them yelped in shock when they saw that not only was the entirety of Lexi’s body swarming with biting insects—but that her bed and the floor was alive with bugs as well. As Pepper took photo after photo of Lexi’s plight, she started to stomp the floor around her so she could crush whatever insects were coming her way before they could bite her as well. 
 
    She’s thought of everything . . . I thought in horror. 
 
    “I’m in pain!” Lexi cried out as she twisted violently around on the floor while trying to swat off as many of the earwigs as she could. And then she just glared at Hunter and me. “Why are you motherfuckers just standing there? Help me, for Christ’s sake! I could die from this!” 
 
    “Please,” Pepper said. “Do you really think I’m that stupid, Lexi? Naturally, the bugs are a biting nuisance, because, I mean, obvi, they’re meant to be. And, yes, you will turn into a welted mess after they’ve had their way with you. But they aren’t poisonous. Because, you know, I’m smart like that. When I went to the pet store earlier today to seek out food for my new, um, pet iguana, I asked all sorts of questions. I made certain that whatever they gave me wasn’t poisonous because I didn’t want anything poisonous in my bedroom, and after being given a handful of choices, I decided to go with the earwigs—because they looked super nasty to me. I mean, their pincers are literally attached to you, for God’s sake. How sick is that? Pretty sick, if you ask me. But I can tell you this, girl—if I hadn’t been guided by the boys running that store? I probably would have gone with the damned fire ants, and your ass probably would be dead right now.” 
 
    At that moment, Pepper’s plan became clear to me. When Lexi had hopped into bed for the night, she’d unwillingly tossed herself into a nest of bugs, which right now were biting her everywhere. They were heated, they were angry, and my God, as I watched them swarm her body, they were in full attack mode. 
 
    I turned to Hunter, who was swiftly removing his T-shirt, likely to swipe the bugs off Lexi and kill them before they could do more harm to her. But when his shirt came off? Oh, hell, I hadn’t seen him shirtless yet, but I was seeing him shirtless now, and he was so buff, cut, and lightly hairy in the best of ways, it was a challenge for me to focus on what I needed to focus on right now—Lexi’s pathetic plight! 
 
    Since she also was a bitch, I couldn’t help but take a moment to lust after Hunter. Because with his shirt off, Hunter was beyond masculine, so all I could do was just stare openly at him for a minute before I cleared my throat and got my head on straight. I mean, Lexi was literally being bitten by hundreds of bugs and writhing at my feet, for God’s sake. 
 
    Girl, you need to step up to the plate and help her! 
 
    “Do you need my help?” I asked him. 
 
    “With what?” he said as he arched his eyebrow at me. 
 
    Oh, shit, he totally just caught me drooling over him . . . 
 
    “With Lexi,” I said. “I mean, what else?” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that at another time. But right now? No. I need you to stand back because I can’t allow the bugs to attack you.” 
 
    “They’re biting me everywhere!” Lexi shouted as she slapped her hands against her face, arms, legs, and the rest of her body. “Why is everyone just standing there? Why isn’t anyone helping me!” 
 
    Behind me, Jinx cut swiftly in front of Hunter before he could act and rushed toward Lexi. 
 
    “We’ll kill them!” she said triumphantly, as she raised her fists above her head. “Come on, girls! No matter what it takes, we need to Wonder Woman up, we need to do Lexi proud, and together? We need to swat these bugs down until all of them are dead!” 
 
    “Jinx, they’re biting me everywhere!” Lexi whimpered. 
 
    “I can see that,” Jinx said. “But the girls and I are going to fix it even if apparently no one on staff will, since they’re more interested in ratings than your safety!” 
 
    “I’m here to help,” Celina said as she brushed past me. 
 
    “Me too,” Angelina said as she joined the other girls. “But, Lexi, I need you to listen to me right now. I know you can’t see what’s happening to you, but the bugs have literally attached themselves to you. To kill them, we’re going to need to be super aggressive. This isn’t going to be easy on you. Are you prepared for that?” 
 
    “JUST FUCKING KILL THEM!” Lexi moaned. 
 
    “Let’s slap them dead!” Jinx said. “Come on, girls. Let’s do this shit, because what Pepper has pulled tonight? It’s total bullshit!” 
 
    “They’re biting my face!” Lexi said. “To hell with Pepper! Kill them!” 
 
    And then, after the girls delivered several harsh slaps across Lexi’s face in an effort to crush the earwigs, a stunned Lexi looked up at them in shock and awe as the girls started to slap the rest of her body stupid, all while the bugs continued to rove over her—and bite her. 
 
    “They’re under her tank,” Celina said as she peeked beneath it. “And my God, they’ve attached themselves to her nipples! Jinx, pull off her tank!” 
 
    “When has Janx ever pulled off anything?” Pepper said as she filmed the mayhem with her iPhone. “I mean, come on—her name is Janx, for God’s sake. If breathing wasn’t an involuntary motion, she would have been dead at birth.” 
 
    “Go to hell, Pepper!” Jinx said. 
 
    When Celina lifted Lexi’s tank, my hand flew to my mouth, because Lexi’s neck, breasts, nipples, and her torso were indeed covered with bugs that were actively biting her. 
 
    This needs to end now, I thought. 
 
    “Hunter,” I said. “Stop this.” 
 
    “Now, they’re on me!” Celina interrupted as she staggered back against one of the bedroom’s walls. “They’re on my feet—and my legs! They’re biting me now! Somebody help me!” 
 
    “Me too!” Jinx screamed out after she slapped Lexi hard across the face again, in an effort to kill one of the bugs that was biting her. “Why the hell isn’t anyone helping us?” 
 
    “Why don’t we all just call it what it is?” Pepper said in a smooth, measured voice as she continued to video all that was unraveling in front of her. “It’s karma, ladies. Today, Lexi chose to shame and humiliate my mother when she’s at her most frightened and vulnerable. She knew in her gut what my mother had to be going through, and yet she still was cold enough to make her issues public to the world. Lexi, dear, did you really think I’d allow you to do that to my mother without retaliating? Were you so naïve as to think I wouldn’t punch back even harder?” 
 
    She paused to stamp down on the bugs approaching her. 
 
    “You deserve everything you’re experiencing right now, Lexi,” she said. “And guess what, sweetie? As you know, I’ve already posted the first part of your ruin on Instagram, and because of that, we both know that reactions to those photos are blowing up as I speak. And now there’s the video I’m shooting of you, which soon will go live. Sure, I can’t share the bits where your floppy tits are exposed, but let me ask you now, you sorry assed bitch. When it comes to today, who won in the end? Oh, look, everyone—I think that might have been me . . .” 
 
    “Ladies,” Hunter said as he moved toward Lexi. “Step aside, remove whatever earwigs have attached themselves to you, and let me help Lexi.” 
 
    “So, now you’re going to help me, Hunter?” Lexi shouted at him in pain and rage. “I mean, seriously? This is the moment when you’re going to man up and help me?” 
 
    “Lexi, I have been helping you,” he said as he moved toward her with his T-shirt in his hand. “Now, take my hand, stand up, and move toward the bathroom and away from your bed. I need you to step into the shower so we can get the rest of these bugs off you.” 
 
    “So you can feel my tits?” she shot at him. 
 
    “Let me take care of this,” I said before Hunter could respond. “Give me your T-shirt, Hunter.” 
 
    “As if I want your hands on me,” Lexi said to me. 
 
    I held up my hands and just looked at her. 
 
    “Choose what you want, Lexi,” I said to her. “You either can continue to be bitten by the bugs, or I can help you remove them from you in the shower while the crew vacuums up whatever bugs are left. It’s your choice, because hear me on this. You are not my client, you are not my responsibility, I owe you nothing—but I am willing to help you right now. Whether I do so or not is up to you. So, choose.” 
 
    “What choice do I have?” she said. “They’re still biting me everywhere!” 
 
    “Either give me permission to help you or not.” 
 
    “Permission fucking granted!” 
 
    “Then, get into the shower so we can remove them all. We’ll swipe them off your body, they’ll go down the drain, then all of this will be behind us,” I said. “Now, move!” 
 
    In need but also in frustration, she reached out her hand to me, and when she did? I saw that there were dozens of earwigs attached to her flesh. Even though I feared that they’d likely bite me, I took hold of her hand, I pulled her to her feet, and hurried her toward the bathroom. When we stepped inside, I turned on the shower, directed her to take off her shorts, and even though I was fully clothed, I got into the shower with her and used Hunter’s T-shirt to remove the rest of the bugs from her. 
 
    “You’re tearing them off me!” she said. “It hurts!” 
 
    “Just stand as steady as you can,” I said as I started to scrub them off her. “If we act swiftly, this should go quickly. If I miss a spot, tell me where, and I’ll tend to it.” 
 
    After I’d washed Lexi’s extremities, I asked her to use the T-shirt on the more personal parts of her body to make certain that all of the bugs were gone. When she was finished, she dropped T-shirt onto the floor, where dozens upon dozens of bugs were swirling down the drain. Some of them were dead, but most of them were still alive. 
 
    “Are we good?” I asked as the water rained down on us. 
 
    As Lexi inspected her body—which was riddled with swollen welts—she took a deep breath before she nodded at me. 
 
    “I think we’ve gotten them all,” she said under the running water. 
 
    “Think or know?” 
 
    Again, she looked over her body. 
 
    “No, I think they’re gone.” 
 
    “Let’s make certain. Turn for me.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she did so, and when I agreed that she was in the clear, I turned off the water. I reached behind me for a large white towel, then I handed it to her so she could cover herself. When she did, I grabbed a towel for myself, stepped out of the shower, and started to dry myself off as Lexi did the same. 
 
    “We need new clothing for you,” I said. 
 
    “I can take care of that on my own, Julia.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Take care of yourself. And good luck, Lexi—may this day be a lesson to you. But please hear me when I say this. I know that after what Pepper did to you tonight, your instinct will be to escalate things, but why go there? We’ve all just seen what Pepper is capable of. If you go in harder with her, how do you think she’s going to react? You and I both know that whatever she decides will only be worse for you.” 
 
    As she stood naked in front of me, Lexi simply clocked me with a glance, and when she spoke to me again, it was with a threatening tone in her voice. 
 
    “Not if I truly shut her down,” she said defiantly. “Not if I make her frightened to death of me.” 
 
    “But that’s the thing,” I said to her. “Pepper isn’t scared of you or anyone else on this show. For reasons that go far beyond her issues with her mother, Pepper is one of the toughest, strongest young women I know. And because of that, there is no way in hell that she’s going to allow you to win this war. So, why not just bury the hatchet with her now, and be done with this bullshit? For your own sake!” 
 
    “Julia, I’ll do whatever the hell I want,” Lexi said to me. “Thanks for getting in the shower with me and helping me out and all, but as you freely pointed out, you don’t represent me, you don’t guide me, and you never, ever will speak for me. And just so you know? I also have a brand that I need to serve up hard to my social media followers. Do you really think I can just walk away from this moment with my head hanging in shame? Oh, hell no. Because if I did that? I’d lose face with them, which I’ll never allow.” 
 
    “That’s your choice,” I said as I shook out my wet hair in the bathroom mirror while I continued to towel it off. “You can do whatever the hell you want, but here’s the piece of advice I’m going to leave you with tonight, Lexi. You can listen to it, or you can be a fool and ignore it. That decision is on you. But at least when I leave this bathroom, I’ll know that I can say in my heart that I’ve tried my best to school you when it comes to Pepper—and what she’s capable of doing to you. If only so my own conscience is clear.” 
 
    I dropped my towel at my feet and turned to face her, and when I did, I saw her standing in the corner of the shower, with her own towel held up in front of her as she shivered. 
 
    Was she shivering because she was cold, wet, and exposed? Or was she shivering because Pepper had completely unnerved her with her ruthlessness? Whatever the case, I knew that I’d just done Lexi a solid. I’d warned her against Pepper. Whether she took that warning to heart was on her. Because if she came after Pepper again after tonight? 
 
    God only knows what Pepper will do to her . . . 
 
    And because of that, I felt a weird kind of responsibility toward her. So, before I left the bathroom, I straightened my back and put my hands on my hips. 
 
    “Do you want to listen to what else I have to say to you, or am I just wasting my time?” 
 
    “You can say whatever you want to me, Julia,” she said with fire in her eyes. “Whether I’ll listen to you is up to me and not you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “In fact, it is.” 
 
    “Then say what you want to say.” 
 
    “Fine, Lexi, let me leave you with this. If Pepper continues to win time and time again against you, you will continue to lose face with your social media followers—and how is that going to look for you? Worse, how will it affect your brand? Because after what Pepper did to you tonight, we both know that she’s in this to win. I mean, come on, Lexi—do you really want to continue to be socially gutted by her? Because that’s exactly what she pulled off tonight, and that’s exactly what she’ll do to you going forward should you continue to try to shove her into a corner. What I hope you understand is that what Pepper did to you tonight is going to go viral, particularly when Pepper’s video of you flipping around on the floor hits the internet. So, here’s the thing, girl—entertainment reporters will cover what happened today. They already know that, in the cruelest and most public of ways, you outed her mother as an alcoholic fighting for her sobriety and her life in rehab. And because of that? It’s not Pepper who’s going to be seen as the mean girl here. That is going to be you, because people are going to feel for Pepper after the dirty way you trolled her and her mother today. You’ll see—society and social media will side with Pepper for fighting back against you. If you really are worried about your brand—which you should be—I’d be seriously worried about what you’ve stupidly set into motion for yourself after what you did to Pepper today. Because in this world, Lexi? When a child stands up to protect a troubled parent, as Pepper did when it comes to her mother? That trumps everything. When someone comes swinging at them, as you did with Pepper, the child of the troubled parent wins every time. You can mark my words on that.” 
 
    When I was finished with her, I turned back to the mirror and saw nothing but ruin. My hair was a wet mess, my makeup was running down my face, and my damp clothes clung so close to my body, they revealed too much of it for my taste. I took a few tissues from a tissue holder to clean up my runny mascara, but since I didn’t have my handbag with me, I couldn’t fix the damage. So, to hell with it. Everyone—especially Hunter—was about to see me stripped bare and raw, which after tonight, is exactly how I felt inside. But I was so worked up right now, I seriously didn’t care how anyone saw me. To hell with it all. 
 
    Take me as I am, I thought as I glanced at myself in the mirror again. Or don’t, because after tonight? I could give a damn. 
 
    “Julia,” Lexi said to me from the shower. 
 
    I looked over at her before I left the room. 
 
    “What, Lexi?” 
 
    “How do I turn this around with Pepper?” 
 
    “After what you did to her today? I’m not sure you can do anything.” 
 
    “There has to be something,” she said. “What would you do if you were in my shoes?” 
 
    “Lexi, if I told you what to do, I’d only undermine the show. It’s called The Terrible Teens for a reason, so however you choose to handle Pepper now or in the future is up to you. When I was trying to help you in the shower, I probably shouldn’t have shared my thoughts with you. In fact, if Hunter knew that I’d even gone there, he’d probably be furious with me. So? I have nothing more to say. It’s now up to you to decide how you move forward with Pepper. You two will never be friends, but that doesn’t mean you two can’t make amends.” 
 
    When I said that, all I could do was shake my head at her. 
 
    “But is that even possible at this point?” I asked. “Lexi, you are so jealous of Pepper’s money and fame, I don’t think you’re even capable of making amends with her. But you’re young. I get it. Everything in your world is about who’s more popular, especially when it comes to social media. So, why don’t you just do whatever the hell you want when it comes to Pepper. Because right now?” 
 
    I paused before I walked toward the door. 
 
    “I’m officially out of this, when it comes to assisting you. So, you know, good luck with everything that follows in the wake of this horror show you’ve created—and whatever stupid shit you might pull next. Because if you misjudge this situation, Lexi, you are seriously going to need all the help you can get to save your career—not to mention your goddamned brand—especially if people start to peg you as the mean girl you really are. Because when and if they do—which might have already happened after what you pulled today . . .” I lifted my arms at my sides. “I’ve been in this business long enough to know that if they do come to believe that you really are a mean girl? The stink of your reputation will be the end of your career the moment you exit this show.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    When I left the bathroom and stepped into Pepper and Lexi’s bedroom, I found it empty, but everything seemed to be in order. A glance around the room confirmed that while I’d spent time helping Lexi with her bug issues, the bedroom’s carpets had been vacuumed clean and the beds had been changed with fresh linens. 
 
    Curious as to where everyone was, I moved into the hallway that led to the stairs, then I called out to Hunter. Despite how miserable I looked, I was so upset by everything that had happened, I frankly didn’t care. 
 
    Let him see me at my worst, I thought. Particularly with Fox sending him that script tomorrow. Best that he sees me looking like this now rather than later in this friendship/relationship/whateverthehellship we’re in at this point . . . 
 
    “Hey,” Hunter said as he shot up the stairs and crossed over to me. I waited for him to do a double take when he saw me looking so wrecked, but instead, all I saw was concern on his face. “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say that today can go to hell.” 
 
    He reached for my hand. 
 
    “We need privacy,” he said. “Let’s go downstairs to the Confessional.” 
 
    “Where’s Pepper?” I asked as I followed him down the stairs. 
 
    “I put the other girls to bed,” he said over his shoulder. “Pepper asked if she could have something to drink, so she’s in the kitchen now.” 
 
    “I need to talk with her,” I said. “Especially before she goes back into that bedroom, where Lexi might be lying in wait for her.” 
 
    As we approached the Confessional, Hunter called out to Pepper. “Pepper, stay in the kitchen until Julia and I can have a moment to catch up, OK? We’ll be in the Confessional, but only for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Talk away,” she called back. “Because I’m going nowhere.” 
 
    “Let’s step inside,” he said as he held the door open for me. 
 
    When I moved into the Confessional, he followed me, quickly shut the door, and swept me into his arms, holding me tightly as he murmured again and again in my ear about how sorry he was that this had happened. Despite how pathetic I looked, I could feel in his touch that none of that mattered to him, because when Hunter’s lips pressed against my own, I felt what I continued to feel when it came to him—a kindness and tenderness that contradicted how some viewed him in his past. Time and again, Hunter had proved his naysayers wrong. And once again, I found myself safe in his arms—and happy to be there. 
 
    When our lips parted, he looked at me with those startling blue eyes of his as he brushed my damp hair off my forehead. 
 
    “I’m a mess,” I said to him. 
 
    “Really?” he asked me. “Because here I’m thinking I’ve never seen you looking so beautiful.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you to say,” I said to him. “But, come on, Hunter, I—” 
 
    “I’m not being kind, Julia. I’m telling you the truth. You’re beautiful,” he said as he kissed me gently on the lips. “Inside and out. Because what you did for Lexi back there? That was nothing but kindness. Over the past month, yes, I’ve seen you look stunning in a whole host of gorgeous gowns and sexy dresses—all of which has made me crazy about you, by the way, in case you hadn’t figured that out. But tonight, by helping Lexi, you took things to another level.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “After what Lexi did to Pepper’s mother—and how angry you are with her for having done that—you still reached out to help her when you took her into that shower. You know my story. Because of the man and woman who adopted me, I know what kindness is, Julia, because they have showed it to me. And tonight, I saw it in you when you graciously reached out to help the other side. You’re a rare woman, Julia. I want you to know that I’m happy to have you in my life as my—” 
 
    Before he went any further, he stopped short with an odd, questioning look on his face. 
 
    “Julia, what are we at this point?” he asked me. 
 
    “Hunter—” I said. 
 
    “Please don’t throw that question aside, because I’ve come to the point where I need to know. What are we now? Because whatever it is has nothing to do with a mere friendship, or even just being hot for one another. We’ve gone beyond that, haven’t we? What we have is a far deeper connection than that, isn’t it? Something more profound? Or have I gotten us completely wrong?” 
 
    Don’t sway him. Don’t get in the way of his career . . . 
 
    “Hunter, can’t we discuss this after you decide on the script Fox is sending you tomorrow?” 
 
    His face softened when I said that. 
 
    “So, that’s it,” he said. “That’s why you won’t come clean with me when it comes to us. You’re worried about my career. You don’t want to sway me one way or the other.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t.” 
 
    “And there it is again,” he said. 
 
    “There’s what again?” 
 
    “Your selflessness, which I can’t ignore.” 
 
    “What you also can’t ignore is your career,” I said. “And I can’t ignore mine, either. Because I’ve already told you this, Hunter—I’m not leaving this city for Hollywood. New York is in my bones. And my future and my career will remain here. I’ve been honest with you about that from the very start because the last thing I want is to lead you on when it comes to us. I want to be as fair and as open with you as I can. I hope you agree that I’ve tried my best to do that.” 
 
    “Julia, I’ve never met another woman in this city who’s been as honest as you’ve been with me . . .” 
 
    “Well, you met her a few weeks ago,” I said with a smile that was meant to alleviate the tension between us. 
 
    But it didn’t. 
 
    When Hunter suggested that we should discuss Pepper and Lexi’s situation, we sat next to one another on one of the Confessional’s sofas, and all I could feel was an undeniable sense of tension rising between us as I shared what Lexi and I had discussed in the bathroom, and while he told me what had happened between him and the other girls when I was alone with Lexi. 
 
    Just moments ago, he’d asked me who we were at this point. As much as I wanted him to stay here so we could figure it out, that was for the universe to decide. Tomorrow, a script would arrive from Fox, it would be read, decisions would be made—and then the riddle of our future together would finally be solved. Either he’d stay in New York and follow through with the third season of his show, or he’d leave here knowing that it was best for him to choose another path that might change his life for the better. 
 
    Whatever the case—and how difficult it would be to not have him in my life—what this man deserved from me was the best. He deserved a woman who would let him go so he could achieve his dreams. Regardless of how much not knowing how this would turn out unnerved me, I refused to stand in his way. I was firm on that. And since we hadn’t been sexually intimate with each other, I hoped that my heart would heal a little bit faster should he decide to go . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need to talk with Pepper,” I said to Hunter after we’d finished catching up on the evening. “I need to see how she is, I need to hear what’s going through her head, and after I’ve listened to her, I’ll have a better idea of how she plans to deal with Lexi going forward—which we both need to know.” 
 
    “Julia, I want you in my life,” he said as he reached for my hand. 
 
    And I want the same . . . 
 
    Girl, get ahead of this . . . 
 
    “Hunter, can I ask a favor of you?” 
 
    “Of course you can,” he said as he stood in front of me. 
 
    “Promise me that when you read the script tomorrow, that you’ll think long and hard about its merits before you decide whether to direct it,” I said. “There can be no me involved in your decision. If the script is shit, toss it aside. But if it’s solid or if you think you can improve upon it, you need to seriously consider whether to direct it, because doing so might take your life to the next level. That’s all I’m asking of you right now. Hell, that’s all I want for you right now.” 
 
    “Don’t you want us?” he asked me. 
 
    You already know I do . . . 
 
    But despite how I felt about him, I tried my best to keep a straight face. 
 
    “I’m not going to answer that.” 
 
    “I think you just did . . .” 
 
    “Hunter, come on—give me a break here. I’m trying to be my best for you.” 
 
    “You’re as stubborn as you are unwavering,” he said as he kissed me sweetly on the lips. “But just so you know, I already know that you feel exactly what I feel for you. It’s on your face, it’s in your eyes, and it sure as hell is in the way you kiss me. But I get it—you want the best for me. You don’t want to get in the way of my career, which I hear and I appreciate. But since you’ve gone into shutdown mode in an effort to protect me from myself, can you please just do me this one thing before we leave here tonight?” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Can I kiss you again? But this time in a way that will let you know exactly how I feel in my heart about you?” 
 
    “Hunter, I don’t think that would be a good idea—” 
 
    “Well, I do,” he said as he cupped the back of my head with his right hand and drew me in close to him. When we kissed, this time there was something different about it, which I could feel in my heart and in my gut. Because this time? When our lips collided against one another? It felt weirdly like a parting kiss to me, probably because neither of us knew what was barreling our way tomorrow. Because of that alone, we went all in when it came to that kiss. And as we moved in deeper, I could feel his excitement for me pulsing against my thigh, which made me want to say to hell with all of this now so he could finally make love to me. When his fingers slipped through my damp hair, he held me even tighter, and when he did, our tongues crashed in a dance that was so ridiculously off the charts, I almost wanted to cry. 
 
    And then I did—not much, but a little. My breath caught in my throat, and I could feel it tighten and constrict as thoughts of losing Hunter to Hollywood made me nestle my head in his chest. 
 
    “Julia,” Hunter said as tears spilled down my cheeks. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said to him. “Try to ignore them. I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
 
    “How can I ignore them?” he asked. 
 
    “Just think of them this way,” I said as I tried to get hold of myself. “Think of them as happy tears meant for a friend who has the potential to go on to better things.” 
 
    “There’s more to them than that,” he said. 
 
    I took a deep, calming breath when he said that, then I kissed him a final time on the lips before I asked him to go. 
 
    “Before I see Pepper, I need to pull myself together. When you see her, could you do me a solid and give me five minutes before you ask her to join me? Because I sure as hell can’t face her looking like this.” 
 
    “I’m in love you, Julia,” he said. 
 
    And there it was—right out in the open—an admission that literally shook me. 
 
    “Hunter . . .” 
 
    “I am. I know it sounds insane, I know it’s only been a month, but that’s nevertheless how I feel. I’m in love with you. I know that I am because I’ve never been in love before—but I am now. And you need to know that.” He brushed the back of his hand against my damp cheeks. “Do you feel the same?” 
 
    “I won’t answer that, because I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “Then you are in love with me.” 
 
    Am I? 
 
    Yes, you are . . . 
 
    Before I could respond, he stood. 
 
    “I’ll give you five minutes before I send Pepper in,” he said. 
 
    “After you admitting that you’re in love with me, could you maybe make it ten?” I said. 
 
    “Got it,” he said with a smile. 
 
    When he opened the door and walked through it, I sat down on one of the benches, I tucked my head between my knees—and then I totally lost it in a series of heaving sobs that literally rattled me to my core. 
 
    Girl, don’t be so hard on yourself. You’ve done your best not to get in the way of his decision. You’ve done the right thing. 
 
    Bitch, please. This girl seriously needs to be kicked in the ass, because she may have just lost the best thing that’s ever happened to her. 
 
    Girls? Whatever I’ve done, it was done with Hunter’s best interests in mind—not mine. If Hunter and I are meant to be, then we’ll be. If not, there’s nothing I can do about that now, because everything depends on his reaction to that damned script tomorrow . . .


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, when Pepper joined me in the Confessional, it was clear that Hunter had allowed me an extra five minutes to pull myself together before he’d sent her in. And thank goodness he had, because that time had been put to good use. While I didn’t look my best, those five extra minutes had at least allowed me to get my emotions under control, for which I was grateful. 
 
    “Hey, hotness,” Pepper said as she stepped into the small space with me. 
 
    “How are you, Pepper?” I said as I stood to hug her. 
 
    “Honestly? I’ve been better and I’ve been worse,” she said as she returned my embrace. 
 
    “Today’s been a rough day,” I said. 
 
    “For my mother and for Lexi.” 
 
    “I was also talking about you . . .” 
 
    “Sweetie, I’ve got the skin of a rhinoceros. I can take whatever hits come my way. But my mother? She can’t, because she’s too fragile. And that’s why I went all in today.” 
 
    “How about if we close the door and sit down?” I asked. 
 
    “Right,” Pepper said as she closed the door behind her and sat down next to me. “First things first. Are we on camera right now?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You and I can talk freely here. None of this is being recorded.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Because after today, you and I need to talk without any of this shit being aired to the world.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. 
 
    And then she looked hard at me. “Why are your eyes so red and swollen? Did that bitch punch you or something? While you were trying to help her? Because I wouldn’t put that past her . . .” 
 
    “No, no—it’s just my allergies,” I lied, not wanting her to catch a whiff of what was going down between Hunter and me. “Today has been hell on my allergies.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said. “My father suffers from them. I mean, they pretty much kill him this time of year.” 
 
    “Do you have allergies?” I asked. 
 
    “I do,” she said. 
 
    “What do you suffer from?” 
 
    “Mold,” she said as she stretched out her arms and looked at her flawless nails. “It’s a specific sort with an odd name. I think it’s a strain called ‘Lexi Reynolds.’” 
 
    “You do make me laugh,” I said to her with a smile. 
 
    She gave me a peck on the cheek for that. 
 
    “I’m glad I do, because after the kind of shit I pulled on her today? And by extension, also on you? I know full well that what I did to Lexi couldn’t have been easy on you, Julia. So, let me say this. Yes, it’s true that I couldn’t give a damn about how those bugs affected her when they bit her ass this evening, but I need you to know that when I decided to go through with my devious little plan earlier today, I did worry about how the situation might affect you, if only because I had a feeling that it likely would be you who’d be saddled with the clean-up. And you were. I’ve put you through hell today, and I’m genuinely sorry about that. Did any of them bite you?” 
 
    I took her hand when she said that, and squeezed it. 
 
    “No,” I said. “But they did bite the hell out of her.” 
 
    “How’s the old girl holding up?” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know what she’s going to look like tomorrow. Or for the rest of the week, for that matter. I mean, they bit her everywhere, Pepper.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Because nobody goes after my mother, Julia. And if they do, especially as publicly as Lexi chose to do so? The moment I saw that the press were latching onto the story about my mother’s stint in rehab—where she’s fighting for her damned life, for God’s sake—I knew that I had to send Lexi a message that was so threatening, she’d never dare to go after my mother again.” 
 
    “I’m pretty much certain you’ve accomplished that,” I said. 
 
    “I hope I have, because despite all appearances to the contrary, I love my mother more than anything or anyone in the world. Before Dad left us, my mother and I had this super strong, amazing, mother-daughter relationship, friendship, bond. Back in the day, Mom and I used to have so much fun together, whether it came to shopping or dining out—or, you know, just hanging out together. But when she became depressed after the divorce and she turned to the bottle, I became angry with her for not fighting back harder. You know, for choosing not to be stronger without a man in her life. Now that I’ve been separated from her for a month while doing this show, don’t think for one moment that I haven’t reflected on my own behavior in the wake of their divorce. I mean, remember when she and I first met with you and Harper? You know, when I made a stupid, spoiled ass out of myself and demanded that I get my mother a drink, which only made matters worse by normalizing her addiction? By mocking it? I feel sick about all of it, because by doing so, I was complicit in my mother’s addiction. I can’t even tell you how much I regret that.” 
 
    “Pepper, when we regret, we grow . . .” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with tears when I said that, and she looked away from me in shame. This was the real Pepper Winters I was seeing right now, and the moment wasn’t lost on me, because she’d never shared herself like this with me since we first met. This was a girl broken by divorce, the pain of watching her mother succumb to addiction, and her need to rise above it all by making something of herself in the process. She’d succeeded at that, but at what cost? 
 
    Clearly, that cost had been dire, because after the hell that had been today, she was baring her soul to me now. 
 
    “People think you have it all, don’t they?” I asked her as I placed my hand on her thigh, which was trembling. “You don’t have to answer, because I know they do. Everyone has their own ideas when it comes to you, particularly since you’re the daughter of a billionaire. And because of that, a good deal of the world naively thinks you live a gilded life with zero problems, because money just magically fixes everything, right? Wrong. We both know better. But that assumption nevertheless brings its share of pressures, doesn’t it? I mean, you must feel that you need to be seen as perfect by the world, which is one of the reasons I believe you turned to your makeup tutorials. And why you succeeded so well with them.” 
 
    Without looking at me, she said in a trembling voice, “Makeup has the power to paint the pain away.” 
 
    “How much pain have you painted away, Pepper?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Julia. Like, thousands of makeup tutorials’ worth?” 
 
    “In each and every one of those tutorials, what I hope you know is that despite the reasons you made them, you’ve changed people’s lives because of them, Pepper. There isn’t one of us who hasn’t felt ugly at some time in our lives—inside or out. And regardless of the reasons why we feel that way, what you’ve shown people through your videos is how to look at themselves in new, fresh ways through the power of makeup. What I hope you understand at some point in your life is that all of us wear masks, Pepper. For instance, I could be having the worst day of my life right now—which maybe I am. But with the illusion of a good outfit, makeup and hair, I still could show up to work with a bright smile on my face, and no one would know how broken I was feeling inside. What you’ve created with your makeup tutorials has helped millions of women—young and old—fight through difficult times in their lives, because sometimes? When you’re able to look in the mirror and see yourself at your best despite how terrible you’re feeling due to whatever the hell you’re going through? Jesus, Pepper, that alone can get you through another minute. Another hour. Another day.” 
 
    “Have you ever been in that place?” she asked me. 
 
    “Of course I have. I mean, I’m human, and you’ve had the sad fate of seeing me at my worst, which is pretty much how I look after standing in a shower while trying to get Lexi in line. I’m a horror show right now, and I know it.” 
 
    “Oh, you are not,” she said dismissively. “And if I ever made you feel that way when we first met, I need to apologize for that, Julia. Because you are one badass boss bitch. I mean, in my opinion? You are fabulous. All you needed from me was to tweak a few things, which you corrected flawlessly.” 
 
    “I took everything you said to me to heart,” I said. “But how about you, sweetie? How do you feel in your own skin?” 
 
    “My own skin?” she said with a laugh. “Julia, I hate the skin I live in. I despise it.” 
 
    The fact that she’d just admitted that took me aback, even though I’d long felt that Pepper’s intimidating facade was indeed a facade. But there it was, right in front of me—the truth laid bare. So, I decided to gently press her on that, because I knew there was a reason she’d just shared that information with me. She wanted me to explore it. My girl was ready to talk . . . 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s complicated . . .” 
 
    “How complicated?” 
 
    For a long moment, she went silent on me before she simply tapped her index finger against the side of her nose. 
 
    “I wasn’t exactly born with this,” she said. 
 
    “Your nose?” 
 
    “Yeah, my nose. What I have now isn’t quite the one God gave me,” she said. 
 
    “Pepper, if you’ve had a nose job, whoever performed the procedure did a beautiful job. Because your nose is perfect. Looking at it, I never would have guessed that you’d had work done.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “But if you had seen it before? As so many other people had before you came into my life? You’d be gagging right now, Julia, just as all of my peers did time and again when I was growing up. My original nose was that awful. It was long, fat, and wide. But now? After going under the knife? Not so much.” 
 
    “Were you bullied because of it?” I asked. 
 
    “To say the least, which is why my mother intervened before I went to middle school. She took me to her plastic surgeon, that man created a miracle when he took a chisel to my nose, and after a summer’s recuperation? I went into a private middle school with a fresh group of people I didn’t know. The face those people first saw was this face,” she said, pointing at it. “And it was only because my mother was sensitive enough to see what I was going through at my former school that she spared me from suffering through even more grief when I moved to a new school. I’m grateful to her for that. But to be seriously honest with you? I still see myself as the chick with the ugly, bulbous nose.” She shrugged at me. “It’s screwed up, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Actually, it isn’t,” I said. “Because what I can tell you at this point in my life is that some of the deepest cuts we suffer in our lives come from our childhoods. That’s when shit really can take a lasting toll. It doesn’t happen so much in adulthood, because at that point, we’ve pretty much learned how to deal with the petty bullshit that comes our way. So, I have to give it to your mother, Pepper. Because of whatever issues you had when it came to your nose, Savannah must have sensed in her heart that you were going through a difficult time of it before she chose to fix it forever. It’s clear that she wanted to lessen your pain before you went to a new school. So, I have to ask. After the surgery, what was your life like when you left your haters behind and started at your new school?” 
 
    She laughed when I asked that. 
 
    “Why are you laughing?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m laughing because I don’t even know what to say,” she said. “I mean, after my nose job, I became weirdly popular. For the first time in my life, people actually wanted to be friends with me—and they did so in droves. And don’t think for one moment that I didn’t view it all with one huge dose of cynicism, because I did then—and I still do now. Apparently, I entered that school with an ‘acceptable’ nose. It was also at that point that my makeup tutorials started to become popular on YouTube. When word got out that I was the girl behind them, it was like someone flipped a switch, because the moment people realized how popular I was on YouTube, I quickly became the most popular girl in school.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I said. “Pepper, I never knew any of this about you.” 
 
    “Well, now, you do,” she said with a shy, vulnerable smile as she placed her hand on my knee. “And it’s only because I want you to know my story, Julia. I see you as a friend now—and I never lie to my friends. I see you representing me for the rest of my life, and because of that, I know that I have to start opening up to you when it comes to my past. People think my life has been nothing but a bucket filled with roses. And to be fair, yes, in many ways it has been. But in other ways—which only a few people know about—it’s been far from that. Look, I know how fortunate I am. I’m not about to go all pity party on you right now—especially since I know how lucky I am to have been born into a family with means. But because of the bullying—and then when it came to my parents’ hideous divorce—you need to know that what I’m saying to you now is the truth. And that I feel safe enough with you to share everything with you—even when it comes to admitting to my damned nose job.” 
 
    When she said that, I placed my hand over hers, and thanked her having the courage to open up to me. Because for a girl as young as she was? That had taken courage. I knew that the world at large saw Pepper Winters as someone the gods had smiled upon. In some ways she was, but in other ways she wasn’t. If anything, she was the very definition of the mask I’d thought about earlier. 
 
    “Look, Julia, don’t look so sad, because I’m fine now. For better or worse, I’m the person I am today because of the bullying I endured when I was younger, the divorce I suffered through with my parents, the success I achieved through my videos, and that abject fear I felt over the past year when I saw my mother destroying herself with alcohol. And even though everyone around me thinks I have my shit together? Julia, even I know that’s not true. I go out of my way not show it, but inside?” she said as she tapped a finger against her chest. “Much of me is still a mess.” 
 
    “Pepper, I’m sorry for all of it,” I said. 
 
    “Julia, you’re a good person, but seeking your pity isn’t the reason I wanted to share my life with you. So, let me say it again. I shared those things with you because I feel that you and I are going to have a long professional and personal relationship. I like, admire, and love you that much. But you need to know when it comes to people like Lexi—who truly has it out for me—that I will slap them down. If she had come after me personally? I would have handled it differently. But since she dared to come after my mother, you need to know that I love my mother so much, I hit back hard for a reason. Now you know the why I did what I did today, which I hope you understand.” 
 
    “You love your mother . . .” I said. 
 
    “More than you know, and more than I expressed when we first met. I’m scared for her, Julia, but after a month in rehab, she appears to be taking her sobriety seriously. And because she decided to remain in rehab even when they decided she was fine and free to go, I’m more hopeful than I’ve ever been for her. And because of that, no bitch like Lexi is going to get away with publicly shaming my mother without some severe consequences. Because I will promise you this as long as you agree to represent me—I’m having none of that. Because of what Lexi did, she and the other girls need to know the ramifications of outing my mother’s personal issues, which is why I did what I did today. I did it all to send a message to them. Come after my mother, and I’ll come after you.” 
 
    “Pepper, you’re a good daughter,” I said. 
 
    “I haven’t always been, but that doesn’t mean I can’t become one,” she said to me. “And I plan to. No longer will I be the daughter who mixes drinks for my mother, which I regret—those days are gone. When I stupidly behaved that way in front of you and Harper, it was out of anger, fear, and frustration—but that’s not what my mother needs from me right now. What she needed from me then—and what she needs from me now—is for me to fully support her in her sobriety. And that’s exactly what I plan to do.” 
 
    At that moment, a knock came at the door. 
 
    “Who is it?” I called out, already knowing that it would be Hunter. 
 
    “It’s Hunter.” 
 
    “Do you need one of us?” I asked. 
 
    “I need both of you,” he said from beyond the door. “Lexi wants to apologize publicly to Pepper. She wants it to be on tape. I questioned her about what she wants to say, I believe that what she has to say is genuine, and I think that it’s important that Pepper hears it on camera.” 
 
    “Because it’ll make for good television?” Pepper called out. 
 
    “Part of that is true,” Hunter said. “But after I listened to her, I believe there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “What the hell is this about?” Pepper asked me. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said, genuinely perplexed. “I mean, I did lecture Lexi after I scrubbed those bugs off her . . .” 
 
    “What did you say to her?” 
 
    I told her exactly what I’d said. 
 
    “So, this is about branding,” Pepper said with a roll of her eyes. “Lexi only wants to apologize to me because she’s worried about her damned image and her brand. Oh, that’s rich. I mean, as if that bitch even has a brand.” 
 
    “If I’m to be honest with you, Pepper, after what went down today, you need to be worried about your own brand. What you told me from the start is that what you want out of this show is a cosmetic line. Who knows what Lexi wants out of the show—and frankly, who the hell cares? But if you can somehow end today by settling the score between you two in a way that will last for the rest of the season, it will only help you in the end.” 
 
    “I did what was right for my mother today, Julia.” 
 
    “And for the most part, I agree with you. But by tossing earwigs into Lexi’s bed—your actions are already catching the eyes of millions on your social media feeds, and not every person is going to agree with what you did. Worse, what you did will be open to public commentary once the show airs this fall. The same is true for Lexi, whose behavior will be judged today by her social media followers and revealed yet again on television, when everyone sees just how cruelly she outed your mother. Trust me on this. Yes, the show wants all of you to be a healthy handful of terrible teens. But you and I are talking about your future right now. And no major manufacturer is going to get into bed with someone they perceive to be difficult—regardless of how popular you are. Understood?” 
 
    “I get it,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I’m glad you do,” I said to her. 
 
    “Because of her branding concerns, this entire apology of hers is going to look staged,” Pepper said to me. “And how is that going to look to a world seeking ‘reality’? People aren’t stupid, Julia. If we do this, I’m telling you right now that it’s going to look fake—and fake isn’t going to be a good look for Hunter’s reality show.” 
 
    “You make an excellent point,” I said. “So, before we shoot anything, let me try to work this out with Hunter, because the last thing he wants on his show is something that looks manufactured. Because that kind of bullshit is death when it comes to reality television—you and I both know that, and so does Hunter. Let me talk with him first before any apology comes your way.” 
 
    Pepper straightened her shoulders when I said that, flipped her hair behind her back in an aggressive manner, then stood and turned to me. 
 
    “Because of my father, I do understand business,” she said to me. “But an apology coming from Lexi Reynolds? After what I just did to her? Oh, that’s going to be rich, Julia. Even if it isn’t believable, it needs to come off as believable. Otherwise, my best advice for Hunter is to just scratch this shit from the show. Because if that girl doesn’t nail her apology to me in ways that looks like she means it? His show is as good as dead. You cannot bullshit my generation when it comes to these sorts of shows because we all live for the realness in them.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said as I reached for my phone in my handbag and started to text him. “Let me convey your concerns to Hunter now. He will listen to me because he’ll get it, and then it’s up to him to convey to Lexi exactly how she needs to behave if she’s going to pull off this apology tour of hers. You’re thinking like a businesswoman right now, and I couldn’t be more proud of you. When you two first come into contact with one another, feel free to be furious with her—let your real emotions come through—but in the end, do your best to make amends with her so all of this can be put behind you.” 
 
    When I finished texting Hunter, I tossed my phone back into my handbag and looked at Pepper. “As your agent and your friend, I need you to remember the big picture here, which is getting you that lucrative cosmetic line you want. Because if you are consistently seen as coming off as a bitch, you need to consider—who would want to buy anything from you if they perceive you to be nothing more than a bitch? No one, that’s who.” 
 
    “Girl, I get it, and I’m good,” she said. “But I appreciate your advice, because at least you’ve got my back.” 
 
    “I do, Pepper.” 
 
    “I know you do. So, come on. Let’s get up and do this apologizing shit, because I, for one, am more than curious to see how that sorry-assed bitch is going to somehow find the words to apologize to me after the way she humiliated my mother today.” 
 
    She looked openly at me. 
 
    “Aren’t you curious?” she asked. 
 
    “Actually, when it comes to the hatred between you two? Right now, I feel kind of nauseous . . .” 
 
    “Then take my hand,” she said as she offered it to me. When I did, she pulled me off the sofa, tugged me in close, and thanked me as she kissed me on each cheek. When I stepped back, for a fleeting moment I saw the hardness in her eyes soften as I witnessed what she tried to show no one—all the hurt, betrayal, anger, sadness, and vulnerability she felt each day. 
 
    Pepper Winters was perhaps one of the most complicated people I knew, but after coming to know her—and after seeing firsthand why she had become the young woman she was today—I got it. I understood her pain, her rage, her sorrow, her resentment, and every other emotion that was boiling deep beneath her skin. All the money in the world never could fix the problems Pepper was facing with her parents. And because it couldn’t? She’d been trying to deal with them on her own for a long time. 
 
    I respected her for trying to overcome that, and even though I sometimes felt she went too far when her anger got the best of her, I did hope that one day my guidance would show her a better way to handle her anger. 
 
    “To a lifetime of partnering together,” she said. 
 
    “To a lifetime of it,” I said. “And I mean that, Pepper, because you’ve come to mean a great deal to me. Now, are you ready to see Lexi?” 
 
    “I know how to keep the initial part of our conversation real, if only because I truly am furious with her after what she did today,” she said. “As for the second part? Trust me, I can pull it off. Because when it comes to navigating my relationship with my ridiculous parents? I’m a better actress than you think I am, if only because I’ve had to be one for the better part of my life because of how they’ve verbally abused each other, as well as me. I mean, when it comes to getting along with those two? I’ve pretty much already earned a master’s degree in acting. So, please don’t worry about how I’ll handle myself when Lexi goes into apology mode. What you need to worry about is whether Lexi will believably deliver. Because if she doesn’t?” 
 
    She shook her head at me in defeat. 
 
    “All of us are in trouble, because I’ll say it again—whatever she says to me better look real to the cameras. Because if it doesn’t? I fear all of us are going to be taping multiple apologies before the day is over . . .” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    When we entered the living area, my eyes swept the brightly lit room for Hunter, who was standing to my left with his arms folded across the broad expanse of his muscular chest, which now was covered with a fresh white T-shirt. Lexi was standing beside him in a pair of dark skinny jeans and a long-sleeved, stylish black shirt. It didn’t escape me that despite how swollen her face looked, she’d clearly troweled on the makeup before she went in front of the cameras with her apology to Pepper. 
 
    Girl’s totally come to this party prepared, I thought. Not that I can blame her . . . 
 
    She’d shrewdly covered as much of her body as possible—either with clothes or with layers of foundation. Her long, raven-colored hair hung on either side of her face, clearly in an effort to mask whatever Pepper’s earwigs had done to her when they bit the hell out of her neck and throat. 
 
    Surrounding us were three cameramen with their cameras hoisted up on their shoulders, while others tended to the lighting, and another crew made certain that the booms soaring above us would capture whatever Lexi had to say to Pepper. 
 
    And also whatever Pepper has to say to Lexi, I thought with concern. Because when it comes to my girl? And especially now that I know how protective she is of her mother? I still have no idea what the hell she’s about to say or how she’s going to handle any of this despite the guidance I’ve given her, or how she’s promised to handle herself. She’s that unpredictable . . . 
 
    After nodding at me—which sent shivers through my body after the conversation we’d had before I’d dealt with Pepper—Hunter stepped into the center of the space, and turned to face Lexi and Pepper. 
 
    “The cameras aren’t rolling now, so for the moment, everyone can just relax until I’m finished speaking,” he said, the frustration clear in his voice. “Even though I’ve never done this before because this is, after all, a reality television show, I’ve decided to bend the rules a bit, if only to give each of you a shot at redemption.” 
 
    “Redemption?” Pepper said. “For me as well? Lexi is the one who started this bullshit, Hunter. I’m just the one who finished it.” 
 
    “Yes, for you as well, Pepper,” he said. “Because after what you two pulled on each other today, trust me—you’re both going to need redemption, especially if you want to have careers when you leave this show.” 
 
    “Please,” Pepper said. “My career is already in the bag, Hunter. So, trust me on this—I’ll be just fine when this season is finished.” 
 
    Oh, God, Pepper, come on! We just spoke about this! 
 
    “But do you know that for sure?” Hunter asked. “Because corporate America is watching you, Pepper, just as hard as they’re watching Lexi. In this business, the only thing that’s certain is that nothing is certain. So, here’s what’s happening now. While you were talking in the Confessional with Julia, Lexi came to me and said that she wanted to apologize to you on camera. You can go through with her apology or not—it’s your choice. If you do decide to hear her out, how you two behave toward one another is solely on you. You might exchange a few heated words. One of you might offer the other a truce. Or both of you might make matters even worse by attacking each another. Do what you want, because regardless of what you say to each other when we go live on tape, this ugly arc of the show is either going to end tonight, or it will continue going forward. My best advice is that you be smart and think about how your reputations on this show will affect your brands in the future. Yes, everyone on this show is supposed to have their share of ‘terrible’ moments, which the audience loves, craves, and expects. But when you give them truly ‘evil’ moments, which we saw from each of you today? Whether you want to believe it or not, that can be a deal breaker for your fans. What both of you need to know now is that whatever we capture on camera tonight will be used on the show, and depending on how you react to Lexi’s apology, Pepper? You might live to regret your behavior and your words if you go in too hard.” 
 
    Despite how seriously he takes reality television, he’s nevertheless allowing them to make informed decisions when it comes to their futures, which is beyond generous, kind, and fair of him, I thought in admiration. And he’s right. How Pepper chooses to behave when Lexi apologizes to her will affect her career going forward. But had Pepper really heard him—and me—when it came to how much she needs to protect her brand? Or is she so angry because of the way Lexi outed her mother that she doesn’t give a damn about any of this, because she comes from money—and she knows that she’ll never have to worry about her financial future? 
 
    When I considered that, all I could do was sigh with a kind of inward resignation that tonight might not go as well as I hoped. 
 
    Whatever the case, her career is in her hands at this point, I thought. I’ve done my job. Hell, I’ve done my best. I’ve warned her. And Hunter just warned her. So, choose well, Pepper—because Hunter is right. Corporate America will judge how this goes down between you and Lexi, likely at the very moment you want them to back that cosmetic line of yours . . . 
 
    “Are you in, or not?” Hunter asked Pepper. 
 
    “Sure,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll listen to whatever this bitch has to say to me. And then I’ll clap back.” 
 
    “Do what you want,” Hunter said. “But don’t expect me to fix this for you in the editing room after all is said and done, because I won’t. I’m giving you an opportunity to correct everything that went down between you two today. You can have it out, you can come to terms, you can call a truce, and if you want, you can end this bullshit now. Or not, because I’m not going to be the one determining how far you take the opportunity I’m giving you—or whatever words come out of your mouths. All of that will be on each of you. And if, after the fact, you have second thoughts about how you behaved? Sorry about that, because there will be no second takes.” 
 
    He isn’t screwing around. Nor should he. But did Pepper hear him when he said that this take was it—that this was their final chance to get things right? 
 
    If she knows what’s best for her, she’d better have . . . 
 
    “Each of you might be asking yourself why I’m doing this for you, so let me tell you why,” he said. “It’s because I believe in you two girls, and I see the careers you have in front of you if you take this moment seriously. If you don’t and if you choose to throw it all away? Don’t ever expect me to be this kind to you again.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Hunter,” Pepper said to him. “As angry with her as I am—and as uncomfortable as I’ll admit this moment is—I’ll listen to whatever Lexi has to say to me.” 
 
    With the heat gone from her voice, I felt a bit of relief, because I could tell from Pepper’s tone that she understood the ramifications of her actions when Lexi apologized to her. Proud of her, I reached out for her hand, squeezed it—and then she squeezed it back. 
 
    “How do you want this to play out?” I asked Hunter. 
 
    “I thought that Pepper might be in the kitchen getting herself a glass of water when Lexi enters the room. It’ll be clear by Lexi’s stance and her expression that she’s come to the kitchen to find Pepper. And when that happens? We are off script.” He looked at each of them. “With our advice in mind, you two will take it from there.” 
 
    “Go to the kitchen,” I said to Pepper. “Pour yourself a glass of water. Do your best to behave as if you don’t know that Lexi is about to enter the room. When she does? Be the actress you told me you can be. Act surprised. Listen to what she has to say to you, then react as you will. At first, the audience is going to expect a fiery exchange between each of you. How you find your soft landing—if that’s even what happens during this one take that Hunter is offering you—is up to each of you. As you know, there will be no second takes to fix things if you decide to go off the rails. But Hunter and I have said enough. Both of you have officially been put on notice. So, good luck to you, because as I see it? After today, both of you need all of the luck in the world when it comes to achieving whatever dreams you have for your futures after this season of the show ends.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once the camera, lighting, and sound crew took their places in the kitchen, Hunter shot me a look of concern before he called out, “Pepper, go into the kitchen and pour yourself a glass of water. Lexi, you’ve got thirty seconds before you join her there. That’s all the direction I’m giving to you, so good luck to you. Now, go!” 
 
    I stood next to Hunter on the sidelines, and literally could feel my skin tingle. Thirty minutes ago, this man had told me that he was in love with me, just as I was secretly in love with him. And now we had to deal with this. It was too much, but since we had our jobs to do, we had to focus on the moment—and not on us. So, we watched Pepper walk into the kitchen without a care in the world as my heart slammed hard against my chest for all that was to come. 
 
    I’m literally on edge right now, I thought to myself. 
 
    Deal with it, girl. 
 
    God, I hate my conscience . . . 
 
    I watched Pepper go to one of the cupboards, reach inside, and grab a tall glass. She was busy filling it with ice and water from the refrigerator door when Lexi rounded the corner, and stepped into the room. 
 
    “I need to talk with you,” she said. 
 
    “Oh!” Pepper said as she looked around at her in mock surprise. “Look at what all the STDs in the world just dragged into the room. Why, it’s Lexi Reynolds. In what language would you like to talk, Lexi? Slang? Because given your IQ and your level of education, I’m assuming that ghetto is your first language.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” Lexi said. “But whatevs. Look, I’ve been thinking about today . . .” 
 
    “Which oddly suggests that you’re capable of thought,” Pepper said with a bemused smile as she stepped away from the fridge and leaned against the side of the island with her glass in hand. “Quelle surprise.” 
 
    “Kell what?” Lexi said. 
 
    “That would be French, darling,” Pepper laughed. “It means, ‘what a surprise.’ Which you’d certainly know if your slovenly parents had the means to send you to the city’s best schools, as my parents did for me.” 
 
    “Pepper, I came here for a reason,” Lexi said. “I don’t want to get into it with you right now.” 
 
    “Really, Lexi? After the shit you pulled on my mother today, suddenly you don’t want to get into it with me? Why don’t I believe that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true. I don’t want to argue with you, because I’ve thought a lot about what I did to your mother today, and I’m here to apologize for all of it.” 
 
    “Apologize?” Pepper said with a pair of raised eyebrows. “Well, if that’s the case, that alone suggests you’ve come to your senses, that you’ve thought long and hard about what you did to my mother, and that in the meantime, you must have taken down all of your sordid social media posts about my mother. Am I right about that, Lexi? I mean, my phone is in my pants pocket. I can certainly check to see if in your enlightenment, you’ve taken down those posts. So—shall I check? You know, if only to see how enlightened you’ve become?” 
 
    Christ, she’s quick, I thought. And the way this shit is unfolding between them? They are both being beyond believable, which is a blessing . . . 
 
    “I haven’t gotten around to doing that yet,” Lexi said, likely wishing she’d thought of doing so before she’d entered the kitchen. “But I will now.” 
 
    “Well, bless your heart, hunty,” Pepper said with a roll of her eyes. “How about if you apologize to me after you’ve done it? Because if it hasn’t even occurred to you to do that for my mother yet, then there’s no point in me hearing an apology from you now.” 
 
    “There’s plenty to be said here,” Lexi said after she pulled out her phone from her jeans pocket, turned it on, and started to smash the screen with her thumbs before she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and looked back at Pepper. “There,” she said. “The posts are gone.” 
 
    “Good,” Pepper said. “Then if you must, let’s get this over with. Clear your conscience, Lexi. Go thee to the baby Jesus! Say whatever it is you feel you need to say to me, but please do so quickly, OK? Because if I have to look at your bug-bitten face for even a minute more, I’m going to hurl, which won’t be a cute look for the cameras.” 
 
    “My face doesn’t look that bad,” Lexi said. 
 
    “Girl, please. Check yourself in a mirror. But since you’ve always been delusional when it comes to your looks, why stop now, right?” Before Lexi could answer, Pepper held up her free hand. “No need to answer, because what I really need to know is this.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Lexi said. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Pepper asked. “What I want to know after today is why in hell would you ever go after my mother? Since you posted that she is indeed in a facility working hard on her sobriety—which no one should be ashamed of if they’re seriously trying to get well, as my mother has been doing for the past month—you nevertheless chose to ridicule her at most private and vulnerable moment. You chose to shame her and attack her when she is at her weakest. I understand if you want to come after me, Lexi—but my mother? Who has done nothing to you? That’s just something even I can’t wrap my head around. Because as aggressive as I can be, even I wouldn’t have pulled that kind of stunt on your mother, bitch. Why? Because I don’t know her. Because she’s done nothing to me, just as my mother has done nothing to you. My mother doesn’t know you, she’s never interacted with you, she has no beef with you. And still you decided to go there with her today. And I have to wonder why. Did you feel that humiliating her would humiliate me? Because if you did, what you need to know is that what you did today has only humiliated you and your character. So, fuck you and your goddamned apology. I mean, give me a break, Lexi—why should I believe in whatever apology you have for me now? I think the only reason you’re here is because I fought back against you. I laced your bed with hundreds of earwigs, and because you know I can and will do a hell of a lot worse to you if you ever decide to screw with my family again, you’re just running scared right now—as you should be. So, let me ask you this, you pathetic wannabe whore. Is this apology of yours coming from your heart—which I seriously doubt it is, since I’m fairly certain you don’t have a heart? Or is it coming from a place of fear?” 
 
    “It’s coming from the former,” Lexi said with steel in her voice. “Because after a lot of thought, I do feel bad about what I did to your mother. But just so you know, Pepper, each of us is in a position of power here. We both know that I can do a lot worse than I did to you and your mother today—and you can trust me on that. If you want, we can continue on with this bullshit—or we can end it right here and now. We still have two more months when it comes to shooting this show. And because we’ve been forced to room with each other, at this rate, one of us is probably going to wind up dead if we don’t put a stop to how we’re behaving toward each other.” 
 
    “Put a stop to what, Lexi?” Pepper asked coolly. “The fact that when I first arrived on set, you already had it out for me and wanted to tear me down?” 
 
    As if you didn’t have it out for her, Pepper, I thought as I looked on. 
 
    “And yet you decided to go there even though you and I had never met in person,” Pepper continued. “You only knew me from the popularity of my YouTube videos. So, please—tell me. Why do you hate me? What is it about me that’s crawled under that bug-bitten skin of yours? Could it be that I’m prettier than you? Richer than you? More popular than you? And that I have a YouTube makeup channel that has turned me into a social media megastar? Could it be that you’re jealous of me?” Pepper cocked her head to the side when she said that. “You know what, Lexi? I think the issue between us is that that you are jealous of me.” 
 
    Lexi rolled her eyes and shot Pepper a look when she said that. 
 
    “Hunty, please! I am so not jealous of you.” 
 
    “Then why are you flushing right now, Lexi? And why is it that you couldn’t even look me in the eyes when you said that? I think you are jealous of me. And it’s because of your jealousy that you’ve had it in for me from the first day I stepped onto this set. The cameras don’t lie, sweetie. Everyone watching us right now just saw the truth on your face and in your eyes. So why don’t you just admit to it if you really do want to fix this ‘relationship’ of ours?” 
 
    “God, you’re an impossible bitch,” Lexi said. 
 
    “And what are you, Lexi? Oh, let me stab at a guess. One jealous bitch, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “You think you’re so great because you’re the daughter of a billionaire!” Lexi blurted out. 
 
    “And here comes the truth,” Pepper said in a voice so low, I wasn’t sure that in Lexi’s heated state, she even heard it. “Go on, Lexi. Please, spill the tea . . .” 
 
    “You think you walk on water because you have such a big, fancy social media following. You think your shit doesn’t stink because you have a successful YouTube channel. You think you’re better than the rest of us because you’re the one who has the billionaire for a father. And worse than that, you thought you just could waltz into our show and own it even though I’m the one who has emerged as the show’s star. You came here wanting to steal that away from me. You came into this show wanting to target me! But just so you know, Pepper? Despite your fame, your looks, your money, and your following, nobody here likes you. The girls don’t like you. The staff doesn’t like you. And because of that? When it comes to this show? The crown still belongs to me.” 
 
    “Ha!” Pepper said. “Darling, when the second season of this show airs in the fall? You and I already know who the crown will belong to then. Because when it comes to this season? I’ve already stolen it away from you. And since you follow social media as closely as I do? Even you know it.” 
 
    “Please,” Lexi said. 
 
    “You know it’s true,” Pepper said dismissively. “Over the past month, my social media presence has grown substantially whereas yours has barely moved. I now have over eighty million followers across all channels, which I know comes as no surprise to you since you pretty much stalk my ass. When this show goes through the roof in the fall, it’s only going to be because my millions of followers are going to be eager to see me in action. And because every one of them adores me as much as I adore them? They are totes going to be Team Pepper—and not Team Anyone Else. You know it. I know it. And this show knows it. I mean, there’s a reason I’m being paid millions to be on this show, which you sure as hell can’t say. Right, queen? Didn’t think so. It’s because of my fame that this show is leaning on me to turn it into the show it should have been from day one. And we’ll succeed in doing so, but only because I’m on the show this season. Can you say the same?” 
 
    “You’re always going to be the girl born with the silver spoon in her mouth, aren’t you?” Lexi asked. 
 
    “And what the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lexi said. “As you pointed out earlier, you’re the one who’s been to the best schools. Can’t you figure it out? Or did you miss a few classes, and your own IQ isn’t quite as high as you’d like to think it is? Shall I spell it out for you . . . ?” 
 
    “I see where you’re going,” Pepper said. “You think that being born into my family has made things easy for me, right? Is that it? Because if that is it, let me set you straight. I love my parents, but it’s no secret to anyone that they’ve had their share of serious issues, most of which have only made my life more difficult than it ever needed to be.” 
 
    “You’re the daughter of a fucking billionaire,” Lexi said dismissively. “Cry me a river, Pepper. You’ve always had it easy. It’s because of your parents that everything you’ve ‘earned’ in your life has really been handed to you.” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “In fact, it’s what I know,” Lexi said. 
 
    “Then I feel sorry for you,” Pepper said. “There are millions of people who think they know me, but they don’t really know me—and you’re no better than them.” 
 
    At that moment, Pepper’s face flushed. But this time it didn’t flush in anger. If only for an instant, I saw vulnerability creep into her eyes, which misted with tears before she quickly tried—and failed—to blink them away. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Lexi asked. 
 
    “Just shut up,” Pepper said. 
 
    “What’s with the tears?” 
 
    But Pepper didn’t answer. Instead, with an overwhelmed look on her face, she simply turned away from Lexi. 
 
    “Something serious is about to happen,” I whispered to Hunter. 
 
    He stepped closer to me, which pretty much did me in, because despite all of the drama that was unfolding in front of us right now? Just having him closer to me was apparently enough to make me want to wrap my arms around him. 
 
    And what am I to make of that . . . ? 
 
    “Shit’s about to go down,” he said to me. “And it’s going to get real.” 
 
    As Pepper smoothed her fingers through her hair, her eyes became unexpectedly bright, and I had to wonder after all that had taken place today, if Lexi had just pressed her to her breaking point. 
 
    I knew for a fact that Pepper was concerned about her mother’s well-being. And, while Pepper was one of the strongest young women I knew, I also knew that all of us are human, and that each of us has our limits. 
 
    When she signed on to do the show, she never could have anticipated that her mother’s alcoholism would be outed to the press. As I looked at Pepper, my heart broke for her, because I knew by the wounded look on her face that she felt that she was the one responsible for Lexi’s decision to shame Savannah. If only because of Pepper’s association with the show . . . 
 
    “Turn the cameras off now,” Pepper said to Hunter. “I’m not doing this on camera.” 
 
    “Pepper, I can see that you’re upset, but you knew the risks when you signed on to do this show,” Hunter said to her in a calm, kind, and measured voice. “We’re telling stories here. Some of those stories are difficult to tell. I feel for you now, but I still need you to continue your conversation with Lexi. Because when it comes to my job? Your job? Lexi’s job? Anyone else’s job? We have a show we need to put out, and as I told you earlier, that happens now.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” she said in frustration. 
 
    “Did I touch a nerve, darling?” Lexi asked mockingly. 
 
    The moment Lexi went there, Pepper’s eyes filled with rage and fire, she dug in—and she dug in hard. 
 
    “You did,” she said as she used her index fingers to swipe tears from beneath her eyes. “So, congratulations, Lexi. Good on you for bringing me to this point.” 
 
    “And what point is that, Pepper?” Lexi asked with malice in her voice. “Please, tell me. Hell, tell the world. I mean, come on—at this point, everyone would love to know how I could bring a coldhearted bitch like you to tears . . .” 
 
    “You’re just another person who believes that money cures everything, aren’t you?” Pepper said. 
 
    “It sure as hell hasn’t hurt your career,” Lexi said. “I mean, I can only imagine the kind of money your father has paid in online advertising to promote your stupid makeup tutorials. They sure as hell didn’t take off on their own, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Actually, my father hasn’t given me a dime for my social media following, Lexi. I earned all of it on my own.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Lexi said dismissively. 
 
    “You know what, Lexi?” Pepper said as she squared her shoulders and came back into herself. “I could give a damn what you think about me or my success—but I am here to tell you that when it comes to those videos, my father contributed nothing to them or to their popularity. But let’s get back on track. Let’s get back to your comment that everything has been easy for me since I happen to be the daughter of a billionaire, which is something you sure as hell know nothing about. First of all, I grew up in a household in which my parents grew to hate each other right in front of my eyes, which crushed me. Second, as you’ve made perfectly clear to the world today, my mother has substance abuse issues that have plagued her ever since my father decided to divorce her. Third, my father has never been a proper father to me. Yes, he’s given me food and shelter, but when it comes to spending time with me? To being emotionally there for me? To saying that he loves me? That sonofabitch has never been there for me. Not even when I needed him, when I was at my lowest. Does that sound like an idyllic life to you? If it does, then you’re a sorry piece of work, Lexi, because all that means is that you’re simply fixated on the money. So, let me end with this, because this is what you really need to know about me. When you’re the daughter of a celebrated billionaire, everyone thinks that you must live a gilded life by association. But I’m here to tell you that when it comes to me? That’s been far from the truth. Consider the shame that comes from the fact that everyone knows your father chooses to spend his time with prostitutes over his own daughter. And then there’s what my mother is going through now. How difficult is that on her—and also on me? If you think my life is easy, Lexi, then listen to what I’ve just shared with you, and reassess your opinions of me if you want. Because I have to ask you this—if you were dealt the kind of bullshit I’ve been dealt in my life, how would you have handled it?” 
 
    For a moment, Lexi was rendered speechless. As Hunter took another step closer to me, I watched Lexi’s face and had to wonder what she was thinking. Did she believe everything Pepper had just said to her? Was she studying Pepper to determine whether she’d been lying? After what felt like an excruciatingly long moment, I saw Lexi’s face soften—and when that happened, the shift that hit the room was seismic. 
 
    “You have no relationship with your father?” Lexi asked her. 
 
    “Not really. I mean, yes, he agreed to come to New York to be my proper guardian while my mother worked on her well-being. But to be frank with you? He only wants me on this show so that he can brag to his friends that his daughter is about to become a star—and not just a mere social media star, which means nothing to him. What matters to him is television. And probably also film, because that’s just who he is, and how he thinks. He didn’t come here to support my dreams of making it on this show, Lexi. He came here to secure his belief that everything he touches or makes—which would be me in this case—always turns to gold.” 
 
    “Isn’t he proud of what you’ve accomplished,” Lexi asked. 
 
    “How would I know?” Pepper asked. “For the most part, he doesn’t even take my calls.” 
 
    “What has he said to you since he’s been here?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Pepper said with a trace of hurt and anger in her voice. “I’ve only seen him once since he arrived in the city. You know, when he scheduled a thirty-minute meeting between us, during which he laid out how important it was that I ‘win’ when it came to this show. Whatever the hell that means. Otherwise, I’ve heard nothing from him. I mean, I’ve tried to call him, but he never answers. I’ve texted him in an effort to see him again, but for whatever reason, he ignores my texts. And that hurts in more ways than you could ever know.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you like this,” Lexi said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe because after today, you’ve pushed me to my breaking point. Ever since I was old enough to understand who my parents are, I started to build brick walls around my heart in an effort to protect myself. Generally, when people meet me, all they really see in me is the potential for a money grab should they manage to get close to me. Does that sound like a happy life to you?” 
 
    “No . . .” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t. Throughout my life, nobody has ever seen me as somebody who might be a good friend to them, and they sure as hell have never seen me as a human being. Have you ever experienced that?” 
 
    “Over the past year, I have,” Lexi admitted to her. “Especially after the success of the show. I mean, when it comes to our age group, everyone watches the Teens . . .” 
 
    “And people want to be friends with you because you’ve emerged as the show’s star, right? How does that make you feel?” 
 
    “To be honest? Sometimes I do like the attention. And I’m not ashamed to admit it, because much like you, I didn’t get much attention from my parents when I was growing up. Instead, I was pretty much raised by nannies while my parents lived out their glamorous social lives. But other times—especially lately—I’ve started to question all of it. After only a year on this show, I’m beginning to wonder who my real friends are, especially when my real ‘friends’ are constantly posting photos of us on their social media feeds, but now with hashtags that say stupid shit like #ImHangingWithAStar. You and I both know why they’re doing that.” 
 
    “We do,” Pepper said. “It’s because it makes them feel important to be friends with a celebrity.” 
 
    “I think I hate that the most,” Lexi said. 
 
    “You should,” Pepper said. “But what I can tell you from my own experience is that for the most part, your oldest friends will always love you for you. Yes, jealousy will touch some of them, and that sucks. But if you’re lucky, a handful of them won’t care about your fame—and those are the people you need to keep very close to you because those are the people who truly love you for you. But when it comes to finding new friends after fame strikes? That’s what you need to be most worried about, Lexi, because that’s where you are going to find your greatest disappointments. Unfortunately, from what you’ve told me, you’ve already experienced that.” 
 
    “I have,” Lexi said. “And you’re right, Pepper, it isn’t easy. In fact, if anything, after the first season of the show alone, I have felt more hurt, frustration, and disappointment in my life than I ever had before.” 
 
    “Well, look at us, Lexi,” Pepper said. “You and me—of all people—actually having a meeting of the minds . . .” 
 
    Lexi just shrugged at her. “Maybe we are.” 
 
    “If we are—and if you and I are ever going to understand one another—I need you to hear me out right now. Are you willing to do that?” 
 
    “Pepper, after everything we’ve just shared with one another, of course I’ll listen to you,” Lexi said. 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    For a moment, Pepper paused to take in a deep, calming breath before she spoke again. And when she did so, my heart went out to her, because I knew that Pepper was about to share parts of her life that she never, ever wanted to share with anyone—especially while she was on camera. She was a private, wounded person. But for whatever reason, she was going all in with Lexi, the process of which had left me so transfixed, it was only at that moment I realized that Hunter’s thumb was discreetly stroking the back of my hand . . . 
 
    “You’ve been famous for a year,” Pepper said to Lexi. “Is that right?” 
 
    “About that, yes . . .” 
 
    “Then what I need you to imagine is living with fame for most of your life, as I have. I’ve been dealing with this bullshit since grade school. Yes, I’m financially privileged, for which I’m grateful. But all of it has come at a cost, because at this stage in my life? Too many people see me as a young woman of undeserved privilege. Instead of people seeing me as a human being with feelings, I’m generally only ever seen as someone who’s won life’s lottery. A lot of people hate me for that. Others have tried to befriend me for that—you know, for the very reasons some people are now trying to befriend you. But after being either bullied or stung by so many people over the years, I’m at the point where I rarely allow anyone into my life. I’ve had to close myself off to potential friends because I just can’t trust people anymore. Is that a life to be celebrated? No, it isn’t, but those are the cards I’ve been dealt, so I have no choice but to deal with them. I’m almost fifteen years old, for God’s sake, and I have practically no friends. I often feel isolated, lonely, and alone. To fight back, I spend most of my life in my bedroom doing my YouTube videos because they not only give me something I enjoy doing, but because they also give me something I can call my own. After all these years, people have their opinions when it comes to me, but if they saw my life for what it really is? I think that most of them would come to the conclusion that a lot of it sucks.” 
 
    “Jesus . . .” I whispered to Hunter. 
 
    “Right?” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Pepper, I’m sorry,” Lexi said with resignation in her voice. “You come on so strong and so confident, I never would have believed in a million years that this was your life. In fact, if I hadn’t just seen it on your face and heard it in your voice for myself, there’s no way I would have believed any of it.” 
 
    “Lexi, I’m not looking for a pity party here,” Pepper said. “But after what went down between us today—which was ugly on both sides—I decided a moment ago that it probably was best if you saw me for who I really am, and not for the person you’ve perceived me to be.” 
 
    “You know what, Pepper? My grandmother once said something to me that I think is true when it comes to us.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Before she died a few years ago, she knew that I wasn’t having an easy time of it in school. I mean, she knew I was bullied, as you were. And she hated that for me, even though there was nothing she could do about it other than to love me as hard as she could, which she did in ways that no one in my life ever has. So, she shared this with me, which kind of pertains to us . . .” 
 
    “What did she say to you?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “What my grandmother said is that sometimes, when two people hate each other as much as you and I have hated each other from the start, it’s because we share too many things in common. We hate each other because we see too much of ourselves in each other—especially the parts we secretly loathe about ourselves. You and I are a lot alike. We’re ambitious. We want to break out and be successful without anyone’s help. Our conversation tonight has revealed that we both come from a place of neglect. I haven’t told you my own story when it comes to how my parents ‘raised’ me, but I will when we turn out the lights and go to bed tonight, because a lot of what you’ve experienced with your parents is pretty much what I’ve experienced with my own—all of which has shaped me into the person I am today. Their neglect of me is something I’m still struggling with. I’m just as angry and as hurt as you are for reasons I never knew we had in common.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Lexi?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “That I think we got it all wrong when it comes to us, Pepper.” 
 
    “And how is that?” 
 
    “Pepper, I never knew anything substantial or real about you until tonight, but in the wake of all that you just shared with me? My God, you and I are so much alike, it’s kind of scary. I think we clashed because we share too much in common. After hearing your story and knowing my own, I have to ask myself what the hell have we been doing to one another? Could it be that we could have been friends all along? I don’t know, but I’m feeling that because we’ve shared a lot of the same bullshit when it comes to our parents, maybe we could have been. And maybe we should start thinking about it now . . .” 
 
    “Are you and I about to become friends?” Pepper asked incredulously. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lexi said. “Maybe—or maybe not. I mean, after we talk alone tonight, who knows what we’ll learn about one another—and on what levels we’ll connect . . .” 
 
    “But if you and I somehow become friends, what does that do to the show?” Pepper asked. “It’s called The Terrible Teens for a reason. All of us are expected to be terrible to one another . . .” 
 
    “Do you like every girl on this show?” 
 
    Pepper snorted when Lexi asked her that. 
 
    “Girl, I don’t like anyone on this show—unless you and I weirdly decide to come to terms with each other tonight because we share some pretty awful things in common. But that’s still to be decided, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” Lexi said. “But I have to say this to you, Pepper. I’ve listened to your story—you’re about to hear mine when we go to bed—so in ways I never saw coming, especially after today? I’m kind of hoping we will become friends, if only because I believe we’re more alike than we ever knew.” 
 
    In the silence that stretched between them, all I could do was turn to Hunter in an effort to make sense of this moment. But when I did so? When I looked into his eyes? Yes, I saw that he was as perplexed and incredulous as I was that all of this had just transpired between Pepper and Lexi, but what I couldn’t miss in his eyes was his undeniable love for me. It was real. It was palpable. His thumb was still stroking the back of my hand.  
 
    And God, if it didn’t make me feel electric.  
 
    “Lexi,” Pepper said. 
 
    Both Hunter and I turned to them. 
 
    “When you first came to me tonight, I didn’t know what you wanted to say to me—but I have to say that in the end? I’m grateful for it. Thank you for apologizing to me, for listening to me, for telling me part of your own story, and for delivering us to where we are now. Once we’ve turned in for the night—and when the cameras are off us—I hope we can continue to share our stories with one another. And after that? Each of us will decide which way we want to go when it comes to us. If we decide that we want to trust each other and become friends? Great. But, let’s get real here—we still have this show to consider. If we don’t have sparks flying between us, then the show is going to die a slow death, which neither of us can have.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lexi said. “Heat, rage, and shade equal ratings gold. So, what if you and I decide to become an unexpected team, Pepper? Because if you think for one moment that I like every girl on this show? Oh, sweetie, you are so mistaken. I mean, most of these girls annoy the hell out of me. So, if we do decide to become friends after tonight, consider this. In the middle of the second season, we could create an unexpected twist—an alliance!—that would pit us against the other girls. I mean, if you and I of all people did that midseason? It would set this show on fire, and I’m pretty sure you know that I’m right, because, you know, massive twist and all . . .” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Pepper said with a laugh. “Maybe we are kindred spirits . . .” 
 
    “And who would have thought it?” Lexi said with a wink. 
 
    “Your grandmother,” Pepper said. “Obviously, that woman would have understood us.” 
 
    “My grandmother would have championed us,” Lexi said. “Because she just got it when it came to life, Pepper. She always did. I think you would have loved her, because there was no bullshit when it came to her.” 
 
    “How about if we go upstairs so you can tell me the rest of your story?” Pepper asked. “Because I mean it when I say that I’m curious about how we intersect, and I do want to know how you’ve gotten to where you are today.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Lexi said. “But first, if only because I feel terrible about what I did to your mother today, can I give you a hug?” 
 
    “Can you even handle a hug from me—of all people—after the way I bit your ass today with hundreds of earwigs?” 
 
    “I can handle it,” Lexi said. “And after all we’ve been through in only a month’s time, Pepper? I think I might even need that hug from you.” 
 
    “I’ll be gentle,” Pepper said as she stepped toward Lexi with open arms. But Lexi shook her head in dismissal and pulled Pepper fiercely toward her, and in the moment they embraced? I knew that a friendship no one ever could have seen coming had just been born. 
 
    And it was an amazing thing to behold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    The next day, I hadn’t heard from Hunter, which practically killed me, because I knew why I hadn’t heard from him. 
 
    He likely was reading the script Fox had sent him, which made me so sick with worry that I was about to lose him to a new life in Hollywood, I decided to call my best friend, Sienna Jones, to see if she could come over to my apartment for an afternoon of comfort, and advice. 
 
    “When do you need me there?” she asked the moment I called her. 
 
    “Do you and Austin have anything planned for today?” I asked. “Because I don’t want to get in the way of it if you do.” 
 
    “After hearing you like this—we have no plans, Julia. So? How about if I come over right now?” 
 
    “So, you do have plans . . .” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she singsonged. “But I never said that . . .” 
 
    “You’re the best, Sienna.” 
 
    “That’s funny . . .” she said. 
 
    “What’s funny?” 
 
    “It’s something I often say about you. Look, sweetie, what I think you need right now is your best friend to spend some time with you for a few hours, OK? You know, so we can talk. Let me pull myself together, and I’ll be there as soon as traffic allows.” 
 
    An hour later, when Sienna arrived at my apartment, I thought she looked as fresh-faced as she did beautiful. Because it was so warm out, she was wearing a chic pair of navy-blue shorts that showed off her stunning legs, and a cute white tank top that accentuated her considerable rack. Her gleaming, long dark hair was pulled tightly away from her face in a high ponytail, a Dior handbag was slung over her shoulder, and large, dark sunglasses, which she took off the moment she stepped into my foyer, covered her eyes. 
 
    “Did anyone recognize you on your way here?” I asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” She winked at me. “Because Austin drove me. Now, would you care for a hug? Because after hearing your voice earlier and seeing you so upset right now? I know you need one.” 
 
    “God, I love you.” 
 
    “And I love you,” she said as she moved toward me. “Now, give me a hug.” 
 
    I melted into her. We’d been best friends for so long, I couldn’t even remember how long. But throughout the years, we’d gone through a lot together in our efforts to make it in this city. 
 
    “Living room?” she asked after I shut and locked the door behind her. 
 
    “That would be perfect.” 
 
    “Too early for martinis?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, somewhere in the world they have to be drinking them, right? You know, like probably in Paris or something . . .” 
 
    “And just look at us using our collective imaginations to justify having martinis at two in the afternoon,” she said. “And you know? Glancing through your living room windows right now? It’s a clear day, and I can almost see the Eiffel Tower from here. Now, go and sit down. I’ll mix us a couple of drinks, we’ll have a talk, and together, we’ll figure out all kinds of shit when it comes to you and Hunter.” 
 
    “Done,” I said. 
 
    “Give me five minutes. Vodka’s in the freezer?” 
 
    “Where else would it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know? I mean, considering the state you’re in right now? Maybe under your pillow?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s hilarious . . .” 
 
    “It was meant to be, but you still haven’t answered my question. Could it be that you’ve stashed it in your bedside table drawer? You know, for quick access since you’re clearly under duress?” 
 
    “Actually, not a bad idea . . .” 
 
    “Or given your emotional state, there’s also the frightful chance there’s no vodka even left in your apartment. I mean, it might be fermenting in your liver as we speak! So, tell me—should I go out and buy us a bottle? Because we need a bottle, honey. I already can see on your face that we do.” 
 
    “What would I do without you?” I asked her. 
 
    Her face became serious when I said that. 
 
    “I’ve asked myself the same question when it comes to you—especially after the hell that was last year. Julia, you had my back the entire way, just as I will have your back now. When we sit down to talk, I promise you, no more jokes. I know you’re under a lot of pressure, and what I hope you’ll always know is that humor can get us through almost anything. Months ago, you managed to get me to laugh through some of the darkest moments of my life when it came to Austin. Thankfully, those dark moments ended when we came to terms with our love for one another. Laughter is healing, it’s restorative, it’s important—and it matters. But so does listening to someone in need.” 
 
    She smiled warmly at me when she said that, then she disappeared into the kitchen while I took to one of the two beige leather sofas that faced one another in my living room. They were separated by a wood-and-glass coffee table, on which sat a large Lalique Nemours bowl. That bowl was only there because I’d inherited it from my grandmother upon her death, and it was among my dearest of treasures—just like her diamond earrings. 
 
    I listened to Sienna make cocktails in the kitchen, hearing liquid slamming against ice as I tried to collect my thoughts before we spoke. The last thing I wanted to be for Sienna was a blubbering wreck when we discussed my fears when it came to Hunter and me. 
 
    “I am now officially coming in with the cocktails,” Sienna called out. 
 
    “Bring them this way ASAP!” I said, trying my best to keep the moment light, even if it was the last thing I felt. 
 
    She handed me my martini and took the sofa opposite me, then we leaned forward, touched glasses, took a sip, and blew each other a kiss before we got into it. 
 
    “Tell me everything,” she said. “I mean, as busy as we both are right now, it’s not as if we haven’t talked. I think I know most of it, but maybe I don’t. Before I came here today, I checked my calendar, and because I’ve had to do so many press junkets for the new film, I was kind of shocked to see that it’s been ten days since you and I last talked. I apologize for that. So, what’s happened? Why are you upset right now? What’s changed? The last time we talked, you sounded happy. And now you look miserable, worried, and undone. What’s going on with you?” 
 
    “A lot,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me,” she urged. 
 
    I told her all of it. 
 
    “Well, hell,” she said after she took a long pull from her drink. “All of that happened over the past week?” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    “And Fox has sent him a script?” 
 
    “He’s supposed to receive it today.” 
 
    “And you haven’t heard from him yet?” 
 
    “No. And because I haven’t, I don’t know whether he’s even received it yet. But if he has, he’s either reading it now, or he’s already read it, and he’s considering whether he wants to direct it.” 
 
    “And if it’s good, you fear that he might choose to direct it?” 
 
    “Exactly. His dream is to direct movies, and right now? Fox is literally handing him one on a silver plate.” 
 
    “But what if the script is shit?” 
 
    “Hunter is smart. If he thought it was salvageable, he’d ask for a rewrite in negotiations. But what if the script is good? Because if it is? I can tell you right now that he will leave his show and move to LA the moment the second season of the Teens is in the can. And if that happens? Because of my own commitments when it comes to my job at CAA? I won’t follow him to LA, because I owe it to myself to tend to my own career, which is finally taking flight. What sucks about all of this is that because of my contract with CAA, I have to stay in Manhattan under Harper’s eye despite the fact that yesterday, Hunter told me that he’s fallen in love with me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—what?” Sienna said in surprise. 
 
    I just shrugged at her. 
 
    “He said that he’s in love with me. He told me so twice yesterday. And when he said those words to me? I knew from the expression on his face that he’d just bared his soul to me, that he’d just opened his heart—and that he was telling me the truth.” 
 
    “Jesus,” she said. “Julia, my God. Are you in love with him?” 
 
    “I am,” I said solemnly. 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m just as surprised as you are. I mean, we’ve only known each other for a month, so I fully understand how crazy that sounds, especially coming from me. But it’s true. Whenever I see Hunter, he takes my breath away. Whenever he smiles at me, touches me, or kisses me? I know this sounds ridiculous, but I feel kind of faint because he’s come to mean that much to me. He’s a good man. He has a big heart. He’s sexy as hell. He’s kind, romantic, and funny—and he’s fallen in love with me, just as I’ve fallen in love with him.” 
 
    “After your experience with Michael, falling in love with Hunter couldn’t have been easy for you.” 
 
    “And yet it happened,” I said. “In record time, I’ve fallen in love with Hunter Steele. But with Fox potentially getting in the way of things, where does that leave us now? I mean, if we take our feelings seriously, he and I both have some major decisions to make when it comes to us and also to our careers. Right now, I feel that each of us is standing on a precipice. There’s this movie of his, and there’s this job of mine. And because each of us has worked so hard to achieve our dreams? I don’t see either of us sacrificing our careers over a relationship that might not even work out in the end. And that’s the very reason we cannot sleep with one another. Because if we do? It’ll just make an already complicated situation even worse.” 
 
    “You haven’t slept with him yet?” 
 
    “Don’t you think I would have told you if I had?” 
 
    “We haven’t talked in days—anything could have happened in the meantime.” 
 
    “Let’s just say that hasn’t happened.” 
 
    “And why not? I mean, you’re in love with each other.” 
 
    “Sienna, he only revealed that to me yesterday. And when he did? I barely admitted that I was in love with him.” 
 
    “Since when do you have to be in love with someone to get it on?” she asked. “I mean, did you just arrive from the fifties? Julia, at this point in your relationship, how can it be that you two haven’t slept together yet?” 
 
    “I haven’t made love to him because I knew that if I did, I might lose my focus, and my job could suffer because of it, which I can’t allow. I need to be on point when it comes to CAA. I’ve been given a chance to make it with them, and I’m going to do everything in my power to prove to them that I deserve to become an associate agent.” 
 
    “Even though you’re in love with Hunter . . . ?” she said. 
 
    “Listen to me when I say this, because I mean it. When it comes to life? A career has a far better chance of lasting than love does. You of all people know that.” 
 
    “You know what?” she said. “I think there’s another reason you two haven’t made love . . .” 
 
    “What reason?” 
 
    “Sweetie, come on,” she said to me in a soft voice. “Most of this comes down to Michael, doesn’t it? You’re still scarred by him . . .” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be? You know what happened. Four years ago, I found out that he had a Tinder account, and that while he was in Spain on business, he was screwing someone named Maria Sanchez. When I confronted him about it, he told me the truth, said that he’d fallen in love with her, and that the only reason he’d come home that year was so he could end things ‘properly’ between us. And just to remind you? That sonofabitch pulled that shit on Christmas Day of all days. Every other ugly thing that happened between us since then should be history, but it isn’t, Sienna. Not even close.” 
 
    “You and Michael ended your relationship four years ago, Julia, but it’s clear that your story with him still affects you in ways that makes you terrified to commit to another man again.” 
 
    “I get that,” I said. “But it’s not like I haven’t dated other men since Michael, Sienna, because you know I have. Did any of them catch my eye? No. But Hunter has because Hunter isn’t like any other man I’ve ever dated, including Michael. There’s something about him that makes me trust in him and believe in him. The more time I spend with him, the more I realize that Hunter is worth my heart. He’s worth putting it on the line again. What makes me sick about this entire situation is that I’ve finally found a decent man just as he’s about to move on with his life.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure . . .” 
 
    “I don’t, but it could be the case.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But Hollywood aside, if Hunter decides to stay here for the third season of the Teens, will you let down your guard and allow him into your life then, or will you be too frightened to do so because you don’t want to get hurt again? Because if you do that when it comes to this man? I think from everything you’ve told me about Hunter, you’ll be making a terrible mistake. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    Before I could respond, she leaned forward and placed the palm of her hand on my knee, which was trembling due to all of the raw emotions that were assaulting me. 
 
    “I need you to listen to me now, because what I have to say is important,” she said. 
 
    I just looked at her, pretty much knowing what was coming next. 
 
    “Michael cannot and must not define the rest of your life. The worst thing anyone can do to their life is to live it in the rearview. I know that you loved Michael with all your heart, but just look at what he did to you. He devastated you. What you need to ask yourself, four years out, is whether that bastard should be allowed to continue to influence you. It’s taken years for you to fall in love again, but you have, and that’s something that should be celebrated, because that’s life talking to you right now. That’s life saying that Hunter has come into your world for a reason that cannot be ignored.” 
 
    “And what reason is that?” I asked her, as my heart swelled with emotion and my eyes brightened with tears. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? Julia, Hunter has proved that you’re capable of loving again. He’s proved that Michael didn’t win and that he didn’t break you.” 
 
    “After what Michael did to me, I never thought that I’d ever be here again, Sienna. Not ever.” 
 
    “But you are. And what are you going to do with that knowledge now?” 
 
    “I mean, all of that depends on him and his decisions, right?” 
 
    “In part, yes. So, let me circle back to something I said earlier.” 
 
    “OK . . .” 
 
    “What if Hunter doesn’t like the script and tells you that he’s going to stay here in the city to direct the third season of the Teens? Because if that’s the case, that would mean that he’d be living in the city for another year. And within that year? You’d be able to focus on him and on your own work. That year would give you the time you need to nail down this job of yours at CAA. And once you’ve accomplished that? Julia, you’ll have choices. You’ll be free to live here in New York. Or if Hunter is offered another film to direct in LA? CAA can and will place you in their offices there.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” I said to her. 
 
    “Yes, we do, because we both know that Harper has your back, we both know how powerful she is at CAA, and we both know that she can and will make that happen for you because she loves you and only wants the best for you. Do you disagree with that?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Good. So, before you make what might be one of the biggest mistakes of your life, I need to know if I should know anything more when it comes to you and Hunter?” 
 
    “I think we’ve discussed all of it.” 
 
    “Good. So, where do you stand with him now?” 
 
    I took a deep breath when she asked me that. I thought long and hard about the man I’d come to love and what my life would be like without him in it, then I finished my martini in one fell swoop before I answered her. 
 
    “Either later today or tomorrow, I’ll know whether he’s accepted Fox’s offer,” I said to her. “If he doesn’t like the script and decides to stay in Manhattan to direct the third season of the Teens? Then I’m all-in when it comes to him. Because after this conversation? I’m tired of throwing up walls when it comes to him and me. If he decides that he doesn’t want to move to LA, and that he’ll commit to remaining here for another year? I’m prepared to drop my guard and be with him. But here’s what I’ll also do. If that script Fox sends him turns out to be gold? He’ll never know how I feel about him, Sienna. I’ll sacrifice whatever we have together to make certain he’s free to realize the dreams he’s fought so hard for. I think too much of him to be the woman who holds him back.” 
 
    “Because that’s what love is,” Sienna said softly. “Absolute selflessness.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said to her. 
 
    “After listening to you, I think you have a good plan for how to handle this situation.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said to her. “Because if he tells me that he wants to direct that movie, I’m going to tell him to do it. Letting him go will cut me to my core, but I’ll still do it. And if he does decide to leave here for there? Just so you know, I’ll be calling you straightaway to take me out for drinks, because your best friend is going to need to get wasted, lovey. And I mean that.” 
 
    “Austin will drive us to whatever bar you want to go to,” Sienna said with worry in her voice. 
 
    With a surprising thickness in my voice, all I could say was how grateful I was to her before I leaned forward and hugged her. 
 
    “Thank you, Sienna.” 
 
    “You’ll get through this, Julia.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” I said in her ear. “If he does leave? And because I have fallen in love with him? I’m not so sure about that, Julia. Because of what Michael did to me, never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d find love again. And yet here I am—in love with a man who either will remain in my life, or leave it forever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    After a night in which I basically didn’t sleep because I still hadn’t heard from Hunter, he called me the next morning. And when he did? He asked if I’d come to his apartment and give him my opinion on a script he’d already read—and thus already had his own opinions on. 
 
    He might not have known it, but that was a big ask, particularly since I hadn’t told him how I felt about him. But what could I do? I had to be there for him—even if I feared that if I did like the script and told him so, he’d end up moving to LA so he could direct it. 
 
    And that would be the end of us, before we ever truly got started. 
 
    Naturally, I told him that of course I’d come over and read it. Because that’s what you do when you love someone. You put that person first. 
 
    “You’re the best, Julia,” he’d said. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Two hours later, I was looking my best in the back seat of a taxi that was hurtling across town to Hunter’s apartment. Nervous about how the day might end and in need of a distraction, I looked out the side window as the city sped by in a flashing series of vignettes. I saw people hustling past each other on the sidewalks, an elderly couple walking together hand in hand, a man in a wheelchair trying his best to navigate the sidewalk mayhem, and a girl on a green skateboard slipping and soaring through all of it with seamless ease. 
 
    All stories that would go untold. 
 
    As we neared Hunter’s apartment, my gut tightened in knots. My heart started to pound in my throat. And my hands began to tremble in my lap. I was a wreck because I was well aware of the risks going into this. 
 
    If it’s good and he takes it, he and I will forever remain an unsolved mystery . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I arrived at Hunter’s apartment, I found myself in front of a luxurious brownstone at Fifth and Sixty-Seventh Street. I knew that Hunter came from a family of means, so I had to wonder whether his parents had helped him buy this joint, or if the Teens was so successful that he could already afford it on his own? Given the show’s success, that certainly was possible, but my God. This building had to be worth well into the millions. How rich was he? 
 
    A hell of a lot richer than you . . . 
 
    To say the least . . . 
 
    When I paid the driver and stepped out of the cab, I stood in front of the building for a moment and just soaked it in. Frankly, since Hunter had never behaved in a way that suggested he had even a trace of money, I was kind of stunned by his house, because it was magnificent. I had no idea he lived like this. 
 
    I am so far out of his league, it isn’t even funny . . . 
 
    Let’s just do this shit, girl. 
 
    What choice do I have? 
 
    As in, none . . . 
 
    When I walked up the front steps and rang the buzzer, it was only a moment before Hunter opened the door. And when I saw him standing tall and striking before me in his typical white T-shirt and ridiculously tight jeans, which revealed way more than they should? And given that he’d twice told me that he was in love with me? And knowing in my heart that I felt the same about him? My head started to spin with worry about how this day would go down. 
 
    This is hell. It’s certifiable. And it’s awful. 
 
    “Hey,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Hey, yourself,” I said to him. 
 
    “Julia, you look beautiful.” 
 
    “And you look handsome yourself, Mr. Steele.” 
 
    “Julia, I’m wearing a T-shirt and a pair of jeans. That hardly defines ‘handsome.’” 
 
    “Hunter, can I tell you something?” 
 
    “You can tell me anything.” 
 
    “You’re not a woman. And you’re especially not a woman who’s looking at you right now. You know, with you in those tight jeans of yours, which you never . . . how to put this delicately? Fail to fill to capacity? You look hot, just like you always do.” 
 
    “You’re killing me,” he said. 
 
    “A bit of humor can get us all through the most difficult of days,” I said. 
 
    And just like humor does, it also can turn dark on a dime . . . 
 
    “Do you think today might be difficult?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet, Hunter. What do you think?” 
 
    He paused before he said, “I don’t know yet either.” 
 
    “So, there you have it,” I said quietly to him. 
 
    He’s already made his decision . . . 
 
    “Look at us, each having a difficult day.” 
 
    “What I do know is this, Julia,” he said. “I haven’t seen you in a day, and I’ve missed the hell out of you.” 
 
    “How much have you missed me again . . . ?” 
 
    “This much.” 
 
    At that moment, he swept me into his arms—he literally lifted me off the landing and into his house as he kicked the door shut behind us—and then he laid one mother of a kiss on me that shook me to my core. 
 
    “I love you,” he said in my ear. 
 
    “Hunter . . .” 
 
    “I know, I know . . . you’re not willing to go there for reasons I’ve come to understand. For you, it all comes down to the script before you tell me exactly how you feel about us. So? Why don’t we just go upstairs where you can read the script in the living room. While you read, I’ll do some work in my office. When you’ve finished the script and thought about whether or not I should direct it, let me know you’re ready. Together, we’ll discuss it. We’ll talk about its highs and lows. And then?” He just shrugged at me, but this time with so much concern in his eyes, I had to wonder whether the script was, in fact, good. “We’ll make a decision.” 
 
    “Hunter, this decision isn’t about me or us,” I said. “It’s about you. In fact, whether you direct it is all on you. That said, after reading it, I promise that I will give you my honest opinion of it, but that’s where it ends as far as my involvement. Why? It’s because we both know that you already know whether you want to direct it or not.” 
 
    “Actually, that isn’t true,” he said. “Because I do have some issues with it . . .” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    I could tell by the way he looked at me that he was being serious, so what the hell? 
 
    “Then, let me read it,” I said. “Take me to the living room. Disappear into your office. And when I’m finished, I’ll give you my gut opinion of it. That’s the best I can do for you now, and that’s exactly what I plan to deliver.” 
 
    “So, no ‘us’ will be involved in your opinion?” 
 
    “It won’t,” I said. 
 
    “Not even a trace?” 
 
    “Hunter, I think too much of you to keep you from realizing your dreams. So, how about a glass of white wine? Because this girl needs one before she reads that script.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took me an hour to read the script, and when I was finished, I sat still for several moments before I took a deep breath and put the manuscript down on the side table next to me. 
 
    As my heart filled with mettle, I knew what I had to do. I got up from my chair, collected myself, reached for the manuscript again, then I went over to the stairwell with only the best and most selfless of intentions in my heart. 
 
    “Hunter?” I called out to him. “Are you still in your office?” 
 
    “I am,” I heard him say above me. “Give me a second, and I’ll be right down.” 
 
    When he hurried downstairs, he glanced at the manuscript in my hand and then looked squarely at me. 
 
    “You’ve read it?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t down here knitting . . .” 
 
    That made him laugh, which should have settled my nerves, but it didn’t. Because I knew what I had to say to him. 
 
    “So, what did you think of it?” he asked. 
 
    “Before we go there, can I ask a favor?” 
 
    “Julia, you can ask me anything, and the world would be yours.” 
 
    Girl, looking at him now? With those blue eyes of his feasting on you? You already know that’s true . . . 
 
    “How about if all I’m seeking is a martini . . . ?” 
 
    “Is the script that bad?” he asked. 
 
    “How about if we get to that after the martini arrives?” I asked. 
 
    “Give me a minute, and I’ll have one for each of us. I’ll meet you back in the living room when I’m finished.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I said. 
 
    When he returned with our drinks, he handed me mine, we touched glasses, he took the chair opposite me, and tension filled the room. 
 
    “So?” he said. “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    And here we go . . . 
 
    “They sent you a gift,” I said. 
 
    “A gift? You think it’s good?” 
 
    “It’s a smart, funny, classic rom-com, and yes, I do think it’s good. I loved the main characters, the side characters, the premise, the way Daniella and Cutter fall in love with one another, that adorable bitch of a woman named Blackwell—all of it. Could some of the lines be funnier with a few tweaks? Yes, and that should happen. But should you overlook it because of that? Oh, hell no.” I tapped my finger on top of the manuscript. “Because this is gold, Hunter. Congratulations.” With my heart breaking for all I was about to lose, I took a sip of my martini and tried to steel my nerves. “How do you feel about it?” 
 
    “You see, that’s the thing,” he said. 
 
    “What’s the thing?” I asked. 
 
    “As good as it is, it doesn’t hold a candle to you. Not even close. While you were reading the script, I was doing a lot of thinking. And what I kept thinking is what would my life be without you in it—” 
 
    “Hunter, listen to me now, OK? Take us out of the equation. This film is a perfect fit for you. I think you need to do it.” 
 
    “Do you know what I think I need to do?” he said as he stood in front of me, took the martini from my hand, and put it down on the side table. When he turned back to look at me, the intensity in his eyes—the love and lust I saw pulsing through them—was enough to shake me. “What I need to do is this,” he said as he reached for my hands and helped me to my feet. “What I need to do is what I should have done sooner, Julia—make love to you. As in now.” 
 
    With one sudden, fell swoop, I was in his arms. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked as he smiled at me. 
 
    He kissed me on the lips. 
 
    “I’m about to turn you inside out.” 
 
    “Hunter!” 
 
    He kissed me on the cheek as we started toward the stairwell. 
 
    “I’m about to make love to you in ways that no man has ever made love to you, Julia. I can promise you that. But before we even go there, I know we have a deal, so let me ease your mind, because I have given my career and you a great deal of thought. And what it all comes down to is simple.” 
 
    He kissed me on the neck, which just about did me in. 
 
    “I’ll do another season of the Teens, which will keep me here in the city for another two years. During that time, you’ll become an associate agent at CAA. And when that happens? CAA has an office in LA, and if another script comes my way? And if I need to move there to direct it? You can come with me and work there while I direct the film, should that happen. I believe it will. But even if it doesn’t, what matters most is having you in my life. You might think I’m joking, but in a matter of minutes, I’m going to show you just how serious I can be.” 
 
    What he’s thought of is everything Sienna laid out for me. And he thought of it on his own—without any interference from me . . . 
 
    “Hunter, are you sure about this?” I asked as we ascended the stairs. 
 
    “I am. But I don’t want to pressure you. So, let me ask you. Do you want this?” 
 
    “You really mean this? You’re going to give up that movie and stay here in the city for another two years?” 
 
    “That’s right—and I’m doing it for us. Because you and I, Julia? You and I are worth taking that chance—and it’s one I already know I’ll never regret taking. I want to make love to you. I finally want to have you in my bed. By my side. Fully in my life. Championing one another. Making love to one another. And hopefully, if you’ve come to feel for me what I feel for you, hopefully being a couple together. Do you want the same?” 
 
    This was such an unexpected, romantic, and emotional moment, my eyes misted with tears. When he saw them, he stopped on the landing and kissed them away. 
 
    “Tell me what you’re feeling,” he said. 
 
    “That I’m in love with you . . .” I shrugged at him. “I am. I’ve tried my best to put you and your career first, I pushed my feelings for you away so I’d never stop you from achieving your dreams, but here I am—in your arms and in love with you.” 
 
    “If I’d taken that script, would you have told me how you felt about me?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I would have had no choice but to let you go. It would have killed me to do so, but that’s how much I’ve fallen for you, Hunter. That’s how much I didn’t want to get in the way of your future.” 
 
    “What if you are my future . . . ?” 
 
    “What if I am? Make love to me, Hunter—because I’ve been waiting too long for that to happen.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    When he carried me into his large, masculine-looking bedroom—brown walls, a huge mahogany bed near the expansive bay windows, gleaming hardwood floors, a leather chair with a brass floor lamp curled above it, and a giant Oriental rug on which the bed stood—he seared me with a kiss before he gently put me down next to the bed. On his bedside table was a remote control. He reached for it, pressed a button, and the shades covering the windows lowered automatically. 
 
    “That’s pretty smooth,” I said to him with a smile. 
 
    “Let’s call it what it is,” he said. “Convenient. Because when you work the hours I work? Who the hell wants to bother with all of those shades when you come home after a long day of dealing with several spoiled brats? Not me.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not this efficient when it comes to everything . . .” 
 
    “You’re about to find out.” 
 
    With a quick smirk at me, Hunter ripped off his T-shirt and threw it across the now dimly lit room. 
 
    I don’t know what it hit, but it hit something before it fell to the floor. The act was so sudden and aggressive, it was enough to make me shiver with pleasure, especially when I saw him standing shirtless in front of me. He was built like a Greek god—his lightly hairy chest was chiseled and broad, his shoulders were the size of the map of America, and his ridiculously cut abs pretty much could be used as a scrubbing board to clean my panties right now. 
 
    Because, yes, I was already that wet. 
 
    Not to be outdone, off came my shirt, which I tossed onto the floor just as his jeans came off and hit some other part of the floor. For a moment, as I stood there with my bra still on, I caught sight of the huge bulge in his black boxer briefs, and my lips parted when I took it in. He was enormous. 
 
    How in the hell am I ever go to take that . . . ? 
 
    Do you know how many women would kill to have that right now? Girl, please. Time to become a sexual Olympian! 
 
    “What are you staring at?” Hunter asked me with a gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “I think we both know what I’m looking at, Hunter. I mean, why even lie . . . ? Your crotch is literally a flashing billboard right now.” 
 
    He laughed when I said that. 
 
    “I’ve never heard it put that way in the past . . .” 
 
    “That’s because you haven’t been with someone like me in your past.” 
 
    “Up for an adventure?” 
 
    “With you I am.” 
 
    For a moment, it appeared that he was about to take off his underwear, when instead he stopped and walked toward me. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he said as he took me into his arms and our naked torsos touched for the first time. With his warm skin pressed against mine—and with his cock throbbing hard against my abdomen—I knew there was no turning back now, and so naturally my body betrayed me yet again as I began to shiver. 
 
    He smoothed the back of his right hand across my cheek. 
 
    “Are you OK?” he asked. 
 
    “Despite how confident I sounded a moment ago? Let’s get real. I might be a little bit nervous . . .” 
 
    “To be with me?” 
 
    “Let’s just say it’s complicated.” 
 
    “How is it complicated?” 
 
    Tell him the truth . . . 
 
    “Hunter, I haven’t had sex in four years, and I don’t want to disappoint you.” 
 
    “Julia, we’re in love. But I hear you, so how about if we do this? How about if you just trust me and give yourself over to me? I promise I’ll take good care of you. And while I’m doing so, I’m also going to take you to places you’ve never been before. I’m going to take you out of this room, out of this city, out of this world, and into a new world where only you and I live. Because you’re nervous, I know that might sound like a challenge, but I—” 
 
    “Challenge accepted,” I said to him at once. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me, then he kissed me on the lips. 
 
    “Just let yourself go, and enjoy the moment,” he said. And then he seemed to check himself. “Well, maybe not a moment, per se. But at least prepare yourself for the next several hours or so of moments.” He winked at me, and in that wink I knew that he wasn’t just trying to make me laugh—which he did—but that he wanted me to know that he understood the place of uncertainty I was coming from. 
 
    He gets it, I thought. So let it go. Let the past go. To hell with Michael. I have a new man in my life, and I need to be in the present for him so this moment highlights the best of us. Especially now. Because there’s only one first time between a new couple, and this will be that moment with Hunter. 
 
    “I do love you,” I said to him. 
 
    “And because you do, I’m the luckiest man in the world. But how about if I show you how much I love you?” 
 
    “Please, do . . .” 
 
    He moved even closer toward me. 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    Slowly, he unbuttoned the slim-fitting jeans I was wearing, knelt before me, removed my black pumps from my feet, then started to tug down my jeans until they were off me. And there I stood before him, in nothing but (thank God!) a sexy red bra and a matching pair of red panties. 
 
    He looked up at me. 
 
    “In a few moments, you’re about to learn yet another reason we’re right for one another,” he said. “I’m about to make you come so many times, your world is going to spin . . .” 
 
    “Make it whirl,” I urged. 
 
    “Challenge accepted . . .” 
 
    When he said that, I felt a part of me fall away as he began to kiss the area just beneath my breasts, which was enough to make me arch my back and place my hand down on the bed behind me—an act that just encouraged him more. My torso was one of the most sensitive parts of my body, and with Hunter’s stubble, lips, and tongue brushing against it, I was pretty much doomed to a lingering moment of delicious agony if he didn’t move on soon. 
 
    And then he did. 
 
    Without warning, he lowered his head and ran his tongue along my inner thighs in ways that felt so heavenly and forbidden, I finally gave up the ghost and leaned back onto the bed, only to hear a deep murmur come from the base of his throat as he made his way toward my feet. I looked down at him and saw a mischievous look in his eyes as he started to kiss my toes, then the tops of my feet, then my ankles—all while his hands slowly ran up the length of my body until they cupped my concealed breasts. Gently, he ran his thumbs over my nipples, which stiffened beneath his heated touch—especially when he slid his hands beneath my bra so he could pinch my nipples, which sent a jolt of electricity through me. 
 
    “Turn onto your side,” he said in his ridiculously deep voice. 
 
    I did as I was told—and then, just like that? My bra had been unfastened and was gone, allowing my heavy breasts the freedom they apparently needed. Hunter snaked his way up my body and moved his head toward them, stopping until he was just close enough to kiss me before he took my right nipple into his mouth. As he sucked on it with his tongue somehow also curling around it, it was sensation overload. It was too much . . . until he moved over to my other nipple and covered it with his mouth, and then I realized it wasn’t too much. 
 
    Because this is perfect . . . 
 
    As we moved about the bed, Hunter intuitively seemed to know exactly what to do and which areas of my body were the most sensitive. He was as talented and as sensuous as I’d thought he’d be, and it showed in ways that were every bit as erotic as I’d imagined. The more he touched me—and the more I responded to him—the less nervous I became. He was in control of the situation in ways that I wasn’t, and he seemed thrilled to be in that position. On one level, it was as if I was his student, and he was about to give me one hell of a lesson in lovemaking. 
 
    I was in a blissful kind of delirium. 
 
    “Take my hand,” he said, holding it out to me. “I want you to feel how much I’m in love with you . . .” 
 
    I took it, and he pressed it against his heart. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” he asked. 
 
    His heart was pounding so hard against his chest, it felt like a drum to me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Now feel this . . .” 
 
    With one swift move, he lifted himself off me and knelt back as he swept me up and into his arms. Somehow, I was suddenly straddling him as his lips met my neck and his arms stroked my back. My breasts, so taut and full, brushed against his chest, sending rivers of ecstasy through me as I pressed them harder against him. Each time his lips connected with my skin, I felt my own heartbeat race even faster, as this moment started to feel more profound than ever. 
 
    But I wanted to do something for him. 
 
    I released myself from him, knelt before him, tugged off his boxers, held the length of him in my hand, and took him into my mouth. I heard him gasp when my tongue met his sensitive skin and felt his body respond with a sharp shiver, and when I started to massage him, taste him, and toy with him, I felt his fingers run through the strands of my hair as his breathing became more labored. 
 
    When he couldn’t take it any longer, he positioned me gently on my back. I saw that his eyes had become hooded with desire, and I watched his head move toward my sex before he pulled off my panties and claimed it with his mouth and then with his tongue. 
 
    Cool air brushed against me, quickly erased by the warmth of his breath. When his tongue plunged into me, it was enough to make me want to scream out because it felt so good. He covered my clit with his mouth, sucked on it and licked it, and while he tasted me, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could wait for him to enter me. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” 
 
    “Everything you wanted me to do to you. Isn’t that what you asked?” 
 
    “It’s too much.” 
 
    “It hasn’t even begun.” 
 
    And it hadn’t. For what felt like at least ten minutes, he took his time preparing me to take him, first with his mouth and then with his hands. First one finger—and then another, and finally another—until I felt so full and wet and horny that he quickly and unexpectedly pushed me toward the edge of climax. 
 
    When I came the first time, he caught it just before it happened, raced up the length of my body, and took one of my nipples in his mouth, biting down just hard enough to lift me off the bed and into his arms as my climax shuddered through me. He held me as I pulsed against him, but he didn’t hold me for long. Instead, he lifted me up, I hooked one arm around his neck, and reached out and placed my free hand against his rock-solid, corded abs. Only when I was lying back on the bed again did Hunter get on top and mount me. And when he did, I took a sharp breath that caught in my throat. 
 
    My first thought was that he was too big, but as he moved inside of me, filling me with his impossible length and girth, it was desire that shot through me, not the pain I’d been expecting, because Hunter knew exactly what he was doing. When we were one and he bent his head down to kiss me as he rocked into me, I knew in my soul that this man was meant for me. 
 
    “Are you OK?” he asked me. 
 
    “I’m better than OK . . .” 
 
    With slow, rhythmic strokes, he drove into me. With my eyes locked onto his, I felt myself open up to him. As our pace quickened, I saw his lips part in desire as my body soared to heights I’d never experienced before. And only when it was clear to him that I was ready for something more aggressive did he even dare to go there. 
 
    Gradually, he dominated my body and my soul. 
 
    He slid me down the length of the bed, grabbed me by the ankles, and kissed each of them before he entered me with a quick thrust that caused me to cry out in pleasure as the moment escalated between us. 
 
    I touched his muscular chest, tweaked his nipples between my fingertips, and because I wanted to see what he could take, I pressed them as hard as I could, which caused his head to rear back. He let out a primal moan that not only delighted me, but also seemed to excite him even more as he started to pound into me. With our bodies now covered in sweat, our skin was slick as he bucked and reared against me. I whipped my head to the left and right as I felt myself growing close to orgasm again. 
 
    “Hunter,” I said. 
 
    “Come with me, Julia.” 
 
    When he said that, he started to move faster, harder, and then my world began to blur, spiraling away from me as I felt him pulsing deep within me. 
 
    “Come with me,” he growled again, and then he began saying it over and over until the room dimmed, my eyes slammed shut, and we both climaxed as our bodies trembled against each other, until we were lying next to each other—him flat on his back, me on my side coupling him. He had just turned my body into a silo of heat. As we paused to catch our breath, my face slumped against his shoulder—wet, slick, and feverishly hot. 
 
    And yet this wasn’t over. I wanted more . . . 
 
    “Take me again,” I said. 
 
    “You want more?” he said with a grin. 
 
    “I want all of you, Hunter.” 
 
    When I said that, time seemed to stand still between us. The grin faded from his face and his expression changed into something that was more intense than I’d anticipated. 
 
    “All of me, Julia?” 
 
    “Every ounce of you, Hunter.” 
 
    When I said that, he kissed me in such a way that was so lingering, gentle, and sexy, it stole my breath away. I felt his hands grip my ass, he lifted me onto his lap, and after he’d positioned himself inside of me, I started to ride him. 
 
    The feelings of ecstasy that consumed me were so strong, I didn’t know where or who I was as he maneuvered me around the bed like a puppet, shifting me this way and that into more positions than I thought possible. And I delighted in all of it. I let him have his way with me—and often I had my way with him. 
 
    In my gut, I knew that this was right. I knew that I was his and he was mine. And I also knew that as he made love to me and whispered things to me that were at once erotic and loving, that there was no turning away from this now. 
 
    He seemed to intuitively know exactly how to position his body so I would receive the maximum pleasure. And so for the next hour, each of us gave ourselves over to the other as Hunter proved true to his word—he’d told me that he was going to make me come many times, and he did. 
 
    Later, when he sensed my exhaustion, he pulled out of me, turned me onto my side, came up close against my back, and wrapped his arm around my waist as he kissed my neck while I fell into a deep, satisfied sleep, grateful that I’d been given a second chance to find love—and fall hard into it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Nine months later 
 
    March 
 
      
 
    Over the next several months, my life changed dramatically and for the better. 
 
    As we continued to work on and then finish the second season of the Teens, Hunter and I became as inseparable as our jobs allowed. 
 
    True to his word, he’d signed on to direct the third season of the show, but with a major boost in salary after the network saw a rough cut of the second season. Knowing how big it was going to be when it aired—and not wanting to lose Hunter—they’d offered him a deal that stunned him. It would keep him in New York for two more years, which made both of us happy because we were so happy. 
 
    During that time, I’d come to know his friends, I’d spent more time with his parents, whom I adored, and in turn, he’d come to know my friends, particularly Sienna and Austin. Was there a weekend when the four of us weren’t somewhere in the city having dinner together? Maybe a few, but not many, because Sienna and Austin had seriously taken to Hunter. And since Sienna was shooting her next movie in the city, the four of us had found time to become something of a unit—and it was fantastic. 
 
    In fact, since Sienna had to shoot this weekend, the four of us were going out to dinner tonight. It was a Friday, and Hunter had suggested db bistro moderne. He and I hadn’t been back since our first time there ten months ago, when I had squared off with him to get Pepper the best deal possible. And since Sienna and Austin also loved that restaurant, we were all in. 
 
    Dinner at eight it was. 
 
    Now, it was eight in the morning. I didn’t have to be in the office until eleven for meetings with Harper, Pepper, Savannah, and others, so I’d chosen to sleep in—with Hunter right at my side. 
 
    Today, we were in my apartment. Depending on our schedules, tomorrow morning I might be waking in his apartment. That’s how we lived now—always spending as much time as possible with one another. Would we live together at some point? I wasn’t sure, but I was getting really used to this. I liked this. In fact, I loved this. So? 
 
    Let’s hope so . . . 
 
    “Morning, beautiful,” he said when I turned to him. 
 
    “How long have you been awake?” I asked after I reached out and placed my hand on his chest before I gave him a kiss. 
 
    “Thirty minutes?” 
 
    “You’re in the middle of casting the third season of the Teens,” I said. “I know that’s been weighing on your mind. I’m surprised you can even sleep.” 
 
    “Actually, I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking about how much I love you, Julia. And how lucky I am to have you in my life.” 
 
    My heart melted when he said that, because I knew from the serious expression on his face that he meant it. 
 
    “I think the same about you all the time, Hunter. How did we get so lucky?” 
 
    “I grew up, you took a chance that my past wasn’t my present, and thank God you did, because here we are now.” 
 
    “Would you like some coffee?” I asked. 
 
    “In a bit. You’ve got a pretty big meeting today . . .” 
 
    “Probably the biggest yet,” I said. “If Pepper hits it off with the team at Seed Beauty, she might be getting that cosmetic line of hers. I mean, Seed partnered with Kylie Jenner and Kim Kardashian for their lines. And just look at how well those two have done. Kylie, for God’s sake, is worth a billion dollars now. And she’s the ripe old age of twenty-one. Harper and I are meeting with Pepper and Savannah first, and then at noon is the big meeting, with the team at Seed Beauty joining us at the table. To be honest, I’m kind of stressed out about it, because if I can get her this deal on the heels of signing her to do the third season of the Teens? It’s going to be major, Hunter—for her and for me.” 
 
    “I know it will. So, how about if we take a shower first and you let me rub some of that tension out of you . . . ?” 
 
    “As if I’m saying no to that,” I said. 
 
    He smiled at me and took my hand as we hopped naked out of bed and walked into the master bathroom. When the shower was warm enough for us to step beneath it, yes, Hunter and I showered. And then he gave me a fabulous massage. And then he made me come twice when he pressed me against the shower’s tiled wall and made love to me. 
 
    “Relaxed?” he asked me with a bemused smile on his face as he toweled me off. 
 
    “My legs are like rubber, Hunter . . .” 
 
    He smoothed the towel down my damp legs. 
 
    “Your legs are as beautiful as you are, Julia.” 
 
    “With or without makeup,” I joked. “I mean, you’ve seen what Pepper has turned me into—a cosmetic whore.” 
 
    “With and without—doesn’t matter to me.” He stood before me, handed me my robe off the back of the bathroom door, then put on his own after he’d toweled off. After we shared a long, lingering kiss that touched my heart and my soul, Hunter offered to make coffee and breakfast while I got ready for the day. 
 
    “You’re the best,” I said. 
 
    And then he surprised me. 
 
    “Just so you know it, Julia—you’re the love of my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, when I arrived at CAA with my head still spinning after Hunter’s admission to me, Harper’s first words when she saw me were classic Harper: “Well, look at you, darling—glowing from the top of your head straight down to your vagina. I’m assuming by the looks of you that you had a festive morning with Hunter . . . ?” 
 
    “You don’t even want to know what that man did to me,” I said after I gave her a quick hug. 
 
    “Well, at least you smell freshly washed, because after your sordid morning of wanton lust, anything else would have been unacceptable . . .” 
 
    “Hilarious.” 
 
    Her face softened when I said that, then she reached for my hand. 
 
    “In all seriousness, I’m glad he’s making you happy, Julia—just as I’m glad that I was wrong about him.” 
 
    “That would make two of us.” 
 
    “I know I’ve asked you this many times over the past several months, but are you sure you’re in love with him?” 
 
    “I am. More than you know.” 
 
    “And you feel he’s equally in love with you?” 
 
    “Harper, before I left him today, he said that I was the love of his life.” 
 
    Her eyes widened when I said that. 
 
    “Has he ever said anything like that to you before?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Well, hell . . .” she said. 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do after that statement of his . . . ?” 
 
    “Just to continue to love Hunter and be with him . . .” 
 
    “You don’t feel pressured to make any bold statements of your own . . . ?” 
 
    I shrugged at her. “I mean, could Hunter be the love of my life? Maybe. Likely. Hopefully. But who knows, especially after what Michael did to me. What I do know at this moment is that Hunter is the man Michael never was. I can honestly say that to you. I hope I can say it ten years from now. And if I’m being honest with myself? I think I will be able to say that to you, because Hunter is that great.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s the case, love—because what I want for you to have in your life is all the love in the world. If Hunter is the man who brings you that time and again, I say good for you, darling. Good for you.” 
 
    She glanced down at her watch. 
 
    “Pepper and Savannah will be here shortly,” she said as she moved toward her desk. “Let’s sit down, run through our strategy again, then we’ll lay it all out again for Pepper and Savannah when they arrive.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “What you don’t know is that there’s been a little twist when it comes to Seed Beauty . . .” 
 
    “What little twist?” I asked as I sat opposite her. 
 
    “We won’t be dealing with the Seed Beauty team today.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I said in alarm. 
 
    “Settle down, because this gets amazing. This morning I received an email that it will be just the founders joining us today—Laura and John Nelson. In person. Just them. What that tells me is that they are excited enough about Pepper that they want to meet her in person. And if Pepper manages to win them over?” 
 
    She held out her hands to me. 
 
    “I think they’re going to make her an offer she can’t refuse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    At eleven sharp, Opal showed Pepper and Savannah into the room. I thought they looked fabulous. 
 
    Pepper was wearing a black Dior suit jacket with dark skinny jeans that made her look at once savvy and sophisticated, and because of the angular way her jacket was cut, also youthful and on-trend, which was critical when it came to her brand. 
 
    My girl had nailed it. 
 
    As for Savannah, she looked chic in her red power suit. She wore daytime diamonds at her throat, wrists, ears, and fingers, and on her feet were a pair of red Louboutins I’d kill to own myself. She wore her golden hair up in a tight chignon, and I thought her skin looked fresh and young, which hadn’t been the case when she’d been drinking. 
 
    I was still struck by how far she’d come after working hard to remain sober since leaving rehab. And she’d done it—she’d finally gotten her life together, her relationship with her daughter was tighter than it ever had been, and it was clear that the friendship Pepper once told me she’d shared with her mother was back in full force. I was beyond happy for them, especially since each of them seemed so happy. Pepper could still cut a bitch to her core, but that behavior now was only for the trolls who dared to slam her on Facebook, YouTube, or Instagram. 
 
    Otherwise, over the past several months, she’d turned herself into a young professional. From the moment we first met with the team at Seed Beauty, she’d proved to me and to them that she was far more than a social media phenom. Pepper had clear ideas for supporting underserved markets, and concepts for improving current products already on the market. She had a plan and a vision, she’d delivered it to them with impressive clarity, and here we were today—about to meet the founders themselves, which Pepper and Savannah needed to know before the meeting began. 
 
    “You can’t be serious . . .” Pepper said after I told her and Savannah the news. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” 
 
    “Harper just got the email this morning,” I said to her. “There was no time. But what you need to know is that both of us agree this is great news for you. If you blow their socks off with your personality and your ideas, we think they’re going to offer you a hell of a lot of money and sign you to a deal with them. But before they do so, Harper and I believe they want to meet you first. You are the brand, after all, and they’re going to want to see how you come off in person. So? Oh, girl, you already know how to play this game. Be professional, be yourself, let them see some of your sass, and in the end? Leave them with a sense of mystery, because mystery lingers—and it also sells.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I know you can.” 
 
    “As do I,” Harper said. 
 
    “Look at you,” Savannah said as she wrapped an arm around her daughter’s tiny waist. “I’m proud of you, Pepper. Look at all you’ve accomplished on your own. You turned the lemons my father and I gave you into lemonade. That’s a tired cliché, but in our case, it’s true. And I have to agree with Julia and Harper—the founders of Seed Beauty wouldn’t be coming here if they weren’t on the cusp of going all in with Winter Cosmetic.” 
 
    “Have you settled on that name?” I asked Pepper. 
 
    “I mean, Winter Cosmetic. It literally sounds cool. Do you like it?” 
 
    “I do—Harper?” 
 
    “J’adore it. But if they don’t, my best advice to you, Pepper, is to be flexible. The end game today is signing a deal, and not allowing the name of your line to get in the way of anything. Because if they don’t like it and want to brainstorm with you about another name? Agree, so you don’t sideline a potentially lucrative deal.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Pepper said. “Because I want that deal.” 
 
    Three hours later, after our meeting ended with Laura and John—who were lovely people with great interest in and enthusiasm for the social media empire Pepper had built on her own—we came to terms, we struck a deal, and it was massive. After some serious negotiations on my part, the Nelsons had agreed to offer Pepper twenty-five million dollars for a two-year licensing deal designed to sell her own exclusive line of cosmetics through them. Naturally, Pepper would take the role of spokeswoman. When the license ran out—and if the line proved to be a success—the deal could be renegotiated at the end of the second year for a higher sum of money. 
 
    The conditions attached to the deal were more than fair. Just as she’d agreed to use her social media megastardom to spread the news about her role on the Teens, she’d need to do the same to sell her new line of cosmetics. 
 
    In the end, it was decided that her line would indeed be called Winter Cosmetic, because Laura and John loved how it spun off Pepper’s last name, which all came down to branding. 
 
    Since Pepper was best known for creating a pouty lip in her YouTube makeup tutorials, the Nelsons wanted to get a new lip line out just before the second season of the Teens hit the airwaves. They had only four months to pull that off, but they said if they started working with Pepper at once, they could have it ready for retail just before the second season of the Teens went live. And then more products would follow in the ensuing months while the Teens was still on air. 
 
    In the end, Pepper, Savannah, Harper, and I were thrilled. 
 
    “You did it!” Pepper called out as she ran over and gave me a hug after Laura and Nelson had left Harper’s office. “Thank you, Julia. Thank you! I mean, I totes want to scream right now! Mom, can you believe this?” 
 
    “Come over and give me a hug, love—because I can believe it. You’ve worked hard for this moment. And you deserve all of it . . .” 
 
    As Pepper and her mother hugged it out, the transformation in their relationship filled my heart to the point that I practically wanted to cry. I thought back to the first day these two had walked into this room, I contrasted it to where we were now, and it was enough to make me reach out for Harper’s hand, which she squeezed back hard. 
 
    Together, the four of us had done it. The road had been tough, but just look at where we were now. A mother and daughter embracing one another, two best friends still holding each other’s hands, and a bright future facing all of us. 
 
    To say the least, I was moved and grateful. But I had no idea just how grateful I was about to become when Pepper and Savannah left the room, saying they’d be in touch soon. 
 
    “Sit down,” Harper said to me. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “I’m making a phone call . . .” 
 
    “To whom?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” 
 
    “You’ll see . . .” 
 
    “Harper . . .” 
 
    “Shhh . . .” she said as she reached for her phone and pressed a button. She leaned back in her chair, crossed one leg over the over, smiled mischievously at me, and then brightened when I heard a deep male voice answer the call. 
 
    “Andrew!” she said while looking straight at me. “Mission accomplished, darling. Julia did it again. Two days after nailing down a five-million-dollar deal for Pepper’s second season of the Teens, Julia just finalized a twenty-five-million-dollar deal with Seed Beauty for Pepper’s new cosmetic line.” 
 
    Is she talking with Andrew Simms? I wondered. Otherwise known as the head of CAA? She must be, but why? Just to make me look good? But if that’s the case, why is she looking at me like she just swallowed a bird . . . ? 
 
    “Look, darling, in the wake of that kind of success, I have a proposal for you,” Harper said to Andrew. “Julia’s been an assistant agent for ten months now. We all know that CAA has a policy that she should remain in that position for another two months at her current salary before she can become an associate agent. But, listen, love—doesn’t that sound a bit unfair after scoring those deals? Yes? I’m glad you agree with me. So, how about this . . . How about if we just welcome Julia fully into the family today and make her the associate agent she’s longed to be at CAA? Can we do that, love? We can? And at what salary? Oh, my dear, that’s fantastic, Andrew—I know Julia will be delighted. And can we please have her office moved next to mine?” 
 
    She paused as I heard Andrew say something to her. 
 
    “Yes, I understand that poor Clay will have to be moved,” she said. “But if you have a look at his track record over the past several years, perhaps he should be moved. You know, for motivational purposes. All of us need to gather around Clay and get him back into the game! Moving his office to the first floor would be motivational for him, don’t you agree? You do? Perfect,” she said. “I’ll give Julia the good news now. Thank you, darling. I appreciate it, and I know she will too. Talk soon. Let’s lunch!” 
 
    “I want to be you when I grow up,” I said. 
 
    “Start reaching for the stars now, Julia, because it’s been one hell of a climb to get where I am today.” 
 
    “Did I just hear you correctly? And did Andrew agree?” 
 
    “He did. You are now officially an associate agent at CAA. Your office will be moved next to mine, if only because I can’t bear the idea of being too far away from you. And together, onward we’ll go to bigger deals, bigger clients—and a closer relationship. I might be a lesbian, darling, but if I ever was to have a daughter, I would have prayed in my heart that she would have turned out to be you. I love you, Julia. Welcome aboard . . .” 
 
    Stunned, I just sat there, looking at Harper in disbelief as my throat constricted with a groundswell of emotion. 
 
    “I made it?” I asked her. “I’m a full agent now?” 
 
    “You are. And you’ve earned it. Your office will be next to mine. And if you agree to a yearly salary of $500,000, the job is yours.” 
 
    Five hundred thousand dollars . . . ? Oh, my God . . . 
 
    “Harper, I don’t know what to say. This is one of the happiest days of my life. I’ve wanted this for so long. There were times when I never thought it would happen, but now it has, and I couldn’t have done it without you. How can I ever thank you?” 
 
    “Oh!” she said with a wicked smile. “Well, my goodness. Let me think about that for a moment. Let’s see. Oh, I know. I believe that Cartier is just around the corner from here and they have this lovely diamond bracelet I’ve been eyeing for the past month or so . . .” 
 
    “Harper, whatever you—” 
 
    “Julia, while I’d love something new and sparkly, that was a joke. So, how about if you just come and give me a hug? Because I’m proud of you. I knew you had this in you when I first hired you. Yes, it took time and a hell of a lot of hard work to achieve what you’ve accomplished here at CAA—every agent here, including me, has felt that pain. But you made it. You did it. You believed in yourself, you stuck it out, you won with Pepper Winters in a major way, and you’ve also scored some hugely impressive deals with many of your new clients. I might have encouraged you and given you a bit of guidance here and there, but what your success comes down to is you, Julia. You did this. So, own this moment. Revel in it. And be as proud of yourself as I am of you right now. Now get over here and give me that damned hug.” 
 
    When I went over to hug her, tears misted my eyes, I tried to blink them away, but I couldn’t. All of these years at CAA had finally led me to this moment, and it was too much, so when I started to cry happy tears, Harper leaned away from me, looked kindly at me, handed me a tissue from her desk to dab the tears from my eyes, and when she did that? 
 
    It struck me that she did see me as the daughter she’d never had, because for the first time in our years-long relationship, I could see that reflected back to me in her own eyes, which were sparkling with a host of their own emotions. How lucky was I to have this woman in my life? To have this opportunity to finally be an associate agent at CAA? 
 
    I’m goddamned lucky, I thought. And I’ll never take any of it for granted . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    On my way back to my office, I removed my cell from my handbag and immediately called Hunter to tell him everything that had just happened. 
 
    “Babe, you did it,” he said to me. 
 
    “I did, Hunter. I can’t believe it. After I sealed the deal with Seed Beauty, Harper just launched into action and sealed a couple of deals of her own—and each of them was for me. I’m practically speechless. I feel like I’m about to walk into walls.” 
 
    “Try not to do that . . .” 
 
    “Trying my best!” 
 
    “Julia, I’m as proud of you as I am happy for you. You’ve worked your ass off for this. If you saw the smile on my face right now, you might want to kiss it . . .” 
 
    “I love kissing your face, Hunter. And your lips. And other parts of you . . .” 
 
    “Are you coming home now?” 
 
    “I wish I could, but I have to draw up some paperwork and make a few phone calls for other clients.” 
 
    “When can I expect you?” 
 
    “Six?” 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. “So, tonight has officially turned into a celebration.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie—it has. I plan on having two martinis tonight . . .” 
 
    “Good, because after your day? You deserve them. And just so you know, I plan on spoiling you tonight. And not just when it comes to dinner. Because after that? You and I are going to go all night long.” 
 
    “I love you, Hunter.” 
 
    “I love you too, Julia. Are you going to call Sienna with the good news?” 
 
    “No, I’m going to leave it for dinner and tell her and Austin then. Then we can really party. I’ll see you when I get home, OK?” 
 
    “I’ll be here waiting for you. In the meantime, I’m going to run over to my place and grab my suit.” 
 
    “Wear the black one I like so well . . .” 
 
    “Will do. And congrats again, babe. Tonight, we’re going to make a night of it—I can promise you that. In fact, I plan on making it a night you’ll never forget.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I returned home at the end of the day, I unlocked my apartment door, swung it open, hung my coat in the hallway closet, and was about to call out to Hunter when I entered the living room and stopped cold as my mouth dropped when I saw what Hunter had done. 
 
    Everywhere I looked were glimmering glass vases filled with gorgeous, long-stemmed red roses. 
 
    They were on the tables in the living room, eight vases lined the island in the kitchen, and on the side tables in the hallway that divided the space were at least a dozen more. 
 
    “Oh, my God . . .” I said aloud as I pressed my nose against one of the bouquets and breathed in its sweet scent. “Hunter, what have you done? All of this for a promotion? I can’t believe it—where are you? I need to give you a kiss.” 
 
    At the far end of the hall, where my bedroom door was closed, Hunter opened it and appeared with a smile on his face. Even though dinner wasn’t for another two hours, he was already dressed in his black suit, which was tailored so perfectly, it showed off his tall, muscular frame in ways I found irresistible. 
 
    As he came toward me, his preternaturally blue eyes met mine, and in them I could feel his love for me, which made my heart swell in my chest. While I’d been busy at work, he’d gone back to his apartment to retrieve his suit. And in the meantime? He must have called a florist to have all of these flowers delivered before I returned home. Earlier on the phone, he’d said that tonight would be a celebration. Clearly, he’d meant it, because as I looked around at what had to be over a hundred roses, this was so far off the charts, it was ridiculous. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I said as he swept me into his arms and twirled me around the wide hallway. “This day just keeps getting better and better . . .” 
 
    “I know what you can say,” he said in my ear. 
 
    “What’s that . . . ?” 
 
    “That you love me . . .” 
 
    “I do,” I said. “I never thought I’d find love again after what Michael did to me, but I have it with you now, it’s profound, and I’m grateful for it, Hunter.” 
 
    “Dance with me?” he asked. 
 
    “Dance with you? Here?” 
 
    He turned his head toward the living room. “Alexa, play ‘Moon River’ by Andy Williams,” he called out. 
 
    That was my grandparents’ favorite song. We’d danced to it at Tootie Staunton-Miller’s party for his father. He’d remembered. 
 
    As the familiar music began to play, he took me into his arms, kissed me full on the lips, and as we started to waltz, he sang one of the lyrics to me: “Wherever you’re going, I’m going your way . . .” 
 
    “Now, you’re going to make me cry . . .” 
 
    “How about if we just hold one another and dance instead?” 
 
    We did. With his left hand wrapped around my waist and his right hand holding my hand above my shoulder, we waltzed to one of my favorite love songs. And as we moved from side to side—slowly turning, truly burning, my world whirling—I could feel his heart beating against my chest as my own heart beat against his. And then, as the song came to an end, he fanned me out in front of him before he let go of my hand, took a step toward me, and then got down on one knee in front of me. 
 
    Stunned and speechless, all I could do was look down at him as he reached inside his jacket pocket and removed a black velvet box. He opened it, I saw the massive diamond solitaire ring winking and blinking inside it, and then, feeling completely surprised, lightheaded, and overwhelmed, I turned my attention to him. 
 
    “Just so you know,” he said quietly to me, “your eyes are starting to cross . . .” 
 
    “You think?” I said to him. “Of course they are! Hunter, what are you—?” 
 
    “I’m asking you to marry me,” he said as he looked up at me. “I’m asking you to be my wife. I’m asking you to look back at the past ten months we’ve shared together—just as I did when I bought this ring for you—and deny that we are meant to be together for the rest of our lives. I love you, Julia. I want you to be my wife, I want us to raise a family, I want to live in our own place sooner rather than later, and I hope you say yes to all of it. This is right. We are meant for one another. We are meant to be with one another. Earlier this morning, I meant it when I said that you are the love of my life. So, let me ask you again—will you marry me? Will you be the wife I never thought I’d be lucky enough to have?” 
 
    “Of course I’ll marry you,” I said as I covered my mouth with one hand as tears stung my eyes. “Hunter, I love you so much, I can’t even tell you. But I can tell you this—I would be proud to be your wife, to have you by my side as my husband, to live with one another sooner rather than later, and one day soon, to start a family of our own.” 
 
    When I said that, Hunter closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them to take the ring out of the velvet box, I saw that his eyes were bright with emotion, and a clear sense of relief. He took my left hand in his, he placed the ring on my ring finger, and then he stood in front of me and kissed me so passionately, I almost didn’t hear the distinct sound of a bottle popping somewhere in the back of the apartment. 
 
    “What the hell . . . ?” I said to him. 
 
    “We might have guests . . .” he said as he continued to kiss me. 
 
    “Guests?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that. Guests.” 
 
    “As in me and Austin,” Sienna said as she burst out of my bedroom with Austin at her side. In her hand was a bottle of champagne. In Austin’s hands were four gleaming champagne flutes. On their faces were two enormous smiles. “Because as if we were going to miss this!” 
 
    “I can’t believe this . . .” I said as my best friend rushed over to me and gave me a hug. “Sienna, what if I had said no?” 
 
    “Then Austin and I would have had to slink out of your apartment while you were using—I don’t know—something like the ladies’ room. You know, because that shit would have been awkward otherwise.” 
 
    She leaned back and winked at me as her face softened. 
 
    “But I knew that wasn’t going to be the case, Julia,” she said. “Because when Hunter came to us and said that he was going to ask you to marry him, Austin and I urged him to. We knew it was right. You two are meant for each other. Spending time with you over these past nine months has proved that to us. And we couldn’t be happier for you both.” She placed her hand on my arm and tilted her head to the side. “Now let me see the damned ring, because Hunter refused to show it to me!” 
 
    As Sienna and I marveled at it, I was aware of Austin putting the champagne flutes down onto a table brimming with roses. I saw him give Hunter a fist bump and then a big clap on the back. And after he congratulated Hunter, who was smiling from ear to ear, he took the bottle of champagne from Sienna’s hand, poured its bubbly contents into four glasses, and handed one to each of us. 
 
    It was Hunter who raised his glass first, and when he did so, he raised it to me. 
 
    “The roses are a symbol of my love for you, Julia,” he said. “They also acknowledge how proud I am of what you accomplished today at CAA. And now? Now, they stand in celebration that you’ve agreed to be my wife. I can’t tell you how happy you’ve just made me, but I plan on showing you for the rest of our lives. So, get ready for that, because you and I? Julia, you and I are going to be epic.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said to him. 
 
    As we touched glasses and kissed, we turned to Sienna and Austin, clinked glasses with them, and as they cheered us on, I looked at Hunter—my Hunter—and couldn’t help the overwhelming feeling in my heart that he and I had made it. In our careers. As a couple. And now soon to be husband and wife. 
 
    We made it, I thought as a rush of warmth washed over me. And nothing is going to stop us now . . . 
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    Thank you for reading Making It!  I hope you enjoyed it.  Look for Annihilate Her to appear wherever e-books are sold in 2019. 
 
      
 
    Can’t wait for my next book?  More are on the way, and finding out when is easy!  Join me on Facebook here, and especially join my SPAM-free email blast here.  By joining my email blast, you’ll never miss another book—or the opportunity to receive a free ARC to review a book before it goes live to the public. 
 
      
 
    I love to hear from my readers!  If you have any questions or comments, please reach out to me at mailto:christinarossauthor@gmail.com.  I hope to hear from you soon! 
 
      
 
    If you would leave a review of this or any of my books, I’d appreciate it.  Reviews are critical to every writer.  Please leave even the shortest of reviews.  And thank you for doing so! 
 
      
 
    XO, 
 
    Christina 
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