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			I am a woman in the enviable position of living a life
surrounded by men. And while not always charming,
they each have their own princely qualities. 
This book is dedicated to them. Mitch, Spence,
Brandon &, as always, Mark.
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			Truth

			A key element in successful relationships is honesty. Namely, being able to detect when your significant other isn’t practicing it.

			—ERIC JERMAINE, 
AKA DEAR PRINCE CHARMING
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			Chapter 1

			At age thirty, Valerie Wagner had begun to fear that the fashion career she’d dreamed of since opening her first Vogue at age nine was actually a grand and cruel delusion, and that perhaps medical intervention might be required in getting her over it.

			Maybe her fourth-grade teacher, Ms. Spagney, had been right all along. She’d sent Vogue-enhanced Valerie home from school the following day with strict instructions to never scare the other students like that again. Privately, Valerie had thought Ms. Spagney could use some heavy kohl eyeliner and spiky bangs herself. It would have done much to hide the deep grooves that came from too many years of frowning down at young, independent thinkers like herself.

			However, she’d been objective enough to realize that maybe makeup and hairstyling weren’t her strengths. So she’d stared down at her flat chest and thought . . . hmm. Valerie had been the only girl in her sixth-grade class secretly thrilled not to need a training bra. After all, she’d never walk the runways in Milan if she had boobies.

			Unfortunately, she’d forgotten about the height clause. By sixteen, even in wobbly heels, with hair gelled to within an inch of its life, she barely flirted with the five-eight mark. Much shorter than the five ten she knew from her by-then slavish devotion to W was the minimum of industry standards.

			Cruelly, the now-welcome boobies had never appeared.

			Undeterred, she’d resolutely turned to design. If she wasn’t made to model fashion, by damn, she’d create it. Which would have worked beautifully except stick figures sporting Magic Marker–colored, triangle-shaped outfits weren’t exactly going to win her any scholarships. And yet, she’d hung in there, convinced her calling was still within reach. She’d go for a degree in fashion merchandising and work for an upscale chain as a buyer. She envisioned trips to Paris, London, Milan. So what if she had as much chance of balancing her checkbook as she did of discovering the formula for cold fusion? It wasn’t like she was going to be spending her own money, right?

			Then had come the Big Breakthrough. In her senior year of high school, the brokerage firm her father worked for had transferred him to Chicago. She’d gotten a summer job with Madame magazine—for full-figured gals, not call-girl employers—though as switchboard operator she’d heard every hooker joke and pimp pun on the planet. She hadn’t minded.

			She’d found her people.

			Obviously she’d just misinterpreted the gospel according to Elle. It wasn’t the people populating those glossy pages that called to her. It was the glossy pages themselves. Fashion magazines, the force that drove the industry, deciding what was hip and what was hopelessly last year . . . that was her true calling, her primary function, her niche.

			Ten years later she’d become a serial niche killer. There wasn’t a job she hadn’t held. Or gone on to abandon, feeling more unfulfilled and depressed with each failure. Fortunately, she’d stumbled upon her last hope before getting a prescription for Paxil.

			When she’d heard that the owners of Glass Slipper, Inc., the company renowned for performing life makeovers, were looking for a publicist for their new endeavor, the bimonthly glossy Glass Slipper magazine, she knew she’d found the career Holy Grail she’d been searching for. And it was do-or-die time.

			She’d winged her way through what she privately thought was the best job-pitch performance of her life. And by performance she meant audition, because it had been the acting job of the century. She had no specific qualifications for the job. But when had that stopped her? She might have been slow finding her own niche, but the upside was that she knew a whole lot about everyone else’s. So she talked a good game. In fact, talking people into doing things her way was the one special talent she knew she had. In spades.

			So when Mercedes Browning contacted her to tell her she’d gotten the job as the publicist for their new endeavor, she hadn’t been completely surprised.

			The real shock was that she hadn’t realized her true calling sooner.

			And now, six months to the day later, she’d topped it all by scoring the biggest coup in magazine history. Not only had she landed Prince Charming, the mysterious and elusive best-selling self-help author, as Glass Slipper’s spokesperson and exclusive columnist . . . she’d gotten him to agree to show his face to the world for the very first time, on the cover of their launch issue!

			Valerie wove her way through the crowded outdoor tables at Sonsi’s, Potomac’s newest swank spot, where Washington movers and shakers came to see and be seen. Because, honestly, despite Chef Andre’s impeccable and well-advertised qualifications, no one was here because they had an undying craving for venison-stuffed pumpkin or Moulard duck wrapped in foie gras and fig.

			At the moment, however, she didn’t care about unnatural food combinations. She was too busy savoring her triumph and trying to refrain from conga-ing her way around the tables. So many years of trying, of wondering, of worrying if she’d ever get to this moment. Hell, wondering if this moment actually existed. And now, finally, it was here. And it was even better than she could have hoped for.

			“Cinderella, eat your heart out,” she whispered beneath her breath.

			She had the Glass Slipper; she had Prince Charming; she even had her own fairy godmother—three of them, in fact. All she needed now was the Be-Dazzler-encrusted pumpkin carriage and the fairy tale would be complete. Her smile spread to a grin. However, her brand-new, sporty little MINI would definitely do in the meantime. Life was good.

			She waved to the Godmother Collective as she spied their table. Mercedes Browning, Aurora Favreaux, and Vivian dePalma—the founders of Glass Slipper, Inc., and now Glass Slipper magazine—nodded, fluttered, and lifted a drink, in that order, in her general direction as she navigated the final handful of tables.

			Flushed with her success and hoping she didn’t look as smug as she felt—oh, what the hell, how often did one reach a career pinnacle?—Valerie took her seat across from the three women. “Everything is set,” she announced. “Nigel is on board. We shoot the cover Monday morning.”

			“We never had a doubt!” Vivian exclaimed, lifting a bottle of Cristal from the ice bucket next to the table. Her trademark flame-red hair had been teased into a spiky pouf around her head, her makeup had been stenciled on with laserlike accuracy, and her outfit was as outrageous as always. Of course, most women couldn’t make zebra prints work. Valerie had quickly learned that Vivian wasn’t most women. The youngest of the three at sixty-eight, Vivian was also the most outspoken. “Let me pour you a glass or three, honey. Lord knows, you’ve earned it.”

			“A proper celebration is definitely in order,” Aurora added after a quick frown at Vivian. Swathed in layers of gossamer silk, Aurora had that effortless, delicate Southern charm that quite successfully hid the steel magnolia beneath.

			“So, everything is in order, then? You’ve spoken with Elaine, I assume? No other last-minute emergencies?” Mercedes’ expression was serious as always. Valerie privately thought of her as the Eeyore of the group. It had come as no shock to learn that, prior to launching their life-makeover empire, Mercedes had been headmistress of a private New England girls’ boarding school.

			“For heaven’s sake, Mercy, let the girl have some bubbly before you start interrogating her.” Vivian handed Valerie her glass, then topped off the other three. “I’m sure everything is just fine.” She beamed at Valerie, but her gaze was sharp as ever. “You’ve all but taken over the reins of this whole endeavor, haven’t you?”

			Valerie was surprised by the comment, but as Vivian seemed to mean it as a compliment, she continued to smile. “Hardly. Elaine is doing the work of ten people,” she said, referring to the managing editor. “I’m in constant awe.”

			“But you were clever enough to come up with the spokesperson and cover model idea,” Vivian commented.

			“Yes, but of course we had no idea Mr. Jermaine would refuse to deal with anyone but me. I just did what I had to to ensure he signed with us.”

			Aurora flipped her scarf at Vivian. “Of course you did, dear. And we’re ever so grateful.” She lifted her glass a bit higher as she turned her attention to them all. “Here’s to our new venture, and the dynamite publicist who single-handedly assured us a smashing debut!”

			“Hear, hear,” Vivian agreed readily. “Here’s to knocking those bitchy industry insiders on their collective jealous ass! And they said our plan to launch a magazine in this economic climate was foolhardy. Ha!”

			Mercedes’ frown only deepened, but she tipped glasses with the rest of them, then spoke before they’d barely finished swallowing. “You’ve confirmed with Mr. Jermaine the cover shoot for Monday?”

			Valerie assured her she had, even as Vivian rolled her eyes.

			“We’re all looking so forward to finally meeting him in the flesh,” Aurora said, leaning forward a bit, the multiple rings on her fingers sparkling as the sun reflected off the champagne glass.

			“Flesh you’ve promised is cover-model worthy,” Vivian reminded her.

			“Oh, you won’t be disappointed, trust me,” Valerie said, enjoying the feel of the fizz as it tickled her nose. Did it get better than this?

			“If he’s as good-looking as you say, I find it surprising he’s kept his light under a bushel for so long,” Aurora offered.

			“I don’t think he really thinks about his looks one way or the other.” Although privately she agreed with Aurora. Eric was six feet plus of tanned muscle and beachboy godliness. He already had women all over America swooning with his no-bullshit insight into the male mind. He was proof positive that caring, sensitive men did exist. All that and drop-dead gorgeous, to boot. She wouldn’t be surprised if the female population took one look at the way his perfectly sun-streaked and tousled blond hair fell in endearingly boyish waves across his broad, tanned forehead, those stunning aqua-blue eyes, and a mouth that Cupid must have had a hand in sculpting . . . and had a spontaneous group orgasm. He’d certainly left her feeling a bit damp. “He’s just a very private person.”

			“That’s putting it mildly,” Mercedes said. “We’ve been reduced to negotiating via phone conferences.” She settled her napkin in her lap as their salads arrived.

			Valerie said a silent thank-you for the timely intrusion. Mercedes had been the only one who hadn’t been all that enthusiastic about hiring Eric sight unseen. It was too late now, however, so there was no point in yammering on about it yet again.

			“I can only hope that the man is worth the large sum of money we’ve paid for his services,” Mercedes commented after the young waiter left.

			Valerie smiled with easy confidence at this. “I don’t think anyone is going to be disappointed.”

			Vivian fanned her throat. “Honey, if that look in your eye is any indication—”

			“For heaven’s sake, Vivi, eat your salad,” Aurora told her, then glanced at Valerie. “So he’s a real hunk, huh?”

			“On a scale of one to ten? He’s a twelve.”

			Vivian and Aurora both sighed.

			“And despite being so private, he’s surprisingly outgoing. You’re going to be very happy with your investment.” She poked at the mandarin orange peeking out from its hiding place behind the arugula and goat cheese. If it was up to her, there would be a law against fruits and vegetables coexisting in the same salad. Probably why she hadn’t lasted long as a food designer for Ladies Home Weekly. “He said that this whole career of his started from a small, impromptu group of women he chatted with anonymously on the Internet. It snowballed unexpectedly, but he continued to keep his name out of it. I think he was still keeping other career options open at the time and this was sort of a side thing. I know he had no idea it would take off like it did, and by then, the whole mystique thing was part of the Prince Charming persona, so he stuck with it.”

			“I suppose demystifying the male gender wouldn’t exactly make him popular with other men,” Aurora commented.

			Vivian sighed. “But the women sure have appreciated it.”

			They certainly had, Valerie thought. In droves. Eric’s Dear Prince Charming column was syndicated nationwide and all four of his books—mostly compilations of past columns, with some additional commentary—had hung around on the best-seller lists for months at a time. “I think we just got lucky. When I saw that piece in the trades about his syndication deal coming up for renewal the same time as his next publishing contract, and that he wasn’t rushing to sign on again for either, I thought, why not approach him? Maybe he was burning out, or maybe he was just tired of hiding out. I thought we might be able to offer him just the right deal.”

			Vivian lifted her glass again. “And that we did!”

			“Hear, hear,” Aurora agreed, finishing off her glass, then covering her mouth when she hiccupped. “Best five hundred grand we’ve ever spent.”

			Mercedes just took a deep breath and downed the rest of her champagne.

			Valerie knew that come Monday, even Mercedes would be won over. Her greatest fear when she’d first met Eric was that he’d be a paunchy, balding guy who looked like he had a better shot at demystifying her taxes than her love life. She couldn’t have been proven more spectacularly wrong. Cinderella rules! “Well, you’ll all get the chance to see just how well your money has been spent at the photo shoot.”

			Just then her cell phone buzzed. “Excuse me,” she said, and slipped it from her bag to check the readout. It was Eric. “Speak of the devil,” she said with a smile, and flipped the phone open. “Hello, handsome, we were just—”

			“Valerie?”

			With just that one word, Valerie knew something was wrong. She just managed to keep the concern out of her voice, and hopefully off her face. “It sure is. What’s up?”

			“We need to talk. Right away. It’s—it’s important.”

			She glanced up to find the three older women staring at her expectantly. She smiled and nodded, the picture of confidence. Once an actress, always an actress. “Certainly. I’m just having lunch with Mercedes, Aurora, and Vivian. We’re celebrating. Why don’t you—”

			“I don’t know if it can wait,” he said, cutting her off, sounding even more anxious.

			Tamping down any hint of alarm, she said, “Just a moment,” then covered the phone. “Why don’t I just take this inside; it won’t take a minute.”

			Mercedes frowned. Vivian appeared curious and Aurora concerned. “Is there a problem, dear?” she asked quietly.

			Valerie shook her head. “Just last-minute production details.”

			“Is that him?” Vivian asked.

			“Him?” Valerie asked, feigning confusion, thinking fast. She’d answered the phone with “Hello, handsome,” hadn’t she? Dammit. “Oh, him! No, no, this is, uh, one of Nigel’s people.” She leaned forward. “It’s the accent, gets me every time.”

			Vivian and Aurora smiled in complete comprehension. Mercedes’ frown lifted a fraction. Valerie took the small opening and pushed her chair back. “I’ll only be a minute.”

			Her mind racing ahead, she tried to fathom what Eric’s problem could possibly be, but nothing sprang to mind. Maybe he had a conflicting engagement with the shoot on Monday. Well, he was going to have to reschedule. Getting Nigel had been her second miracle and no way was she going to risk losing him on this project. They were so close.

			As soon as she got a table or two away, she uncovered the phone. “Hi, Eric. I have some privacy now. I’m sure whatever it is, we can handle it. Is this about the shoot on Monday?”

			“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

			She frowned. “I’ve spoken with Nigel’s people and we’re confirmed. This is really going to be a wonderful opportunity for us all, Eric. You couldn’t be in better hands.”

			“I know.”

			He sounded quiet, almost . . . remorseful. She was just inside the doorway and waiters were bustling past her with heavily laden trays. She shifted her back to the noise and cupped her hand over her ear, praying it was just the surroundings and that she’d misinterpreted the tone in his voice. “So, what is the problem?”

			“I’ve—I need to talk with you. Before—before we go any further with this.”

			No personal pep talk in the world would have prevented the alarm from creeping into her mind. “But we’re all set, aren’t we?” She wanted to add, “You signed a contract. With a lot of zeroes attached. We sent you a check,” but managed not to. Just barely. However, she couldn’t keep from glancing over her shoulder, back to the table. All three women were staring in her direction. She managed a brief smile and motioned that she was almost done. She turned her back to them and edged farther into the waitstaff passageway. “Can’t you just tell me now? I’m sure we can resolve whatever it is—”

			“Valerie, I’m gay.”

			He’d just blurted it out in a rush. So fast, she couldn’t really absorb it. In fact, after she managed to close her mouth and put the phone back to her ear, she was certain she’d misheard him. “I’m sorry,” she said, forcing a light laugh. “It sounded like you just said you’re—”

			“Gay. I did. And I am. Dammit, I didn’t want to tell you this way!” There was a pause, which she had no earthly way of filling. She was as frozen as one of Andre’s ice sculptures.

			“I—can we please see each other?” he went on. “Now? Can you get out of this lunch? I’ll meet you anywhere. I—I know I should have told you sooner. I thought I could go through with this, but—”

			That snapped her out of it in a way nothing else could. “Excuse me? Go through with it? Of course you’re going to go through with it. You signed a contract.” She knew she sounded a little agitated. Okay, a lot agitated. But her whole brand-spanking-new career was flashing before her eyes. It didn’t take nearly long enough.

			“I know this comes as a shock.”

			“A shock? I’d say this is more than a shock. This is a freaking disaster!” She took a deep breath, tried desperately to recapture an ounce of inner calm. “Where are you? We obviously need to talk. I’ll meet you.”

			He sighed heavily. “Thank you.”

			Reality began to sink in. Prince Charming. The man who’d proved that a guy existed who saw women as human beings first, and sex objects second . . . was gay. She shook her head. Like we shouldn’t have seen that coming.

			“I just want you to know, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he was saying. “Or anyone, really.”

			“For a guy who dispenses advice to women about men, you just spouted one of the all-time lamest excuses on the face of the planet.” She knew she shouldn’t lose her temper, but apparently her acting skills had limits after all.

			“I know, and you have every right to be upset. But truly, don’t worry. I’ll make it up to you. Somehow.”

			“Second lamest statement,” she hissed, making a passing waiter step around her a bit more gingerly. “Are you sure you’re the real Prince Charming?”

			There was a long pause, then he said, “I can barely hear you, too much noise. Call me when you leave the restaurant.”

			And then the line clicked off. She stared at the phone, thinking that if she just stood there long enough, she could will that entire conversation into some hallucinatory void, a stress-induced daydream. Except who in their right mind would dream up a nightmare like that?

			So many thoughts crowded her mind, she didn’t know where to begin. She started to move automatically toward the restaurant’s exit when she remembered her lunch companions. Shit, shit, and more shit. She couldn’t just walk out without giving an explanation, but what in the hell was she going to tell them? Oh, by the way—Prince Charming, the guy you just gave a half million bucks to, ensuring magazine launch history? The gorgeous hunk known to women all over the planet as proof positive that understanding, nurturing men did, indeed, exist? Well, as it happens, he’s more than just a guy deeply in touch with his feminine side.

			She grabbed a glass of something alcoholic off a passing tray and downed it before the waiter even knew it was missing. She looked down, half-expecting to see her blue Ann Taylor suit had turned into rags. And her red and white MINI out in the lot had probably turned into a pumpkin.

			She hadn’t even made it to midnight, dammit.
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			Revelations

			In all relationships, secrets are kept and disclosures are made. The key to survival is how you handle things when the former becomes the latter.
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			Chapter 2

			Jack Lambert was no Prince Charming. Just ask his ex-wife. Or, for that matter, any number of women dotting the globe. Charming, they might go for. Hell of a good time? Probably. But princely? That particular adjective wouldn’t make anyone’s list.

			“You sure you haven’t been self-medicating? I don’t know shit about giving advice to women.” Jack elbowed Eric in the gut and went in for the layup.

			Eric swung around, jumped up, and smacked the ball away before it could float over the rim. “I don’t want you to give advice,” he said, barely breathing hard as he chased the ball down, despite the summer sun beating down on them both. He dribbled the ball, moving slowly around the perimeter of the key as Jack shadowed his every move. “But trust me, this is going to be mutually beneficial. It’s a solution to both of our problems.”

			Jack’s current problem was unemployment. He was a sportswriter for an international news wire service, or had been until three days ago, when the service had been sold to the Reverend Yun Yun Yi, a right-wing religious zealot who made Reverend Moon come off looking like Mister Rogers. Jack had been stuck in Dubai at the time, writing about women’s tennis. It had taken him two days and four flights to get back to his small apartment in Alexandria. Virginia, not Egypt. Although since his divorce, it could have easily been either.

			Jack read Eric’s feint perfectly—not a surprise, considering they’d been shooting hoops one-on-one since they were both eleven—and blocked his shot, taking the ball out of the key, then dribbling, taking his time. Sweat had long since soaked through his T-shirt. He paused long enough to peel it off, mop his face, then tie it around his head, do-rag style, hoping to keep the sweat from stinging his eyes. “How did you even know I was back?” Jack asked, not really wanting to focus on the unemployment issue.

			Eric tossed his shirt to the side of the fenced-in court, removing any doubt that he’d let himself go in the nine months since they’d last seen each other. Bastard probably didn’t even have to work at it, Jack thought in disgust. Eric had always been such a natural jock, he still wondered how his best friend had ended up writing advice columns, of all things, instead of, say, playing in the NBA or the MLB. But then, God knew, he’d had enough women that if any guy could explain them, it would be Eric. Jack would just stick with writing about bocce ball and cliff-diving, thanks. Something he had a chance in hell of understanding.

			He bounce-passed the ball to Eric, who bounced it back and said, “I saw in the Times last week that StatsComm was being bought out by the venerable Triple Y. I gave you four days max to be back in D.C. job-hunting.”

			Well, he’d nailed that one. No point in letting the man gloat, though. “So, what makes you think I don’t already have another gig lined up?” He slapped the ball, then drove up the middle, taking a hard shoulder and an elbow in the ribs for the effort.

			“Maybe you do,” Eric said, laughing as he rebounded the rim shot, then slam-dunked it. “But really, Lambert”—he was grinning now—“how many wire services are looking for a guy to cover Ping-Pong?”

			“Hey.” Jack smacked the ball away, then went right up in his face, bodies colliding as he hit one off the backboard. “I’ve said it before, but it bears repeating. Anybody can cover basketball. It takes a real man to observe events like Paris to Dakaar, Australian-rules football, or the wild action of the Women’s World Ping-Pong Championships, and turn it into a no-holds-barred must-read.” Eric rebounded the ball and Jack followed him out of the key, covering him with his hands up. “Which leads me back to the obvious question: What, exactly, does my sports-god background bring to the advice-for-the-lovelorn table?”

			“My readers aren’t lovelorn,” Eric retorted, turning and backing them both up as he looked for his opening. “They’re intelligent, capable, caring women who are tired of being dicked around by the assholes of the world.” Despite the fact that Jack was all but lying on Eric’s sweaty back, he missed the feint and Eric beat him for a three-pointer that was nothing but net. Grinning, he wiped the sweat off his forehead as Jack retrieved the ball. “That would be you, in case you were wondering.”

			Smiling despite the heckling—they’d long since turned that into an art form—he shot the ball hard at Eric’s chest. “Hey, now. I never claimed to understand what women want. In fact, I willingly admit I have no idea. Hence my current marital status. And more to the point, I don’t want to know. Frankly, the way women’s minds work scares me.”

			Eric slapped his palm on the ball, shot it back just as hard. “No, the way Shelby’s mind worked scared you. Not every woman’s a psycho.”

			“She wasn’t a psycho. And so much for intelligent, capable, and caring,” Jack said with a laugh.

			Eric rolled his eyes as he came in, covering Jack’s moves. “As I recall, she wasn’t much interested in anyone’s advice, either. To this day, I can’t understand why it took you almost two years to figure out her game.”

			“Temporary dementia and the lack of a good prenuptial agreement?” he shot back. It had been three years since he’d signed the divorce papers, and he tried not to think about his eighteen-month union to the former Shelby Lane . . . well, pretty much ever. “Word to the wise, man, never ever mix alcohol, South Pacific sunsets, and a woman wearing a bikini made out of dental floss.” He made his move, went in hard, and muscle slapped against muscle as they both grunted, scuffled, then jumped at the same time. Jack hooted as the ball swooshed past the rim.

			“Yeah, well, maybe you should have been reading my columns instead of the sports stats,” Eric shot back, finally breathing a bit more heavily. “Might have saved yourself some major heartache.”

			Jack stopped and bent over, propping his hands on his thighs as he took a moment to catch his breath. “Not to mention a substantial chunk of my now nonexistent income.”

			“Which brings me back to my offer.” But instead of getting right into it, Eric looked away, then down at the ball he was bouncing on automatic pilot, as his thoughts had definitely gone elsewhere.

			Jack straightened, squinting as clouds shifted and the sun caught him square in the face. “You in some kind of trouble or something?”

			“In a manner of speaking. But first . . . there’s something I have to tell you. Specifically about those women in bikinis—American Dental Association–approved or otherwise—and why they will never be a threat to yours truly.”

			Now it was Jack’s turn to pause. Eric was being his wry, amusing self, but if Jack didn’t know better, he’d swear that beneath the acerbic commentary, his friend sounded sort of . . . scared shitless. Then it hit him and he groaned. “Oh, no. Shit, no. Tell me you didn’t. Despite the fact that this will finally give me years of verbal payback possibilities, you mean too much to me to wish this on you. Tell me you did not finally let some woman talk her way into your wallet. Because you might think it’s your heart she’s got her claws into, buddy—and no disrespect to the future Mrs. Jermaine—but I’d get started on that prenup right now. Consider this friendly advice from the still-indebted.”

			Eric shot the ball at him, a little harder than necessary. “Jack, it’s not like that.”

			He caught it against his chest, then propped it under his arm. This was a momentous occasion. He couldn’t shoot hoops and enjoy every second of watching his friend finally admit to falling in love. “Damn, it sure took you long enough.” He laughed and shook his head. “Another icon shattered. You were my proof that single men can live happily ever after . . . and stay single.”

			Eric didn’t laugh. In fact, Jack had never seen him look so damn serious. “Did you ever stop to wonder why I’m still single? Why there’s never been a steady woman—any woman, really—in my life?”

			“Don’t pull that lonely shit on me. You write touchy-feely advice about understanding women’s needs, and you and I both know they’ve always been crawling out of the woodwork, wanting nothing more than to spend some time with Mr. I Understand Your Needs. Even if they don’t know who you really are. Hell, your motto in high school was Why Settle for One? It’s the greatest gig going; you’re a fucking genius.”

			Eric smiled briefly. “You’re still sore because I got Most Likely to Be a Calvin Klein Model in the senior yearbook.”

			Jack snorted, started dribbling the ball again. “Hardly. I’m above parading around like some kind of beauty-pageant contestant.”

			“Unless parading around meant scoring with Andrea Ralston.”

			Jack sighed in immediate and fond remembrance. “Andrea.” He pronounced it as she had, Ahn-DRAY-ah. “To this day I get a hard-on when I hear a woman with an Aussie accent.”

			“Must make covering Australian football a real interesting experience.”

			“True, true. Yet somehow I manage.” He took a shot, rebounded the ball. Eric didn’t join him. In fact, when he turned, he saw that Eric was still standing where he’d left him, looking all serious and upset. He shot him the ball, but Eric just caught it against his chest and held it. “What the hell’s up, man?”

			Eric surprised him by quietly asking, “Have you ever wondered, you know, about why I’m good at what I do?”

			“I think we’ve already covered the fucking genius factor, Calvin.”

			Eric didn’t laugh. “This is even harder than I thought it was going to be.” He swore under his breath. “Okay, you know what? I can’t find an easy way to tell you this. I’ve wanted to for years, but I was afraid it would, I don’t know, ruin everything between us. But I’m in a jam, a really serious one, and so—well, maybe things happen the way they do for a reason.” He looked up and held Jack’s gaze squarely. “I’m just going to say it straight out and trust you not to freak.”

			“Great, then we’ll both know what the hell you’re talking about.”

			Eric sighed. “There are no women, Jack. There won’t be any women. Ever. I’m gay.”

			Jack’s jaw dropped. “I’m sorry, did you just say you were—”

			“GAY!” Eric all but shouted. “Queer as the day is long. A raving homosexual.” He shot the ball hard at him. “Jesus, why does everyone have to make this so goddamn hard?”

			Jack caught it reflexively, but it might as well have been a foreign object. Hell, suddenly everything was foreign. He was staring at Eric, who was clearly not kidding around. His sweaty, macho, ripped, jock of a best friend, Eric. Gay. The guy he’d snapped towels at in the boys’ locker room. The guy who smacked him on the butt in football and pounded his ass routinely into the ground on the racquetball court. Gay. The guy he’d known since he was nine and was closer to than anyone walking this planet. Had talked trash with this guy, talked women with him. Talked life.

			Gay.

			Nope. It wasn’t computing.

			“Say something, man,” Eric said quietly.

			Jack took a deep breath, blew it out. Despite the riot of emotions and thoughts swirling through his mind, he did recognize the absolute importance of this moment, knew he had to handle it right. That despite his confusion . . . and whatever the hell he was feeling, first and foremost, he was Eric’s friend. Hell, they were all but family to each other. He couldn’t blow this.

			But he had no idea where to start. He bounced the ball back to Eric, like everything would make more sense if they just kept shooting hoops, kept things normal. Normal. He wanted to laugh. What the hell did that mean anymore? “What do you mean, everyone,” he said finally, latching on to the one piece of information he could process rationally. “Who have you told?”

			“You and Valerie.” Eric bounced an easy layup off the backboard, shot the ball back to Jack, apparently willing to let him steer the conversation. For now, anyway.

			Jack took a shot. Missed. “Who the hell is Valerie?”

			“The publicist for Glass Slipper magazine. I just signed a contract to be the spokesperson for their launch issue. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it, but it’s the new arm of their company, Glass Slipper, Incorporated, based out in Potomac. They specialize in makeovers—extreme, whole-life makeovers—mostly for women, but occasionally they handle other—”

			“Yeah, okay, got it.” Jack took another shot, missed, then gave up the pretense that he was even remotely handling this smoothly, and let the ball drop. He pulled his shirt off his head, wiped his face. “So . . .” He had nothing. His brain had locked up. He just kept seeing the past, their past, like a movie reel playing inside his head. Jack and Eric. Playing peewee football together at age eleven. Eric Jermaine. Star high-school quarterback. Six two, two hundred twenty pounds. Jock of the Year and total chick magnet from birth.

			A guy whose roof he’d lived under throughout high school. A guy he’d seen buck naked any number of times and vice versa. The only person he trusted one hundred percent. Would trust with his very life. And all this time he’d been keeping a huge secret?

			Stone-cold serious now, Jack said, “How long have you—you know? Known?”

			Eric sighed quietly. “I did the denial thing through school, but I’ve probably known most of my life.” He smiled faintly, tried for a laugh. “And if you’re thinking about . . . you know, well, don’t. You’re not my type.”

			Jack plainly saw the strained tension beneath the attempt at humor. Guilt immediately replaced disbelief. For Eric to carry such a huge burden for so many years and not feel he could trust Jack enough to tell him? Yes, that hurt. A lot, as it turned out. But, more important, it made him feel like he’d failed the one person who meant more to him than anyone. Who had done more for him than anyone. “So,” he said at length, struggling desperately not to let Eric down now. “I guess those summers we spent up in your tree house reading Playboy, you really were reading the articles?”

			Eric laughed, the tension lifted a little. “Pretty much.”

			Jack shook his head, willed the shock to subside . . . and all the myriad attendant questions that went with it. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? And none of that bullshit about not trusting me. You know me better than anyone.”

			“Hell, Jack, I could barely admit it to myself.”

			He thought about that for a moment. “Did your mom know?”

			Eric nodded.

			“When?”

			He huffed out a breath. “Hell, I don’t know, probably a lot longer than I thought. She brought it up to me right after we graduated college.”

			Jack knew Eric had sacrificed a lot for his mother. His father had died when he was a kid and his mom had never been in very good health. In fact, he’d given up a good job as an engineer in California to come back here and take care of her until she died. That train of thought broke off as certain things began to fall into place. “So that’s why you took the job offer in San Francisco instead of following up with the guys who’d been scouting you for four years? That whole song and dance you fed me about being burned out on football, what was that? A crock of shit?”

			“Not entirely. You have to understand the struggle I was fighting, man. High school? I just figured maybe I wasn’t meeting the right girls, or I was a late bloomer.”

			Jack snorted. “I’m sure the entire varsity cheerleading squad would be laughing themselves sick if they could hear you right now.”

			“You’d be surprised what you can talk yourself into. And out of. If you need to badly enough.”

			Jack fell silent. He wanted to understand, but he honestly had no idea what life had been like for Eric. “I can’t believe you kept it quiet.”

			“Trust me. Me, either. I figured it would be all over when I got to college. Things would be so different. Then the academic scholarship fell through and—”

			“Maryland offered you a full ride to play football,” Jack said, starting to realize just how screwed his best friend had been.

			“Exactly. With Mom’s health the way it was, it was too good an opportunity to pass up. But I knew it meant four more years of locker-room shit and everything else that goes along with being a team player. So when that firm in San Francisco made me the offer halfway through my senior year, it was like a life preserver thrown to a drowning man.”

			Jack swore under his breath. He knew the next part of the story. Eric hadn’t been out West six months when his mother fell seriously ill. The kind of ill she wasn’t going to recover from. He’d come back East, worked a string of dead-end jobs to make ends meet while taking care of her. Jack had just started to get decent work at that point, so he traveled wherever they sent him. At the time, it had been a stepping-stone to his bigger dream, that of being a staff sports reporter for a big newspaper.

			Only he’d quickly realized he’d already found his niche. Other than Eric, he had no close friends, and frankly, he’d never wanted any. Too much damn work. Life on the road suited him perfectly. More important, he enjoyed writing the stories that no one else wanted to cover, about sports most people had never heard of. He’d sent money back as much as he’d been able, knowing things were rough. But he’d never had any idea of just how rough.

			“So why not come out then?” he asked. “If she already knew, I mean, why not? Was she weird about it?”

			“No, no, not at all. In fact, she was the one who pushed me to take the Bay Area job in the first place. She wasn’t happy when I gave it up to come back, but there was no way I was putting her in some facility, and it wouldn’t have been right to drag her across the country and away from everything she knew, her friends.”

			“Yeah, I remember.” It had been a very tough time for Eric. “I just wish you’d told me. Maybe I could have helped somehow. I don’t know, done something for you. Both of you.” He shook his head, guilt creeping back in.

			Eric picked up the ball and they both walked back over to the fence. He snagged his shirt, tugged it on. “You were there for me. You were the only one I could unload on, about the stress, the worry, the loss, all of it.”

			“Yeah, I know, but—”

			“You were also just starting out, and it was obvious to anyone with two eyes how much you loved what you were doing. I wasn’t going to drag you into any more of my crap. Hell, I didn’t even know what end was up at that point in my life. Then the on-line chat thing started and it filled the void, at least temporarily. It was very . . . I don’t know, freeing. Just being anonymous and talking with people.”

			They left the courts that were part of the amenities provided by the Alexandria apartment complex Jack lived in and headed upstairs to his place on the fourth floor.

			Jack was feeling worse by the moment. Eric was a great one for making everything seem fine and dandy on the surface, but Jack, of all people, should have known better. He always thought he’d done his best to be there for Eric. But it was now clear his best hadn’t even come close. “You should have told me.”

			Eric shook his head. “The whole advice thing was a fun game that blossomed into something real. I had no idea it would become serious, much less a career.”

			A college girlfriend of Eric’s had dragged him into an on-line chat with a bunch of her friends, joking that he was the prince she’d let get away. Being funny, he’d signed on as Prince Charming, and had ended up being the guy they’d all turned to with their man troubles. Jack remembered ribbing Eric mercilessly about trolling for anonymous sex by being Mr. Sensitive. Eric had ended up with the last laugh, though, when one of the women had jokingly said he should start his own advice column, demystifying men for all the frustrated women out there. And the Dear Prince Charming empire had been born.

			Jack let them into his apartment and headed straight for the fridge. If there was ever a Miller Time, this was it. He grabbed two bottles, popped off the caps, and handed one to Eric. They wandered out onto the terrace balcony and dropped into the pair of green plastic lawn chairs Jack had put out there. So he wasn’t much on interior design. Or exterior, for that matter. But plastic didn’t get moldy from neglect while he traveled. Martha Stewart he was not. Hell, Jackie Stewart probably had more style than he did.

			“Besides,” Eric was saying, “I figured the whole Mr. Mystery Author thing would work for me.” His mouth kicked up in a wry grin. “You know, hetero advice columnist by day, happening homo by night.”

			“Ha, ha. So what happened? Or . . .” Jack trailed off for a moment as the rest of the story fell into place. “So I wasn’t that far off, then? I mean, have you been leading a secret life? Is there someone, uh, you know, special? Is that what this is all about?” He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Hell, he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

			Eric shook his head. “There have been men I’ve wanted to get to know better. But I haven’t dared let things progress beyond a casual fling. The Mystery Author thing sort of backfired. Who knew the Prince Charming thing would take off and every media hack with a camera would be hunting me down? I had this recurring nightmare of the front page of The Globe sporting horribly lit photos of me taken at some leather bar in Dupont Circle.” He shook his head, sipped his beer. “You don’t know how badly I wanted to tell you. A million times over. But . . .” He paused, looked away. “You are, for all intents and purposes, my brother. My only family. Bullshit aside, I care what you think. I—I didn’t want you to think less of me. I didn’t think I could take that.”

			“Jesus.” Jack swore under his breath. “Do you think that little of me? Never mind. I’m pretty sure you’re going to piss me off if we go any further there, so just shut up, okay? I know now, that’s what matters. And for the record, I’m not going anywhere.”

			Eric looked at him then, the relief and gratitude on his face making Jack feel even worse for yelling at him in the first place. God only knew what he’d have done, or how he’d have handled it, if things were reversed.

			“I know it might make things weird,” Eric said. “But trust me. I’m still me. I’m the same guy, nothing has really changed. It’s just that I happen to prefer—”

			“Let’s not go there, either,” Jack said, not ashamed to admit it was going to take him a bit longer to deal with the visuals that were going to accompany this news flash. He finished off his beer. “But if there is no, uh, significant other, then why now? Does it have something to do with this gig you took at the new magazine?”

			“Yeah. I decided it was time to end the anonymous author thing. My contract for the column was up for renewal and I hadn’t proposed anything on my option for my book publisher. I kept stalling because I just couldn’t keep going on with the whole thing. I didn’t know what to do. Then Valerie came along.”

			“Valerie? Oh, right, the publicist chick.”

			Eric just shot him a look. “She’s not a chick. She’s a professional who takes her job very seriously. I—I like her. A lot. And the offer she made me seemed like the perfect solution. At the time, anyway.”

			“What’s your deal with them? What did you sign on for?”

			“I agreed to do a little PR for them, and write an exclusive monthly column for their first year. Six issues total.”

			“Okay. How does all this affect the agreement?”

			“It doesn’t. If I was willing to keep my sexual preference a secret. Only I’m not. I can’t go on like this. But exposing my face to the world is one thing. If I were to come all the way out, I’d be ruining Valerie’s career, and turning Glass Slipper into a national joke.”

			“And I fit into this grand scheme where?”

			“Well . . . I was sort of hoping I could get you to stand in for me. Be a body double, basically.”

			“Excuse me?” Jack’s feet fell to the floor with a thump from their propped position on the balcony railing.

			“It’s just one day of work. Contractually, someone has to show up at the cover shoot. It can’t be me. Not the real me, anyway.”

			There were so many things wrong with this whole conversation, Jack didn’t know where to begin. “When is this thing?” he asked, hoping he at least had some time to find some other solution to Eric’s problem. Any other solution.

			“Uh . . . Monday.”

			Jack rubbed the back of his neck, not sure whether to laugh or curse a blue streak. He did a little of both. “You’re not a fucking genius; you’re fucking insane. Even if I was willing—which I’m not—we’d never pull off a stunt like this. You have to know that. I mean, I don’t know what the answer is here. I understand where you’re coming from and all, but can’t you just, you know, wait a while longer? Until your contract is up? It’s not that much longer.”

			“No,” Eric stated flatly, and it was clear he wasn’t going to be swayed.

			Not being able to comprehend just what pressures and stresses his friend had been under for all these years, Jack could hardly call him on the decision.

			“Besides,” Eric went on, “no matter when I do it, Glass Slipper will take a hit. And my career will be over. The genius of this plan is that everybody gets what they want, and nobody gets hurt.” He rushed on before Jack could say anything. “It’s one cover shoot. I can handle the print interview that appears in the inaugural issue, and do the rest of the promo Valerie has scheduled over the phone. I’ve done radio around here for years that way.”

			“Precisely. People might not know your name, or your pretty face, but they do know your voice.”

			“We both have deep voices. A deep voice is a deep voice. Radio distorts things, especially when you’re not in a studio. And you’re not going to have to talk to that many people at the shoot. They’re keeping this whole thing as hush-hush as they can, so nothing spoils the launch. Trust me, that’s the least of your worries.”

			“Key word here being worries.”

			“I know it’s a lot to ask,” Eric said directly. “I know that.”

			“What were you thinking, agreeing to this? Never mind.” Jack swore silently. He couldn’t get past the fact that he’d somehow let his closest friend down in some fundamental way by not being there for him all those years. Especially given everything Eric had done for him. When he thought about it like that, letting some people take a few pictures of him didn’t seem like all that much to ask in return.

			“At the time it sounded like a brilliant plan. I’d reveal myself to my readers and come all the way out at the same time. My advice is just as valid, no matter what my gender preference is,” Eric said. “But as much as I’d like to believe we live in an enlightened society, you and I both know it won’t work that way if I go public. And the closer I got to the cover shoot, and the better I got to know Valerie . . . well, this is a big career break for her, and I realized I just couldn’t do it. To any of them, really.”

			Jack knew for a fact that his friend was one of the most compassionate human beings on the face of the earth. He knew this because all those years ago while Eric had been tending to his sick mother, he’d also been tending to a homeless Jack. “No way were you going to be able to screw those old ladies out of their money. You had to know that from the start.”

			“I don’t know,” Eric said. “I was feeling pretty desperate, like I was losing my mind. When Valerie approached me with the deal, it just seemed like my ticket out. Of all of it. So I grabbed it. Anyway, it’s too late to second-guess it now. I’ve signed the contract.”

			Jack said nothing for several long moments, then blew out a long breath and said a silent prayer. “So . . .” He looked over at Eric. “I don’t actually have to dispense advice, or give interviews or anything?”

			Eric’s eyes lit up, but otherwise he tried not to appear too excited when he responded. “I don’t think so. You’ll have to meet with Valerie; she’s the only other one who will know about the switch.”

			Jack’s gaze narrowed. “What do you mean will know? You haven’t told her about this little plan of yours yet? I thought you said you’d told her everything?”

			“I told her I was gay. And that I couldn’t go through with the cover shoot. But I told her not to worry, that I would make it up to her. I met with her earlier today and we talked, but I needed to talk with you before I could say anything else.”

			“Oh, brilliant. Fucking brilliant. She’ll never go for this. You do realize she could just sue your ass—mine, too, probably—from here to the moon and back. It’s fraud, Eric. We can’t possibly get away with—”

			But Eric was already shaking his head. “Her career is on the line here, too. And I’ve gotten to know her pretty well. She’s a good, decent person who works very hard. Too hard, if you ask me. But I know this job means everything to her. A lawsuit would bury the magazine before it ever gets off the ground and kill her career along with it. I don’t think we have to worry. She’ll get on board. It’s her only hope.”

			Jack really didn’t give a flying fuck about the publicist. He didn’t wish her ill, but childhood guilt about one pal was enough of a burden at the moment. “You don’t think so?”

			“We can hammer out all the details tomorrow night. We’re having dinner at her place.”

			“Oh, we are, are we?”

			“Well, that’s my plan. I was going to call her, you know, after we get things straight between us.”

			“Pretty sure of yourself there, Peter Pan.”

			Eric leaned back, tried to ease the tension between them with a crooked grin. “Oh, so this is how it’s going to be? I come out to my best friend and he starts cracking gay jokes?”

			“You’re making me prance around on the cover of a national women’s magazine as Prince Charming?” Jack stroked his chin, pretending to ponder. “Pretty much, yeah.”

			Eric just laughed. “Fine, I can handle that. And you know I do intend to compensate you very well for your—”

			“I don’t want your money,” Jack said flatly. There was no reason he couldn’t look for a job while he did this thing for Eric. How long could a photo shoot take, anyway? “We both know how much I owe you.”

			“Hey, I wasn’t playing that card. I’m not—”

			“I know. Which is precisely why I’m not taking a red cent from you. You saved my life. The least I can do is give you back yours.”

			Eric fell silent.

			Jack wasn’t generally comfortable with emotional moments. Just ask Shelby. “Besides, if it’s my face on the magazine, I’ll get all the babes, right?”

			Eric snorted. “Like you need more. But yes, mercifully, you can have them all. In fact, I’ll be sure to forward those bags of mail directly to you from now on.”

			“Let’s not get hasty here.”

			“And I am going to pay you. I have to, or I just won’t feel right about this.”

			“I swear to God, if you mention money one more time—”

			“The contract was for mid-six figures. I can handle it, okay?”

			Jack’s mouth dropped open. No words came out.

			Eric grinned. “I thought that would get you.”

			“Telling women what they want to hear is worth that many zeroes? Jesus, man. For that kind of smack, I’ll tell them what they want to hear.”

			“Which would be great, except you’d have to know what that is. Women actually want to hear what I have to say.”

			“Oh, that’s how it’s going to be? I pull your ass out of the fire and you get to dump on my inability to . . . what would you call it in one of your columns . . . open up? Get in touch with my emotions?”

			Eric just grinned and downed the rest of his beer. “Look at it this way, now we’re both going to hell.”

			Jack groaned. “Like I wasn’t headed there already.”
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			First dates

			When entertaining a man in your home for the first time, try to overlook any Neolithic behavior. Trust me, he’s just as nervous as you are. It’s just that, in general, men don’t handle nerves with the same finesse as women. While a woman will quietly anguish over whether the meal will come together on time . . . the guy is trying hard not to do or say anything that will rule out any chance he might score. Meaning, he’s certain to do something wrong. And they say women are the hormonal ones.
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			Chapter 3

			Valerie straightened the silverware, then fiddled with the napkins, folding them this way, then that. Not that it mattered how nice the table looked. It was unlikely Eric would notice. Although, on second thought, maybe he would.

			She could schmooze with the best of them if someone else was doing the cooking, and providing the atmosphere to go with it. But she hated entertaining in her own home. Her Northeast row house was nicely furnished, but her people skills didn’t extend to hosting gracious dinner parties.

			Giving up on her linen origami maneuvers, she sank heavily into one of the four mismatched ladder-back chairs arranged around the small, refurbished antique dining room table. For the umpteenth time she went over her conversation with Eric the day before. She still couldn’t believe this was happening to her.

			After leaving the restaurant, she’d met him at a park near his home in Adams Morgan. His beautiful, bronzed features had been the picture of abject apology as he’d taken her hand. So strong and comforting, his deep voice all masculine and calm as he explained that he wanted his life back, but he couldn’t screw her over to get it. She’d asked him—not entirely calmly—just how he thought backing out of his agreement seventy-two hours before he was to sit for the cover of their launch issue, wasn’t screwing her over?

			Eric had explained everything, from childhood on up. And though she’d felt for him—any woman looking into those piercing blue eyes would have to have a heart made of stone, and panties made of moisture-repellant fabric, not to—she was still pissed at him. No matter that he even blushed gorgeously. She was going to lose her job! What would she do? Where would she go?

			She’d tried to talk him—and herself—into believing that it wouldn’t be so bad if he came out. She had gay male friends she turned to for advice all the time. In fact, they were the only ones who’d honestly answer two of life’s most burning questions: “Does this skirt make my ass look J. Lo curvy or like the rear end of a truck squeezed into spandex tubing?” and “What can I cook for my date that looks fabulous, tastes like heaven, guarantees me at least thirty minutes of foreplay . . . and doesn’t actually require, you know, cooking?”

			But they also weren’t the ones who had signed a six-figure contract. In the end, that argument had lasted a grand total of five minutes. Of course it was going to matter. Eric’s legions of devoted readers—who the godmothers were banking on becoming their devoted readers—saw him as the man of their dreams; the man who made them believe that one day their prince might, indeed, come; the man they put up as the example to their husbands and boyfriends of what all women want their men to be. And now he was just going to say, oh, by the way, I’m gay? Those same men would laugh themselves sick. Women everywhere would feel betrayed. And Glass Slipper magazine would become a national joke.

			He swore to her he’d think of some way to salvage things, but with less than forty-eight hours left before the cover shoot, she didn’t see how. Then he’d called her last night and said he had it all worked out and would be over for dinner Saturday night to explain everything. A dinner for three.

			She looked at the plates and linen napkins and wondered if Eric’s attorney cared about coordinated table settings. Because who else could he be bringing with him?

			She’d spent a sleepless night trying to come up with her own plan. But she had to face facts. She’d have to come clean with
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