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      I may have been running late, but at least I was extremely caffeinated. That was the key to dealing with my agent—large doses of caffeine and possibly some type of defensive gear.

      If I could have worn body armor I would. But I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t let me on the downtown train in that.

      Catherine Sutter was, to state it simply, a force of nature. And I was a leaf on the wind.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like Catherine. And I sure as anything respected her. She was exactly what a writer who didn’t like confrontation and still wanted to deal with the top publishers needed. Someone to take charge and be the boss of my business life so I could be the boss of my writing life.

      I glanced at my phone, which miraculously still had a charge, and rushed on knowing I was going to be late. As usual. But, hopefully by only a minute or two. Not too bad.

      Well, not bad for me. For Catherine, you’d think the world was ending if someone was thirty seconds late.

      I hurried toward the gorgeous Art Deco building, getting my customary shiver just seeing the brass and glass doors. This is Your Life, Hailey Tate. A thrill beyond belief. Like tripping over the yellow brick road and landing facedown behind The Great and Powerful’s curtain.

      There were a few things I loved about being a writer: telling stories, working in yoga pants, and going into my agent’s office to discuss my next project.

      I’m not gonna lie. It made me feel like a grownup instead of just a girl scribbling stories in math class.

      Because, really, when had I used algebra in the last decade? Never, that’s when.

      Pushing through the front doors, I couldn’t help but notice all the security guys hovering around a tall man, head bent over something just on the other side of the lobby.

      Advantage, Hailey! I rushed to the front desk to sign myself in so I could sneak upstairs and not be any later than I already was. I got as far as the elevator door when Frank, the very sweet older man who worked the desk, rushed over and stuck his hand into the slowly closing doors.

      “Ms. Tate!” He smiled, the welcome I usually got when I came in. “Shame on you, sneaking by like that.”

      “Don’t worry.” I gave him a smile, trying to rush this along. “I signed in.”

      “I know, dear. But, could you bring this envelope up to Ms. Sutter?” Frank handed me a thick FedEx envelope. “I’m a little afraid of her when contracts come in.”

      He gave me a wink and stepped back, letting the doors start to fall shut again.

      “Hold the elevator!”

      The voice echoed down the short, tiled hall to where I watched the doors slip inward as I tried to pretend I didn’t hear it. I reached for the close-door button. But Frank, sweet man that he was, stuck his hand in again, stopping the elevator. Again.

      And all I could think about was how Catherine was going to give me yet another lecture on timeliness.

      You’d think she’d save those for if I got too close to a deadline, not just for when I was running a few minutes late for a meeting.

      “Thanks. “ The tall, shaggy-headed blond stepped into view, his gaze crashing into mine for less than a moment.

      Connor Ryan. Now middle-aged men hovering in the lobby made sense.

      I was probably going to end up in a tabloid just by being on the same block with him, let alone sharing an elevator.

      He turned away just as quickly as he’d arrived, standing just outside the elevator, his hand on the bumper, holding it open. I glanced at my watch, wondering why he wasn’t stepping in. But his gaze stayed glued to the front of the building, his feet firmly planted on the floor outside the elevator.

      “Excuse me,” my voice was light and low. It wasn’t every day I spoke to a famous person...unless she was a writer. Even though I wasn’t a fan—sports or tabloid—it was still a bit intimidating.

      Connor Ryan glanced in and down at me with a look that said he was more curious what I was doing interrupting his standing around than he was in what I was going to say.

      “I have a meeting I'm trying to get to,” is what I came up with.

      I'd hoped he'd let the doors shut, but I'd already lost his attention as his gaze turned back toward the lobby. I got a vague, distant Uh-huh in response.

      “So, if you could just let the doors go,” I added, “I’ll be all set.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Pardon me,” I pushed, because that wasn’t really a yes or no question. “I really need to get upstairs.”

      He glanced back my way, his eyes dropping down to take in my yoga pants and deep purple lululemon wrap.

      “I'm sure you can wait another moment.” His gaze swept up and away dismissively. “You don't look like you're really needed anywhere.”

      I couldn't believe he’d just said that. It wasn't every day someone was that unkind to me without even knowing me. Or, to be honest, even when they did.

      “That wasn't very nice.” The words slipped out, something making me braver than normal...unless you consider the fact that I’d barely whispered them.

      “Excuse me?” he shifted his body to glare down at me.

      I finally seemed to have his full attention.

      “I said that wasn't very nice. You're holding me up for a meeting and…” I faded off, not really sure where I was headed with any of this as he stared me down.

      “Sweetheart,” he drawled like he had all the time in the world and yet was still absolutely right about everything woman. “I am an expert on women's appearance. And, trust me. You are not exactly rocking the important vibe.” With a shake of his head, he turned back to the lobby.

      I fought to keep my jaw from dropping as I registered the clipped sound of heels clicking on the tile floor. Connor Ryan's expression had changed from one of rude condescension to pleased appreciation.

      “Thank you so much for holding the elevator.” One of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen outside a magazine stepped into view. Of course, I’d probably seen her in a magazine too. “I'm almost late for an appointment.”

      “I know the feeling.” I'd said it under my breath, but Connor Ryan's hearing must have been worse than his manners.

      He angled himself away from me and turned on the charm. “I'd never want to leave a lady in distress.”

      I may have actually snorted. Or, at least I did in my head. I thought really hard about snorting out loud too.

      “Excuse me.” I tried again. “Could we maybe…”

      I gave them both a smile, hoping they’d just get the idea and step into the elevator. They were so busy scoping one another out, I doubted they noticed. But, to be fair, the model gave me a slight smile...or at least, she tilted her head down toward me and smiled while she ogled the guy holding the doors open. And who could blame her? He was stunning to look at.

      You don’t get named America’s Sexiest Athlete by being average.

      Finally, they both stepped in and turned their backs to me. She pushed a button and the flirting continued in hushed tones until the doors opened again. She slipped him a card and he leaned out the elevator to watch her long legs strut their way down the hall to the frosted doors of the modeling agency.

      I considered pushing him out. Just one big shove and I'd be on my way. My phone read eleven minutes past and I knew I’d never escape an epic timeliness lecture now.

      When we got to the seventh floor, I moved to step around him, glad to just get out of his arrogant sphere and instead walked straight into his side as he exited the elevator.

      “You're coming here?” All the shock I felt slipped out with the words. Why in the world would a sports guy be coming to our little, boutique literary agency?

      He glanced down as if he'd forgotten I was there. He probably had. “And, how is that any of your business?”

      “Um…” It really wasn’t. I was just surprised.

      “Oh, you're one of those people.” His arms crossed as his gaze narrowed down to glare at me. All that masculine anger focused on me set my adrenaline pumping. “I'm an athlete, so I must be dumb?”

      “No. Actually, almost everyone who comes here writes romance or books for teens.” I shrugged. I would have been surprised if any sportsy-god-guy stepped onto our floor. I moved around, finally happy to have the upper hand. Even if it was just for getting to walk away first.

      He gave me a look as if he didn’t believe me. I gave him back the nicest smile I had.

      “Now, if you'll excuse me,” I drudged up some bravado out of pure annoyance. “I have a meeting someone made me late for.”

      I walked by Meg at the front desk, not bothering to have her call back to Catherine since I was late. Also, with how she was drooling over the guy glaring at the back of my head, I figured she wouldn't remember how to use a phone anyway.

      Two doors down, Catherine paced in front of her desk, weaving around the piles of book filled boxes. I tapped on the door and watched as she swung in my direction, a look of pure relief washing over her.

      This had nothing to do with lunch.

      “Thank God you're here. I was afraid you'd heard about the bet and you weren't going to show.”

      A sick feeling washed through my stomach. I was tempted to turn around and walk right back out.

      Instead, I stepped into the room and closed the door. “What bet?”

      “The one I lost you in.”
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      “I'm sorry.” I leaned against the door, trying to ignore the fact I’d never seen Catherine nervous before. “I must have heard you wrong. Did you say you lost me in a bet?”

      Who would want to win an author? Especially one who wrote books for teen girls. Unless you were desperate to learn suburban high school politics or slang or—since I wrote paranormal—the signs of the zodiac. Otherwise, I was pretty much useless.

      “I did. I did say that.” She picked up something from her desk and set it back down. I’d never seen her fidget before so this was…disconcerting to say the least. “And I did it too. I know what you're going to say. You're going to tell me it was a stupid move. Of course it was. I thought I had an unbeatable hand. I'd been running hot at the agents' poker game last night when it came down to me and that damn Dex.”

      She took a deep breath and pointed toward the empty chair across from her desk.

      Since I wasn’t sure where this was all going, I plopped my rear in the chair. Note to self, memorize my agency contract when I got home. And laws on author trafficking.

      “So, are you telling me I have a new agent?” I tried not to panic.

      I liked Catherine. I liked that she got my writing and she got me. Getting me was sometimes hard. In person I was dry and a bit afraid of publicity and social media…and talking to people I didn’t know.

      My writing was just off center enough to be a hard sell initially. But, she’d believed in me. Even though I wasn’t like her other authors who were bigger sellers. Most of them were huge on social media and liked doing things like giving interviews and being on local newscasts…and talking to people.

      “What? No. Of course not. I'd never actually lose you as a client.” Catherine slid behind her desk, rolled her squishy-stress-ball-thingy between her palms, and eyed her ashtray. “Honestly, this is an opportunity. The chance to really bump you into the public's eye.”

      Her words sent fear rushing down my spine. I tried to think of a response, but since I had zero idea what we were talking about, I just kept looking at her, hoping she'd clarify.

      “Hailey, you know I love you, but let's be honest.” She tossed the ball on the desk and went back to pacing. “You're not very good at PR. You're a horrible interview, you don't like social media, and you look like you’re going to throw up every time someone wants to take your picture. The bet may have been a surprise, but it's going to get you national exposure.”

      My whole body went cold at the words national exposure.

      “So, if you think of it that way,” she continued, “it’s more like we won.”

      I still had no idea what she was talking about, but when Catherine changed lose to win that quickly, even I could see the spin.

      But, when she said, "Screw it," and lit a cigarette for the first time in three years, I knew I was in trouble.

      “Hailey, I lost you to Dex Falco in a poker game and you're going to have to fulfill the bet for me.”

      Um…

      “Catherine, I'm not sure this sounds like something I want to do...I mean, I don't even know what it is, but you're making me really uneasy.” Understatement.

      “It’s not that bad. Like I said, it's a great opportunity. You're going to be the envy of all your girlfriends.”

      “You know all my girlfriends. If this doesn't involve a Newbury Award, they pretty much aren't going to care.”

      “I'm betting they care about this.” She stubbed the cigarette out and came around the desk. Her hand wrapped around my arm and gently urged me to my feet before steering me toward the door. “We'll just head down to the conference room and meet with Dex. Once he explains everything you'll be excited about it.”

      I figured at this point there was no stopping her. Plus, I was really bad at stopping her...or anyone for that matter. I was Anti-Confrontation Girl. I deserved a cape and some funky bangles to go with a Utility Belt of Anti-Confrontationalism. Maybe Boots of Avoidance. Compact of Deflection.

      She continued babbling as we wove past a still dazed Meg and toward the small office they insisted on calling a conference room.

      Her running commentary had gone from losing to winning to excited. My level of anxiety was now on par with waiting for a Paige & Prejudice review...and that woman hated me. She said my first book was drivel, but she kept buying them and reading them. Which, honestly, made me feel bad. It seemed like such a waste of money to buy stuff you hate.

      But it wasn’t that she gave everything I ever wrote a negative review. Not everyone is going to like your stuff. It was the fact that she managed to call me stupid or some version of that in every review that hurt.

      We reached the conference room door and, after taking a deep breath, Catherine pushed it open with a flourish. There, sitting at the table with his designer shoes propped on the edge was none other than Mr. Dismissive. Connor Ryan.

      It wasn't just that he was good-looking. Or famous. Or a known womanizer. It wasn't that he spent more time on the cover of People than Mel Gibson after a drinking binge. Or that he’d been rude in the elevator. None of those were what caused me to pause this time. It was the fact that he was one of the best shortstops who ever played the game. I wasn’t even a sports fan, but in this town, you couldn’t help but be hyper-aware of everything sports-related. And, just like any top tier professional, I expect the best from you. And that’s why all other behavior seemed even worse.

      He glanced at me, his eyes narrowing, before he dropped his feet to the floor and shot out of his seat.

      “No. No way.” He pointed at me as if no one knew who he was talking about. “You said she was a stunner.”

      “I said she was cute.” This from the over-suited man seated next to him. He glanced at me and then frowned at Catherine. “You said she was cute.”

      “She cleans up well.”

      Thanks for the support, Catherine.

      “She's not my type,” Connor stated as if I weren’t right there.

      Not that it wasn’t true. His type was high-profile, famous women. Models, reality stars, actresses, news anchors, senators’ daughters…basically, anyone seven-to-twelve times more famous than me.

      “That's the entire point.” The man in the very expensive suit, who I could only assume was Dex, crossed his arms, looking at his client in a way I hoped Catherine didn’t typically look at me.

      “I don't care if that's the point.” Connor Ryan raked a gaze over me in disgust. “I won't be seen with someone who doesn't even know how to blow-dry her own hair.”

      Everyone’s gazes drifted up toward my hair and I knew—I knew—I was entering nightmare land. I was wrong. This was worse than a Paige & Prejudice review. This was a general assault on my person and I didn't even know why.

      By this point, I could pretty much guarantee I was not one bit "excited" about this situation.

      “She does.” Catherine waved in my direction. “I've seen her use a hair dryer on book tour. She's really handy with the mascara too.”

      I glanced at Catherine like she was nuts—because I was beginning to think she was. The last time she saw me use mascara it was to put a blue streak down my over-long bangs I'd blown out. Of course, it wasn't even my hair dryer. The truest part of her statement was that it did happen while on book tour.

      Besides, I did have a hair dryer. It was in the closet with those extremely uncomfortable boots I enjoyed owning and never wore.

      Or, more accurately, wore once and almost killed myself getting my heel stuck in a sidewalk drainage grid.

      Connor Ryan came around the table as smoothly as he moved on the field and pulled me about to face him. His eyes were darker than they looked in magazines. A blue so deep it was like the ocean at night. Not a surprise so many women slipped into them. It was like skinny-dipping in a room full of people.

      Then, he pivoted to face Dex, giving me his back, and placed his hands on the table in front of him.

      “Absolutely not.” His voice had dropped, low and sure. Not coming off as angry or upset. Just, strong and filled with authority. “We're looking to clean up my rep, not ruin it.”

      Without a word, he swung to the door and marched out, leaving me alone with the two blushing agents.

      I stared at the door as it slammed shut behind him and grinned. Amazing how all the tension had walked out the room with the pro-baseball player. “So, that went well.”

      “I guess we're done here.” Catherine pulled on the cuffs of her jacket, a sure sign she was packing it in.

      I grabbed my bag, ready to escape to my yoga class. We made it as far as the lobby before Dex caught up.

      “Hold on a second.” He snapped his briefcase shut as he joined us at the door. “We had a deal. He'll agree to it because he doesn't have a choice. Just—”

      He glanced my way, taking me in from the tips of my Pumas to my loosened fishtail braid. Shaking his head, he gave Catherine a look that I wouldn’t have wanted pointed in my direction. I was glad she just quirked an eyebrow at him and didn't try to convince him I knew what lip-gloss was.

      “Just clean her up, alright? I'll call you with the details.”

      Before I could ask what details, Dex was out the door and pressing the down button like he could conjure the elevator with the power of his finger.

      “Do I want to know what this is all about?” Sadly, I already knew the answer to that question: No. I doubted very highly I did.

      She led me down the hall and, instead of going to her desk, she dropped into one of the overstuffed chairs in front of her bookshelves and waited for me to join her.

      “You know about the APC—the Agent Poker Collective, right?”

      Of course. It was myth or legend depending on who you talked to. Agents from every industry worked their butts off for an invite. Lots of liquor. Lots of poker. Lots of across-the-table deals made.

      I'd always leaned toward myth myself. Maybe it had been true back in the thirties...or even the eighties. But now? This wasn't only a different generation, it was a different century.

      “I've heard of it.”

      “Well, I've been going for a few years. That's how I got Bria that movie deal to work with a certain celebrity last year. The bets that are thrown around in that place can get a little...”

      “Insane?” I filled in. The word matched my morning so far.

      Catherine shook her head and laughed. “I take it you know who Connor Ryan is?”

      A year ago I might have thought the name sounded vaguely familiar, but lately, it had been all over the news. And the tabloids. Connor Ryan was the latest playboy athlete to hit town. He'd joined the Nighthawks, made some amazing, sportsy moves, and become the Next Big Thing.

      But, sports weren’t my gig. I didn't even write jock heroes. Not only did I not watch them, I didn't get the appeal. Of course, Connor Ryan was a celebu-jock, so even I was aware. It was all hard to miss.

      “He’s the model magnet, right?” As demonstrated earlier.

      “Honey, he's more than that. The Nighthawks brought him in near the end of last season to replace Johnson when he blew out his elbow. Connor was our top defense with his speed and accuracy. But it’s his batting average that’s off the charts. He’s the reason we almost made the playoffs.”

      But, if she was being honest, she would have led with what he was known for: Leaving his girlfriend behind in Texas to start over here with supermodels, heiresses, political mogul’s daughters, and one cover-worthy night with a reality "star.” Oh, and that sportscaster who lost her job for sleeping with him...or if you listened to Connor Ryan, stalking him.

      Through it all, he refused to comment on his personal life. If asked a question about any of his off-field shenanigans, he turned the answer to baseball. It was almost magical the way he did it.

      I remembered seeing an interview that went something like this:

      “Con, tell us about the tall, hot blonde seen stumbling out of your hotel room after the game with New York.”

      “Bobby, the only stumbling I've seen lately was a certain third baseman who missed that grounder and let us bring home two more runs.”

      I'd been oddly impressed—and not more than a little jealous—of his interviewing skills. I was pretty sure Catherine was embracing this opportunity because every time someone asked to interview me, I all but created a natural disaster. I’ve spilt drinks on me…on other people. I’ve gotten so nervous I’d forgotten my character’s name and book titles. She wasn’t kidding about every picture of me looking like I was about to throw up.

      Any time I was the center of attention, all motor skills went right out the window.

      So, yes. I found his skills in front of a camera were awe-worthy.

      “Okay. I know who he is,” I admitted, because it seemed silly not to. “He's enough of a celebrity that even I’ve heard of him.”

      “Great.” She stubbed out cigarette number two. “Because he's the man who’s going to put you on the map.”

      Annnndddd…Overstatement.

      But, we might as well get this over with before the butterflies in my stomach morphed into huge pterodactyls.

      “Alright.” I pulled out the little notebook I brought everywhere, ready to get down to the details. And then recover from whatever she’d gotten me sucked into. “Don't hold me in suspense. What did you sign me up for?”

      “Hailey, come on. You need to look at these opportunities as adventures that are allowing you to never, ever, ever have to work in a bank again. Isn't that what you told me when I signed you? Two books a year, no more banks.”

      It was true. But her bringing it up didn't help the nervousness she was feeding.

      “Right.” I sighed, hating that she was right. “I'm sure I can do an event or something with him. I mean, people won't even notice me standing there with him being all flashy, high-maintenance guy.”

      She smirked. When Catherine smirked, even the most powerful senior editors got nervous.

      “Oh, people are going to notice you. Trust me. Noticing you is the entire point.”

      Her words slipped into my gut, turning over my nerves one at a time as I wondered just what she'd done.

      “Catherine, spit it out. What was the bet?”

      “If you do this right, you’ll get hours of exposure and won't have to give a single interview. Maybe ever. Not that every magazine and local news station won't be asking for one.” She paused, all dramatic-like. “And all you have to do is date the hottest guy in town.”
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      “What?” I gasped, leaping up and sucking in air. Maybe I was having a panic attack. Or a heart attack. Or some type of attack where you can't breathe and you consider throwing heavy objects at someone.

      “Hailey, a fresher image isn't going to hurt.” She eyed my yoga pants and shook her head. A sad attempt at calming me down.

      I wasn't going to fall for it. This was more than just an image update or charity event we were talking about. One night out even I could live through. Probably.

      “Catherine, please stop side-stepping into this and just…spill it.”

      Another sip. Another sigh. Dead silence. And then, "Fine. But, sit down for goodness sake.”

      I eased into the chair, inspecting the door to make sure I still had a clear path for a quick escape.

      “I made a bet at the APC. One I thought I couldn't lose.” Catherine glanced around her office as if the answers might be there for her. “A straight flush. I shouldn't have lost.”

      “But?”

      She leaned back away from her desk, away from me and for the first time since I’d known her, I watched Catherine unable to meet someone’s gaze.

      “I lost.” She rolled her eyes as if this was obvious. Which, it was, but still not a plot twist I wanted to admit was coming.

      “Yeah, I'm getting that.” I paused, taking a moment, trying to piece it all together. “But since there's no longer such a thing as indentured servitude, I'm wondering how you think you're handing me off to another agent. Especially a sports agent. He didn't look like he'd read a book this year, let alone knew where to sell one.”

      Catherine snickered and filled her glass again. “Dex is, luckily, smarter than he looks. He's the best in his field.”

      Which shouldn't have been a surprise considering how many deals I was betting he'd gotten Connor Ryan.

      “What exactly does he think he's going to get from me?” Because the dating thing had to be a red herring.

      Catherine glanced away as if she was afraid to admit how ridiculous this was. “Your reputation.”

      “What is this, 1811?” I laughed at my own joke, because the day I was having, someone had to. “What does my reputation have to do with anything?”

      “I'll be honest, he suggested Jenna Drake first. But then he heard about her lovely lawyer-boyfriend. You were next and had what he was looking for. The stats, a certain level of success, a new book coming out in a few weeks, and your very strong following of young women between the ages of fourteen and twenty-six. Which would be exactly the group Mr. Ryan's new, ah, adventure has managed to alienate. It also happens to be the group his latest sponsor is trying to reach. You see the problem?”

      I had no idea what Connor Ryan had done to tick off girls fourteen to twenty-six, but I didn't see how anyone might think I'd be able to help. I was just…me. They wanted Taylor Swift.

      Where was Tay when you needed her?

      Of course, I should have known Catherine would have an answer.

      “He needs to be seen with someone nice. Someone smart. Someone who shows he's turning over a new leaf, treating women well, and that he's a good guy.”

      “He's a rude, egocentric womanizer.”

      Catherine smiled at me, an odd little smile as if she knew something I didn’t. “Maybe you'll have fun being pampered in public by a rude, egocentric womanizer.”

      “No way. I'm not going out with him.” It was pretty much my worst nightmare. Being forced to live in public scrutiny, pictures, people, attention. I just wanted to sit in my apartment and write or hang out with my girls. “He wants arm candy who probably doesn’t talk in public.”

      “Honey, I'm pretty sure he doesn't care if they talk in private either.”

      Of course she'd think this was funny.

      “But, here's the problem.” I crossed my arms, digging my metaphorical heels in. “I won't do it.”

      I know a lot of girls dream about the popular jock in her school waking up and realizing she's secretly gorgeous and awesome. But I'd never been attracted to that type. I'd grown up with that type—or grown up with that type sending alimony to my mom—and didn't need a repeat of the last generation.

      My dad had been a Division I college football quarterback. Mom had been his hometown sweetie. Or, so she’d thought. But, with the fame, popularity, and potential big career came the ego to match.

      Dad may not have made it to the pros, but he managed to keep the ego and drop the sweetie.

      Catherine studied me, a long look that even after knowing her five years I couldn't read.

      “Oh, you'll do it.” She leaned forward, bracing her hands on the roughed leather of the chair's arm. “You'll do it because if my career goes, yours goes too. It's not a threat. Dex put us both in a bad place. It’s a high-stakes world. And so, if you want to keep publishing with a house who prints more than two-thousand copies at a time, you'll do it.”

      She wasn't kidding. I could even see she was sorry. But she'd do whatever it took to get both of us on the other side of this ridiculousness.

      “There's self-publishing,” I challenged. “I have enough of a following to make the jump. A lot of my readers would follow me.”

      “That's true. You do. And, I wouldn't blame you. Your work is universal enough to do well.”

      It was as close to a blessing as I was going to get in this situation. Not that I felt I needed it at this moment.

      “But," she continued. “One book to hit it big is all you need. We've always said a breakout would raise your boat high enough that it would stay there. And this...this mess I walked us both into, it could be the tide that does it. Free publicity, your face out there to go with your name, young women dreaming of living your life not just your characters’ lives. This could be the thing that bumps you over the edge. Look at all the celebrity YA books over the last decade.”

      And isn't that what we all wanted? The magic bullet?

      If there was one thing I'd learned from Catherine, it was never sign a contract without three sets of eyes.

      “What's the fine print?”

      “You date for four weeks and act like a real couple. A settled couple. The kind of couple where everyone who sees you goes, Oh, they're so sweet. He cleans up his rep and saves his contract with his sponsor, and you get a month of free publicity.” She crossed her arms, finishing off the deal. “You'll go on public dates. Hands will be held. Autographs will be signed. From the sounds of it, you'll be getting a makeover.”

      I rolled my eyes. Yes, I knew she could see me do it.

      “Hailey, a makeover wouldn't kill you.”

      “I'm not paying for a makeover. Or the clothes to play this part. If he's unhappy with my wardrobe, you're all going to have to find a way to make me have clothes everyone’s happy with.”

      Which wasn't a bad deal. I needed some new things for the conference I'd be speaking at next month.

      “Fine. I'll have Meg open you an expense account. One-thousand dollars should do it.”

      Geez, I could buy six of everything in my size at Target for that much money.

      “You," Catherine pointed her pen at me like it was a weapon, as if she knew what I was thinking. “You will shop at socially acceptable stores for a Page Sixer. Actually, you will go with the personal shopper I hire for you to whatever stores she brings you to.”

      “Fine.” It was her money.

      I closed my eyes, picturing the woman he'd flirted with in the elevator. Then the look he'd given Dex when Catherine had introduced us. I knew the type. Maybe I’d be more excited about this if I hadn’t watched my mom deal with my mostly-missing jock of a father for two decades.

      I had a rough time equating them with anything less than untrustworthy.

      “This isn't going to work. No one is going to buy this.”

      Catherine took my hand and squeezed it. “It is going to work. And it's going to be good for you to get out there too. Everyone knows how sweet you are under all that sarcasm. He's turning thirty-two. That's like sixty in ballplayer years. He's settling down. With a nice, smart girl. Someone who makes him laugh and doesn't drain his time and energy. And he's exactly what your book sales need. I almost wish I'd thought of this myself.”

      It could work. That was the problem.

      “I have a few demands of my own.”

      “Of course.”

      “One, this is not to cost me a penny. Two, he is to understand what my deadlines are and how they are to be treated.”

      “Okay. Those are reasonable.”

      “And finally, he's not to humiliate me. If he does, I will take this whole train down. Him. Dex. You. The mythical Agent Game. Everyone. I'm not becoming a laughing stock because you can't count cards.”

      “Sweetheart, if he humiliates you, I'll take him down myself.”
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      WHAT I LEARNED about Connor Ryan while being shopped for and styled could fill an old-school encyclopedia.

      Beyond all the tabloid and Nighthawks’ stuff I already knew, there was one final piece I’d missed because I’d been on deadline at the end of the baseball season.

      It wasn’t his typical shenanigans this time. Connor Ryan was caught in an elevator with a very hot Harbor Island Beer girl wrapped around him who just happened to be his new captain, Ackerman’s, girlfriend.

      He and Ackerman had come to blows in the dugout at the end of their last game of the season, which managed to piss off people in sports, advertising, and fans of his personal life in one swoop. Fines normal people would use for a down payment on their house were involved.

      Leverage. It’s a nice thing.
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      Or not.

      I’d dressed exactly like Personal Shopper Becca had instructed. A professional skirt that was short enough to show off what she called toned legs with a loosely fitted pink top to “frame me.” She claimed I looked pretty, professional, and feminine.

      I sashayed—or at least, my version of a sashay—my way into the posh offices downtown a mere four minutes late. Which was a personal record for me this week. Especially considering I had on makeup and something other than a messy bun going on. I felt more confident. More in control of the situation. But, no sooner had the mirrored elevator doors closed behind me than I realized just how out of my league I was.

      The office was gorgeous and screamed successful money-making rich people. These guys had image down to a science. If I was here to assist in their PR, we were all in trouble. I started toward the high mahogany and glass receptionist desk and waited while the woman with a throaty voice finished redirecting a call.

      “Can I help you?” Her tone had shifted, making, Can I help you? sound more like Are you lost, because you sure don't belong here?

      “Yes. I'm Hailey Tate. I have an appointment.”

      “With who?” This seemed more of a challenge than a question.

      But, I was up for the challenge. Or, at least, I actually did have an appointment and so I really did have an answer.

      Thank goodness.

      “Dex Falco.”

      She ran her finger down the third column over in her schedule until she reached the eleven a.m. time slot and tapped it with a hot-pink manicured nail. I glanced at my own nails, one of which I’d already managed to chip, and hid them in my pockets.

      “I'm sorry. Mr. Falco already has an appointment. I'm sure if you want to call his assistant later in the day she might be able to...”

      Receptionist Girl shrugged, as if to say, even if I called the assistant, there wasn't anything anyone could do for me.

      I got it. She worked with super famous people. I had to assume the rudeness was a defense system to keep the press and non-clients—as well as all Connor Ryan’s ex-girlfriends—from sneaking into the land of hot ball throwers.

      “I assume Dex is meeting with Connor?” I gave her my best I belong here smile. “Could you let them know I'm here?”

      “Sweetheart.” Gone was the cultured, throaty accent. “If I let every girl who was looking to get next to an athlete—especially Connor Ryan—by, I would have lost this job thirty minutes in. Now, if you don't mind, I'll have to call security if you keep this up.”

      “I completely understand.” I tried to stay nice. This was her job. “But they're expecting me.”

      She looked at me as if I'd just claimed I lived on the moon.

      I was beginning to doubt my makeover. I ran a hand over my hair hoping it wasn’t doing something weird.

      Receptionist Girl finally broke and gave me a smile that most likely cost her more than I made last year.

      “I'm sure they are. If you'll just have a seat...” She motioned to the waiting area in a windowed alcove. “As soon as they’re ready for you, I'll let you know.”

      “Oh, great. Thanks.” Well, that was draining.

      I wandered over to the waiting area and slid onto a butter-soft, oversized leather couch made for giants where my feet just brushed the floor. The glass and chrome coffee table was covered with a smattering of sports magazines and business journals.

      There was nothing remotely feminine about the waiting area. Except for Throaty Receptionist, Guardian of the Agents. She more than made up for the testosterone-soaked domain.

      I pulled out my Kindle and started a read I was doing to give feedback on a friend’s manuscript. Luckily, it was fascinating and the next twenty minutes flew by...until I realized it had been twenty minutes.

      Maybe they'd changed their minds and I was off the hook and Catherine had forgotten to tell me. Or she was fighting to try to keep the deal alive since she'd convinced herself it was an Epic Win of PR.

      Or maybe, I'd forgotten to charge my cell phone.

      That happened about three times a month and sometimes took days for me to realize. I'd grasp that no one had called me and BAM. Dead battery.

      I dug to the bottom of my new Becca-approved leather tote, looking for the cell. Pens. Post-its. Gum. All the essentials

      When I found the phone, it was…yup. Dead. I must have run it down yesterday doing the catch-up thing with my girls after the shopping death march of makeovers.

      Before I could work up the courage to approach the receptionist again, a door opened down the long, polished hall, voices mumble-spilled into the lobby before Dex, Catherine, and Connor came around the corner. I stood, dead phone in hand, the Post-its, pens, and gum falling from my lap onto the floor.
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