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Dedication




This book is dedicated to all the older and oldest children in families, especially those who’ve assumed the leadership role for the family as is the case with Ainsley Hilton, the heroine of this book. She sees herself as the one who has to keep things going and support her brother and sister, both financially and emotionally, even though both have grown into independent, competent adults.

This book is also dedicated to the middle, younger and youngest children of the family, like the hero, Ryan Donahue, who feels so pressured to succeed in his chosen career as his older siblings have in theirs that he puts up with a boss who doesn’t recognize Ryan’s value to the firm.

I also dedicate this book to my younger sister, Peggy, who has had to put up with her big sister all these years.








Prologue




“Gimme a high five, babe. We’ve got a network exec interested in the show!” Bart Underwood, one half of UnderWright Productions, bumped palms with his partner and live-in girlfriend, Jordan Wright. Pulling her into a bear hug, he delivered an earth-stopping kiss to celebrate.

The petite blonde stepped out of his embrace. “How interested?”

“Wants to meet tomorrow. Don’t Toy with Me is going to happen. Can you believe it?” He fell into his desk chair, raked a hand through his dark locks. “Time to look for our next project.”

She assumed her seat to the side of the desk. “Next project? We haven’t even begun to plan next season.”

“Have to keep hitting balls to make a home run in this business.”

“Have to touch all the bases along the way too, my dear.”

It had only been three months since they wrapped filming their reality competition show. Since then, they’d completed editing and other post-production tasks and recently had begun to market their baby to potential distributors. They’d come a long way since she’d convinced him to scrap his previous concept—a disgusting show that insulted competitors—and go with this approach, which featured his toy designer uncle’s creations.

A long way, right. In some respects. They fell in love, which totally changed their work relationship. Instead of his administrative assistant, she became his partner in the production company. He even changed the name to include hers. On the personal side, she moved into his apartment, housed here in the production office. That’s where things stood today, going nowhere while they gave birth to this reality show.

He blew out a breath. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. But we can’t afford to rest on our laurels. We have to be on the lookout for another hot concept. Something entirely different than a game show like Don’t Toy with Me.” He grabbed a Snickers candy bar from a desk drawer and snarfed it down in three bites, letting the wrapper fall to the floor.

Though she’d witnessed this habit on numerous occasions and said nothing, today something snapped. “Do you have to do that? This isn’t just our office. We live here too.”

He trained puppy-dog-innocent eyes on her. “You haven’t complained before.”

“Blinded by love, I guess. But I can’t tolerate this mess any longer.” She sprang from her seat and disappeared into the kitchenette that flanked one side of the room. When she returned a minute later, she carried a broom and dustpan and attacked the pile of debris under and around the desk.

Task accomplished, she handed the cleaning implements to him. “This is a broom and a dustpan. You may not be familiar with these items, but if you don’t want to hear further complaints, I suggest you learn what to do with them.”

He stared at the objects like they were alien artifacts.

Good for her. She rarely held her tongue when it came to business matters, but their domestic situation was something else. She still felt like a visitor in this place. But no longer. If finding new digs wasn’t an option until the show started earning back its investment, then Bart Underwood could very well clean up his act here. Maybe even agree to a few new pieces of furniture. He was all about moving ahead with their productions, but it was also time for things between them, beginning with their living arrangement, to progress as well.








Chapter One




Ainsley Hilton held her breath while she waited for her former attorney, now a TV producer, to respond to the proposal she’d sent him. Had she sounded confident enough? She wanted him to believe she had this deal in hand and was letting him in on it as a favor.

“Let me get this straight,” Bart Underwood said on the other side of the connection. “You want me to put up the money to shoot three episodes of an interior decoration show intended for the cable market.”

The guy may no longer be practicing law, but he reacted like he was, rephrasing her pitch while he considered his response. “Exactly. I’ve heard your production company might be seeking new projects. Change Up would be perfect.”

“In your opinion, but I need convincing. What’s this project got going for it?”

“Viewers love interior design shows, but this one’s unique because it demonstrates how a little change in a person’s surroundings can change their attitude, and thus their life, for the better. We’re talking renovation on a shoestring.”

“Who’ve you lined up to host?”

This might be tricky. She hesitated saying it was her twenty-seven-year-old sister, Cassandra. Cass had inspired the concept. Unless Bart pushed, Ainsley wouldn’t reveal that relationship today. Give him one less reason to decline. “A killer blonde who’s also a certified interior decorator with a blooming business.”

“Experience?”

“Like I said, she’s got her own interior decorating business.”

“But no time on-camera?”

“I’ll send an audition tape. You’ll love her.”

“I don’t know, Ainsley. I’m sorry your travel show got cancelled. I heard good things about you as producer. But I’m not sure this is the kind of vehicle my partner and I want to take on next.”

Experience had taught her not to accept the first rejection. Nor the second, and probably not the third. He was probing to see how much she wanted this. “It’s exactly the type of show to add to your repertoire. Since it wouldn’t compete with the one you’re already doing, it would generate another viewer demographic.” Time to end this call before he said no again. “Don’t decide now. You need more specifics. I get it. I’ll also email the business plan and treatment.”

“My schedule’s packed the next several days. Can’t promise how soon I’ll get a chance to review them.”

“Watch the audition tape as soon as you can. It’s brief, but once you see her in action, you’ll beg to be part of this venture.” Had she laid it on too thick? Nah. He expected her to exaggerate.

Call completed, she fell back in the easy chair. She’d done it! This contact was her best hope of financing. Underwood knew her. His operation wasn’t too big; he’d only shot one season of his first show. Best of all, rumor had it—for what that was worth—he had access to his famous toymaker uncle’s money, and was on the prowl for somewhere to invest it.

“How’d it go?” Cass joined her from the kitchen while nursing one of her special smoothies. Green. Probably spinach. Or kale. Must have brought it from her condo next door, because Ainsley hated the stuff and wouldn’t allow it in her fridge. Cass took a seat on the sofa and sipped her concoction.

“Noncommittal, but I expected that. In fact, if he’d been too enthusiastic, I’d have suspected an ulterior motive. I told him I’d send the package and hung up before he refused.”

“Now what?”

She’d hold off a few minutes before sending Underwood the package. She didn’t want him to think she was that anxious for his money, though she was. Right now, Cass needed handholding. “You have two tasks. Finish your pending projects and keep downing those low-cal drinks so you’re in top shape when you have to impress our backers.”

“I’m off to work on the first, and have no fear about the second. I’m redoing the break room at a gym, and they’ve given me free access to the weight machines for the next six months.”

Cass gaining weight was the least of Ainsley’s worries. The woman already had a great body. No wonder there was always a man in the picture. A new one about every two months.

Ainsley waited until Cass left before slumping her shoulders. Bart wasn’t their last hope to produce the show, but if he turned them down, she’d be back at Square One seeking a sugar daddy. Sugar. Hmm? Were there any cookies in the pantry? Leftovers from her food binge after she was dropped by her former employer.

Couldn’t let herself go there again, if for no other reason than to avoid another mini-intervention from Cass and their brother, Matt, after they snuck a nanny-cam into her side of the duplex and filmed her eating her way through her larder. They forced her to watch herself stumble around the living room, her third day in the same pair of sweats and oversized tee, downing one cookie after another. Not one of her finer moments, and definitely not a fun thing to watch. But it had done the trick. She’d marched straight to the shower.

She shook off the memory. She was no longer that overeating slob. Time to fire off that treatment package to Bart Underwood, or her baby might never come to fruition.

****

“Heard you were in West Hollywood this morning harassing Harry Simpson.” David Underwood, head of Underwood Entertainment Law reclined in his two-thousand-dollar leather chair, Mont Blanc pen in hand tapping the armrest, his gaze boring through his visitor, associate attorney Ryan Donahue.

That tattletale Simpson, the studio mini-mogul Ryan visited earlier in the day. Sore loser. Ryan had given the guy more credit for savvy. Apparently, Simpson thought it more important to snip at him than maintain good relations with the firm. “As a matter of fact, I stopped by his office to suggest they adhere to the contract provisions of one of our clients.”

“Stacey Carrigan. A client with a small supporting role in a film under production.”

“A client who’s on her way up.”

The pen stopped. “A client with whom you’ve slept.”

Would the office gossip ever end? He made one bad decision two years ago and had avoided such temptations ever since. “I don’t sleep with clients.” Any more.

His boss studied him. “Are you billing her for today’s trip?”

“No. This was a courtesy visit on her behalf.”

Underwood flipped the pen onto his desk and entwined his fingers. “Courtesy, huh? To her or the studio?”

“Like I said, they weren’t living up to her contract.”

“Enlighten me.”

The guy wouldn’t let this drop. “Since Stacey’s role calls for her to be in peak physical condition, she was assigned a trainer and nutritionist to help maintain her stamina. The nutritionist put her on a strict diet, which requires two glasses of soy milk daily. Then the production company refused to stock the refrigerator in Stacey’s trailer with the milk.”

One of Underwood’s eyebrows shot skyward. “That’s it? Why couldn’t she bring her own?”

“It’s her first major part. I didn’t want them to take advantage of her, or she might gain a rep as an easy mark.”

Ryan’s boss rubbed his chin. Was that stubble? Underwood had always been clean-shaven. His new fiancée must like stubble. “You could have paid for the stuff yourself.”

“It was the principle involved.” The words were barely out of his mouth before he regretted them.

“Principle, you say? What about the principle of making her agent earn his money instead of you dropping whatever you’re doing whenever she calls?”

“Her agent’s a woman, but otherwise, a good point. One I emphasized to Stacey after my visit. I won’t be enforcing her contract provisions again. Unless we need to litigate.”

Underwood rose, dismissing him. “Keep that in mind. If you plan to make partner, you need to increase your billables.”

Ryan couldn’t let the opportunity pass. “Speaking of my becoming partner, when can I anticipate that happening? I’m not privy to actual numbers, but my billables are in good shape, I suspect way ahead of the other associates and right up there with the partners.” Cheeky, but damn, Underwood had broached the topic.

The boss opened his mouth as if to reply but stopped, appeared to consider his response. “You’ve developed a bit of a Don Quixote reputation around here. The proclivity to help the underdog may make good literature, but not successful lawyers. At least not in entertainment law.”

Ryan’s better sense suggested, if he wanted to make partner, he should hold back, let Underwood finish his lecture, and then get the hell out of the boss’s office. But he couldn’t restrain himself. “Just because I took off an hour to help this woman? I’ll make the time up before leaving tonight and have doubled the billables I lost by going to see Simpson.”

“I don’t doubt you will, but you didn’t hear me. We’re here to get the best deals we can for our clients, but once those contracts are signed, we don’t stick around as their friends or mentors or social workers. Plenty of people in this town are not only willing to fulfill those roles, they’re more qualified. Plus, they get paid for it.”

“Then why do they keep disappointing their clients? On the few occasions to which you’re referring, I’ve only stepped in when the people who were supposed to be helping our clients have failed.”

“Still, not your job. If these people aren’t supporting their clients, as you suggest, their clients should get rid of them and find others who will.”

This discussion was going nowhere. Underwood was a decent guy, a great attorney, but when it came to understanding human behavior, he just didn’t get it. He’d even been estranged from his son, Bart, until recently. Anything more Ryan said would hit deaf ears. Appeasement time. He wanted to make partner. If getting it meant staying off the white horse—or whatever beast Don Quixote rode—then he’d hang up his suit of armor. For now.








Chapter Two




Two days later, Bart Underwood got back to Ainsley. “Your treatment package shows promise.”

“Does that mean you want to back it?” Please, please, please.

“Not so fast. The concept is fresh, and the woman you’ve tabbed as hostess isn’t bad, either. Why didn’t you tell me she was your sister?”

“I didn’t want to influence you one way or the other. I had no doubt you’d figure out the connection within a few minutes.”

“I’ve passed your proposal on to another possible backer. I’d still like UnderWright Productions to handle it, but I don’t want to stretch my finances right now.”

“Another backer? Who? Are they interested?”

“That’s why I’m calling, however”—he paused—“they don’t know you like I do. Got time to meet with their representative later today?”

She could have sworn her heart stopped. Her mouth was so dry it took extra effort to speak. “I, uh, yes, I could work in a meeting. When? Where? Who is the representative?”

“This is strictly confidential at this point. Got it?” He lowered his voice. “My dad, David Underwood, is the possible investor. To avoid a potential conflict of interest, he’s assigning one of the members of his firm to vet you and your proposal. The appointment’s set for one at Underwood Entertainment Law.”

Very interesting, although she wasn’t sure how to interpret this news. Bottom line: she needed a backer. She’d save analysis of David Underwood’s involvement until after the meeting.

“Fine. I can be there. Who’s taking the meeting with me?”

“The attorney who picked up several of my clients after I left, including you: Ryan Donahue. Good luck.” It was his turn to dump the information and run.

Ryan Donahue? She’d talked with him on the phone when he reviewed her last two contracts. He hadn’t been much help when the producers of Paradise by Design cancelled the show after she signed on for another year. On the other hand, the guy was known around town as one who went to bat for his clients. Maybe that was a good sign.

****

It took a while to decide what to wear. She wanted to appear professional, serious and creative at the same time. Probably wouldn’t hurt to stick in a little glamour also. In the end, she chose a pair of her best black skinny jeans, a cream silk shirt, tan suede jacket and new black stilettos purchased in the bout of shopping therapy that preceded her gluttonous slob phase.

The minute she was shown into his office, his dark blue Hugo Boss suit and matching shirt and black tie told her she needn’t have tried; he won the wardrobe challenge hands down. But then, he did work for the town’s biggest entertainment law firm. She should have expected as much.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Hilton. I’m Ryan Donahue. Please, call me Ryan.”

Right to familiarity first thing. “Then you can call me Ainsley.”

When he rose and slid around his desk to shake hands, her focus moved north after lingering a tad too long on his mid-section. Lengthy dark lashes no man had a right to possess framed blue-gray eyes. Black hair, trimmed within an inch of its life, couldn’t restrain the curls.

The handshake ended too soon. That large, warm hand covering hers emitted vibes that awakened nerve endings long dormant. Her lady parts clenched.

Though he didn’t blink, for about a millisecond, the tiniest movement registered surprise, quickly replaced with a bland, friendly expression. This guy was as gorgeous as the movie star clients he represented. The last thing she needed for this meeting. She’d have to concentrate even harder on her pitch to keep from tripping over her words.

All this took place in less than a minute. He asked if she’d like a beverage, which she refused. Interesting. In her limited experience with law firms, refreshments weren’t always offered. She didn’t assume for a minute it was a gesture of welcome. No, he was stalling, taking time to assess her. Fine. She’d experienced this kind of test before, and she could hold her own.

She took a seat, crossed right ankle over the left and settled back, leather portfolio in her lap. She didn’t wait for him to speak. If she planned to hold her own, she needed to strike first. “Tell me, Ryan, what qualifies you to judge a proposal for an interior decoration show when your specialty is entertainment law?”

His hand shot to his tie, straightened it and returned to the arm of his chair. Surprise, Ryan. I’m not letting you lead this discussion.

“Good question. I see how it might seem strange to be meeting with an attorney, but my boss, David Underwood, the one interested in your project, is involved in numerous endeavors requiring his attention elsewhere, so he asked me to sit in for him.” A dark, come-hither brow rose, then he smiled. “If you’d prefer to wait until he’s available…”

“No, your explanation is satisfactory, although at some point I’m assuming I’ll be dealing with him personally.” Not that she’d mind spending more time with Ryan Donahue.

He tidied a stack of papers that were already perfectly aligned. “I can’t really say. For now, I’m your man.” Her toes curled at the thought, although she wasn’t pleased to have been relegated to an underling. Keep your cool. Play nice. This is your best chance at money.

Though she was already burrowed into the chair, she made a show of settling in farther. “I assume you’ve read through the treatment package, so do you have any questions?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” He picked up a shiny dark green folder with the de rigueur Underwood Law embossed logo. “How in the hell does someone with your wealth of experience find herself producing a show about wallpaper and paint?” The smile never left his face.

Payback for beating him to the punch with the first salvo. She had to remind herself what was on the line, because she rather liked this interplay. It was kinda fun ruffling his feathers and getting hers ruffled in return. Nonetheless, she tempered her tone, although she continued to be direct. “Nice play. You managed to compliment and insult me and my show in the same sentence. Do you want to put all your cards on the table and admit you have concerns about my project?”

Now the smile did disappear as his eyes narrowed. “You do still want us to back you, correct?”

He’d temporarily lost control, so he was reminding her who had the power. “Yes.” She’d leave it at that rather than expound further and dig her grave deeper.

“Good. My apologies if I insulted your concept. I meant the compliment, but the point of my question still holds: Why are you pursuing this project?”

She wrinkled her forehead. “Is this your question or Mr. Underwood’s?”

“What do you think?”

All the frustration of the past few months of interview upon interview followed by rejection after rejection welled up and exploded. “I think you’re being deliberately evasive as well as intrusive. My reasons for pursuing this show are my business, but since I am interested in Mr. Underwood’s support, I’ll tell you. I want to control my own destiny, at least as much as I can while still being dependent on others for money. I was a key member of a small location production team the last four years, so I’m well acquainted with many of the steps that go into a project like the one I’m proposing.”

His expression remained skeptical. “Nice speech.”

She shot forward. “Speech? I meant every word.”

“I’m sure you think you did. But it sounds like the prologue of a job interview, true as far as it goes but superficial. Tell me more about wanting to control your own destiny.”

“That pretty much says it.”

His eyes sparked with challenge. “Humor me. Go deeper.”

What was this guy’s problem? Why couldn’t they get back to the show itself? “When my former job ended, I found myself at the mercy of whatever type of show needed a producer, whether the subject matter appealed or not. Then along came the idea for this show. For the first time in months, I got excited. This was something I wanted to do.”

He relaxed his shoulders ever so slightly. “Better. But there’s more, isn’t there?”

What more did he want? She considered. Okay, if he was after the full story, she’d reveal as much as she could. “The person proposed as the host, Cassandra Hilton, is my younger sister. Her interior design business is taking off, but if this show flies, it would be a great boost. Plus, I could stay in town. Spend more time with her and our brother.”

“That it?”

“Pretty much, other than my brother is confined to a wheelchair following a motorcycle accident a couple years ago. Cass has been Matt’s primary caretaker while I’ve been on the road.”

He nodded, offered a half-smile, revealing a dimple she hadn’t noticed earlier. “Thank you. Had to push, but that fills in some of the blanks.”

“What’s so interesting about my motive?”

“If we, well, Underwood, is going to invest in your project, he needs assurance it’s not a whim to while away the days until something better appears. You’re in it for the long haul.”

She started to speak, then shut her mouth. Explained like that, his questions and probing made sense. Why hadn’t he just told her as much? Because she might have tempered her responses to mitigate his concern. Damn. He was pretty good. She’d passed the first test. What next?








Chapter Three




Minutes after he concluded his meeting with Ainsley Hilton, Ryan summoned his secretary for a glass of cold water. He guzzled it in seconds, but its icy temperature failed to reduce his body heat. What was happening to him? He never reacted like this around clients, and he dealt with some of the town’s most gorgeous faces and bodies. But there was something about that woman that had him shifting in his seat because parts south had suddenly come alive.

Was it her drive? She knew what she wanted from this project, and she wasn’t afraid to go to the mat for it. They shared that same determination, and ironically, both their goals depended on the whims of David Underwood. Which reminded him, the boss was expecting a report of the meeting just ended. However, once his notes had been submitted, he learned the guy wasn’t available for a couple hours.

With time on his hands, Ryan left the building seeking additional input and wound up in his older brother Carter’s garage.

“Hand me that ratchet,” Carter said from under the body of a late model sports car.

Ryan stared at the assemblage of tools laid out in a precise line next to him. Damned if he could recognize the tool. Carter knew about Ryan’s lack of mechanical knowledge and liked to one-up him on occasion, as older siblings were wont to do. “Give me a clue what I’m seeking.”

“Should be the third from the left: about ten inches, metal and red tips.”

“If you’d said as much the first time, you could have it by now.”

“Just pass it to me, okay?

Ryan located said tool and did as asked.

A minute passed and then, legs first, Carter slid out on his creeper. Two inches taller, twenty pounds heavier, tight tee stained with oil, Carter Donahue could easily serve as every woman’s dream of the mechanic she’d want under her frame, although his wife, Meredith, had already laid claim to that position. But the oldest of the Donahue brood just tinkered with cars, not much anymore, since he’d begun to build his orthopedic practice. “I keep telling you, learn how to tune up that phallic symbol on wheels you drive and you’ll cut your automotive bills in half.”

Carter slipped off the creeper and stood. Ryan handed him the beer he’d been saving. “When exactly could we synchronize our schedules long enough for these lessons? I’m not the one putting in the late hours you work at the hospital.”

“I’m here now.”

“Tell me what you did with that do-hickey I handed you.”

“Tightened the oil plug so it wouldn’t drip.” He took several gulps of the brew then swiped his hand across his mouth. “Glad we at least have this bad habit in common, otherwise it’s hard to believe we’re brothers.”

“Because I’m so easy on the eyes and you’re…not?”

“Yeah, right,” Carter replied. “Why are you really here, bro? I just saw you at Mom and Dad’s for Sunday night dinner.”

“How’s that new home working for you?”

Carter tilted his head. “Thinking of becoming my neighbor?”

“Uh, no. I like to keep a certain amount of space between me and the rest of the family. Before you moved in, you and Meredith renovated the place, right?”

“Yeah. She thought it looked too country, and when my bride gets an idea in her head, it’s easiest to concede. You’d know that if you ever dated a woman more than three times.”

“Four times and they’re mentioning their ring size. I’ll let the rest of you give Mom and Dad grandchildren.” He launched into the reason for his visit before his brother pursued the topic of his love life further. “Were you happy with the results?”

“Thinking of cleaning up that hovel you call an apartment?”

Ryan shook his head. “A client is pitching a decorating show she wants to produce with the notion that a little paint and new furniture can change someone’s life. Improve their attitude.”

“Ask Meredith. That’s her territory. Guys like us don’t care about attitude. Hell, I’m happy that she’s happy, and that it’s over and the bill didn’t go any higher.”

“So, redecorating can change lives?”

Carter gave him an eye roll. “Did you not hear me? I don’t talk attitude. Or feelings.” He pointed to his car. “Ask me about my wheels, and you’re in business.”

He probably should have gone to Meredith. But since she was at work, Carter would have to suffice. “Just tell me in your own words—guy words—what you think about redecorating.”

“Redecorating is the pits. It almost tore us apart. At least it put us both on edge.”

“How so?”

“Color, huge culprit. Paint colors. Floor colors. And, God forbid, accent colors. I never knew such an animal existed until I suggested I’d like gray throw pillows on the new couch. She’d picked everything else, mind you, even though I wasn’t that big a fan of the white sofa.”

“But now you’re okay?”

Sighing, Carter rested his butt on a nearby sawhorse and eyed him.”

“Now that I think about it, as we both relaxed, even around the kids, we got closer as a family. Planning stuff together. Little things, like what to do on weekends and who to invite for dinner. Stupid details, but it’s been…fun.” He bounded from his seat, handed Ryan the empty bottle. “Gotta finish up. Any more you want to know, talk to Meredith.”

Ryan rose too, fist-bumped his brother’s shoulder. “Yeah. Thanks. Just one more question.”

Carter twisted around. “What’s that?”

“When do I get invited to dinner?” He chuckled and left his brother to his tinkering.

****

June Wolfe, Underwood’s executive assistant, showed Ryan into the office, although he’d been a fairly frequent visitor of late and could find his own way. “From what I’ve read, your meeting with Ms. Hilton went well,” David Underwood said from behind his desk.

Trick question? Who knew with Underwood? The guy liked to toy with his underlings, play them along, let them think their thoughts were in perfect sync with him only to spring a totally different perspective on them once they’d shown their cards. Best tactic was to play it down the middle. “Her answers were satisfactory. When I pointed out holes in her plan, she quickly filled them in with reasonable responses and offered to send a revised plan tomorrow.”

“So far, so good, then?”

“More or less. She was forthright about proposing her sister as host, and made a solid case for her sister’s experience and knowledge. She also pointed out how good her sister looked and performed on camera, and her commitment to changing others’ lives.”

“Why put the sister on camera and not her? She’s just as attractive.”

Ryan had the same thought but chose not to share it. Where the sister, Cassandra, was every man’s wet dream—blonde, not too short, not too tall, curvy—Ainsley Hilton was tall, willowy, a redhead. And a pistol. For someone seeking funding, she didn’t hesitate to object whenever she suspected his questions were getting too personal. But her credentials were so impeccable; how was he to know she might not jump ship if a cushy job offer materialized?

After grilling her over an hour, he still couldn’t get what really drove her. She’d answered at length about her motivation, but something told him he hadn’t heard the complete story.

Enough speculation. Underwood was waiting for an answer. “She likes control more than exposure. Although she was a producer on her last show, she still answered to the executive producer. She sees this as a step up.”

“Is the sister a deal breaker?”

Underwood didn’t want the sister. He hadn’t said as much, but he wouldn’t be tiptoeing around the topic if he didn’t have something else in mind. “She’s very loyal to the sister. She got the idea for the show from the sister. The two of them have discussed at length how the redecorating part plays into improving people’s lives.”

“But she hasn’t turned down my money, has she?”

“We haven’t offered your money yet. She considers her sister the essence of the show. If her sister isn’t part of it, as much as Ainsley wants to do this, I’m not sure she’ll agree.”

Underwood linked and unlinked his fingers, and didn’t pursue the topic. “What did she say about wanting three pilots instead of the usual one?”

The woman had been rather cagey when she replied to that question. “She said the concept is multifaceted and can’t be grasped in just one episode.”

Underwood actually did an eye roll. “That’s baloney. She just wants us to bankroll three instead of one.”

Probably true. As he considered her approach, Ryan appreciated the wisdom, because if they couldn’t find a network to take the pilots, at least she’d have three “specials” to sell.

They were fast approaching Underwood’s tolerance level. Any second, he’d dismiss Ryan. Which meant the real question the boss had been itching to ask since Ryan’s arrival was about to be sprung. Took an attorney to know an attorney.

“So, Donahue, what’s the verdict? Are we going into television production?” Underwood was no longer playing with his hands. He stared directly at Ryan.

Ryan couldn’t give the man any reason to refuse. On the other hand, he wasn’t a hundred percent convinced they should invest. “I have good vibes concerning Ainsley Hilton, and I’m intrigued by the possibilities this show offers. But since we’ve never done this type of thing, we owe it to ourselves to take our time. By that, I suggest I meet with her again.”




Chapter Four


Ainsley kicked off her shoes as she entered her condo. She’d put them away later. For now, she needed a diet soda, although she could really stand a shower. Though the interview with Ryan Donahue had gone well, she wanted to rid her skin of the perspiration his pointed questions produced. She brought the can with her to the living room and flopped on the couch.

Donahue hadn’t said one way or the other what he’d recommend to Underwood, but she came away from the meeting feeling positive. It hadn’t been easy. Keeping her mind on-topic had taken every bit of concentration she could generate. She knew her topic well enough, but every time she glanced at him, getting her words out was a struggle. She’d been in this business several years and had seen and worked with a wide spectrum of handsome men. What was there about this one?

At least now the interview was over. If he were impressed enough, she’d probably be asked to meet with the senior Underwood himself.

Cass entered from next door. “Ainz? How did it go? To judge by the way you’re lying there holding that soda can to your forehead, not as well as you hoped.”

Ainsley roused herself to sit, put the can aside. “Do I look that bad?”

“You look fine, just exhausted. I’ll make you some tea instead of that cola.”

“Not necessary. I’m reviving.”

Already on her way to the kitchen, her sister swiveled and returned to perch next to her. “Tell me about the meeting. It must have been grueling. Didn’t they like the concept?”

How much to reveal? Certainly not how difficult it had been to stay on course while gazing into those mesmerizing blue eyes. Instead, she related how she had met with one of the attorneys in their potential investor’s army. “It was more like meeting with a psychologist than a money man. He wanted to know my motive for doing this show and wasn’t satisfied with either my first or second responses.”

“Sounds like a jerk.”

“Not really. He was just doing his job. And doing it well.”

“I’m guessing we didn’t get the money?”

“Things don’t happen that fast where financing is involved. But despite my aftershock, I think it went well. I answered all his questions to my satisfaction.”

Cass tucked an afghan around Ainsley. “You’re still committed to this project, aren’t you? This guy you met with didn’t discourage you?”

Ainsley gave her sister’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Of course, I am. This is an exciting, viable project based on the solid treatment we’ve put together.”

“You’re not doing this just to help me establish my name?”

“I have better reason to question you, since I’m the one who’s unemployed.” Ainsley pulled the afghan tighter. Kinda cute how her baby sister had been fretting over her recently, even though as big sister she should be the one taking care of Cass.

“How soon do you think we’ll hear?”

“Hard to say. Even if they were chomping at the bit to invest, they most likely wouldn’t get back to me right away, just to downplay their interest. Patience on our part is the order of the day.”

Cass spotted the discarded shoes across the room. “Those look new.”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t gone on any spending sprees since you and Matt confronted me. There hasn’t been occasion to wear them since I’ve been out of work.” Though she’d been tempted more than once.

“Until you get back on your feet again”—she paused, realizing her pun—“I’ll be happy to take you shopping. I’m sure Matt would chip in too. You’ve always been so generous to us while we were getting established.”

They would augment her expenses, too, if she let them. But that was exactly what she didn’t want. With their parents deceased, she was the head of family. She took care of them, not the other way around. “Thanks, but my wardrobe is in good shape.”

“It’s the experience of shopping you need. Just say when.”

The ringing of her phone saved Ainsley from having to respond.

“Ms. Hilton? Ryan Donahue.”

Him again. So soon. Her heartbeat faltered. From anticipation that her proposal had been rejected or from hearing that voice? She had to force herself to reply. “Oh. Hello.” Brilliant, Ainsley.

“I have a few more questions about your project. Would you and your sister be available for lunch tomorrow? On me, of course.” He named a spot in West Hollywood. Chic but off the beaten path of those who wanted to be seen.

She cleared her throat, attempted to sound natural. “I’m with her now. I’ll check.” She relayed the invitation to Cass, who nodded acceptance. “We have a tight morning schedule, but I think we could do a noon meeting.” The time worked for him.

“Why a second meeting?” Cass asked after the call ended.

“I’m guessing he wants to see you in person. Or he’s stringing this out. Either way, he hasn’t said no. Yet.”

“Now we really have to go shopping. Even if you won’t let me buy you something, I need a new outfit. What do you think? A dress? Suit? Jacket and pants?” Cass’s eyes sparkled as she paraded around the living room.

“You could wear a trash bag and still attract the attention of everyone in the restaurant. But since you’ll surely reject that idea, get something blue to match your eyes. He won’t be able to look away.”

Cass headed for her condo. “You’re coming with me, aren’t you?”

“Now? It’s almost five. Traffic will be horrendous.”

“It’s always bad between here and the mall. But we have to go now, since you said you were already booked tomorrow.”

Ainsley chuckled and took another sip of her beverage. “That was for his benefit. Calling now for a lunch date less than twenty-four hours away is a bit cheeky, although it could indicate he’s anxious to move ahead with our proposal.”

“Oh. You are so good at reading people in this business.”

“Wish I was just as good at convincing them to part with their money. See if Matt wants to go with us.”

“We’re going?”

Ainsley stuck her empty can in the recycle container in the kitchen pantry. “If this flies, we won’t have much sibling time in the months ahead. Might as well enjoy it while we can.”

****

The next day, the two women arrived at the restaurant before Donahue, but since he had reserved a table, they were seated and didn’t have to wait in the packed lobby. “He’s still coming, right?” Cass asked, her eyes roaming the room.

“We’re early. It’s only five minutes to noon.”

“I hope he’s on time. My stomach is churning. I’ll be mortified if it rumbles before my food comes.”

Ainsley set down her menu. “My darling Cass, in that outfit, your stomach could do the 1812 Overture and he wouldn’t notice.”

“You told me to wear blue.”

“I didn’t suggest it be a jersey knit dress that cuts off your breathing.” She leaned closer. “Are you able to wear a bra
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