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Dana Hayes is thrilled that her first
book has just been published. What does not thrill her is when
publicity requires her to meet with Kaden MacKay, the actor on whom
one of her characters is loosely based. To her dismay, the man is a
complete jerk, and yet, thanks to his interfering manager, they get
thrown together more often than Dana would like. Almost against her
will, Dana begins to discover that, unlike the character in her
novel “Nobody’s Perfect,” there’s more to Kaden MacKay than meets
the eye.


 


 


TABLE OF CONTENTS

​


​Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter
Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter
Seven

Author’s Note

 


 



 


 


CHAPTER ONE

​


Her first novel.

Dana was now a published author. All
the work she’d put in, all the hours of writing and re-writing—not
just on her most recent effort, but on various “stories” she’d
worked on over the years—it all led to this.

“Nobody’s Perfect” was
hitting stores and online bookstores this week, and even though
ninety-nine point nine percent of the people who saw the book
wouldn’t have a clue who she was or how she’d arrived at this
point, that didn’t matter.

She knew.

And that’s all that did
matter.

Her editor should be calling her
sometime this afternoon to let her know the book was being shipped
and ready to go ‘live.’ Dana was so excited she could hardly
concentrate on her work. Her paying, full-time job, she reminded
herself sternly. Which she certainly couldn’t afford to put in
jeopardy. With a renewed effort she brought her attention to the
work in front of her.

Her phone rang. “Dana Hayes. May I
help you?”

“Hi, Dana, it’s Emily.”
There was a pause for dramatic effect. “Elvis has left the
building.”

Dana pushed a strand of hair behind
her ear. “Really? As in, really left the building?”

“Yep. Your baby’s on its
way. It’ll be in the bookstores and available online by
tomorrow.”

“Wow. It kind of does feel
like giving birth all over again.”

“But you’ve already done the
hard part. This is just showing off your baby in public. Oh, and
guess what we did?”

“Before I guess ‘what,’ let
me find out the ‘who.’ Who’s ‘we’?”

“We, our publishing house.
The marketing gods. Or maybe I should say ‘devils.’”

“Uh-oh, that sounds ominous.
What did the marketing devils do?”

“Sent a copy of the book to
Kaden MacKay.”

Dana felt the blood drain from her
face. “What?”

“Yeah, one of the geniuses
in marketing got the bright idea into his head and sent it off. He
told me he’d cleared it with you. Didn’t he?”

“No, he didn’t. I talked to
someone in marketing last week, but the guy only mentioned sending
copies to book clubs and magazine reviewers. He never said anything
about Kaden MacKay. I would’ve said ‘no’ to that.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but the
book’s already gone out. Looks like it went to some management
firm—probably his publicist or manager, or whatever.”

Dana sighed in relief. “I guess that’s
not so bad. The manager won’t know what it is and probably won’t
even bother to look at it.”

“You might be right,” Emily
replied, “although I really don’t see why it would be a problem.
The book is about him, isn’t it? Kaden, I mean?”

“No, it’s not; not really.”
Dana had explained it—twice—to Emily, but as her editor, Emily’s
focus had been on the book: plot, pacing, characterization, and
dialog. The Who and the Why and the Wherefore behind the story were
mere incidentals. “Regardless,” Dana continued, “I guess it’s water
under the bridge. But please smack that marketing guy for me, and
let’s hope Kaden’s manager is too busy to know or care--or even
wonder—about a book that comes in the mail from out of the
blue.”

Dana tried not to let this news
overshadow the main point: her book was on its way to bookstores
and retail stores all across the country, and available for
download to all major e-readers. Aside from that, everything else
was secondary.

That night, she and her son went out
to eat. It’s not something they did often, but this was a real
occasion. It would be worth the few extra dollars it would cost to
eat at a nearby pizzeria. She’d eat one slice, Hunter would eat
two, and they’d still have a few left over for the next day. In
Dana’s world, one pizza equals two meals.

Besides, Hunter was one of the reasons
Dana had submitted her novel to publishers in the first place. She
had written the story, satisfied that she had ‘gotten it out of her
system,’ and Hunter had asked who was going to publish
it.

“Publish it?” she
repeated.

“Yeah, publish it. You
didn’t write all that just so it could sit on the hard drive,
taking up space, did you?”

“Actually, I hadn’t thought
about it.” At the time, writing the story had been enough. It had
been like a pebble in her shoe; she could still walk and function
in her daily life, but it was still there. And it would stay there
until she did something about it. Until she “wrote it out of her
system.”

So she wrote the story.

Days turned to weeks, which turned to
months of writing, until the story had been told; the pebble
removed.

It was a good story. And Dana felt
relieved to have finished it. Now, thanks in part to Hunter’s
suggestion, she was a published author.

The following week, her editor called
again.

“Hi, Emily; I wasn’t
expecting to hear from you again so soon. What’s up?”

“Well, it might be your
blood pressure, once I give you this news.”

“Uh-oh. My BP’s rising
already.”

“No, it’s not bad news, and
it doesn’t have anything to do with sales or the print copies or
distribution. I just don’t think you’re going to like
it.”

“Okay, then, give it to me
straight. What is it?”

“Well, you’re not going to
believe who we got a call from.”

“Who?”

“Kaden MacKay’s
agent.”

“What?”

“You heard me. He called
yesterday and got routed around until he reached my boss, who told
him I’d call him back. So I did.”

“And? What did he want? Oh,
please don’t tell me he’s suing me.”

“No, he’s not suing
you.”

“Okay, what,
then?”

“He wants to set up a
photo-op. For publicity.”

Dana’s mind went blank. She heard
Emily’s words, but couldn’t quite make sense of them. “What? For
what? What kind of publicity?”

“Publicity for your book.
And for Kaden’s TV show.”

“What does one have to do
with the other?”

“You mean, aside from the
obvious? C’mon, Dana, it’s not such a deep secret, and certainly
nothing to be ashamed of. Your book is about an actor who plays a
government agent on a TV show. Kaden MacKay is an actor who plays a
government agent on a TV show. It’s not much of a stretch to
connect the two.”

Dana sighed with resignation. “As I
told you, I wrote my character based on the character of Rick
Dempsey, and not on Kaden MacKay. I purposely didn’t research or
read anything about him because I didn’t want anything to influence
my character.”

“I know. I understand that,”
Emily replied. “But other people won’t recognize the distinction.
They’ll just see the similarities and make their own assumptions.
That’s what this manager guy did. And he wants to use that
connection for the benefit of both.”

“What exactly does he want
to do?”

“Well, apparently, Kaden is
going to be in your neck of the woods sometime next month, and this
guy wants to do a photo-op with the two of you. You know: a few
photos that can be put up on the network’s website and other
fansites for his show, and we can put them on our website and
Facebook page. Who knows, maybe there will even be a video clip for
YouTube. We can introduce the book to fans of the show, and
introduce the show to readers who may not be familiar with the
series.”

“Do you think that will
work?”

“Well, it can’t hurt. You
know what they say: any publicity is good publicity.”

“Well, you’re the experts.
If you think that’s what I should do, then I’ll do it.”

“Okay, I’ll get back with
the guy and we’ll hash it out. Hey, at the very least, you’ll get
to meet Kaden MacKay. That alone’s got to be worth
something!”

Dana wasn’t quite so sure. She had
never aspired to meet him and had purposely avoided learning
anything about him. She wanted her book to sell well, of course,
but she had thought to attain that goal the old-fashioned way: a
good product and clever marketing. With the consent of the
marketing gurus at Troubadour Publishing, she had acted on a few
ideas of her own to advertise to her target audience. Of course,
these were the same marketing geniuses who had sent her book to
Kaden’s manager without asking her first. But then, it was their
job to market the book, so Dana had to assume they knew what they
were doing.

In any case, it appeared this photo-op
thing was really going to happen.

“I suppose it couldn’t
hurt,” she told her sister-in-law Sophia, “but I would really
prefer if people who know me—either from work, or church, or at
Hunter’s school—didn’t know I wrote a book.”

“You do know that’s crazy,
right? The whole point of being published is to let people know you
wrote a story. That’s how it works.”

“Yeah, I know, whatever,”
Dana replied. “I was just hoping to avoid people putting my face
with that name—the author’s name.”

“Well, then, missy, you
should have used a pseudonym, shouldn’t you? Didn’t they teach that
in Novel-Writing 101?”

“Yeah, well, I’m
self-taught, so I missed that class. In any event, I guess I’m
doing the photo-op.”

“Hey, cheer up already!
There are worse things in life than having to meet a well-known,
unmarried, handsome actor.”

Dana sighed. “I suppose.”

* * * *

The details for the photo-op were set.
“Photo-op.” Dana didn’t even like the name for it… made it sound
like she was jonesing for publicity, like a politician at a
barbecue. Anyway, she and Kaden would meet at the coffee shop of a
local mall bookstore—just a bit of life imitating art, as the two
main characters of “Nobody’s Perfect” meet at a bookstore and have
a drink at the coffee shop. A photographer would be there to record
the happy meeting of the author and the actor, and someone would be
taking video as well, she supposed.

Emily urged Dana to read up on Kaden
prior to the meeting, to learn what she could about him. “Why?”
Dana had asked. “What’s the point of doing it now? The book is
already written, and it’s not even about him, anyway, strictly
speaking. So what good will it do me to read about MacKay
now?”

“Well, aren’t you curious?
Now that the book is written, you can see how close your character
is to him. Or, more likely, how far.”

“I saw his page on imdb a
few years ago, before I ever even started the book. I know that’s
not exactly a complete biography, but at this point it’s about as
much –or more—than I need to know about Kaden MacKay.”

On the day of the photo shoot,
however, Dana found herself wishing she knew more. What would she
and Kaden say to each other? What would they talk about? More
importantly, would anyone be able to hear them, in case she made a
fool of herself?

* * * *

Sophia agreed to accompany Dana to the
mall for the photo shoot. Dana had managed not to think about it
too much, but when they arrived at the mall, it felt as if the
gentle butterflies in her stomach had suddenly morphed into the
size of bats.

What am I doing here? she thought in a
panic. This is crazy. I’m supposed to watch Kaden MacKay on TV, not
sit down with him for coffee at Java Joe’s.

As arranged by Emily and the Evil
Manager from the River Styx, Dana wore a red rose pinned to her
shirt, and as she and Sophia neared Java Joe’s, she understood why
this melodramatic (and very cheesy) detail was necessary. There had
to be fifty people standing around the bookstore near the coffee
shop. Then she saw the poster-sized sign, advertising the fact that
“Actor Kaden MacKay” would be here briefly to meet with a “local
author.” Dana’s name didn’t appear on the sign--was that good or
bad?--but at least there was a picture of “Nobody’s Perfect.” And
nearby was a display featuring her book; Dana was gratified to see
that it was no longer completely full, and noticed that a number of
onlookers were holding copies of it.

As she and Sophia stood taking it all
in, dodging people who were milling around, jockeying for position,
Dana noticed a man who seemed to be making his way toward them. At
first she assumed he was trying to escape the craziness of the area
surrounding the coffee shop, since he wasn’t dressed like a casual
shopper or celebrity-hound; he looked more like a Secret Service
agent. Then she realized he was deliberately heading toward her,
and there could be only one reason for that.

“Dana Hayes?” he asked when
he reached her. “I’m with Mr. MacKay’s PR agency. Won’t you please
step this way and we’ll get this party started.”

Dana managed a small smile and hoped
she wouldn’t throw up. She took off the hideous plastic rose and
handed it to Sophia. Then she followed the no-name PR guy to a café
table that had obviously been set aside for the historic
meeting.

No-name leaned toward her. “I’m going
to bring out Kaden now. The two of you will shake hands, talk
politely, smile. Cameras will click, video tape will roll, you two
will talk—blah, blah, blah—then, it’s done. Kaden will stand up,
shake your hand or give you a polite kiss on the cheek--whatever.
He may sign a few autographs, and you’re free to do the same. And
that’s it; you go your separate ways. Got it?”

Dana was reeling. “Um, I guess.
Talk—smile—sign—go.”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” And he walked
away.

Dana stood there for a few seconds,
smack in the middle of what was obviously the center ring of this
crazy circus. All she needed was a spotlight to shine on her and a
few balls to juggle and she’d be right at home. Then, suddenly,
came a voice: “Ladies and gentlemen, here to meet with local author
Dana Hayes, the star of the hit TV show ‘Countdown’: Kaden
MacKay.”

There was applause, and some catcalls
from female fans of the show, and then—suddenly, without Dana’s
being adequately prepared—there he was.

Kaden MacKay… in the flesh.

And he was walking toward her. He was
smiling, giving the crowd a wave--and he was walking toward
her!

He looked just like the character in
her book had looked when the main character met him: lean, with
short, dirty-blond hair spiking this way and that, a half-day’s
worth of stubble, button-down shirt casually untucked over
well-washed, faded jeans. He looked absolutely so adorable and
handsome that Dana wished she could just freeze the moment and keep
it forever. She fancifully imagined having a cardboard cut-out of
him; even better, a life-sized poster as he appeared at this very
moment would be perfect to put on the back of her bedroom
door.

But, no, he wasn’t a poster, wasn’t a
cardboard cut-out—he was a live person and he was standing in front
of her. In fact, he was speaking to her. Perhaps she’d better pay
attention to what was going on.

“Good afternoon,” said the
person-who-looked-like-Kaden. They shook hands, and he enclosed
Dana’s in both of his. He was smiling broadly.

“Nice to meet you,” she
said, feeling somewhat numb.

“Let’s sit down,” he said,
and then, once they were seated: “So, I understand you wrote a
book. About the show? One of those fan-fiction things?”

“No,” she replied, her
feathers somewhat ruffled. She hadn’t really expected him to have
read the book, but he could at least have taken a moment to find
out something about it, something like how it was quasi-related to
his show.

She continued. “The book deals with an
actor who plays a government agent on a popular TV show. It’s not
really about the show, but the actor who plays him.”

“Oh, okay. Well, I have to
admit, you’re not exactly what I expected. I was told the book was
written by a suburban mother-slash-housewife type.”

“Well, I do live in a
suburban neighborhood, and I am a mother. Not exactly a housewife,
though.”

“Yeah? Still, you’re not
what I envisioned.”

“I may be sorry I asked, but
what did you envision? June Cleaver or Aunt Bee, wearing pearls and
baking cookies? Or maybe one of those ‘desperate’ housewives, who
show a lot of cleavage and dress like they’re posing for Cosmo?
Because I gotta tell ya, there aren’t many of those in my
neighborhood.”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t really
matter, does it? The fact is, we’re both here, we’re both drumming
up publicity for our products.”

“Our ‘products’?”

“Yeah: your book—my show.
You hear all these cameras snapping pictures as we speak? It’s not
just these four or five dozen people who are learning about your
book. The fact is, within the hour, these photos and video are
going to be online, posted on Twitter and Facebook, and on fansites
for me and my show. Links to this stuff will be everywhere. People
who don’t even read books will find out about a book that’s somehow
related to me and ‘Countdown,’ and they’ll check it out. Let’s face
it: this little meeting we’re having could double your
sales.”

Dana was nonplussed. The nerve of this
man! “And what do you get out of it? I’m sure you’re not here out
of the goodness of your heart, just to help my book to
sell.”

He gave a little snort of laughter.
“Hell, no. I’ve got business in New York and my agent insisted I
stop on my way there and do this little meet-n-greet. As dull as it
may be, it never hurts to put your face out there and make the fans
happy. Oh, and you might better smile a little, maybe even laugh;
here comes the photographer.”

Dana saw a man nearby focusing a very
professional-looking camera on Kaden and herself. The absurdity of
the situation—meeting a celebrity for the first time in front of an
audience; said celebrity being a pompous dipwad; having to pretend
she was enjoying the experience—it all hit her full
force.

She allowed a smile to spread across
her face. “You really are a jerk, aren’t you?”

He gave an answering grin and leaned
forward conspiratorially. “I’ve been called worse.” He produced a
copy of her book and said, “Now, you pretend to sign this, and I’ll
pretend to care, and we’ve both helped ourselves and can get on
with our lives.”

This time Dana had trouble summoning a
smile (it probably looks horribly fake, she thought), but smile she
did as she signed his book: “To Kaden, the pompous
dipwad.”

“There,” she said, sliding
it back to him, “try selling that on e-Bay.”

Mr. No-name returned at that moment
and pretended to speak in Kaden’s ear… probably a pre-arranged
signal to put an end to whatever meeting Kaden wanted to escape.
The microphone-voice said: “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for
joining us today. Please be sure to pick up a copy of “Nobody’s
Perfect” by Dana Hayes, and tune in to AXE on Tuesday nights to see
Kaden MacKay in the hit drama ‘Countdown.’”

Dana saw No-name lead Kaden away, but
they didn’t get far, as fans crowded around him. He smiled and
scrawled his name on whatever was offered—bookstore receipts, paper
coffee cups, entertainment magazines.

However, Dana barely had time to
marvel at his public display of smiles and charms, as she too was
approached by onlookers, most of whom were holding copies of her
book. She smiled—genuinely, this time—and gladly signed her own
John Hancock on every paperback, chatting and answering questions
as she did so.

Later, after the last fan had gone and
the coffee shop had returned to normal, she and Sophia made their
exit.

“Well,” Sophia began, in
what was possibly the understatement of the year, “that was
interesting.”

“What was interesting,” Dana
replied, “is that I never realized what a good actor Kaden
is.”

“What do you
mean?”

“You can’t believe what a
jerk he was while were sitting there talking.”

“A jerk?” Sophia repeated in
surprise. “He looked perfectly charming.”

“I know—hence the good
acting. Not only did he not know anything about my book—which I
didn’t expect anyway—but he said he didn’t care. He had the gall to
tell me that just being seen with him would probably double my
sales, and he was even so rude as to tell me I wasn’t what he
expected.”

“Wow,” Sophia replied,
“harsh. And yet…. true?”

Dana tipped her head consideringly.
“Well…. I admit there could well be a spike in sales because of it,
but it’s pure arrogance on his part to say that simply being seen
with him could double my sales. Plus, he flat out told me ‘you sign
my book and I’ll pretend to care.’ What’s that about? I’ve seen
this guy on talk shows, and you’re right: he can be absolutely
knock-your-socks-off charming. And yet, instead of the prince, I
get the toad. The very warty toad.”

“Well, I guess it doesn’t
really matter, though, does it? You’ve had your meeting, the
pictures will hit the internet and social media, you’ve both
achieved your goals of cross-promotion. Now you can go home and
forget this jerk.”

“Yeah,” Dana replied with a
sigh. “I like my made-up actor a lot better. Compared to this guy,
he really is perfect.”

* * * *

Dana didn’t know exactly how the
publicity photos and video would be used, other than being posted
on the publishing house’s website—and she had to admit, the ones
that appeared on TroubadourBooks.com and social media sites were
pretty darn good. And she herself had suggested a few outlets to
which the pictures could be forwarded. However, Emily mentioned
that sales of her book did spike to some degree in certain markets
over the next few days. Emily also reported that the book was
mentioned the AXE network website, in the fan forum for
‘Countdown.’ Dana wouldn’t have been surprised if this was due to
more ‘stealth marketing’ courtesy of the “ace” marketing geniuses
at Troubadour, but in the interest of plausible deniability, she
decided not to inquire.

The important thing was, the book was
launched, it was on the shelves, and selling pretty well for a
first novel. Her baby had grown up and left the nest. It was, she
admitted to herself, pretty rewarding.

About two weeks after the photo-op
(or, as Dana referred to it, “the day I met the devil”), Emily
called again.

“What’s up?” Dana inquired.
“Is anything wrong?”

“No, no. So far so good with
sales of “Nobody’s Perfect.” I’m just calling to, um, see how
things are going on your next book.”

Dana paused. “….And?”

She heard Emily sigh. “Okay, that’s
not really why I called. Although, for the record, it’s actually a
legitimate question, so expect me to ask about it for real sometime
soon.”

“Emily, you’re
prevaricating.”

Another sigh. “I know. Okay, here’s
the deal. Your friend, Kaden’s manager, called again.”

“Oh, bugger. What does he
want this time?”

“I don’t know. He wants to
call you himself; says it’s not related to the book. He just called
to get your number.”

“Did you give it to
him?”

“Not yet. I wouldn’t do that
without checking with you first. So that’s what I’m
doing.”

Dana couldn’t imagine why Kaden
MacKay’s manager would want to talk with her. She’d never even met
the man.

“Well, I guess we won’t know
anything unless I actually talk to the man.” It was her turn to
sigh. “Go ahead and give him my number. It’s not like it’s
unlisted… he could have found it on his own if he’d really wanted
to.”

“Yeah, I guess he can have a
brownie point for asking permission. But listen: after he calls
you—and who knows when that will be: today, tomorrow, next
week?—anyway, I want you to call me and tell me what’s going on.
Not officially, mind you; I’m just curious as hell.”

“What are we, in seventh
grade? ‘You talk to him and then call me and tell me what he
says.’”

“Yes, Dana, that’s what we
are: we’re seventh graders. Now, will you call me afterwards or
not?”

“Of course I will. You’re my
sounding board where this guy is concerned. Now, give him my number
so we can get this party started. What’s the guy’s name,
anyway?”

“It’s Ty Solomon, and I’m
going to call him now.”

Emily was as good as her word, and
apparently Mr. Solomon wanted to talk to Dana pretty urgently;
about two hours after her conversation with Emily, Dana’s phone
rang again.

“Ms. Hayes, this is Ty
Solomon. I’m calling as a representative of Kaden MacKay. How are
you today?”

“I’m fine, thank you. How
can I help you, Mr. Solomon?”

“Well, I need to ask a favor
of you. A rather large favor.”

“Oh? And what might that
be?” The nerve of this man! His client was a boorish jerk, and had
insulted her on the one and only occasion on which they’d met. And
this guy wants Dana to do him a favor?

“Well, this is going to
sound like it’s coming from out of the blue, but—could you come to
Los Angeles next weekend to attend an event with Kaden?”

** Crickets **

Dana had no idea how long she sat in
stunned silence: seconds—minutes—who knew? Actually, she was pretty
sure it was only a second or two—okay, seven, tops. In any case, as
soon as she was physically able, Dana closed her gaping mouth and
said,

“What?”

Mr. Solomon must have expected this
reaction. “I know this is a bombshell, but he has an event to go to
next Saturday. It’s a charity thing, and he really needs to have a
date for it.”

** More crickets **

“What?” she said again. “You
must be joking.”

“No, I’m actually quite
serious. He needs a date, and I thought of you.”

“But… why? Doesn’t he have a
girlfriend? Or a sister? I think he has a daughter—can’t he take
her?”

“Actually, he was going to
take his daughter, and we were all set with that. But she just
found out that her tennis team has a tournament that weekend, so
she has to go out of town.”

“But why call me? I only met
the man once, and we didn’t exactly form a lasting friendship at
the time. And while I can understand that it might be difficult,
I’m sure that if you really try, you can find somebody in your own
state who would agree to be seen with him—some actress or model or
one of those red-carpet regulars.”

“Look, I know the two of you
barely know each other, and he may have been less than pleasant. As
you can imagine, Kaden can be a bit… prickly… at times. But I think
you’re just the type of person he needs to be seen with. He’s had a
bit of bad publicity in the past year or so, so going to this
fundraiser is pretty important. And I want him to be seen with
someone who’s not tainted by Hollywood—isn’t looking to be cast in
a movie or get her picture in all the glossies. His daughter
would’ve been perfect—she’s young and pretty, and shows Kaden to be
a doting dad. But her tennis tournament scotched those plans, so
now I’m asking you.”

Dana sighed, and tried to keep the
world from spinning out of control. “But he and I don’t exactly get
along. In fact, does he even know you’re calling me about
this?”

“Yes, of course. I told him
I would find him a date for this event, and he agreed. He knows
what I’m doing, and that it will be in his best
interest.”

“Well, that’s all very nice
and heartwarming, but the fact is, I can’t just fly to California
at the drop of a hat. There’s no way I can afford that.”

She could almost hear him smile.
“Don’t worry about that. I can have reservations made for you in
twenty minutes. All you have to worry about is being
here.”

“And what is the proper
attire for this event?” Oh crap, I can’t believe I’m asking that—as
if I’m actually considering this ridiculous request!

“I believe the event is
listed as—let me see, I have the invitation right here. Here we go;
it says ‘formal to semi-formal.’ To me that means either a suit or
tux for the men, and dresses for the women, either long or short.”
He hesitated for a moment and then said. “Personally, for you, I
would advise a long dress. At these events it’s usually better to
err on the side of more formal than less formal.”

That was actually pretty sound advice.
Dana could feel her defenses weakening. “Call me back in fifteen
minutes,” she told Solomon, “and I’ll have an answer for
you.”

Dana looked at her work calendar.
Today was Wednesday and the event was on the following Saturday.
That would leave her from now until next Thursday to make all the
necessary arrangements.

She dialed the phone. “Hi, Sophia.
Have I got a Ripley’s believe-it-or-not story for you!”

Later that day, Dana called Emily at
Troubadour Books. The associate editor wasn’t available so Dana
left a message in her voicemail: “Hi, Emily, it’s Dana Hayes. I
spoke with Kaden MacKay’s agent a while ago and you’d never guess
what he wanted—he wants me to do a favor for Kaden and attend a
charity event with him next weekend! Mr. Solomon is taking care of
all the travel stuff, but I need to somehow come up with a formal
dress in the next week. Anyway, I thought you’d be interested.
‘Bye!”

Hunter took the news of Dana’s trip
philosophically. On one hand he thought it was cool that his mom
would be in Hollywood, hob-nobbing with TV and movie stars. On the
other hand, he’d be spending the weekend at Aunt Sophia’s house,
which was a bit of a downer because Aunt Sophia and Uncle Steve had
three daughters. They also had a son, but little Jake was only four
years old—too young to play with. Plus, his aunt and uncle lived in
the country, and not near the places Hunter liked to go.

“A little fresh air will do
you good,” Dana told him. And it’ll give Sophia a run for her
money, as a change from dealing with her three perfect little
princesses.

Dana’s next order of business was to
find something appropriate to wear. In the back of her closet were
four bridesmaid dresses she’d worn in her younger days, but the
newest of them was a least ten years old and they all seemed
terribly dated. Besides, they looked more suited to a high-school
prom than a Hollywood red carpet.

The next evening, she went to a few
nearby women’s stores to see what was available on the clearance
racks, but, if the stores did have long dresses for sale, they were
still too expensive. So, that Saturday Dana did something she’d
hoped to avoid: she visited the local Goodwill thrift
store.

And the place was a
goldmine.

She found beautiful dresses in a
variety of styles: prom dresses, bridesmaid dresses, formal gowns,
even some really nice wedding gowns. After trying on about a
half-dozen dresses (most of them just for fun), Dana narrowed her
decision down to two: a silver sheath with sequined bodice and
spaghetti straps, and a simple black halter-like dress.

Well, as the saying goes, the devil is
in the details, which is why Dana bought the black
dress.

“Why?” Emily asked when she
called Dana a few days later. “What tipped you toward the black
one? The silver dress sounds beautiful, too.”

“It was—it is beautiful,”
Dana replied. “But the best, most dressy shoes I have are a pair of
pumps I wore in a wedding, and afterward, since I don’t really need
mint-green pumps in everyday life, I had them dyed black. Also, I
knew my sister-in-law has a nice black satin clutch that I could
borrow. Therefore….”

“You bought the black dress.
You know, I can honestly say this is the first time I ever heard of
someone buying a dress to match her accessories.”

“I know—crazy, right? And
speaking of accessories, you’ll never guess what else I found at
the Goodwill store: black, elbow-length gloves.”

“Wow. Sounds like you’re
going to go in style.”

“We’ll see. I have a bit of
needlework to do on the dress--the stitches on the zipper need
reinforcing, and I’m also going to do something to the front,
although I don’t know what yet.”

“Hmmm, I didn’t realize you
were such a seamstress.”

Dana gave an unladylike snort. “I’m
not. I can use a needle and thread for simple things, and that’s
it. We’ll see how well this turns out.”

“Be sure to take some
‘before and after’ pictures; I’d love to see them.”

Let’s hope the ‘after’ pictures are
worth seeing, Dana thought. The black dress was sleeveless, of
course, and the bodice was halter-like, coming up to her neck and
baring her shoulders--similar in style to a halter, but yet not a
halter. It was high-necked in front with a band collar, and a
glittering eight-point star (*) was embroidered in gold thread on
the front. The star was the only thing about the dress Dana didn’t
like. It definitely had to go.

Snip, snip, stitch, stitch—Dana worked
her inexpensive magic (the only kind she knew) on the dress. Night
after night, after working all day and being a mom all evening, she
worked on the dress after Hunter went to bed. She felt a little
like one of the shoemaker’s elves.

I don’t even know why I’m doing this,
why I’m going to this trouble for someone who was a complete jerk
the last time I saw him. Why am I going out of my way, and taking
my valuable time, to see him? To help him?

Well, it’s a free trip to LA, Sophia
pointed out when Dana had voiced her doubts. “How often do you get
an expenses-paid trip to California? And to rub elbows with
celebrities, no less? It’s an amazing opportunity. Plus, the guy
said it would help smooth out Kaden’s reputation, and you know what
a sucker you are when it comes to helping people.”

“Yeah, I’m a regular Good
Samaritan. But let’s not forget whose fault it is if Kaden does
have a lousy reputation—his own! I wonder what caused the bad press
he’s been getting, anyway.”

Sophia’s light bulb came on. “Let’s
find out.” She grabbed Dana’s arm and pulled her into the den.
Shooing her eldest daughter off the computer, Sophia opened a web
browser. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about.”

A quick search yielded a number of
articles in recent weeks, all dealing with the same two incidents,
neither of which portrayed Kaden in a positive light. One article
stated that he had been present when police had arrived to
investigate a loud, drunken party at a Los Angeles hotel. The hotel
suite had belonged to a rock musician known for his partying ways,
and significant damage had been done to the room and other hotel
property.

In the second instance Sophia and Dana
found, Kaden had been a no-show at a dinner honoring one of his
good friends. He was supposed to be best man at his
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