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MAKING IT

by

Christina Ross

After years of struggling in New York City, I’m on the verge of making it big in my career...until he enters my life, and then all bets are off.

‘He’ would be Hunter Steele, the ridiculously hot showrunner of a popular reality show called The Terrible Teens.

My name is Julia Jacobs, and on the very day I’m promoted to become an assistant agent at the talent agency CAA, I sign Pepper Winters, a billionaire’s daughter with a massive social media following who wants to be on the next season of Hunter’s ultra-toxic reality show.

No. Matter. What.

Trouble is, the moment Pepper and I meet with Hunter to discuss bringing her on the show, I can’t keep my eyes off him. He’s tall, dark, handsome, and has something in his jeans that looks like a damned anaconda.

In other words, he’s exactly the type of man I don’t need to be distracted by right now. After all, I have a limited amount of time to prove myself to CAA. If I do? I’ll be promoted to associate agent. And if I don’t? I’ll be out of a job altogether.

But with Hunter coming on to me, how in the hell am I supposed to focus on my job? At first, I try my best to resist him, but after a disastrous breakup, I’ve been single for four years, and a girl has her needs. As the weeks pass and we come to know one another better, my guard starts to drop. Should I give Hunter a chance? Or should I let him go forever when I learn about his playboy past...?

I’ve been burned once. I won’t be burned again. And as much as I want to believe in Hunter when he tells me he’s moved beyond his loose reputation of bedding too many women to count, I now have to wonder if I can trust him.

And if I dare to do so, will he and I have a chance to make it...?

For my friends and my family.

And especially for my readers, who mean the world to me.

Thank you for following the Making It series to its final chapter.
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CHAPTER ONE

May

New York City

It was seven o’clock sharp on a Monday morning when my boss, Harper Carmichael, breezed past my desk and moved toward her office without looking at me.

“Julia, darling,” she said over her shoulder, “your life is about to change. Get each of us a cup of coffee, grab a pen and a pad of paper, and meet me in my office—stat.”

My life is about to change? I thought as I watched her disappear behind her office door. What in the fresh hell does that mean?

Curious to know, I joined her a moment later in her office. I was holding a cup of black coffee in each hand, a pen was clenched between my teeth, and a yellow legal pad was tucked beneath my arm. Harper was standing at one of her office’s three floor-to-ceiling windows with her back to me, her stylish, shoulder-length blonde hair curling up from her narrow shoulders. When she turned to look at me, her gaze settled upon the pen.

“Sorry,” I mouthed around it.

“Right,” she said. “But best to make sure that that pen always belongs to you, and never to me . . .”

With a bemused look, she came toward me in her fitted black power suit, took one of the white mugs from me, then motioned to the chair opposite her massive glass desk.

“Sit,” she said. “You and I need to talk business.”

Our business was the entertainment business, and Harper Carmichael wasn’t just one of the industry’s most sought-after agents—at fifty-five, she was an industry legend. She also was one of the stars at the all-powerful Creative Artists Agency, which is where we were now, high above the Chrysler Building on Lexington Avenue. The morning sun had yet to crest the city’s skyscrapers, leaving long shadows to stretch like gravestones into the room.

Which kind of made me question exactly how much life was about to change . . .

I sipped my coffee and sat down. Whenever we had one of our “business” talks, it usually was about one of her clients, a few of whom chronically found themselves in trouble. The incidents I’d seen over the years ranged from a heavy night of partying that ended with an arrest to an ugly tabloid story that was turning out to be true—and thus needed to be managed with damage control. If most of Harper’s clients weren’t on the A-list—which they were—I knew for a fact that she would have parted ways with some of them years ago.

“Who got into trouble over the weekend?” I asked.

“This isn’t going to be that kind of talk,” she said.

“Well, what kind of talk is it going to be?” I asked.

“You’ve been my assistant six years last month, correct?”

I just shrugged at her.

“You took me out for dinner on that day,” I said. “We celebrated. Remember?”

“I don’t have dementia yet, Julia. Nor will I ever.”

“I didn’t mean to suggest—”

“That was a joke.” She put her coffee down in front of her and folded her arms as she leaned back in her chair and studied me. “It’s time,” she said.

“Time for what?”

“Unfortunately, my dear, it’s time for me to let you go.”

For a moment, I sat in shock, not sure that I’d heard her right. But when I saw the unwavering look in her eyes, I swear that her office started to spin as if I’d just been strapped into a sputtering, malfunctioning Tilt-A-Whirl. This is how my week is going to begin? Seriously? She’s firing me? Why?!

I just stared at her.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Harper, I’ve been nothing but loyal to you. And I love working for you. I thought we were friends. Why would you let me go? Are there budget issues I don’t know about? Cutbacks? Have I done something wrong? Just tell me what it is, and I’ll fix it. Hell, please tell me I still have a job.”

She let out a low laugh when I said that, then she simply shook her head at me.

“Julia, what you have is a promotion.”

“A promotion?”

“Yes, a promotion. Look, you’ve been an amazing personal assistant—the best anyone could wish for. But you’re twenty-eight now, and it’s time for you to grow.”

“What are you saying?” I asked.

“That I know you aren’t going to wait forever to become the agent you’ve always wanted to become,” she said softly. “And that the last thing I want is for you to leave CAA and work somewhere I can’t help and guide you.”

She leaned forward in her chair.

“Over the past month, I’ve set things into motion for you. I’ve discussed your potential new position with the team, and everyone agrees that it would be foolish to lose you. So, what CAA and I are proposing is that for the next year, you will work directly under me as my assistant agent. If I could have made you a full agent straightaway, I would have—but as you know, that’s not how it works here. CAA gives all of its assistant agents one year to prove themselves to the agency, but since you’ll be working under me—and provided you don’t somehow screw this up, which I can’t imagine for the life of me—in a year’s time, you’ll become an associate agent, and you’ll have an office and clients of your own.”

My heart started to race.

“I’ve been promoted to assistant agent?” I asked her, unable to believe it. I’d waited so long for this day to happen, it seemed surreal that it finally was happening.

“You have, my love. I’ll miss you as my personal assistant, but I’m beyond excited to help you become the best agent you can be. That process begins today.” She looked at her watch. “In fact, boot camp starts for you today at noon.”

“Boot camp?” I said.

“That’s when you and I will meet with your first potential client—Pepper Winters.”

“Pepper Winters,” I said. “The social media superstar?”

“That’s right.”

“But I’ve read terrible things about her,” I said. “I’ve heard that she’s a nightmare. We don’t need someone like her in our lives. Why are you considering taking her on?”

“A few reasons. The first of which is her Russian father, the billionaire Oleg Semenov, who happens to be friends with one very important person here at CAA, otherwise known as our boss, Andrew Simms. Second, with over seventy-five million followers on Instagram alone, you’re right, Julia—that girl is indeed a social media superstar.”

Exasperated, she leaned back in her chair.

“Do you realize that not even one of the actors I represent comes close to enjoying her kind of following—not even Jackson Cruise, who is a few million followers shy of her numbers, and yet he’s a legitimate superstar. All Pepper Winters is known for is being a wealthy, beautiful, fourteen-year-old girl with a fabulous lifestyle—and also for her popular makeup videos on YouTube, which have racked up hundreds of millions of views over the past two years. Her adoring fans see her as a style icon.”

“And there’s money in that,” I said.

“Oh, there’s plenty of money to be had in Pepper Winters, Julia—so much so that Andrew took me aside after his phone call with Pepper’s father and pitched her to me. At first, I resisted, because even though I’m not her demographic, I’ve heard about that girl’s wretched reputation. But since Andrew rarely asks anything of me, I agreed to at least meet with her. Actually, I told him that you and I would meet with her, because if we do decide to sign her, she’s all yours to manage.”

“What is she looking for?” I asked.

“Have you heard of that awful television show, The Terrible Teens? The title of which is a crude twist on the terrible twos?”

“Of course I have—that show is huge. As in Kardashian huge.”

“And look at the kind of money those tramps are making,” Harper said.

“At this point, the Kardashians are making hundreds of millions. I mean, Kylie was recently listed as a frigging billionaire in Forbes due to her cosmetic line. And yet she’s only twenty-one! How does that even happen?”

“Exactly—and yet it does happen. So! Pepper wants to be part of The Terrible Teens, which starts shooting its second season next week here in New York. Pepper wants in. Pepper wants an audition. Pepper wants to take her career to the next level, and the way she sees it? That show is her way of conquering the world.”

“Actually, it might be,” I said to Harper. “I mean, Pepper’s reputation precedes her like a toxic cloud of green gas. I think she could out-bitch anyone on that show—even the queen bitch, Lexi Reynolds.”

“Lexi Reynolds?” Harper said as she looked curiously at me. “That name just rolled off your tongue as if you know it intimately, didn’t it, Julia? Tell me it’s because you’ve read about the show—and not because you’ve actually sat down and watched it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Here’s the thing about being single in the city for the past four years, Harper. It literally can reduce you to watching reality TV shows like The Terrible Teens. Or even Hoarders.”

“You do not watch that show.”

“I do—and a weird part of me is transfixed when they find a hoarder buried alive. It’s a sickness.”

“Watching the show? Or being a hoarder?”

“Probably both.”

“And here I thought you had taste.”

“Let’s call it what it is—a guilty pleasure. Sort of like The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. I can’t get enough of those Botoxed broads.”

“That’s enough!” Harper said. “I had no idea about this haunted private life of yours. Pepper will be here at noon with her mother, Savannah Winters.”

“Why does that name sound familiar?” I asked.

“Because she’s the grown-up version of her daughter—a popular Manhattan socialite. You’ve likely read all about her in Page Six. Given the ridiculous number of parties I have to attend in this city, I actually know Savannah—and she’s nothing short of a well-heeled Park Avenue drunk. Gorgeous woman, but after her disastrous, ugly divorce from Oleg? Let’s just say that her life took a terrible turn of its own when he eighty-sixed her from his life.”

“Did she get any money in the divorce?”

“Oh, darling, please—Savannah walked away with a cool hundred million. And for a while, she was happy about that. But over time, I think when she realized that every potential suitor who came her way only wanted her for her money, poor Savannah turned to the bottle. Word has it that she wakes up in her own vomit on a daily basis.”

“Well, that’s just sad,” I said.

“Cry me a river! She’s worth a hundred million, for God’s sake.”

“I still think it’s sad,” I said.

“If you’re going to be on this side of the business, you seriously need to toughen up.” She stood up. “What I need you to do now is clean out your desk before Pepper and Savannah arrive.”

“Clean it out to where?”

She told me where, and to return to her office by noon.

“What’s my replacement’s name?” I asked her.

“Opal Kaiser. She’s a Harvard grad, she’s whip-smart, motivated, direct, no-nonsense, and gorgeous. You’ll meet her later. For now, give me a hug, because you really do need to clean out your desk before Opal, Pepper, and Savannah arrive.”

I stood, walked around her desk, and hugged her.

“Thank you, Harper,” I said in her ear. “You know I’ve always wanted this.”

“I know you have, my darling girl. And you deserve this, Julia. But I won’t lie,” she said as she kissed me on each cheek before she reached for my hands and took a step back to look at me. “Being an agent isn’t easy—as you know after witnessing the kind of bullshit I’ve had to deal with over the years. But you’ll make it, Julia. You’ll work hard, I’ll have your back the entire way, you’ll win over the management team here at CAA by proving yourself to them, and before you know it? You’ll have an office of your own and clients to champion. And when that happens? You no longer will work under me. Instead, you and I will become true colleagues—and I, for one, can’t wait for that day.”
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When I returned to Harper’s office at noon, I met Opal—who was as kind as she was polished and lovely. Since she knew that Pepper and her mother would arrive within minutes, she wasted no time in showing me to Harper’s door.

“Thank you, Opal,” I said to the raven-haired beauty.

“My pleasure, Ms. Jacobs.”

When the door clicked shut behind me, I gave Harper a thumbs-up.

“She’s going to be a good fit, I think,” Harper said.

“I’m thinking the same thing. Very professional.”

“Something I never had in you . . .”

“Hilarious.”

“Sit,” Harper said, waving a hand at the chair opposite her desk. “Because what you don’t know is that this morning has been rather active . . .”

“Meaning?” I said as I sat.

“Apparently, enterprising Pepper took to Instagram this morning and reached out to her millions of followers to start a petition to get her on The Terrible Teens. And in force, her posse of prepubescent robots acted like a gaggle of lemmings and actively signed the petition in droves. While you were gone, I saw the post online—and got ahead of it. I called the show’s creator and producer—whom I happen to know—and told him that Pepper was coming here today to seek representation. He said that he knew about the petition and that if we did sign her, he’d like to meet with Pepper at once because he’d ‘be very interested in what she could bring to the show.’ I said that if we did sign her, I’d be in touch.”

“What fourteen-year-old even thinks like that?” I said. “I mean, at that age? That was a pretty savvy move on her part.”

“It might not have been her idea,” Harper said. “In fact, it probably was her father’s idea, because he’s extremely smart and savvy—and he clearly wants this for his daughter. Whatever the case, her social media fame can and would set that show on fire when it comes to the ratings, and the producers know it. Frankly, so do we. There is a lot of money to be made on a trendsetter like Pepper Winters, Julia. I don’t know how she’s going to behave today, but it’s likely best for both of us to be prepared for the worst, because that girl? That girl also knows she’s in a position of power. It’s going to be up to us to handle her—and to sign her—because I see a seven-figure deal for her.”

“With her following, I see the same.”

At that moment, a rap came at Harper’s door, signaling that Pepper and Savannah had arrived.

“Over there,” Harper said, motioning to one of the two sofas that faced each other in the center of the room. “Sit on the left one. I’ll join you there. They’ll sit on the other one. Let’s lock this down.”

“Who’s taking the lead here?” I asked as I moved over to the sofa.

“Today we work as a team. We’ll volley back and forth. Go with your gut, use your instincts, because this business is all about instinct. But you already know that, so here we go.”

She turned to the door.

“Yes, Opal?”

The door swung open, but before Opal could announce Pepper or Savannah, Pepper—surprisingly tall for her age, with straight brown hair that was so shiny, it looked as if it had been spun from silk—came into the room with a flourish.

Mesmerized by her presence and self-confidence, when my gaze swept over her I saw exactly why this girl was considered a style icon among her fans.

She was wearing a pair of bright red Alexander McQueen skinny cropped suiting pants, a cream-colored Saint Laurent jersey tank top that showed off her full breasts (real? fake? couldn’t be sure yet), and a killer pair of metallic Prada ankle-strap sandals with a jeweled heel. Since she was the queen of YouTube makeup videos, her makeup was on point, fresh, and flawless. I thought that she looked closer to twenty than fourteen, but since when was that new in this city?

“You,” Pepper said, pointing a finger at Harper, “are a fucking legend. Seriously. A queen. I want you to represent me, because I want it all. I want it now. And I want you to get it for me, starting with a starring role on The Terrible Teens.”

Behind Pepper, Opal cleared her throat. “Pepper and Savannah Winters, Ms. Carmichael.”

Pepper turned slowly to her.

“I think she knows who I am, Oprah. I mean, duh. Everyone knows who I am. And if they don’t? They’re about to.”

“Pepper,” I heard a woman say behind her. “Don’t be rude.”

Pepper swung back to Harper. “That would be my mother, whom I understand you already know. Sorry about that. I’ll text you my condolences. What you might not know is that since it’s noon, Mommie Dearest will soon get the shakes if I don’t get a martini in her. Otherwise? She’ll just break out in a sweat, she’ll totally go all pale on us, and this meeting of ours will go belly up before it even gets started. I did, after all, find her crumpled in a ball on the bathroom floor this morning.”

“My daughter loves to joke,” a tall, statuesque blonde said as she entered the room. Transfixed, I watched her move to her daughter’s side and place a hand on Pepper’s shoulder, which Pepper promptly shrugged off. Savannah Winters was dressed from head to toe in a cream-colored Chanel suit. She was thin, regal, beautiful. A large pair of dark glasses, which she made no effort to remove, covered her eyes. “How are you, Harper? So good to see you.”

“And you, Savannah,” Harper said. “Who knew that one day we’d be meeting like this? Your daughter is a star. I’m delighted both of you are here. I’d like to introduce my assistant agent, Julia Jacobs.”

That was my cue, and I stood as two sets of eyes soaked me in before Pepper stepped forward and said, “You’re hot. Love the shoes. Love the hair. Love the body. If I decide to sign with CAA, we’ll work on the makeup.”

I took that one for the team, walked over to her, and shook her hand.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Pepper. Makeup doesn’t come as easy for me as it does for you, so whatever advice you can give me would be welcomed.”

“Consider it done and done, Julia,” she said with a snap of her fingers. “I’ll give you a private sesh over a bottle of Dom, which you totally can post on your Instagram. And you know what? Since I’m dying over that skirt you’re wearing right now? I’ll even repost the photo, my peeps will freak, I’ll hashtag the hell out of you, and you’ll get a few million new followers in the process.” She looked around the room. “Now, before we begin, I need to know where the bar is—before my mother passes out from malnutrition, if you know what I mean.”

“Pepper,” Savannah warned.

But Pepper was having none of her mother. Instead, she just looked at her. “Dirty or with a twist?” she said. “What are you in the mood for today, Mother?”

“Well,” Savannah said, pressing a hand to her chest. “I don’t know. I mean, is anyone else going to join me if I imbibe?”

“Ladies?” Pepper said when she turned to us. “Will you be joining my mother?”

“Pepper, I can’t have you mixing drinks in my office,” Harper said. “You’re a minor.”

“What happens in this room stays in this room,” Pepper said without a care in the world. “Oprah’s gone, and now it’s just the four of us. Plus, I make a killer martini—just ask my mother. I’ve been making them for her since I was seven. So! Who wants to make my mother feel less alone in the world . . . ?”

Harper and I knew better than to exchange even a hint of a glance when she asked that, because it might set Pepper off if she thought we were judging her.

“I’ll have one, Pepper,” I said. “With a twist of lemon, please.”

“For the antioxidants, Julia?” she said to me with a smirk and a wink.

“Something like that!” I said.

“You know, Julia,” she said. “You’re kind of the shit. I’m digging you and your vibe, despite how you’ve done your eyes, which are a sorry mess.” She shrugged at me. “But again—if things go well here today—I promise that I’ll come to your rescue. Harper? How would you like yours?”

“I’ll have mine dirty,” Harper said. “But, please, allow me to make the drinks, Pepper. Closed door or not, I can’t have you—”

“Not happening,” Pepper interrupted. “My mother likes her martinis made a certain way. They need to be just right, don’t they, Mother? Right? Right.” She looked at Harper with a sense of urgency. “The bar, Harper? And don’t worry—I’m not about to have a drink when we’re discussing business, because even if my mother is here with me today, one of us needs to be sober. As for me? I’ll be having water.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Harper motioned across the room. “The bar is just over there, darling. Fully stocked. Ready for your brilliance. Do let me know if you need anything, and I’ll have Opal fetch it for you.”

“Opal?” Pepper said as she walked toward the bar. “I thought her name was Oprah.”

“Easy mistake,” I said.

“Savannah, while Pepper makes our cocktails, would you like to sit down?” Harper asked.

“I’d love to sit down, Harper. Pepper has been so excited about taking over the world, her energy has left me spent.”

“Is that what it is?” Pepper asked as I heard ice and liquid slam against one another in a shaker. When Savannah didn’t answer, Pepper just rolled her eyes and continued to shake. As I watched her mix our drinks, I quickly saw that she was indeed a pro. When she’d finished, she placed the three martinis on a silver tray, added a glass of bubbling mineral water for herself, then walked over to us, offering us our drinks before she placed the tray on the coffee table that separated us.

“To me,” Pepper said as she held her glass of water high in the air. “Here’s to me achieving my next level of fame, money, and power!”

“Hear, hear!” Harper and I said at once, as the three of us touched glasses. Savannah, on the other hand, didn’t join us. Instead, she dived lips first into her pail of vodka and nearly sucked it half-dry.

“So!” Harper said. “Pepper, I saw your Instagram post this morning, and I have to say, well done, my dear. Nicely played. Because here’s something you don’t know that’s happened since I saw your post.”

“What’s that?” she asked while she took a sip of her water.

“I happen to know the showrunner of The Terrible Teens. When I saw your fans signing the petition for you to be on the show, I called him at once, we talked, and he’d like to meet with you immediately.”

“Obvi,” Pepper said, cocking her head. “Everyone in this room knows what I could bring to that show. You want a bitch? Please—I make bitch look pretty. When does he want to meet with me? Today? Because I’m totes down for today.”

“Before we go there, we need to discuss the terms of signing you to CAA,” Harper said.

“Fine,” she said with a toss of her pretty hair. “Let’s discuss them.”

“Julia?” Harper said.

I laid out the terms of CAA’s contract, and when I finished, Pepper paused for a minute before she looked at me.

“So, let me get this straight. After all the work I’ve done on my own to build up my social media following, you want fifteen percent of what I’ll earn going forward? Is that how this rolls? Because that sounds like you’re taking advantage of me.”

“We have no plans to take advantage of you,” I said. “You’ve done a terrific job on your own to become the star that you are. But to take your career to the next level? You came to us for a reason, Pepper, and that reason is to build on what you’ve achieved, through our contacts and negotiating skills.”

“Julia, no offense, but I came here to sign with an industry legend—Harper Carmichael, which so isn’t you. I’ve never even heard of you. What am I really getting here?”

“Both of us,” Harper interjected. “Pepper, I can promise you that Julia is a pro. For the past six years, she’s learned at my side. I trust her, but I have a large stable of clients. Julia is my assistant agent for a reason. She’s worked side-by-side with me on all my highest-profile clients. My other clients adore her and value her insights.”

“But I thought that when my father called your boss, Harper, that I’d only be working with you . . . ?”

And then Harper leaned in . . .

“Pepper, you will personally benefit from all of the contacts I’ve made in this industry over my many years at CAA,” she said. “Today, with a mere phone call, I’ve already set things into motion to potentially get you on The Terrible Teens. But since I’m at the point where I can’t do it all, Julia must be the one who handles any final negotiations, as well as the day-to-day operations of your career. That said, she and I will collaborate with you on new projects to make certain that your career continues to flourish and expand.”

“I don’t know,” Pepper said with a glum sip of her water.

“Pepper, if you want to be on The Terrible Teens, you need to act today,” I said. “If the show’s creator is going to sign you, he needs to do so ASAP so he can get his producers and writers in line to figure out story arcs. Right now, they only have a week to make it happen. Having you come on board will shake up everything.”

“Like I care if they have to work hard,” Pepper said. “Because what they’d be getting by signing me is nothing short of a gift, and everyone in this room knows it. The moment they announce that I’ll be starring in season two, it’s going to be anticipation like salivation. My tribe is going to go wild. And because of that, advertisers are going to be like . . . what? So, trust me when I say this. As much as I want to be on that show, I also know how much I’m worth. They’re going to have to pay me plenty before I agree to sign with them, and if Julia is going to be handling the negotiations, she needs to know that. Given my social media footprint alone—which has a high market value attached to it, particularly since I’ll agree to document the entire season for my millions of fans on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook—I won’t make the deal for less than seven figures.”

“Julia and I have already talked about that, and we agree with you, Pepper,” Harper said. “We think seven figures is a done deal. But we also agree that to get this done, we need to move on it now. The only one holding this up is you. As for any concerns about Julia, I need you to look at her as an extension of me, because she’s learned directly from me. By going with us, you are getting two for one, which I doubt you’d get anywhere else.”

Pepper sat on that for a moment before she came at us with something else.

“Harper, given the success of my YouTube makeup channel alone, at some point I’m going to want my own beauty line,” she said. “And also, a fragrance called Winter. Can you and Julia make that happen for me? Because I need you to.”

“Julia and I have made beauty lines happen for a number of clients.”

“Like who?”

“Well, let’s see,” Harper said. “There’s Rihanna, Cindy Crawford, Iman, Salma Hayek, Heidi Klum, and Victoria Beckham. As for fragrances, we’ve assisted J.Lo, Britney, Mariah, Beyoncé, and Rihanna again.”

“You represent all of them?” she said in disbelief.

“Just for their beauty lines and fragrances. I’m kind of the go-to agent when it comes to that industry. I have the contacts. I made it happen for them. And as we map out your career, I feel certain that we can do the same for you.”

“What do you think, Mother?” Pepper asked after Savannah tossed back the rest of her martini.

“I think it sounds fabulous, darling. You know your father wouldn’t have sent you here without good reason. He personally made this meeting happen for you because he wants you here at CAA. What Harper and Julia have laid out sounds exciting. But let’s get real here—if you ever become unhappy with them, you can always fire them on the spot. You know that, so why are you even hesitating? I say that you go for this, especially since Harper has already lined up a meeting with the people who run that silly television show you’re dying to be on. I mean, come on, Pepper. We are talking about Harper Carmichael here, who has the kind of contacts you need in your life if you want to be on television and eventually expand into merchandising. And after listening to Julia? I sense that she’s smart and has a spark that’s been ignited by working with Harper. I think you’re sitting in front of your dream team, but what the hell do I know?” She held out her hands and admired her red fingernails. “My only accomplishment is that I managed to marry a billionaire . . .”

Oh, snap! I thought. Good for you, Savannah!

“OK,” Pepper said as she turned to us. “I’m in. Where do I sign? Because I know that time is running out when it comes to The Terrible Teens. Somehow, we need to lock this down before it’s too late.”

“I’ll set up a meeting for this afternoon,” Harper said. “Julia will take you to meet the showrunner, Hunter Steele, as well as the cast and crew. If they decide they want you, Julia will handle the negotiations on her own, with guidance from me should she need it, which I doubt.”

I felt a jolt of nerves shoot up my spine and settle into my stomach when she said that.

This is really happening, I thought. I can’t screw this up . . .

“On her own?” Pepper said. “Why? Harper, I need you to be there when it comes to the negotiations!”

“That’s not how this business works,” Harper said. “You’re a savvy young woman, Pepper, and I sense that you already know that you cannot be there for the negotiations. If you sign with us today, I can get you the audition you want. But that’s all it’s going to be, my dear—an audition. You’ll leave once it’s over, and if Julia is asked to stay, she’ll act alone on your behalf. Why? Because negotiations can become ugly and heated in ways that have nothing to do with you. No agent needs a client to distract them when they’re about to cut off someone’s balls if the offer isn’t right.”

“Actually, that makes sense . . .” Pepper said. “I get it. Julia needs to speak her mind freely without me being there. In fact, it would be more difficult if I were there, because everyone would be on pins and needles.”

“Exactly,” Harper said.

“Are you free for the rest of the day, Julia?” Harper asked me.

“I’m ready for whatever you ladies want to bring my way,” I said.

“Then we sign,” Harper said as she stood. “Come to my desk, Pepper. Savannah, as her guardian, you’ll also need you to sign.”

“Is it too late for another martini?” she asked.

“This will only take a second,” Harper said. “I just need two signatures, then I’d be happy to get you another martini.”

“As if she needs one,” Pepper said under her breath.

“Read the terms,” Harper said to Pepper. “If you have any questions, ask away.”

To her credit, Pepper took her time reading over the contract. She read through the entire document, she asked a handful of questions that Harper and I answered, and when Pepper was satisfied, she asked Harper for a pen. Harper gave her one, and Pepper signed.

“Mother,” Pepper said.

“What’s that, dear?”

“Since I’m technically a minor, I need you to sign what I just signed.”

“Did you read through everything?”

“I did. But as you noted, Father wouldn’t have sent me here if he thought that I was getting into something nefarious. So, since he’s in Russia and can’t be here today, I need your signature.”

When Savannah signed, Harper and I shook their hands before Harper reached for her telephone and dialed a number she’d written down on a Post-it note.

“Hunter?” Harper said. “It’s Harper. Pepper Winters has just signed with us. Do you have time to meet with her today? Yes? At two? Perfect. My assistant agent, Julia Jacobs, will be accompanying her. Can you please text me the address? You’re a love. Yes, let’s make this work. Right, right. Big things. Are any of the other girls going to be there? Oh, they’re all there? Lovely. Talk soon, darling. Kiss, kiss.”

When she hung up her phone, she looked at Pepper and me. “Done. And Hunter seems excited.”

“You said that he’s the showrunner?” Pepper asked.

“He is,” Harper said.

Hunter Steele, I thought. Why does that name sound familiar to me? Was he recently featured in one of the trades? He must have been, because I know that name . . .

“Is the showrunner the boss?” Pepper asked.

“Let’s just say that when it comes to making a television show, the showrunner is only second when it comes to the network, who bought his show—and thus finances it. He’s the one who will make the decision to sign you. My best advice is that you be polite and professional with him. But if he introduces you to the other girls on the show, you must be yourself.”

“By that, you’re saying that I need to show Hunter what I can bring to the show?” Pepper asked. “You know, like I can kind of be total a gutter bitch and make all kinds of drama to lift the ratings?”

“Oh, yes,” Harper said. “Yes, yes, yes! What you need to show Hunter is that you are an absolute professional when it comes to dealing with business, but that you can become the ultimate bitch when necessary, because that’s what he’s going to be seeking from you. A lightning rod that will set television screens on fire everywhere.”

“Not an issue,” Pepper said with a flip of her hair.

Harper’s cell dinged beside her iMac and she reached for it.

“That’s Hunter now,” she said, glancing at her screen. “With the address.”

She gave it to me, then picked up her telephone. “Opal, arrange for a limousine to take Pepper, Savannah, and Julia to 565 Broadway. Corner of Prince. They leave in ten minutes.”

“My mother won’t be joining me,” Pepper said after Harper hung up the phone.

“I’m sorry?”

“I have a lunch date,” Savannah said. “Julia can tend to Pepper, and when the audition is over, she can arrange to have her sent home. As you noted, I’m assuming that Julia will stay behind to negotiate the deal if Hunter is interested.”

“That’s correct,” Harper said. “We’ll get Pepper home safely. Now, if you two wouldn’t mind stepping out for a moment, I’d like to speak with Julia alone.”

“For a pep talk?” Pepper asked.

“Pepper,” Savannah said.

“Just joking,” Pepper said. “See you in a few, Julia.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]




“That girl is going to be the death of me,” I said to Harper.

“Or the beginning of you,” Harper said. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see how today goes before we come to that conclusion. Now, listen to me—I wanted to see you before you left for a reason.”

She leveled me with a glance.

“Are you ready for this?” she asked. “Because after Hunter is finished sussing out Pepper and after you send her home? I think he’s going to try to strike a deal today. In fact, if he wants this—which he’d be a fool not to want—I don’t think he has a choice but to finalize this today. And you need to be prepared for that.”

“I’m absolutely prepared for that to happen,” I said.

“Good. Here’s what you need to know about Hunter Steele—he’s as quick as he is slick, and handsome. He’ll start out by lowballing you—but when he goes there, shut him down and be prepared to walk, because that’s the best way to deal with him and his ego. When he realizes that he has no choice but to accept the seven figures we’re seeking, confirm that figure and the terms on CAA’s standard preliminary agreement, hand it to him, and have him sign it. If he does, legal will follow through with the official contract tomorrow.”

I took a deep breath, steeled myself, said that I’d see Harper soon—and I left the room to take Pepper to SoHo, which is where The Terrible Teens was shot, in a stunning, two-story loft on the corner of Prince and Broadway.

* * *

[image: ]


I coached Pepper as we drove downtown in the limousine.

“Pepper, here’s what I need from you as we go into this meeting with Hunter Steele,” I said.

“My fame?” she said flippantly. “My millions upon millions of followers? Because as far as I’m concerned, that’s all you need from me, Julia.”

We were sitting across from one another, the city was roaring past us, the sun was shining on what otherwise was a beautiful May day, and yet this girl was darkening it. “I need a bit more than that.”

“You mean like me being polite to Hunter—because nobody in this industry wants to work with somebody who’s difficult? I know how to handle myself, Julia. I’ve gone to the best prep schools, I’ve read the trades since I was, like, eight, and I know exactly how to handle myself today.”

Had I been this savvy when I was fourteen? Not even close. When I was Pepper’s age, I was considered a “late bloomer” because I’d started my period when I was fourteen. Back then, I’d been awkward-looking as hell, particularly since at that age, I’d had a mouth full of braces and my share of zits. I also hadn’t been raised by billionaires, as Pepper had. Instead, I’d come from a perfectly normal home in Hartford, Connecticut. My mother owned a pastry shop. My father taught science at Bulkeley High School. I took care of my younger brother when I got home from school, I did my homework at night, and I pretty much had no social life, because back in the day? I also was chubby, I was shy, and I was told too often by my mother and my aunts that “one day, if you pray very hard to the good Lord above, there’s a slim chance that you might grow into your looks. Praise to Jesus—amen.”

I looked at Pepper.

“Just try to charm any professional who is working behind the scenes on that set, from Hunter to the director to the producers and straight down to whoever is in charge of the lighting and catering. Because you’re right—not one of them is going to want to work with anyone they perceive as difficult. That said, they do want you to be difficult on camera, so what you’re going into is a tricky balancing act.”

“Not really,” she said. “All I need to do is to serve it up with class for the working class, and then show what I can bring to the show when I meet my future castmates. And let’s just hope the first person I meet is Lexi Reynolds. If that slut is there, trust me on this—she’ll be straight in my crosshairs.”

I’d seen the show enough times to know that Lexi Reynolds had become its breakout star—something Pepper would clearly like to crush if she got the job.

“What’s your beef with Lexi Reynolds?” I asked, already knowing what it was but still wanting to hear her say it. Pepper would never admit that she hated her because Lexi was beyond popular. She’d spin it some other way.

“Here’s what I hate about Lexi,” Pepper said. “She’s a ghetto, backstabbing bitch. While I expect her to come at me today because my fame alone will threaten her, for the most part, she doesn’t have the balls to tell you what she thinks of you to your face. She’s a pussy. I despise pussies. And as I think you’ve already figured out by now, I’m far from being one myself, as Lexi will find out if she decides to come for me. Worse, Lexi is a poseur. She calls herself rich because her parents have a few million bucks in the bank. But can we just get real here? I mean, please! A few million defines rich? Bitch doesn’t even know what rich is. If I get this gig—and when she and I land on screen together? It’s going to be the sort of oil and vinegar that turns into a volcano. And by the way, that’s ratings gold.”

* * *
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When we arrived at our destination, Pepper and I both reached inside our handbags and removed our compacts and a tube of lipstick. When we were finished brightening our makeup, I looked over at her and saw the disappointment in her eyes.

“Your makeup is a wreck,” she said. “If you’re going to be my agent, I can’t have you looking like that. So, one day soon, you and I need to get together for a private sesh. Because that shit?” she said as she twirled her index finger in the air around my face. “That shit is just wrong.”

“What’s wrong with my makeup?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Julia—maybe just about everything. I mean, have you ever heard of contouring?”

“I have, but I don’t know how to do it.”

Her face genuinely softened when I said that, which suggested to me that Pepper was more complicated than I knew at this point in our relationship. Was she a decent person at heart?

To be revealed . . .

“Look,” she said as she placed her hand on my knee. “Today, I’m going to give you a total newbie pass when it comes to your makeup, because contouring is pretty much an art that few know how to do. But beyond that, Julia, you’re hot as hell, OK? Banging body. Great tits. Amazing bone structure. Good hair, a pretty fab ass, and you totally know how to dress, which is a bonus. But with the right makeup, you could be so much hotter! Whatevs. I’ll get my hands on your face soon enough and show you what you really could look like. As for now, let’s just do this shit, because neither of us wants to be late.”

“I’ll agree with you there,” I said as the driver swung open Pepper’s door and she stepped out onto the sunny, bustling sidewalk. I followed behind her and was glad to be back in SoHo again, because I loved this neighborhood’s vibe. It was one of the last hip, trendy, youthful areas of New York. Within blocks of us were Prada, Bloomingdale’s, Armani Exchange, Hugo Boss, H&M, Sephora, Banana Republic, MAC Cosmetics, Michael Kors, and the like. All of them catered to the teens and twentysomethings of the world, and as I turned to the gorgeous building we were about to enter, I saw with a start that the area also catered to something else. Right in front of me was a Victoria’s Secret. In this building. On the ground level.

Seriously? I thought.

“Did you know about this?” I said, pointing at the store.

“Um, hello—the girls shop here all the time on the show! Have you even seen the show?”

“Not all of it, but most of it. But that’s beside the point. You girls are, like, what? Fifteen, sixteen years old max? What are you doing shopping at Victoria’s Secret?”

“Julia, I’ve been giving blow jobs since I was, like, twelve. And I’m pretty sure the other ‘ladies’ we’re about to meet up with have been doing that as much as I have, because that’s what the boys expect these days. Hello? The twenty-first century struck years ago! Catch up with the times, Julia!”

She cocked her head at me.

“When was the last time you were even in a Victoria’s Secret?” she asked. “I mean, are you even seeing anyone? And if you are, don’t you wear super sexy things for him? Because you should. And I need to know the deets.”

I hadn’t been with anyone since Michael, a disastrous relationship that had ended four years ago. We’d lasted for a little more than a year, which was about four months too long. But because the sex was so off the charts, we’d both selfishly hung in there until our relationship finally collapsed due to his sexist, controlling behavior.

“What you need to do is follow me,” I said as we approached the building’s entrance, which was framed with a double set of mahogany doors. “We meet Hunter Steele now.”

* * *
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When we stepped into the loft and a young woman asked if she could help us, the first thing I felt when she retrieved Hunter for us was abject betrayal.

Why hadn’t Harper told me exactly how hot this man is? I thought with a quickening heart as Hunter Steele walked across the loft’s lush, stylish living space to greet us with a smile that was as broad as the map of America. Watching him move toward us, I was dumbstruck. Yes, she’d said that he was handsome, but not some kind of sex god. Why had she sent me into this blind? Was it because she was a self-proclaimed lipstick lesbian and never considered these sorts of things when it came to men? Was that why she hadn’t tipped me off that Hunter Steele was so ridiculously sexy and good-looking that he could set bras on fire for reasons that had nothing to do with feminism? That he was exactly my type of man?

Because he was—at least when it came to his looks.

The first level of the loft was so large, it took Hunter several moments to come from one side of the room to the other, where we stood waiting for him. And as Hunter came toward us, I drank him in, dissecting him like a lab experiment.

He stood at least six foot three; his thick, dark, wavy hair was cut close at the sides; his shoulders were so broad, I knew he must have played football in high school or college; he had a waist that was so tapered, my eyes couldn’t help but follow it down to the real exclamation point in the room—Hunter’s bulging crotch. In his tight-fitting Levi 501s, the length of his package was literally moving from left to right in ways that suggested that he was completely happy to lose the underwear and go commando.

Because when it came to him? There clearly was no shame in doing that.

“Hey,” he said in a disarmingly deep voice as he came up to us with his right hand extended. “I’m Hunter,” he said. “You must be Pepper and Julia.”

We each shook his massive right hand and introduced ourselves.

No ring on his finger, but is there a plus-one in the wings? Probably. Because there’s no way in hell that this man is single—unless he’s a player.

“It’s nice to meet you, Pepper,” he said as he took a step back and smiled at her. “Congratulations on your YouTube videos, and for building such a massive social media following. Anyone who works in this business knows that couldn’t have been easy to accomplish. You must have worked very hard for it.”
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