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To the women who checked in, emailed, texted, messaged me. I don’t know what I would have done without you, this book is for you.
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I HAD A DREAM.

Not like a Martin Luther King kind of dream—Lord, don’t get too excited. But a dream nonetheless, and a girl had to start somewhere.

Born in Shreveport, Louisiana, the less sexy cousin of New Orleans, excitement didn’t come easy. And while our city didn’t have the allure or craziness that Bourbon Street offered, Shreveport had the third largest film industry right behind California and New York.

Yep, you heard that right.

We were number three.

And I wasn’t sure how, but I wanted in on that.

All through high school, those film trucks rolled into town. And while I had no idea what I wanted to do with the rest of my life, the sight of a new production crew setting up would make my excitement spike. Other girls dreamt of hooking up with the leading man but I had another fantasy that kept me up at night.

And no, I didn’t want to be an actress.

Please, the good Lord had a hard enough time directing me, so there was no hope a mortal man could.

Plus, while I wasn’t ugly by anyone’s standards, my auburn hair, porcelain complexion and small frame didn’t exactly scream Hollywood material. I swear I must have been the only person in L.A. who wouldn’t have a tan.

I wanted something different, to be part of the noise in another way. And I knew that if I wanted to be involved at a grassroots level, then I’d have to go to where number one was.

California.

Try telling your Southern Baptist parents you want to skip town and move out west. Yeah, that conversation was fun. You’d have thought I was confessing to joining a cult, to become one of the many wives to a serial killer with bad teeth and even worse personal hygiene. Ewww, just because you’re a sociopath doesn’t mean you can’t visit a dentist every six months and have a shower once a day.

But all of that aside, my relocation of course had them horrified. So we compromised, I agreed to stick around through college—LSU as previously attended by most of my family—and then if I didn’t change my mind they would give me their blessing.

Spoiler alert. I didn’t change my mind.

So with my communications degree in hand—and the thirty million prayers uttered by my parents—I moved to Hollywood, landing an assistant job with Jeremy Levin, one of the biggest agents in town.

Crazy.

I know what you’re thinking, that I’d slept my way to the amazing job opportunity. How else could a girl with zero experience end up working for such a prestigious company? Well, save your judgment. I was a lot of things, but whore wasn’t one of them. I was brilliant and able to handle chaotic while still maintaining a smile; they had no choice but to hire me. And I may have embellished my resume. But a few little white lies never hurt anyone, right?

And over the last four years, those tiny lies had faded into insignificance because, despite what I hadn’t done, I was an amazing assistant.

Life was awesome.

Or at least it was, until it wasn’t.

“Shit.”

Like a Martha Stewart version of anthrax, a million tiny foil hearts exploded onto my desk as I opened the envelope. I didn’t need to read the ivory linen cardstock to know what it was, the panic setting in before the tiny hearts had a chance to settle.

It was my cousin Lana’s wedding invitation, and I was in a shitload of trouble.

It wasn’t that I hated my cousin or her future husband; in fact I loved every member of my family. And I was genuinely happy for Lana and Clay. My issue wasn’t even with the institution of marriage, hoping some day—when the time was right and I found the perfect guy—I too would take the walk down the aisle.

No, the chill that travelled down my spine was from additional script that would undoubtedly be written next to mine.

I took a deep breath, hoping a serious and freaky unexplained case of amnesia had rocked the entire state of Louisiana as my fingers slid out the invitation. Or maybe Lana and Clay decided they were going to be cheap and keep the numbers down.

But no, there it was, my worst fears confirmed in embossed gold lettering.

Jessica plus one.

Double shit.

My head shook as I evaluated my stupidity, wondering how someone who was at the top of her game in her professional life could have made such an epic misstep.

Okay, so maybe it wasn’t such a mystery.

The reason I was staring at plus one instead of just my name was because I hadn’t wanted to disappoint my gran.

Shelly McClain—my gran—wasn’t an inch over five-feet tall and weighed less than a hundred pounds. I was a carbon copy of her when she was younger—although I’d gained four more inches on her height and at least twenty more pounds—inheriting her fiery personality. She was never without her signature bright pink lipstick, balanced perfectly on high heels even though she needed a walking frame and swore like a sailor whenever the Saints took the field.

And those weren’t even half of all the reasons why she was my most favorite person in the world.

For the last four years I had called her every other week religiously, possibly even more than my own parents. I’d tell her about the people I’d met and the places I’d been, and she would tell me about the new Catholics who had moved in down the street. They were from New Jersey, and she didn’t trust northerners.

So naturally, when I was summoned home with news of Gran on her deathbed, I was inconsolable. I would have done or said whatever I had to in order to guarantee the woman I had loved and admired my whole life would be able to rest in peace.

And her dying wish was to know I had found my soul mate.

Out of eleven grandkids, I was the only one who hadn’t been tied to a significant other. Dated a plenty sure, but settle down? Um, no.

Looking for a man to be my “forever” wasn’t a priority, at twenty-six, I had plenty of time for that. But as I looked into her pale blue eyes, the grey lashes that framed them straining to stay open, I did something I never thought I was ever capable of.

I lied to my gran.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t lied before, generally speaking I had no problem with a few little white lies, and at work it was an almost daily occurrence. Hell, in Hollywood it was harder to come by honesty than it was to find real freaking boobs.

And while most of the lies I’d told could be fixed by a few Hail Mary’s, this one was on a whole other level. Lying to my family was something I’d never done. I was positive I was going to burn in Hell for it, but I did what I had to do. And I’d take eternal damnation if it meant Gran would go happy.

And as my fingers caressed her frail pale hand, I whispered tales of a man who made my heart stop. Filled her head with fiction on how wonderful he was, kind, considerate, funny. I spun untruths of his incredible talent, love for his family and how amazingly handsome he was—all the things I knew she would want to hear. And as the wrinkles around her eyes crinkled and a faint smile spread across her lips, I didn’t have it in me to stop.

By the end, I had almost convinced myself of my mystery man’s existence and was almost disappointed he wasn’t real. Spared from giving his name because she was too tired to keep her eyes open any longer.

Although it seemed her meeting with Jesus would have to wait, with the Heavenly Father insisting Gran needed to be on earth a little longer. It was either a miracle, or Gran was just too stubborn to die. And knowing her, my money was on the latter.

But with this seriously awesome reprieve came the realization of what I had done. The tiny lie I assumed would have no consequences ended up biting me in the butt. And now, with my cousin’s wedding next month, I was either going to have to fess to what I had done, or find a solution.

And confessing wasn’t an option.

My family was loud and boisterous; they loved hard and were loyal to a fault. Things were more straight forward for them. It was either black or white, good or bad—there were never any shades of grey. You worked your ass off, you lived well and you went to church on Sundays. But making up stories of fictional boyfriends to tell your dying grandma? Well, I might as well have killed her myself and rode through town wearing her head as a hat. Slightly dramatic but no less accurate.

No.

I couldn’t tell them the truth.

There had to be another solution. One that allowed me to somehow emerge from this relatively unscathed and not be disowned by my family.

I refused to admit defeat.

Besides, I was a girl who could get things.

And when I said things, I meant anything.

While my job title was Assistant to Jeremy Levin, my real role was in procurement.

Whether it was finding a director who was shooting in the Siberian Tundra, a rare bottle of wine in the cellar of a forgotten French vineyard, or an elephant—I was your girl. There was no challenge too great, with the thrill of it giving me a reason to get up in the morning.

Sure, I did boring stuff like set meetings and answer phone calls, but underneath my cute pencil skirt and business jacket, I wore a superhero cape.

This was what I was born to do, and Jeremy—who took the lion’s share of the praise—knew exactly how hard I worked, rewarding me handsomely for my efforts.

So instead of hyperventilating at my desk like a loser, I needed to treat it the way I would if this were someone else’s problem dropped into my lap with the directive to “fix it.”

“Jessica, you get those tickets for the Laker’s game?” Jeremy’s head popped out of his office. “I want courtside and a late dinner reservation at—”

I waved the envelope in my hand, stopping him from finishing his sentence.

The envelope wasn’t the one housing the offending wedding invitation—its vision in my periphery making me nauseous—it was the other one that had been sitting on my desk since ten a.m., exactly an hour after he’d mentioned he might like to take a client out this Friday.

“Courtside.” I watched as he strode over to me, taking the envelope from my hand and checking the tickets inside. “And you have a reservation at ten for Madres. Back corner table as always,” I added, not missing a beat.

His smile was slight but apparent as he tapped the envelope on his palm. “Good.”

“Also, your anniversary is Saturday.” I stood up from my desk and handed him a red gift bag. “You bought Hilary a pair of Cartier diamond earrings, and there’s a suite booked for the two of you at the Beverly Wilshire.”

Stress spread across his face as he looked to the bag dangling from his fingers in horror and then back to me. “Are you fucking with me, Jessica? My anniversary is next week.”

“That would be a negative, Jeremy.” I shook my head, remembering last year when his wife had tried to surprise him. She’d organized Pierre Moreau, a famed chef, to come to their house and cook them dinner. Jeremy not realizing the significance of the date had blown her off and had dinner with a client. They were still in couples counseling. “Your anniversary is Saturday and Hilary will have your balls if you forget another one.”

Ordinarily the words “fuck” and “balls” were frowned upon in the workplace. Even a misplaced “ass” would get you a visit to HR. But working with Levin Murphy Talent Agency had taught me that there was nothing ordinary about my job. Not only did we bend the boundaries of acceptable workplace conversation, but half the things that came out of my mouth were either seasoned with well-chosen expletives or full of shit. The ability to be a proficient liar was necessary when you worked in the entertainment industry, and clearly I was pathological.

His hand tightened around the gift bag, nodding his head. “Fuuuuuuck. She would not only have my balls but she’d have our friends at Cartier make them into a necklace to match the earrings.” He leaned across my desk, the look of gratitude easing across his features. “I owe you. Go out and get yourself something and charge it to my account. Just don’t get too crazy and buy a car or yacht. And dinner is on me tonight. Pick anywhere you want and we’ll go out, my treat.”

“Thanks for the offer of dinner, but I have plans tonight.” I looked down at my desk, the menacing invitation not forgotten. I figured it was going to take at least one evening to come up with a solution.

While augmenting the truth was fine in my professional dealings, it wasn’t cool when it came to my family. Maybe I’d been in Hollywood too long, my dad had always worried I’d end up worshiping the Devil.

“And I am going to need some time off next month to attend my cousin’s wedding in Shreveport. Just a few days, four at the most.”

He screwed up his face, giving me the same look of distaste he always did when we talked about the other LA. “Awesome, you’re heading back to the armpit of America, how exciting for you.”

“My family is there, and it’s not so bad.” I smirked, unsurprised by his response.

“Yeah, not so bad if you don’t like civilization,” he scoffed. “Please tell me your cousin isn’t marrying another cousin.”

I laughed, well versed in most people’s skewed view of the South. While some of us were a bunch of backward hicks who rode in pickup trucks with missing teeth, that wasn’t always the case. Although, my cousin Trevor was once arrested drunk while in his underwear shopping for toilet paper in Big Lots. But that wasn’t because he was from the South, that was because he was stupid. There was one in every family.

And while I could bat my blue eyes and bless-your-heart as much as anyone, I had toned it down since moving to L.A.

“No, you’ll be happy to know they are unrelated. I’ll be sure to give them your best. I can probably wrangle you and Hilary an invite so you can see for yourself. I’m sure y’all would looooooove it.” I let my accent thicken on the last part.

He barked out a laugh before turning serious. “Yeah, I’d rather slam my dick in a car door. But you enjoy Shitport, just don’t get any wild ideas about moving back. I know your parents hate that you live here and will put the hard word on you. And I don’t want to have to go down there to drag you back, you know I hate gators unless they’ve been turned into luggage.”

“My life is in this L.A., I’m not moving back.” I rolled my eyes, tempted to give him a heart attack and tell him I was considering it. “And the last time I was there my grandma was about to die, it was natural my folks tried to talk me into staying.”

He shook his head, taking a step back. “Yeah, sure whatever. Go, enjoy your hick wedding and schedule Katrina to cover for you while you’re gone.” He nailed me with a hard look as he paused in the hall. “But tell her that if she cries like she did last time, I’m going to hire a fucking temp.”

“Roger that.” I saluted, watching him again retreat to his office.

Katrina was not only one of our secretaries, but she was also one of my best friends. She was dying to be promoted, wanting more excitement than her admin job gave her. But as much as I loved her, I wasn’t sure she was ready for the 24/7 that came with being an assistant.

Still, I’d let her fill in for me whenever I needed cover, hoping to help her aspirations along. Sadly, Jeremy wasn’t too fond of her, finding her too chatty and emotional. God forbid anyone show human traits. He only forgave mine because I could think on my feet and pull his ass out of a fire.

So while she was more than competent to do the work, her downfall was her inability to deal with the stress involved in our day-to-day. The last time, one yelling client later and she was in tears in the bathroom. Which is why you needed to not only be qualified to work at Levin Murphy, but to have nerves of steel as well. Something that would hopefully serve me well if I ended up hiring an escort to be my date for the wedding.

Okay, that was a terrible idea.

I really needed to work on it some more.

“Hey, Jess.”

While there was nothing sexual about the words, his voice curled around my name erotically all the same. Then again, it wasn’t like he could help it; sex appeal was so deeply ingrained in his double helix, it was as much a part of him as those gorgeous chocolate-colored eyes.

My gaze lifted, giving him a warm smile as he settled into the sofa across from me. “Hello, Dave.”

Dave Larsson was the younger brother of superstar Eric Larsson. Eric was part of Hollywood’s elite, gracing the pages of magazines and touted as one of the hottest actors in town. He also had a body that made atheists find religion and a smile that disintegrated panties. And while his younger sibling hadn’t reached the same level of professional success, he was no less impressive in the looks department.

With a slightly darker complexion, delicious brown eyes and fantastic brown hair, he had women creaming their pants before he’d even open his mouth. He was funny too, his wicked sense of humor making him even more desirable.

And sure, I’ll admit when I first met him I’d fantasized about testing his washboard abs with my tongue just like everyone else. But alas, he was forbidden. Because along with being hot, talented and funny, he was also a client, which put him strictly in the no-go territory.

Such a shame too because I really would have liked to tongue his abs like the fantasy.

“Jeremy will see you in a minute.” I gave him another smile, buzzing Jeremy to let him know his next appointment had arrived.

“You know,” he leaned back, his strong forearms folding across his chest as he shot me a devilish smile, “we could skip the whole meeting part and you could tell me what the part is. I know that you’ve probably read the script and have seen the director’s notes.” He wasn’t even attempting to be subtle, trying to get the insider scoop and flirting shamelessly like he always did.

“Nice try, Larsson.” I grinned, not even considering it despite his best efforts. “But I wouldn’t deprive you of the joy when Jeremy tells you.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He chuckled as he shook his head. “One of these days you’re going to cave.”

I was positive if I ever did cave, it would only mean trouble. And not just for my job, but for my hormones as well.

“Dave!” Jeremy burst through the door, lifting his arms in the air like he was welcoming his best friend. “How’s my favorite Larsson?” He curled his knuckles like a prizefighter in Vegas, punching air as he moved closer.

Dave rose to his feet, rolling his eyes as he grinned. “Stop bullshitting me, Jeremy. I know Eric’s your favorite.”

“Please, that prima donna.” Jeremy waved his hand like the notion was ridiculous. “I just pretend to love him more because he has the bigger ego and needs constant reassurance.” He mock punched Dave in the gut. “Now you, you’re my guy. Look at you.” He took a step back, as if to admire him. “You’ve been working out. Hell, you must be at least two hundred pounds of solid muscle.”

“Two-twenty,” he answered, his lips curling in a grin. “You want to feel me up some more or you going to tell me about this audition?”

Jeremy shook his head laughing. “Yeah, fine. Let’s go talk business. Jessica, hold my calls.”

He slapped Dave across the back and welcomed him into his office. I was almost positive the meeting wasn’t going to last long. That audition Jeremy had set up wasn’t exactly one I’d think Dave would be excited to take.

It seemed both of us were destined for misery today.

Sadly, the company didn’t make it any better.
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“HEY, WAS THAT DAVE?” KATRINA scampered over, her smile doing little to convince me she hadn’t been staring at him the whole time he was at my desk.

“Yes, it was.” I rolled my eyes, knowing she had a massive crush on all the Larsson boys. “Don’t stare at his ass when he leaves though, it was creepy when you did it last time.”

She had the decency to look shocked. “I wasn’t staring at his ass. I was trying to read the label of his jeans.”

“Sure, that sounds convincing too.” I rolled my eyes again, clearly a prerequisite for both dealing with Katrina and Jeremy. I wished my only problem was whether or not to stare at Dave Larsson’s ass.

“Actually, while I’ve got you here you’re going to need to fill in for me when I go home for a wedding. It’s next month.”

Her face lit up, excitement dancing across her features. “Yay! Lana is getting married. Thank your lucky stars she didn’t ask you to be a bridesmaid. That dress you had to wear at her sister’s wedding—hideous.” She screwed up her face in disgust, remembering the burnt orange dress I’d had to endure. It had been fall-themed wedding, sadly that didn’t do wonders for my dark auburn hair and pale skin. And I had curves too where the other bridesmaids hadn’t, the tight fabric making me look like a distended pumpkin. I still refused to look at the photos. “And of course, I’ll cover for you. Whatever you need, I’m your girl.”

“Thanks, and trust me, a hideous dress is the least of my problems.” I took a deep breath. “They’re expecting my boyfriend to come.”

The only two people who knew of my stupidity were Katrina and our friend Liz. Both had been convinced I’d done the right thing, even commending me for my quick thinking. But apparently I had a responsibility to come clean at some point and that was where our opinions differed.

“Shit, you haven’t told them yet?” Katrina’s voice lowered, side eyeing suspiciously like my family might be lurking around the next corner.

“What was I supposed to say?” I threw my hands up in defeat. “Hey, remember when I talked about that guy I was dating and told you all how wonderful he was? Yeah, I made the whole thing up.” Wow, saying it out loud made it sound even stupider than I thought. Who made up fictional boyfriends? What was I? Twelve?

“Surely they’ll understand.” Katrina tried to be sympathetic. “I mean, it was for a good reason, your heart was in the right place.”

She was right about that. My heart had been in the right place, but I doubted that would matter to my black-and-white family.

I sighed, letting the breath slowly ease out of me as I closed my eyes. “Trust me, they’re going to be disappointed.”

I was just about to share my previously bad—and currently the only one I had—idea about hiring a prostitute when my cell rang. The letters M O M lighting up the screen as I cursed not so quietly under my breath.

Not sure how she did it, but that woman had a sixth-sense. And I was almost positive her call was not one of coincidence.

“Hi, Mom.” I pulled a face at Katrina, her eyes widening as she looked on. “What a great surprise.”

That, of course, was another lie. Not that I didn’t like hearing from her, but there was nothing great about the surprise. I was beginning to wonder if the truth was ever going to make an appearance again, certainly not from my mouth.

“Baby!” She still called me baby even though I was twenty-six and had a younger brother. “I know you’re at work but I’ve been trying you catch you for weeks and never seem to get you at home. I was fixing to send out a search party.” She continued, barely taking a pause, “I wanted to make sure you got Lana’s invitation. She thought you might be offended by the plus one, but you never did tell us your mystery man’s name. I told her you wouldn’t be, but you know your cousin. Anyway, with all the excitement of Gran Shelly pulling through, and you being so busy at work, I never did find out his name. Now, you know I don’t like to pry, but I haven’t heard from you in ages and I need to know what to tell your aunt to put on the place card. Besides, it’s been so long since you called your momma, if I didn’t know better I’d say you’ve been avoiding me.”

I shook my head wondering in what world I thought any of it was going to work out okay. Dodging calls would only go so far, and clearly my mother wasn’t going to tolerate radio silence forever. “Mom, don’t be ridiculous, I just thought you would be busy. Your attention should been on Gran Shelly, I mean what a miracle. Praise the Lord.”

Despite my affirmations, I wasn’t overly religious. I believed enough to think there was a heaven and hell, but wasn’t convinced that time on your knees could win you favors. All though if it did, I’d happily spend some time on them to get me out of my mess.

Katrina looked at me, biting back her smile at my Jesus praising and probably wondering—like I was—how long I could keep up the deceit.

“I’m so glad Lana didn’t end up cancelling,” I added, hoping to deflect a little longer. “I know how excited she was. And yes, I got the invitation last night. I just didn’t get a chance to open it until now.”

I’d sidestepped the whole name thing but I knew there was no getting out of it. All I’d really done was successfully stall her for a few seconds, hoping that in that time I’d come up with something good. I always did my best work under pressure, and now would not be the time for that theory to come undone. Plus, I had praised God. Hopefully that—the praise—had gotten his attention and he was willing to throw me a bone. Or at least, give me a small reprieve.

“Oh, I’m so glad.” Her voice sweetened, but she didn’t sound convinced. “Now, put your momma out of her misery. I want to hear all about the sweet boy you’re bringing home with you. He is coming to the wedding, right?”

“Errr.” I paused. Now would be a good time for that help, God. “You know, I just got it. I mean, I haven’t even had a chance to ask him.” My mouth spat out words that didn’t sound confident.

I hated being in this position, but it didn’t seem like I had a lot of options either. I was far too deep in the hole to just casually toss out the truth now.

A smart person would have realized the jig was up, flown down there on the weekend and set the story straight. Cry a little, act remorseful, and then promise to never do it again while sipping on sweet tea and complimenting my momma’s cooking.

The combination of crying and begging would probably be the only thing that would save my ass, but I’d probably still have to wear the shame like a metal chain around my neck for the next one hundred years, or until I died. And I wasn’t a fan of big gaudy jewelry so you could see how the option wasn’t overly appealing.

So instead, I left the shame necklace for another time and tried to brainstorm ways to try to stop the mother of all snowballs from spiraling out of control.

And like the miracle I’d been praying for, a loud bang filled the air, Jeremy’s door flying open with a very unhappy Larsson storming out.

“Dave,” I said absently, my eyes tracking his delicious body as he stalked through the doorway like a lion.

I assumed he wasn’t going to be pleased at Jeremy’s pitch, but I’d never seen him so angry.

“Dave?” His name echoed, the second mention coming from the phone I was still holding at my ear. “Oh, that’s a lovely name. Strong, classic, manly. I thought he was going to be called something like Tad or Razor, thank God he has a sensible name. Tell me, baby. Is he a Christian?”

Shit.

Shit.

Shit.

“Momma, I need to go. I will call you back.” I hung up the phone before she had a chance to say goodbye, stepping from behind my desk. “Dave, wait.”

I ran out in front of him, stopping him from leaving the office. He didn’t look happy, his body looming as he looked down on me. He seemed taller than the six-three listed on the back of his headshot, but maybe it was because I wasn’t usually standing right next to him. And wow, Jeremy was right. Dave had been working out.

“Dave, come on, calm down and come back into the office.” Jeremy followed him out, engaging in damage control. “I’ll get Jessica to get us a drink. I had some water flown in from the Himalayas.”

Dave looked at me and then at Jeremy, his jaw tensed like it had been clamped shut and his teeth were grinding. Fierce looked good on him—and while I was positive he wasn’t attempting to look sexy—angry and pissed off made him look even hotter. I bet it would be even better naked.

Dear. Lord.

His hotness didn’t make me forget my family drama. All that shit—the chains of shame, the disappointment on the face of my parents—was still very much a concern. Not to mention that not only was I expected to bring home a man, but also I had now unwittingly given my fake boyfriend a name. Well played, mouth. You are an asshole.

But those problems were going to have to wait a minute as I attempted to help Jeremy calm down Dave so the rest of the building wasn’t treated to a sexy version of Godzilla. Not to say they wouldn’t enjoy it, especially if he ripped his shirt off and treated us to those astounding abs. But some asshole would probably take pictures with their phone. There was a PR nightmare waiting to happen, besides, I didn’t want to share the fantasy with anyone.

“Katrina, can you go grab the water?” I turned to find her still standing silently beside my desk. She was looking at Dave with a lust that most women would have the decency to hide. Probably fantasizing about climbing him like King Kong scaled the Empire State, or maybe it was just me who was thinking that?

But finding some professionalism, she nodded briefly before scampering off, and probably glad it wasn’t her this time in the crossfire.

“And Dave,” my voice softened as I turned my attention to him. Climbing him is not an option. “Maybe we go back in Jeremy’s office and—”

“Another dog food commercial?” He didn’t give me a chance to finish, looking at me before turning to Jeremy. “Come on, dude, I’ve already done that. You promised me this was a lead.”

Yep, I knew it wasn’t going to fly and had even warned Jeremy about it before the pitch. But of course, he hadn’t listened, telling me how much cash they were throwing at it, convinced there was no way Dave would say no.

“And you were so great at it.” Jeremy’s smile widened, his arms spreading out to the side. “That’s why they want you back, to roll out a series of ads. Not only that, but there are going to be billboards, magazine spreads.” He smacked Dave on the shoulder in encouragement. “You could be like that English soccer player who sounds like an idiot. The ladies love him.”

Dave shook his head, not buying Jeremy’s hard sell. “David Beckham sells his own shit. He’s not pushing someone else’s dog food. Pretty sure he also played sports every once in a while too. And why the hell do I need to be naked? I don’t mind nudity when the script calls for it, but this is a pet food commercial. This is the big break you promised me?”

WOW.

Naked.

There was no way that had been on the original brief, because that was not the kind of detail I would have forgotten. Just the thought of all that man being stripped down made me need to fan myself. Lordy, I could barely take him clothed, but . . . naked? Yeah, sure as shit would have gotten my attention.

“No one is going to see your junk, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Jeremy laughed. “It will be covered by the food. That’s the beauty of it. It adds to the character.”

“Here’s the water!” Katrina power walked, balancing a tray of crystal glasses and a smile. “I sliced some lemon and lime too.”

Silence.

The tension cut through the air like a hot knife through butter while I thanked Jesus, Katrina hadn’t been around to hear about Dave’s exposed junk. I was having a hard enough time keeping myself in check; I couldn’t be responsible for controlling everyone else’s hormones as well.

“Why don’t we take this back to Jeremy’s office,” I suggested, thinking we should probably be offering him something a lot stronger than water. Lord knows I could use a drink. “I heard the director is really good.”

The director is really good?

What the hell did I say?

Clearly, I’d missed a cloud of locusts or something, because the day of the apocalypse had obviously come to pass and there I was grasping at straws. JJ Abrams could be the man behind the lens and it wouldn’t change the fact that Dave would be naked, covered in dog food like a poor man’s version of American Beauty.

“No.” He looked at me and then turned to Jeremy. “Find me something else. Anything else. And preferably a real role this time.” He walked over to Katrina and picked up a glass, gulped the entire thing in what looked like one long sexy swallow then waved goodbye.

Damn. He was hot.

“He’s right, you know,” Jeremy said under his breath as we watched Dave leave.

“Yeah, he is.” I sighed, nodding to Katrina that she was free to take her Himalayan water and leave. She didn’t need to be asked, giving me a we’re-going-to-talk-later look and heading back to her desk. “You do need to find him a better part.”

“No, not about that,” Jeremy scoffed. “I meant when he said I liked Eric better.” He laughed.

“You’re a jerk.” I leveled my stare at him. “You think Eric will be pleased with the way you treated his brother? I wouldn’t be surprised if Dave doesn’t have him on speed dial right now.”

While I’m sure many women would have applauded his effort to get Dave naked and visible for the general population, it still was a shitty thing to do. I liked Dave, unlike some of the assholes who walked through our door, he was never sleazy. Plus, he spoke to me like a real person, not like I was just the hired help.

“Shit, you’re right. Call him and smooth it over.” Jeremy pointed at the phone with urgency. “If he wants to toss away good money, fine, but I don’t need the family to close ranks and pull their talent. Eric is one of my best earners.”

I shook my head as I huffed out a breath. Jeremy could be the biggest prick sometimes, but I guess in the industry, nice people finished last. And as much as I hate the way he sometimes conducted his business, cleaning up the mess was one of the things I did best. Coming from a big family meant I was used to the chaos, or maybe I was just secretly hedging my bets in case there really was judgment at the pearly gates. You never know. And if the California sun was murder on my skin, the fiery pit of Hell wouldn’t be a good thing. “You can go now. I have work to do.”

Jeremy shot me a grin, knowing I would handle it like I always did. He didn’t even look back as he headed back to his office to focus on another client. I hoped for both our sakes he didn’t piss that one off too. Lord knows if he did, I was going to ask for a raise.

I cursed softly as I dialed Dave’s number and waited until he picked up.

“Wow, found a part so soon? Must be my lucky day,” he laughed, the sarcasm dripping from his voice. “I’m not doing the dog food commercial.”

“Hey, it’s Jess,” I said, gripping the phone hoping my smile was beaming down the line.

“Did he think by you calling me I’d agree? C’mon, Jess, you know I’m still out.”

To his credit, he didn’t hang up which was what most actors would have done. Hell, it’s what I would have done, but not before telling them to kiss my ass a few times. Especially if I felt like I was being handled, which ironically, was exactly what was happening. I’ll admit that wasn’t my favorite part of my job, but when it came to talking people off ledges, I was pretty damn good at it.

“No, I know,” I started, in no way intending to talk him into it. “I do still think Jeremy is trying to do the best for you, but I’m not asking you to reconsider. I just want to make sure you knew that we took your concerns on board, and that we are committed to finding you the right role.”

He laughed, his earlier sarcasm missing in action, with his chuckle sounding genuine. “You seriously didn’t regurgitate the company line did you? You’re better than that, we both are. So just tell Jeremy to pull his head out of his ass and find me something decent. There are other agents, you know. Maybe it’s time I shopped around.”

He could be bluffing, but there was no way to tell. And I wasn’t about to gamble. He might not have been a huge fish, but losing a client wasn’t an option.

My eyes fell to the invitation on my desk, and I had possibly the most brilliant—or stupidest, jury was still out—idea I’d ever had.

“Dave, I think I might have something for you.” I reached down and picked up the invite, the tiny foil hearts sticking to my fingers. “It’s an independent project. Very small budget.”

Was I actually going to do this?

I wasn’t sure I hadn’t blacked out, the suggestion almost so preposterous it made trolling for hookers sound sane. I was also fairly sure I was breaking about a hundred employment rules, not to mention possibly risking my job.

But clearly, desperate times called for desperate measures, my sanity the least of my concerns as I sunk even lower into deceit. I mean, it was okay as long as we both got something out of it, right?

Lord, I better pack my sunblock—I was going to Hell.

“Really?” Dave hummed into the phone. “I don’t have a problem with independent or small budget as long as it’s a decent role.”

“It’s a lead.”

Shit.

Too late now, my mouth had volunteered us for the biggest sham of the century before my brain properly evaluated the situation. I guess I’d told so many lies, what was another one. I was almost positive there was going to be no amount of Hail Marys getting me out of this one.

“Don’t tease me, Jess,” he purred into the phone, his voice more seductive than he’d probably intended.

“I’m not. I promise.” I looked at the date on the cardstock and cringed. “But you don’t have a lot of time to prepare. Shooting starts next month.”

I wasn’t sure if it made me the worst person in the world—lying to my family and Dave—or if I was brilliant. I mean, who best to play the role of a fake boyfriend than an actual actor? In its purest form, the idea was genius. Or at least that’s what I told myself as I picked up the shovel and dug even further into the hole.

“I’ll come in and pick up the script.” His response coming so fast there was no time for further internal debate. Ready or not, we were doing this.

Assuming he agreed.

And that was a big IF.

My eyes shot to Jeremy’s closed office door, and I almost threw up in my mouth. Images of Dave sauntering in, asking for the script that didn’t exist, for the part that didn’t exist, made me dry heave. To say I hadn’t worked out all the particulars was an understatement. And as good as I professed to be, there was only so much I could spin on the fly, especially with my boss only a few feet away. It would be like jerking a guy off in a confessional; while the element of taboo was hot as hell, even I had standards.

“Meet me tonight and we can discuss it. It will make it less formal.” Sure, that didn’t sound suspect. The suggestion was thrown out like we were meeting up for a drug deal. I wasn’t convinced I didn’t sound like a lunatic.

“I have plans tonight, won’t be free until later, like around eleven?”

“Eleven is perfect,” I answered a little too eagerly, my concern over it sounding shady less than my need for him to agree. “There’s a twenty-four hour coffee shop downtown, The Americano. I can send you the address.”

A bar probably would have made more sense. I had contemplated it, hoping that after a drink or two, my idea wouldn’t sound so crazy. The drinks were for me of course. But as tempting as it was to blame alcohol for the insanity, I needed both of us to be sober when he heard my pitch, and hopefully accepted. Last thing I needed was dubious consent added to my growing rap sheet of sins.

No, at the very least we should start sober, after that it was anyone’s guess how it was going to go. There was always the chance he would run, cowering from my hideous idea like it—and in turn me—were infested with cockroaches. And if that happened, there was a huge possibility I’d have to drink myself into oblivion. Couldn’t attend a family wedding because I was passed out drunk in a pool of my own vomit, sorry Lana. That would have to be Plan C, the prostitute was still standing strong as a solid Plan B.

“I know the place. I’ll meet you there around eleven.” He took a breath. “Thanks, Jess, you were probably the one who pulled the strings and I appreciate it.”

I shook my head, his sincerity making me feel like a total ass. “Well don’t thank me just yet.” Literally. “See you tonight.”

After a quick goodbye and ending the call, the realization of what I’d done and what I was about to do became extremely apparent.

If I had half a brain, losing my job would have been my number one fear. But instead of being concerned about possibly joining the percentage of the population who were unemployed, I felt energized—excited almost—with rational thought leaving the building as the fever of delirium took over.

Dave Larsson wanted a lead role with more substance than the stupid commercial Jeremy had offered him. I needed a guy to play the part of boyfriend for a couple of days.

If both of us were to each get something out of it, then what was the problem?

And sure, he wouldn’t be getting any recognition or exposure like a regular job. He’d also be paid less than the commercial had promised. But think of the good karma it would attract; it would be like his fast-pass into Heaven. Not to mention I’d beg, cheat or steal to get him something worthwhile to star in next. There was a script currently on my desk that was perfect for him. And Jeremy owed me, and he owed Dave too. Plus, I would still pay him; I wasn’t expecting him to do it for free. And he’d get to sample some of the best southern cooking known to man. That had to be worth something?

It would be a job like any other, only the script would be more fluid and he wouldn’t have any pesky cameras pointed in his face. And while the five grand I was intending to pay him wasn’t huge, I’d cover all the expenses too.

It would be like an adventure. How could he possibly resist?

I refused to eye the invitation on my desk any longer, shoving it back into the envelope and tossing it into a drawer.

In a few hours, I’d find out either way and refused to accept any outcome other than the one I had in my head.

Dave would say yes, we would go home, play the part of the loving couple, and then “break up” after the wedding. I would be saved from being excommunicated by my family and move on with my life with no one none the wiser.

What could possibly go wrong?
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I WAS INVINCIBLE.

At least that was what I had convinced myself of, my positive affirmations ringing in my ears as I went about my day. And I wasn’t just trying to inflate my ego; I really was brilliant at fixing problems.

In the last few years I had learned a lot. Not only about the industry, but about myself too. My biggest take away? Don’t take things personally.

Whatever happened tonight wasn’t about me; it was business. So while it was easy to be worried about the rejection, or even be embarrassed I was in the predicament from the start, he was either going to say yes or walk away. Neither was going to make me any less of a person, which was why as I sat in The Americano waiting for Dave I felt an odd sense of calm.

And yes, with my level of expertise and impressive contact list, I probably could have found a legitimate date. Possibly even—gasp—a boyfriend in the next few weeks, but I didn’t want the baggage that came with it. Plus, dating in L.A. was a minefield.

The last guy I’d been out with was a self-confessed vampire. He’d worn prosthetic fangs and had a coffin in his living room. And while I had sort of been caught up in the whole Twilight phenomena like a lot of teenage girls years ago, Edward isn’t so sexy when he’s a pasty white guy from Pasadena who was unemployed and broke.

Hiring a professional made sense, and it really was the best solution. And while man-for-hire sounded slightly skeevy, it wasn’t like I was paying him to sleep with me. Please, I wasn’t that ridiculous. He was an artist, and I was merely giving him an opportunity to perform. Realistically, I was providing a public service.

In fact, the more I thought about it, the better the idea sounded. It really was a win for everyone involved. I didn’t even worry about what his rationalization was for meeting me so late. He could be moonlighting as a freaking murderer and I hadn’t given it a second thought. Clearly, my predicament far outweighed stupid stuff like personal safety.

“Been here long?” Dave’s voice broke me from my thoughts of all the awesome as he shuffled into the booth. “Sorry, I’m a little late.” His lips pulled into a frown as he checked his watch. “Shit, Jess, I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”

I’d been so absorbed with “The Best Plan Ever” to even notice his lateness, but found his annoyance with himself endearing. Think we could rule out murderer for the time being. There was a positive. “It’s fine, I haven’t been waiting that long.”

Of course that had been a lie, I’d been there for over half an hour. Which was something I had been doing a lot lately.

Lying I mean, not waiting.

But if Dave could play fairy godmother to my Cinderella and help me get to the ball, I’d wait a hell of a lot longer than thirty minutes. Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo.

“Good.” His lips spread into a grin, the light hitting his warm brown eyes. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.”

Before I melted into the cheap vinyl of the booth, I reminded myself he meant me in the vaguest sense of the word. Or maybe he had been thinking about me—and my stellar personality—but that was incidental. Because as much as I would have loved to be taking up room in his cerebral space, I was a cursory visitor. An interloper, and what he was really giving time to, was the potential proposal I had to offer.

The indecent proposal.

Of which he knew nothing about.

So considering what I was about to ask him, I had no reason to be neither hurt nor offended. It wasn’t personal, remember?

I had no problem with a sexy man—who made angels cry when he looked at them—sitting across from me to not feel attraction. For when he looked at me, for his interest to be only business. In fact, it was easier that way. Lord knows I’d thought about him in ways that weren’t professional, so one of us needed to keep our head screwed on straight. And as my eyes flicked over his lickable hot body—his muscular chest housed in a fitted T-shirt, his strong arms resting on the table in front of him as he met my eyes—that person was probably not going to be me.

“I’m so glad, Dave. I really hope we can work on this together.”

Please, baby Jesus, if there ever was an opportunity I needed proof of your existence, now was the time.

Taking a deep breath—and saying a quick prayer to the Virgin Mary, just in case—I stopped prolonging the inevitable. Besides, it was already skating dangerously close to midnight, and I didn’t know if he needed to continue his murderous activities, so dragging it out wasn’t smart.

I cleared my throat, sitting up straighter as I spoke, because the voice of my mother whispered in my ear telling me posture was always important. “It’s a romantic comedy. A smart, successful woman takes her boyfriend—who is madly in love with her—to meet crazy, but loveable family in Shreveport, Louisiana. Hilarity ensues.” I spread my fingers out either side of my face as I jazz-handed my enthusiasm. “Obviously, you would play the role of the talented, successful and extremely good looking boyfriend.”

His brow rose slowly. “It doesn’t sound very funny. What’s the angle? And who is directing it? They cast the female lead yet?”

All those questions were perfectly valid, if we were discussing a film.

Which we weren’t.

And I as much as I wanted to lay down some more foundation work before coming clean, I decided the Band-Aid approach would work best—rip it off without hesitation. Besides, what was the worst that could happen? He flipped me the bird, told me to go fuck myself and then grumbled about me wasting his time? Pfft, that was nothing compared to the damnation I was going to get from my mother.
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