

[image: Cover]



	
	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2006 by Kristin Harmel

All rights reserved.

5 Spot

Hachette Book Group

237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroup.com

First eBook Edition: February 2008

ISBN: 978-0-446-51164-3


	
	

Praise for


How to Sleep with a Movie Star
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“A delightful, dishy debut. Kristin Harmel delivers a juicy, behind-the-scenes peek into the fascinating world of celebrity journalism.”
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10 Reasons to Have a One-Night Stand


Surely nothing good had ever come out of a one-night stand.


Except in a one-night stand, you actually got to have sex. Which was more than I could say for myself right now. It had been twenty-nine-days. Twenty-nine days.


Which would be okay if I were single. But I had a boyfriend. A live-in, sleep-in-my-bed boyfriend. That made the twenty-nine-days figure rather pathetic.


It wasn’t helping that the headline “10 Reasons to Have a One-Night Stand” was splashed across the top of my computer screen. I stared at the words blankly, wondering if they were purposely taunting me. I didn’t necessarily agree that there were ten or even five reasons that anyone should consider such a thing, but that wasn’t the biggest problem.


It would be bad enough to be reading a self-esteem-stomping, flaky article about going out and getting laid by a random guy. It was worse when I was the one who had to actually write the article.


Besides, in my past experience, there was no reason in the world anyone should encourage that kind of thing. You always woke up the next morning with a hangover, dark circles under your eyes, and a strange guy in your bed who was bound to mumble something like, “You were great last night, Candi, baby,” when your name was clearly Claire.


I must have been mumbling my protests audibly, for Wendy, Mod magazine’s assistant features editor, popped up over the wall of my cubicle, an eyebrow arched. The first time I’d laid eyes on her a year and a half ago on my first day at Mod, she had looked somewhat nondescript to me. Then she’d smiled at me for the first time, and I was nearly blinded by a seemingly endless display of pearly whites. I’d been powerless to keep from grinning back. If you put Julia Roberts’s smile on a younger Kathy Bates’s face, you’d come pretty close to approximating Wendy, who had quickly developed into my closest friend.


Since she had dyed her hair red, the latest in a bimonthly series of shades that had little to do with her natural color, she’d looked suspiciously like she was beginning to channel the hamburger queen who shared her name. Today I was momentarily distracted by the neon-green scarf she had tied around her neck, which seemed to have nothing to do with her fitted black tee from Nobu, one of New York’s trendiest restaurants, or her pleated red schoolgirl skirt. But I’d long since given up trying to figure out Wendy’s style.


“Problem?” she asked wickedly. I couldn’t resist responding to her mile-wide smile. I grinned back.


She knew I was having a problem all right. I’d unleashed a flood of complaints this morning about Mod’s editor-in-chief, Margaret Weatherbourne, as the elevator whisked us silently up to the forty-sixth floor. Beneath her seemingly flawless Upper East Side exterior, Margaret had been a bit off-kilter since the release of the recent circulation figures that had put our biggest competitor, Cosmopolitan, at 3 million while Mod stayed steady at 2.6 million. (This was still a notch ahead of Glamour’s 2.4 million. Thank goodness, or Margaret probably would have tossed all of us out her forty-sixth-floor wall of windows.) She had been spotted more than once mumbling words that wouldn’t befit her classy persona in the general direction of Cosmo’s offices eleven blocks up Broadway.


At our weekly editorial meeting on Monday, she had announced that this was war. If it was the last thing she did, we would beat Cosmopolitan in circulation next quarter.


So I suppose it shouldn’t have completely blindsided me when she called me into her office at 6 p.m. last night to tell me she’d had a brilliant idea and wanted to crash the August issue with a story about how wonderful one-night stands were for a twenty-first-century girl’s self-esteem. Apparently this would be a circulation-raising feat that would restore Margaret to the status of Supreme Fashion Goddess of New York.


“But they’re not good for self-esteem,” I said flatly. The magazine was going to press on Monday morning, which meant that I’d have to turn around her latest ridiculous idea in less than forty-eight hours if I had any hope of having a weekend free from work.


Besides, I was just about the last person on the Mod staff who should be writing the article. Sure, I’d had my share of wickedly fun one-night stands in college (not that I’d admit it to just anyone) but I’d like to think that at twenty-six, I was past that. Besides, there was the fact that I’d been dating my boyfriend, Tom, for over a year now. (Even if he didn’t technically appear to be sleeping with me at the moment. I was convinced it was just a fluke, or maybe a phase.)


So what did I know about one-night stands?


It wasn’t even my department. As Mod’s entertainment editor, I was responsible for all of the magazine’s celebrity profiles. I just happened to be the only editor still in the building, and my reputation as the “nice girl” had seemingly convinced Margaret that I would take on impossible projects without putting up a fight.


Note to self: Plan to reconsider reputation as the nice girl.


“Yes they are,” Margaret said, of course offering no examples or proof to support her point that one-night stands were suddenly chic and “in.” Her green eyes blazed, and for a moment I thought I would see fire shoot from her nostrils.


“One-night stands?” I asked finally.


“One-night stands,” she echoed cheerfully. She waved a slender hand in the air with a dramatic flourish. “They’re so in. They give the woman the power.” I grimaced. Like she’d know. The only thing that had given her “the power” was that her mother’s fourth husband (whom she still called “Daddy”—despite the fact that she was in her forties) owned Smith-Baker Media, Mod’s parent company.


“Power?” I repeated. I tried to think back to a time when one of my college one-night stands had made me feel powerful, but I was at a bit of a loss. Margaret glared at me over the top of her custom rimless Prada glasses, complete with diamond-studded arms, that had no doubt cost more than I was spending each month on rent.


“Just do it, Claire,” she said firmly. “The magazine is closing in four days, and I want this article in there. And you’ll write it.” Before I could open my mouth to ask the obvious, she said with unmistakable finality, “Because I said so.”


That’s how I’d landed at my desk on a Thursday morning with a headache and a seemingly impossible task before me. The fact that I seemed to have no recent experience in the field of sex or anything sex related was only making matters worse.


“That screen still looks pretty blank to me,” Wendy said over the cubicle, winking at me as I slumped over my keyboard and banged my head against my desk. Wendy had wrapped August earlier in the week—we all had—and was already working on September. Other than the layout people, who were rushing at the last minute to include room for the one-night-stand article and splash a teaser for it across the cover, I was the only Mod staffer scrambling to finish up for August on such a tight deadline.


“What can you say about a one-night stand?” I moaned, rolling my eyes at Wendy. It was pretty much common knowledge that I was the least sexually advanced of anyone in Mod’s offices, due to an inexplicable dating drought B.T. (Before Tom.) Wendy, on the other hand, was to sexual liberation what Manolo Blahnik was to shoes—a fearless leader and trendsetter, not to mention a face for a movement.


“Oh, I could say plenty,” Wendy said, tossing her red curls over her shoulder and readjusting her Day-Glo scarf. “I mean, I could go out and do field research. Think Mod would pick up the tab?” She winked again at me. “In fact, I have a hot date tonight. Maybe I can test your theory then.”


“A date? With a waiter?” I asked innocently. Wendy nodded excitedly, and I rolled my eyes.


“Pablo,” she said, putting her right hand over her heart and doing a little twirl. “From Caffe Linda on Forty-ninth Street. He’s so sexy.”


“You think anyone in an apron who takes your order and brings you food is sexy,” I muttered, trying not to smile. Wendy laughed. Around the office, we called her a “serial waiter dater,” a title she wore as proudly as Miss America wore her crown. Wendy was an aspiring chef who was convinced that culinary greatness would one day be magically bestowed upon her if she ate out every night at Manhattan’s top restaurants, sampling the creations of the city’s best chefs.


As a result, she barely had enough money for rent and was in massive credit card debt, but she had an endless supply of waiters whom she somehow managed to seduce somewhere between her salad course and dessert. I still couldn’t figure out how she did it. I was thinking of asking her for lessons.


“See, I’d be the perfect one to write this article,” Wendy said. Well, I couldn’t argue there. “Hey, you can write me off if you want, but my first piece of advice would be to drop Tom and go out and do some field research.” Wendy raised an eyebrow at me. “How often do you get to explain a one-night stand to yourself by saying that you just had to do it for work?”


“You just want me to drop Tom,” I said, wrinkling my nose at her. Wendy had never liked him. I trusted her—she was my best friend—but that didn’t mean she was always right. And even if she was getting laid a lot more than I was, I didn’t necessarily want to live like her, hopping from one man’s bed to the next in a dizzying array that read like a Zagat’s guide.


Although on day 29 of my inadvertent reborn-virgin status, I had to admit, there was a certain appeal to her dating philosophy.


My friends back home in suburban Atlanta, where I had spent my entire childhood, were marrying off left and right, and at almost twenty-seven, I was experiencing the first symptoms of feeling like an old maid. With a closetful of useless taffeta in all the colors of the matrimonial rainbow, I was beginning to give new meaning to the saying “Always a bridesmaid, never a bride.” Of course by New York standards, I was years too young to worry about marriage. But by the standards of the South I was already over the hill, matrimonially speaking. At friends’ weddings (which now seemed to take place on a bimonthly basis), I was already hearing the sad whispers and standing on the receiving end of the pitying glances reserved for the eternally unmarriageable.


I had confided last month to the most recent of my newlywed friends that I thought Tom might be “The One.” And I really did feel that way, don’t get me wrong. After all, we were both writers, he made me laugh, we had lots of fun together. . . . It seemed so logical.


Of course, this was mere hours after my mother had taken me aside and reminded me, “Claire, you can’t be too picky, you know. You’re not getting any younger.”


Thanks, Mom.


“He doesn’t even have a job,” Wendy said simply, snapping me out of the beginnings of a daydream about my own nuptials.


“He’s writing a novel,” I said, shrugging with what I hoped looked like nonchalance. I knew I sounded like a broken record, but I pressed on. “He needs the time to work on it. He’s a really great writer, you know. He’s always working really hard on it at home.”


Wendy sighed.


“And it’s totally normal that he doesn’t want to sleep with you?” she asked gently. As my best friend, Wendy had, of course, heard the full and unfortunate details of my dry spell.


“It’s just a phase,” I muttered. Okay, so I didn’t entirely believe the words myself, but they sounded good. “Anyhow, I think maybe he has a sleeping disorder or something. I mean, he sleeps all the time. Maybe it has nothing to do with me. Maybe I should suggest that he see a doctor.”


“Maybe,” Wendy said after a moment. She smiled at me mischievously. “Or maybe you should just go out and test this one-night-stand theory.”


I rolled my eyes and turned resignedly back to the computer, trying to ignore her giggles. I gritted my teeth and tried to think about sex, which wasn’t too hard, considering it had absorbed just about every one of my waking thoughts for the past few weeks.


*


By the end of the day, I had managed to dash off two thousand words I didn’t really believe in and that didn’t sound much different from any of the nearly identical “How to Please Your Man” articles we pushed on readers each month. Not that I didn’t think you could find useful information within the pages of Mod—in fact, I’d read it religiously every month even before I worked here—but let’s face it: We weren’t solving any real problems here. At the end of the day, there would still be tensions in the Middle East, civil strife in Colombia, and kids dying of hunger in Sub-Saharan Africa. But at least our readers were wearing the right shades of lipstick, buying skirts with the right hemlines, and learning things like how one-night stands could raise their self-esteem.


In other words, all the important things.


This isn’t exactly what I visualized doing when I graduated from college. I’d been the kind of English-lit dork who preferred a night with Joan Didion or Tom Wolfe to a day lounging by the pool with the latest issue of Vogue. And despite the crash course in the merits of Michael Kors, Chloe, and Manolo Blahnik that I’d received during my first week at Mod, I was, to the chagrin of many of my coworkers, still mostly a Gap girl. With the notable exceptions of the two pairs of Seven jeans I’d fallen in love with and the six Amy Tangerine designer tees I’d developed an obsession for in the last year, most of my clothes were from the sale racks of the Gap, Banana Republic, Macy’s juniors department, or the ever-popular cheap chic of Forever 21 or H&M. The fifteen dollars max I usually spent on a T-shirt was a far cry from the $180 some of my coworkers spent on a white tee that could just as easily have come from Fruit of the Loom.


Thankfully, the atmosphere wasn’t anything like that of the high fashion magazines where a few of my classmates from college worked. They had all been promptly assimilated and now had matching haircuts, matching Fendi and Louis Vuitton bags for every season, and wardrobes that consisted only of the most expensive and trendy designer clothes. Margaret just asked that we look presentable, polished, and stylish, which I usually didn’t have a problem with, even on my admittedly meager salary.


After all, I had to look the part if I was going to interact with the fabulously wealthy A-list set. I’d made the mistake my first year at People of dressing professionally but without much of a stylish edge, and I’d quickly learned my lesson. Spending a bit more on designer items—even if I could afford just a scarf to pair with less impressive non-designer threads—would go a long way. When you were an actress decked out in tens-of-thousands-of-dollars of diamonds, strutting down the red carpet, there was just something about a reporter wearing a Gucci scarf that made you just a bit more likely to stop and chat. Sad, right? But those were the rules of the game.


And the articles. Sheesh, the articles. Don’t get me wrong—I love what I do. I love getting inside people’s heads (even if those heads often belong to vacuous celebrities) and finding out what they’re thinking, what they’re worrying about, what makes them tick. So the job as senior celebrity editor of Mod fits me with a perfection that might surprise you, considering I originally had my sights set on the lofty literary world of The New Yorker.


But it’s the other articles, the in-between assignments that a Prada-clad Margaret dumps on my desk at the last minute, that drive me crazy. I mean, there are only so many ways you can address your readers’ “Most Intimate Sex Questions” (clue: they’re not so intimate anymore when 2.6 million women are reading about them); the truth behind “How to Drop Those Last Five Pounds” (um, exercise and eat less—duh); and the ever-popular “How to Know If He Likes You” (well, men who like a woman usually want to sleep with that woman—wait, should I be taking notes here?).


Even the celeb interviews have their moments, when I wish I could just bury my head in Jane Austen and slink back to my college English class with my tail between my legs.


I became an editor because I love to write. And I took this job at Mod because I really like one-on-one interviews and profiles. As a little girl, I loved reading my grandmother’s celebrity magazines: People, The Enquirer, Star. The lives of the beautiful people in the pictures seemed so glamorous, so exciting. Perhaps that was what had drawn me to celebrity journalism to begin with, although after several years of working in the field, I knew better than to think that everything was as it appeared to be.


At People, where I worked before I started at Mod, I’d made a name for myself in the business by breaking two major stories in the same year: the biggest celebrity breakup of the decade, the split between movie star Clay Terrell and pop princess Tara Templeton (thanks to the friendly relationship I’d developed after numerous interviews with the down-to-earth Clay); and the story of musical diva Annabel Warren’s  breast cancer diagnosis. (I had also interviewed her numerous times, so when the cancer rumors broke, mine was the only call she decided to take.) As a result, Mod had come looking for me. Margaret dangled a higher salary—and much more important, the chance to work on lengthy honest-to-goodness human interest profiles—and I was sold. And just like that, I became the youngest senior celebrity editor in the business.


I loved the job, but the move had made me some quick enemies. In the ever-gossipy world of magazines, a rumor had circulated (and lingered for six months) that I’d slept with Margaret’s boss, Bob Elder, the president of Smith-Baker Media. Of course I hadn’t, but professional jealousy tends to rage when someone several years shy of thirty snags a dream job that scores of women a decade older were after. I saw the suspicious looks sometimes, and there were still editors out there who refused to speak to me, but I was over it. I hadn’t done anything wrong to get here. I certainly hadn’t slept with Bob Elder, who was pushing sixty and was easily three times my weight. I had just done my job. And ironically, this wasn’t my dream job at all, anyhow.


When I was an English major at the University of Georgia, analyzing Shakespearean innuendos, I wouldn’t have suspected that four short years later, I’d be enthusiastically asking pop stars whether they wear boxers or briefs. Or asking actresses whether they feel like Sevens, Diesels, or Miss Sixtys lift their already-perfect butts better (as if Gwyneth Paltrow and Julia Roberts had butts to lift).


Speaking of perfectly sculpted women poured into designer clothing, I was snapped out of my reverie by the approach of a heavy cloud of perfume as Sidra, Sally, and Samantha all glided by in the hallway, as if on cue, on three pairs of Jimmy Choos I couldn’t have walked in if I tried.


Wendy and I called them “the Triplets.” Somehow, miraculously, the three rulers of the fashion department roost all had names that began with an S, were pencil thin, abnormally tall, and had painfully pointy noses that seemed to match the painfully pointy toes of their stilettos. They all looked perpetually polished, as if they visited a beauty salon each morning before they appeared at the office, which was entirely possible since they normally didn’t grace us with their presence until after 11 a.m. There was never a hair out of place, never an inch of face without perfectly applied makeup, never a moment when their noses weren’t fixed permanently in the air.


I caught pieces of their conversation as they passed.


“Oh . . . my . . . God,” Sidra DeSimon, Mod’s coldly beautiful fashion and beauty director, said, sounding remarkably like Chandler’s ex-girlfriend Janice, from Friends. I wondered momentarily just how one managed to develop a voice that nasal. “She was carrying a Louis Vuitton bag from last season.”


Sally and Samantha both gasped at this apparent mortal sin.


“Last season?” Sally asked incredulously, scurrying after Sidra.


“Ugh.” I could see Samantha shudder in horror before they disappeared around the corner.


I made a face as I choked on the cloud of Chanel No. 5 they left swirling in their wake.


How they managed to afford the latest in designer fashions on editorial salaries was beyond me. I suspected that, like many of the stick-thin, model-tall fashionistas who inhabited the hallways and abused the expense accounts of the country’s top women’s magazines, all three Triplets were trust-fund babies. It didn’t hurt that their penchant for $2,000 pants and the latest Jimmy Choos, Manolo Blahniks, or Prada boots was assisted by their access to the magazine’s fashion closet and a ream of eager-to-please designers they probably had on speed-dial.


In fact, just last week when I cruised through the fashion department to pick up some copy Wendy was supposed to edit, I’d heard Sidra cooing into the phone, “But Donatella, dahling, I simply must have that suede skirt for my trip to Paris next week. . . . Yes, dahling, I’d really owe you one if you’d messenger it over right away.” The call was followed an hour later by the conspicuous arrival of a carrier case from Versace, which was whisked into the fashion department. The doors slammed shut behind it.


Sidra, the oldest of the Triplets and their fearless leader, was a bit of a legend in the New York editorial world. She claimed to have dated George Clooney for a month or so in the mid-nineties and had used that fact as a sort-of job reference throughout the rest of her career. She was known to frequently drop, “When George and I were dating . . .” into various conversations where the words really didn’t belong.


For George’s part, he denied that he knew her. That hadn’t stopped her from dragging his name through the mud to her advantage—and to the endless delight of the New York gossip scene. Her name was a Page Six staple.


For reasons I still hadn’t entirely figured out, Sidra had developed an instant dislike for me the moment I’d set foot through Mod’s doors as the magazine’s youngest senior editor a year and a half ago. The more I got to know her, the more I suspected it was a case of clear-cut professional jealousy. I was fifteen years her junior, and I was just one step below her on the editorial chain. I’d done some checking up on her, and at my age, twenty-six, she had still been an editorial assistant at Cosmo.


My few attempts during the first month to ingratiate myself with a quick chat were met immediately with a cold shoulder, and to date, we’d never even had an actual conversation. Half the time she refused to even acknowledge my existence, and otherwise she badmouthed me around the office. My coworkers, thankfully, knew her well enough that her complaints tended to go in one ear and out the other.


Unfortunately, she also loved badmouthing me to people at other magazines who didn’t quite know how catty and bizarre she was. Once, at a Fashion Week celebrity fashion show, I even overheard her telling a senior editor from In Style that I was a delusional intern who liked to pretend that I was Mod’s celebrity editor, and it was best to just ignore me and play along.


As the director of fashion and beauty for Mod, Sidra oversaw Sally and Samantha, who were clearly being groomed to become her clones. So far, it was working out. Sally, the fashion editor, didn’t yet understand that dressing models in Gucci and Versace couture didn’t quite fly with Margaret, who was—wonder of all wonders—smart enough to realize that most Mod readers didn’t make enough money in a decade to buy the clothes that Sally would order for one shoot. Not exactly the best way to compete with Cosmo in the circulation trenches.


Samantha, the beauty editor, was responsible for the magazine’s makeup tips. She was apparently equally confused, failing to realize that not everyone had the high cheekbones, full lips, and flawless complexion that she did. Of course, not everyone had the good fortune to be sleeping with Dr. Stephen McDermott, Manhattan’s premier “Dermatologist to the Stars,” either.


The only way to tell the Triplets apart, I sometimes thought, was by the fact that Sidra was the only one who had already invested $20,000 in breast implants by Dr. David Aramayo, arguably the best plastic surgeon in Manhattan. I was sure that the others weren’t far behind. They were doubtlessly working out payment plans now.


I wished that Wendy hadn’t gone home already. I would have loved to end the day by trading one-liners about Sidra. It was a favorite pastime of ours. And it was completely harmless, because Sidra liked to pretend, for whatever reason, that she had no concept Wendy and I even existed, despite the fact that we had attended editorial meetings together for the last eighteen months. If we didn’t exist, then I figured our derogatory comments didn’t matter much.


I looked back at my computer screen, which still appeared to be taunting me. A one-night stand actually sounded frighteningly good at the moment. Hell, even Sidra, who had all the warmth and sex appeal of the iceberg that took out the Titanic, was probably getting laid more often than I was. Maybe some men—apparently including George Clooney, if you believed Sidra—found that Fran Drescher-esque twang to be a turn-on. Maybe I could try holding my nose and squawking nasally at Tom tonight. Maybe that would unlock his chastity belt.


Was it possible I was grasping at straws here?


On that note, I printed out the two thousand words I’d managed to choke out throughout the day so that I could do a first edit at home that night, then I clicked on Save, closed the program, and shut down the computer. It was 6:30. On the off chance that Margaret was lurking somewhere in the nearly empty office, I knew I’d better get home before she could blindside me with another ridiculous assignment.







How to Live Together Happily Ever After


Okay, day 30. I was getting worried. And this Mod assignment was starting to make me just a little desperate.


“Is there something wrong with me?” I whispered to Wendy over the wall of my cubicle the next morning. “I mean, there’s obviously something wrong if my boyfriend suddenly stops wanting to sleep with me.”


“No way,” Wendy said, just like I knew she would. “My question would be, is there something wrong with him? What red-blooded American man doesn’t want to have sex?”


Okay, so she had a point.


“Tom,” I muttered. But it wasn’t exactly like he was refusing to sleep with me. It was just that he always seemed to be too busy or asleep when I was ready to go. Our timing was off. That was it.


Last night, day 29 had turned into night 30 with Newly Celibate Tom. That’s two-and-a-half-dozen sexless nights for all of you who are keeping track. I’d even pulled out the big guns, slinking into the bedroom in a red teddy and a garter belt, feeling ridiculous.


“You’re going to be cold in that,” he’d said briefly, glancing up from the television for a millisecond before refocusing his attention on a rerun of Gilligan’s Island, which, as you can imagine, created quite the conundrum for me. Was he into Mary Ann or Ginger? Pigtails, or evening gowns? You’d think the teddy would trump both.


Apparently not.


“You’d better put something on, sweetie,” Tom added a moment later without glancing up. I gulped and tried again, leaning seductively into the doorframe, wobbling a bit in my stilettos.


“Tom,” I’d said in my best sexy Ginger voice (he’d probably pick Ginger over Mary Ann). I’d paused, unsure of what to say next. “Uh, I have something I want to show you,” I said throatily. I batted my eyelashes at him flirtatiously as he looked up.


“Do you have something in your eye, Claire?” he’d asked before turning his attention back to the Professor’s latest ingenious invention, which Mary Ann appeared to be giggling about. “There’s some Visine in the medicine cabinet if you need it,” he’d added helpfully.


I’d heaved a sigh, stomped back to the bathroom, and changed into a T-shirt and sweatpants while Tom sang along with the Gilligan’s Island theme song in the other room. He hadn’t even looked up when I stormed by him and threw myself into bed, huffing and puffing pointedly.


It hadn’t always been this way. Tom and I had chemistry from the beginning, which I suppose led to my willingness to tumble into bed within a week of meeting him at a writers’ seminar in the East Village. Okay, I know, I know, you’re judging me. I don’t usually sleep with guys after knowing them for only a week. But with Tom I felt something instantly, something between an animal and an intellectual attraction, which I didn’t know could coexist. He had this gorgeous, kind of tousled floppy hair that seemed to scream “struggling intellectual writer” and the way he kissed always left me breathless.


The seminar, a free program put on by the Eastside Writers’ Group, had been about how to write a novel. I was impressed that Tom was already halfway through a draft of what he called “a slice of Americana mixed with a slice of suspense and a slice of intellectualism.” All those slices left me a bit woozy, more than a bit awed, and hungry for more. After all, the closest I’d come to writing anything fictional was a short story I had to write for a college lit class. I’d gotten a C+. Here was this Prince Charming who gave great massages, could talk about anything from politics to poultry seasonings, and he was doing the one thing I’d always wanted to do with my life.


I was instantly in love. I stood by him a month later when he decided to quit his job peddling medical supplies in order to write full-time, and I’d been only too happy to let him move into my rent-controlled apartment a month after that so that he wouldn’t have to worry about making ends meet while he wrote the Great American Novel. Sure, I was a bit hurt that he still hadn’t let me read any of it. And I was a bit surprised that it was taking so long to write, but we were in love. And the sex was great. Or it had been, before it started to decrease in frequency a few months ago. Then again, he seemed more and more worried about his book. And I figured it probably bothered him a bit that he had lived with me for almost a year and hadn’t been able to contribute to the bills at all. The few times we’d gone out to dinner and he had offered to pay, his credit card had been rejected, and I had to pick up the check. I didn’t mind, though. I knew he’d pay me back when he sold the book.


“You deserve better, you know,” Wendy said gently, breaking into the slow-motion replay in my head. “I’ve always said that. But I know you think he’s right for you.”


“He is right for me,” I said. He was, really. He was cute, and smart, and nice. He made me laugh. “Maybe he’s just going through a rough spot or something. I’m sure it’s just our timing, you know? He’s always up late working on his novel, and I’m fast asleep by the time he comes to bed. And I’m up hours before he is in the morning.”


I paused.


“Unless . . .” I sighed. “You don’t think I’ve put on a lot of weight recently, do you?”


“Are you kidding me?” Wendy asked, rolling her eyes at me and grinning. “You look gorgeous, as usual.”


“I don’t feel very gorgeous,” I mumbled, looking down at my stomach, which wasn’t nearly as flat as I remembered it. I shuddered and tried not to picture Tom raptly staring at the television while I tried to gyrate sexily against the doorframe.


“Jeffrey thinks you look just like Christina Aguilera,” Wendy said triumphantly. I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t quite know how to take the comparison from Mod’s art director. 


“Pre- or post-‘Dirty’?” I asked skeptically.


“Pre-,” Wendy reassured me. “Like from her Mickey Mouse Club days. You know, when she was cute and thin, and had all that long blond hair.”


“So you’re saying I look like a sixteen-year-old Mickey Mouse Club kid?” Hmm, this was not so good for the whole sex appeal thing.


“First of all, Jeffrey’s saying it. Not me.”


“But you agree?”


Wendy paused.


“I think you look like Christina from the ‘Lady Marmalade’ video.”


Hmm, this was a bit better. But not totally.


“Just because I have a bit of a frizz problem with my hair?”


“No,” Wendy said with a laugh.


“Is it because I wore those slutty boots last time we went out?”


“No.” Wendy giggled. “But that was kinda funny.”


“Glad you were amused.” Actually, my one public attempt at sexy in the last few months had ended in disaster, when I got my heel stuck in a subway grate and smashed face-first into the sidewalk.


“Whatever it is with Tom, it’s not you,” Wendy said firmly. She hesitated for a moment, then added, “Maybe you’re right, and it is just bad timing.”


I shook my head and sighed.


“I bet Christina Aguilera never has this much trouble getting laid,” I muttered.


Note to self: Learn to dance like in that “Dirty” video. And if there’s time, start a public feud with Britney Spears.


*


Having a live-in boyfriend was a bit like high-stakes poker, I figured. The similarities had begun to dawn on me one insomniac night as I blearily watched three hours of a six-hour Celebrity Poker Championship marathon on Bravo.


See, that was the great thing about my job. As Mod’s celebrity editor, I was supposed to keep up with what was going on in the kingdom of celebrity, at least to some extent. And I figured that if I couldn’t sleep, watching Ben Affleck, Matthew Perry, and Rosario Dawson battle it out in a Vegas casino was sort of like working. At least that’s what I told myself the next morning, when I hit the snooze button six times in a row and rolled into work an hour late.


Of course, no one noticed. That was the other great thing about my job. People are always late. No one ever notices. If only I didn’t guilt-trip myself into arriving at the crack of dawn most mornings.


Anyhow, I figure in high-stakes poker, you’re supposed to put everything on the line, do your best, and hope that you win. It’s kind of the same situation when you take your relationship to the next level and agree to live with a person. You’re giving up your independence and your solitude, putting all of your effort into making it work, and hoping for the best. Also, if you’re not dealt exactly the hand you expect, you’re not allowed to just get up and move to another table.


So I figured I was in it for the long haul with Tom, even if it wasn’t going so well now. I mean, sure, I was being dealt a hand full of low cards at the moment—but in gambling, your luck changes all the time, doesn’t it? And sure, I was betting everything I had—my heart, my future—but it had worked out so far. I mean, it had been a great year.


Tom had swept me off my feet (full house!), sent me roses every week (straight!), told me he loved me after just a month and a half of dating (three-of-a-kind!), and moved in a month after that (straight flush!). He was a good guy. He loved me. So what if the sex had dropped off? It was only temporary, I was sure. And any day now, I was sure he’d come up with the royal straight flush: the engagement ring he had hinted at a few times.


Come to think of it, maybe that’s why he was acting so strange lately. Maybe he was planning to propose. Maybe he was just nervous, trying to find the right time.


That would explain a lot.


*


I turned back to the computer and tried to focus. Already, the office was buzzing with activity. Telephones were ringing, editorial assistants were running copy back and forth between editors, and Maite Taveras, the managing editor, was moving from office to office, chatting with senior and assistant editors about the September issue. I’d already told her that we’d have to put off our conversation until Monday.


“You have to turn your full focus to one-night stands, hmm?” she had asked with a laugh, pushing her shining black hair over her shoulder. I knew she shared my low opinion of Margaret and her inexplicable whims.


“Ugh,” I’d moaned, rolling my eyes as she winked at me.


Maite held the third-highest editorial position at the magazine, after Margaret and the executive editor, Donna Foley. Fortysomething and beautiful, Maite had ascended the ranks of women’s magazines by being a creative editor, a stickler for detail who always stuck with her writers’ original tones. I’d liked her from the day we first met, and since then we’d had a comfortable rapport.


I turned back to the computer and tried to concentrate, but I was having trouble shutting out the rest of the office. Two of the copy desk assistants, both clad in Earl Jeans and black Bebe tops so similar I could hardly tell them apart, swapped dating stories over the desk in the office they shared, emitting high-pitched sonar giggles every few moments. Anne Amster, the wiry-haired senior features editor, argued with someone on the phone, and a group of senior editors clustered around a bulletin board, one of them jabbing her finger pointedly at a blown-up mock-up of the August cover, saying something insistent in an annoyed squeaky voice.


Then of course there was Chloe Michael, the television and music editor, who was always blasting the latest in pop music from inside the walls of her cubicle. At least she claimed it was the latest in pop music. I swore I’d caught her sneakily listening to New Kids on the Block when she thought she’d turned her stereo down low enough to get away with it.


In fact, come to think of it, a song that sounded suspiciously like “Hangin’ Tough” was currently wafting down through Mod’s halls. Yes, I know, I should be ashamed that I even know the name. But hey, I was eleven once too. And I may have had more than one Donnie Wahlberg poster on the walls of my sixth-grade bedroom. I may have taken up playing the drums in middle school simply because Donnie played the drums. And I may have been to two NKOTB concerts where I sat in the nosebleed section, miles from the stage, convinced that Donnie was looking at me—and only me. But that’s beside the point.


Jeffrey Zevon, the magazine’s art director and the sole male on the editorial staff, had been pacing the hallway for the last fifteen minutes, and his nervousness was starting to rub off on me. As always, he was impeccably dressed—a tight black Kenneth Cole ribbed tee with gray Armani slacks that fit his perfect curves like they’d been made for him. “‘Buns of Steel,’ girl,” he’d confided to me once. “I swear by those DVDs.” He looked like he belonged at a fashion shoot for GQ. His dark hair was speckled with gray, but on him it was salt-and-pepper that said distinguished and sexy.


Unable to concentrate on the silly one-night-stand article, I watched him as his eyes followed Marla, the fashion department’s summer intern. She shuffled down the corridor toward the fashion closet with her eyes downcast and her shoulders slumped. Marla looked like she wanted to disappear. She twirled a finger through her stringy brown curls, her slightly heavy frame covered in a balloon of fabric.


“Poor girl,” Jeffrey murmured mid-stride, finally ending his impatient pacing at the entrance to my cubicle. He shook his head from side to side. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Those princesses in fashion do it every time, don’t they?”


“Do what?” I asked, my eyes following the self-conscious Marla, then settling back on Jeffrey. I tried to stop imagining the diamond ring that Tom might be picking out at this very moment. Princess cut? Channel set? One carat, or two?


“Torture those poor young girls,” Jeffrey answered, placing a hand on my cubicle wall and leaning forward, apparently oblivious to the admittedly unrealistic visions of Tiffany rings dancing through my head. “They all come to Mod with big dreams of being fashion editors and leave thinking they have to weigh ninety pounds and be six feet tall to succeed.”


“I know,” I said with a sigh. But at Mod, they actually did have to weigh ninety pounds to make it under Sidra. So poor Marla was completely correct. I wondered if she knew about the last-season designer rule (“Those who recycle last season’s fashions aren’t worthy to walk the streets of New York,” Sidra had once sniffed). Or how to hold her nose to mimic Sidra’s nasal tone.


“They’re getting worse,” Jeffrey said in a stage whisper. “You should see the way Sidra talks to her. And the others, Sally and Samantha. They’re just like Sidra. Something’s up with them, girl.”


“Something’s up?” I repeated skeptically. Jeffrey tended to go just a bit overboard sometimes.


“I don’t know what it is, but something’s not right in their little designer world,” Jeffrey said. He leaned forward again and grinned mischievously. “Maybe Sidra finally realized that all the collagen, chemical peels, and silicone in Manhattan can’t make her look twenty-five anymore.” I laughed.


“About time she realized,” I muttered. It had been a long time since Sidra had looked twenty-five, but I had a feeling she didn’t know that.


“You know that’s why you piss her off so much, don’t you?” Jeffrey asked, an eyebrow arched. He grinned at me. “You’re everything she wants to be. She’s just fifteen years too late.”


I laughed and shook my head.


“Nah,” I said. “She just hates me because I’m beautiful.” I winked.


Jeffrey laughed—a little too heartily, I might add—then wrinkled his brow in concern and looked somberly at me.


“Really, doll, I’d watch your back,” he said, suddenly dead serious. “With the executive editor position opening up, she’s getting antsy and is bound to start backstabbing anyone she feels threatened by.”


I stared at Jeffrey for a moment, sure I had heard him wrong.


“What?” I asked. “The executive editor position?”


“You haven’t heard?” Jeffrey asked, his eyes sparkling again. He loved being the one to deliver gossip. “Donna Foley just announced that she’s retiring on August fifteenth. The word is that Smith-Baker has decided to let Margaret hand-pick a successor in-house.” 


I felt my eyebrows shoot up in surprise. More often than not, magazines hired from the outside to fill major vacated positions. Then again, most magazines didn’t have a woman like Margaret, with virtually no editorial skills, at the helm. I suppose that put Mod into a different category altogether. It was no wonder we were still struggling at sub-Cosmo circulation levels.


“Apparently, Margaret has said she’s narrowed it down to two people,” Jeffrey said, flicking his eyes around again and arching an eyebrow. “It’s between Maite and Sidra, and they have the summer to prove themselves to her before she makes a final decision.”


I stared at him for a moment, speechless.


“Sidra?” I finally asked, my voice hoarse. It made no sense. Maite Taveras was our managing editor. She’d been in the business for twenty years and was infinitely more qualified for the position. Granted, Sidra had been working in magazines for over a decade, but her experience was all on the fashion side. I wasn’t entirely sure she was capable of stringing together an entire sentence that didn’t include a condescending fashion reference.


I could just see it now. She’d probably require all Mod staffers to get breast implants and liposuction so that we’d weigh in at under a hundred pounds and match her two protégées in the fashion department. I resisted the urge to cast a suspicious gaze down at my own less-than-generous, decidedly A-cup bosom. Then again, I’d probably be out on the street, anyhow. My five-foot frame wouldn’t fit with Sidra’s supermodel ideal.


On top of that, of course, was Sidra’s one-sided feud with me. I was no stranger to people snubbing me out of professional jealousy. It came with the territory of being the youngest senior editor in the competitive and often catty world of women’s magazines. But Sidra took it to the extreme. She and the other Triplets were always snickering at my fashion choices, and Sidra had even been quoted on Page Six once saying that a “certain extremely young celebrity editor” at a “certain women’s magazine” had a habit of coming into work “drunk as a skunk.” I’d confronted her, of course, and she had innocently batted her eyes at me and claimed that she obviously wasn’t talking about me.


“Sidra,” Jeffrey confirmed with an astonished nod, bringing me back to the present. “I know. I couldn’t believe it either. But apparently Margaret is thinking about taking Mod in a more fashion-oriented direction. You know, more Vogue-ish. It’s her latest plan to compete with Cosmo.”


“Unbelievable,” I muttered.


“And can you imagine?” Jeffrey continued, leaning in closer. “Can you just imagine how drunk with power Sidra would be? She would basically be running the whole magazine. It would be a complete nightmare.”


“I guess it would be,” I murmured, suddenly feeling very uneasy about my job.


“Stranger things have happened,” he said. “Get ready for some catfights, doll. Sidra can be vicious when she’s after something she really wants.”


*


I finished the one-night-stand piece by 4 p.m., and to be honest, I was pretty proud of it. Not proud of its content, of course—how could I be?—but proud that I’d managed to make it coherent and that I’d managed to come up with a list of ten reasons why one-night stands were actually a pretty good idea. (Hey, you actually got laid in a one-night stand, right? More than I could say for the current state of my relationship.) Wendy, the die-hard food aficionado, had insisted upon including reason number nine: “Because it’s a good excuse to order breakfast in.” (Mangia, the favorite gourmet breakfast delivery restaurant in Manhattan, probably had her number on speed-dial. It was only a matter of time before she ran out of Manhattan waiters and had to switch to Mangia’s delivery boys.)


My personal favorite was reason number three: “Because you might really hit it off with the guy and begin to develop a relationship.” (Wendy snorted, stifled a laugh, and said something about me living in Never-Neverland.) We’d both agreed that reason number ten was a good kicker: “Because we all know that getting laid feels pretty damned good.” (Well, I had foggy memories of it feeling good, anyhow. And Wendy helpfully vouched for the statement’s veracity.)


I didn’t exactly feel good about myself for writing several pages in support of sleeping around, but the article could have been worse in someone else’s hands. Heck, who was I kidding? Maybe I should have taken a stand and refused to do it on moral grounds. But I had better battles to fight.


Or more accurately, better battles to avoid, which seemed to be my latest combat plan.


Besides, our readers were going to go out and have sex whether I told them to or not. Hooray for them. Maybe I should write Tom an article: “Ten Reasons You Should Have Sex with Your Girlfriend Who Sleeps Beside You Every Night.”


I knocked lightly on Margaret’s door, which was ajar, and let myself into her office.


“Here it is,” I announced grandly, plunking a printed-out, pared-down final draft of the article on her desk. She looked up, surprised, her over-tweaked dark brows arching upward. She lifted a corner of the draft with two perfectly manicured fingernails, looked at it from over the top of her perfect diamond-studded glasses, and reached up to brush a speck of invisible lint from the collar of her perfect Chloe shirt.


“Claire, darling,” she said with that sappy formality and hint of a British accent she’d somehow adopted after a recent trip to Paris. She’d forgotten, apparently, that we all knew she was born and raised in Ohio. “I must have forgotten to tell you,” she said.


“Forgotten to tell me what?” I asked suspiciously. I held my breath as she did what appeared to be a little pirouette behind her desk. Rarely a meeting went by when she didn’t remind the Mod staff that her mother, Anabella, had been a prima ballerina. Those of us who valued our jobs refrained from adding that Anabella had peaked with the Dayton City Ballet. Nothing to be ashamed of, but it wasn’t like she had performed arabesques and pliés around the world with Baryshnikov.


“I won’t be needing this for August after all,” she said casually, finishing her ballerina turn. My jaw dropped as I contemplated two lost and wasted days of my life. “We’ll use it for September, of course, darling. I’m sure it’s a great piece.” She took the article from me and tossed it into a stack of papers on the corner of her immense desk.


“Um, okay,” I said, my eyes following the article to her slush pile and returning to rest uneasily on her.


“But not to worry,” she said brightly. “We’ll be using the space for a feature on Cole Brannon.”


I looked at her in confusion.


“But I haven’t done a story on Cole Brannon,” I said blankly. He was the hottest young actor in Hollywood at the moment, and had been for the past few months. He had shared the screen with Julia Roberts, Reese Witherspoon, and Gwyneth Paltrow in the last year, and his movies drew millions of excited women—many of them Mod readers—like moths to the light. His tall, muscular frame, eternally tousled brown hair, and sparkling blue eyes had launched many a fantasy.


On top of that, he seemed to have quite the social life, too. He was always being linked in the tabloids—not that you could always believe them—to various A-list actresses. And a certain blond pop princess had been overheard by a Page Six reporter telling a friend over lunch how spectacular he was in bed. Accordingly, People magazine had just named him their Most Eligible Bachelor for the year.


Margaret had never even suggested an interview with him. And most of our celeb stories were about women. It was an unwritten rule among the Seven Sisters of women’s magazine publishing. Women wanted to read about women.


Although I supposed that any woman with a pulse would want to read about the delicious Cole Brannon too.


“Of course you haven’t done a story on him . . . yet,” Margaret said. “But his publicist has just agreed to let us speak with him, if we put him on the cover of the August issue.”


I tilted my head to the side and squinted at her.


“Just think,” Margaret said, gazing into space, already off in dreamland. “This could be the major story that helps us pass Cosmo. I can see it now. ‘Mod Magazine’s Exclusive Interview with Hollywood’s Most Eligible Bachelor, Cole Brannon!’ The August issue will fly off the newsstands!”


Margaret’s eyes were sparkling, and her collagen-injected lips were twisted into a bizarre smile.


“But we’re closing the August issue tonight,” I said blankly. That meant all the edits and editorial had to be in.


“But it doesn’t ship until Monday morning, darling,” Margaret said, smiling and ignoring my worried expression. “And your interview with Cole Brannon has been scheduled for tomorrow morning. That gives you two days.”


“Tomorrow morning?” I squeaked. Margaret smiled thinly.


“Yes, tomorrow morning,” Margaret mimicked me. “That will give you two whole days to get it in. I’m sure you’ll be able to, darling. After all, I don’t want to find out that my decision to make you the youngest senior editor in the business was a mistake. . . .”


Her voice trailed off and she looked at me meaningfully. I knew it was a threat. I didn’t even bother to pretend I wasn’t rolling my eyes.


“Anyhow, I trust you to get all the details right, so I won’t be calling the research department in over the weekend,” Margaret said casually. “You’ve never gotten a detail wrong before.” 


It was true. My coworkers teased me, but I was so neurotic that I had to quadruple-check every quote, every detail, every line of text. I had never gotten even a minuscule detail wrong in my entire career, a fact I was immensely proud of.


“And besides, did you know we have to pay the researchers overtime if we call them in over the weekend?” Margaret added, sounding astonished. “It cuts into our bottom line.”


She looked momentarily perturbed. She was such a cheapskate.


“So I’m going to have Sidra DeSimon look it over instead,” Margaret continued breezily. “This will be a good chance for her to try her hand at editing.”


I could feel my jaw fall.


“Sidra?” I squeaked, suddenly finding it somewhat difficult to breathe. Margaret ignored me.


“Lots of women would love to be in your shoes, Claire,” she said brusquely. “After all, Cole Brannon is the most eligible bachelor in Hollywood at the moment.”


Which would probably translate into him being my dullest and most egotistical interview of the year so far. The glow of celebrity had long since worn off for me. I ignored Margaret’s smile, which was clearly an attempt to soften me up and convince me that we were indeed comrades.


“But . . .” I began. Margaret cut off my protest with a single raised finger and a shake of her head.


“Brunch at Atelier at ten a.m. tomorrow,” she said crisply. I groaned and rolled my eyes. Brunch. Fantastic. It had to be the worst meal of the day to interview people. Visions of celebs nursing hangovers while sipping Bloody Marys or gulping mimosas, barking hoarse orders at waiters about too-crisp toast or too-runny eggs danced through my head.


Besides, I’d been hoping to spend the weekend with Tom. No one—not even I—could deny anymore that our relationship needed some serious work. I did love him, after all, even if he was being a bit odd lately. And now, I would be spending Saturday with Cole Brannon and a looming deadline instead.


I was probably the only woman in America who wouldn’t appreciate the trade-off.


“Of course we’ll need the copy by Sunday afternoon so that the art department can do layout, Sidra can look it over, and it can be at the printer by Monday morning,” Margaret said.


“But Margaret, I . . .” I began. Again, she cut me off with a raised finger and a clucking sound.


“Thank you much, Claire, darling,” Margaret said with finality. I opened and closed my mouth without a word, because I knew it would be a waste of breath. “I’ll expect that copy by Sunday afternoon. Have a lovely weekend.”


“You too,” I muttered, defeated, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say.


*


“COLE BRANNON?” Wendy shrieked. I resisted the urge to cover my ears. “You’re having brunch with Cole Brannon? At Atelier? You are, like, the luckiest girl alive!”


“Hmph,” I grunted. I wasn’t really in the mood to indulge Wendy, but I was beginning to realize there was really no way to get out of it. I plunked down in my chair and swiveled toward my computer in silence. I typed in my password and logged in to the news clipping service we subscribed to. I tried to ignore Wendy, who was still standing at the entrance to my cubicle, seemingly bubbling over while she waited for me to look at her. I took my time, avoided her glance for as long as I could, and typed “Cole Brannon” into the search box. Three hundred twenty-six entries in the last six months. Yikes. This guy had gotten a lot of press, which meant I would be up late doing my research so that I was fully prepared. I finally gritted my teeth and looked up at Wendy.


“Well?” she demanded, her eyes as big as saucers.


“Well, what?” I asked, because I really didn’t know what she was asking me.


“Well, aren’t you going to say something? What do you think? It’s Cole Brannon!”


“I know,” I said. I sighed and tried not to wince. “And it’s not that I’m not excited. I mean, I do think it’s cool to meet him. And yeah, I liked him in Goodnight Kiss.”


Okay, that was a lie. Actually, I’d loved him in Goodnight Kiss—it was one of my favorite movies—but that was beside the point. I tried to explain.


“It’s just that, well, you know—I’ve told you,” I said, well aware that my words weren’t penetrating. Wendy had stars in her eyes with Cole Brannon’s name on them. “They’re never what you expect them to be in person. Sometimes I think I’d rather just see them in their movies or whatever, and not really know what they’re like in real life. It kind of ruins it all for me.”


Which was especially disappointing this time because I actually liked Cole Brannon. No doubt brunch at one of Manhattan’s toniest restaurants would change my opinion. Besides, what if all those rumors about him being a ladies’ man and a sex addict—which I didn’t entirely believe, because the gossip often wasn’t true—turned out to be right?


“They’re not all bad,” Wendy pointed out.


“I know,” I admitted, offering a smile as a bit of a truce. “You’re right.”


“Matthew McConaughey, for instance,” Wendy said helpfully.


“He was nice,” I graciously agreed.


“And Joshua Jackson,” she added.


“But who would expect any less from Pacey?” I smiled, but Wendy simply shook her head. This was serious business to her. There was no time for idle Dawson’s Creek banter.


“Look, you have a date with Cole Brannon tomorrow morning. Can’t you get a little excited?”


Unfortunately, I was taking a sip of my coffee as she spoke. I nearly choked.


“A date?” I gurgled, my eyes wide and my cheeks suddenly burning. “It’s not a date! I’m interviewing him over brunch!”


“Hmph,” Wendy said. She crossed her arms defiantly over her chest and leaned forward conspiratorially. She winked. “If I were you, I would tell people that it’s a date.”


“Have you been taking cues from Sidra again?” I asked her in mock exasperation. Wendy finally laughed. Sidra DeSimon’s involvement with the tabloids was legendary. Tattletale, the gossip rag that hit newsstands each Tuesday, always seemed to feature a recollection from her about “a special moment” she had shared with George Clooney. Wendy and I still held to the belief that she’d never dated him at all.


“First stop, gossip columnists.” Wendy winked at me. “Really, though, what else did you have to do this weekend? What could possibly be more important than having brunch with Cole Brannon? I mean, it’s Cole Brannon.”


As if we hadn’t already established that. I sighed.


“I was hoping to talk to Tom, you know? Maybe spend some time together to straighten things out.”


Wendy shook her head at me in what looked a lot like disappointment. Of course, on her face, with her wide eyes and toothy grin, it was often impossible to tell which emotion she was trying to project.


“That’s it,” she said. “You’re insane, clearly. You want to spend your Saturday with an unemployed creep who won’t even sleep with you rather than with Cole Brannon? You should be committed!”


I refused to laugh. “Really, Wendy, I’m serious. It means a lot to me.”


Wendy looked skeptical. I changed the subject before she could launch into an anti-Tom tirade. Lately, her points were hitting too close to home.


“You’re a good friend,” I said seriously. I cleared my throat. “And I appreciate it. Now are you just going to give me a hard time or are you going to help me research Cole Brannon?”


Wendy looked at me for a moment, then grinned.


“Research him?” she said with a sly grin. “Research him? I’ll give him some research!” She arched an eyebrow seductively.


“Okay, mind out of the gutter,” I chided with a smile. “That’s not even funny.” Wendy laughed.


“Seriously, girl, you’re on your own,” she said. She checked her watch. “You know my rule. Never stay past five o’clock on a Friday unless I absolutely have to.”


“It’s a good rule,” I muttered. At this rate, I’d be here all night. Not that there would be anyone missing me at home, from the look of things.


“Now remember,” Wendy said with a mischievous grin, turning off her computer and slipping into her jacket. “According to Mod magazine, which of course should be your first stop for all questions of advice, it’s great for your self-esteem to have a one-night stand. I think you should try that theory out on Cole Brannon.” She was already down the hall by the time I’d balled up a piece of scrap paper to throw at her. “Have fun!” Her voice wafted down the hallway as she disappeared around the corner.


I laughed for a moment, then turned back to my computer screen, sighing. I hit Print and heard the printer down the hall whir to life as it started spitting out the 326 articles I had found about Cole Brannon. It was clear I’d be here for a while.


I sighed again, picking up the phone to call Tom.


“I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be a bit later than usual tonight,” I said after he answered on the third ring.


“Oh?” he said, sounding disappointed. “I’m sorry to hear that. I was going to take you to dinner tonight.”


I felt my heart leap in my chest. I couldn’t even remember the last time he had suggested going out to dinner with me.


“I’m really sorry,” I sighed. “I have to do an interview tomorrow morning, so I’m going to be stuck here for a few more hours doing research.”


“That’s too bad,” Tom said.


“Yeah.” I groaned. “It’s Friday! I just want to come home!”


“Don’t worry,” said Tom, sounding more cheerful than I’d heard him sound in weeks. “You’ll be home soon enough.”


“I guess,” I said reluctantly, not feeling much better. Then I thought, maybe his sudden cheerfulness was due to the fact that he had found an engagement ring and knew when he was going to propose. A sudden warmth flooded through me, and I grinned.


“If you won’t be home in time to go out, would you mind picking up some Chinese?” Tom asked.


“Sure,” I said. My head was suddenly filled with images of Tom seductively feeding me lo mein noodles from perfectly poised chopsticks.


“Okay,” he said. “I’ll see you when you get home. Give me a call before you leave the office, okay, sweetie?”


“Okay,” I agreed. “See you in a few hours. I love you.”


“See you then,” he said. Then the line went dead.


“Yeah, I love you too, Claire,” I said to myself, placing the receiver in its cradle.
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