
    
    [image: Cover Page Image]

    

    
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    

[image: Title Page Image]




		
			For Dad

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			Rachel Pollard huffed out a breath and wished desperately for a shot of whiskey in her coffee. She’d been up all night reviewing an endorsement contract for Katerina Baranova, and now the spoiled tennis player and her equally loathsome father were tying up Rachel’s office line with even more demands. Not a fun way to end a workday.

			“Why does Serena get to design her own dresses?” Katerina whined, her Russian accent softened by years of training at an exclusive Palm Beach tennis academy.

			Because Serena Williams revolutionized the women’s game, and you only cracked the quarterfinals of your first Grand Slam last month.

			“Katerina should be focusing on her forehand,” barked Yuri. “Not dresses. Not shoes. Not visors.”

			His daughter sniffed. “I’m interested in more than just hitting a ball around a grass court.”

			“If you’d learn to respect the grass, you wouldn’t have lost in the second round of Wimbledon last year,” Yuri said.

			Rachel pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose and pinched. Hard. She had neither the time nor the desire to get dragged into the middle of another Baranova brawl. What she did have was a hot date with a bottle of cabernet, a scalding bath, and three contracts on her iPad. Not exactly an evening of romance, but the contracts had to be read, and doing the work at home trumped late nights in her midtown Manhattan office any day.

			“Look,” she interrupted, “your contract very clearly states that you’ll be given a selection of clothing at the beginning of each season. For now, all you can do is keep winning, Katerina. Wins mean more leverage when it comes time to renegotiate with the sponsors.”

			“See,” said Yuri. “Miss Pollard tells you to win. You do what Miss Pollard tells you.”

			Rachel was so happy to hear a Baranova agree with her that she didn’t even point out that she went by Ms. and not Miss. Not that Yuri cared. He was more focused on grooming his daughter to be the next Maria Sharapova than he was on pleasantries. Typical nightmare tennis dad.

			Five minutes later, Rachel dropped her desk phone unceremoniously into its cradle and slouched in her chair. A glance at the gold watch she always wore on her left wrist told her that Katerina and Yuri had sucked up twenty-four minutes. Much too long. It was time to start weighing whether the troublesome tennis player was worth the investment—Grand Slam appearances or not.

			Most of Rachel’s clients weren’t a problem because most treated her with the same reverence a fifth grader holds for a strict but beloved teacher. In her business, reputation was key, and over the years she’d become known for finding raw, untested young athletes and grooming them into stars.

			Working with her came with some caveats, of course. She operated under strict rules. You work out. You practice. You don’t fuck up. If you don’t fall in line, you get dropped.

			You do not want my cell phone to ring at three in the morning because you’ve done something stupid, she told each of them. Most—if not all—followed that rule.

			Rachel unplugged her iPad and slid it into her purse along with a file of loose papers. She blindly felt for the unforgiving black pumps she’d kicked off under her desk hours ago and wiggled her feet into them before gathering up her coat.

			“Night, Nathan,” she called to her assistant as she passed his desk. But then she stopped. “You’re going home, aren’t you?”

			The tall, skinny young man with spiked brown hair blinked a couple of times before shaking his head. “Sorry, yeah. I’m just finishing up the edits to this press release.”

			“It can wait. Go home.”

			He mumbled something that sounded like a yes, but the way he bent his head over the keyboard told her odds were slim he’d actually follow her instructions. She couldn’t fault Nathan’s work ethic. She’d been the same way when she was an assistant—hopeful and hungry for her break.

			Halfway down the hall, the door to Emma Robbins’s office was still open. Rachel stuck her head in and found her friend on the phone, pacing the room in stocking feet.

			Emma smiled when she spotted her but held up a finger. “I’ll send you all the details ASAP. I’ve got to go. Call me first thing tomorrow, and don’t even think of talking, texting, or tweeting anything. To anyone.”

			Rachel raised her eyebrows when Emma ended the call and let out a long sigh.

			“What’s going on?” Rachel asked.

			Her friend flopped down in her leather desk chair and tucked her platinum blonde hair behind her ear. “Someone leaked to the press about Dante not being happy with his contract. Now this reporter from the Seattle Times is threatening to publish some bullshit story. I’m working up a press release saying—”

			“Dante Helms loves Seattle and wants nothing more than to help bring another Super Bowl win to the city,” she finished for Emma.

			“Exactly.”

			“And the truth?”

			“Dante wants to get back to Chicago so badly, he’ll burn rubber on I-90 doing it.”

			“Looks like you’ve got a long night ahead of you. Are we still on for the Nets game on Wednesday?”

			Emma nodded. “Wouldn’t miss it. I need to get out of this office.”

			Rachel laughed. “Don’t we all? See you tomorrow.”

			In front of an office a few feet down the hall, Rachel’s other friend, Louise, was poring over something on her computer.

			“Hi there,” Rachel said, stopping in front of Louise’s desk.

			The younger woman slid her glasses off, rubbed one of her eyes, and froze. “Dammit. I forgot about my mascara.”

			Rachel did a quick check of Louise’s makeup. “You’re good.”

			Louise sighed. “That just means I rubbed it all off earlier.”

			“Is Brad making you stay late again?” she asked.

			“I’m doing his expenses, but I promised myself I’d break free at eight no matter what.”

			Louise was a few years younger than Rachel and Emma, and had the misfortune of working for “Brad the Bad.” The agent had installed her in an assistant’s chair four years ago and had been coasting on Louise’s hard work ever since.

			“You’ve left after me every night for the past three weeks. I wish you’d let me talk to him,” Rachel pleaded.

			Louise shot her a tight smile. “It’s just a busy time.”

			“Too busy to catch the game Wednesday?” she asked.

			Louise’s shoulders slumped. “Probably, but I’ll let you know if it changes.”

			She said her goodbyes but made a mental note to talk to Emma. They had to figure out a way to get Louise off the assistant’s desk and building a client list of her own. She deserved it.

			Rachel should have been able to make the forty steps from Louise’s desk to the elevators with no interruptions, and she would’ve been home free if her cell phone hadn’t rung just as she stopped in front of the stainless steel doors.

			The number was blocked. She was tempted to let it go to voice mail, but it was her job to be reachable, day or night. Sometimes, she thought as she swiped to answer, being available 24/7 sucked.

			“This is Rachel Pollard.” She pushed the elevator’s down button with one red-polished nail.

			There was a long pause on the other end of the phone. She repeated her greeting—her voice clipped and short this time as she tapped her foot.

			No response.

			But just as she was about to hang up, a man’s deep voice broke the silence, “Rachel, it’s been a long time.”

			She frowned. “I’m sorry, I don’t know who this is.”

			“It’s Nick.”

			“I know a lot of Nicks.” She glanced at the elevator display. The closest car was fourteen floors away.

			The man cleared his throat. “Nick Ruben. We went to high school together.”

			The ball of her foot hit the floor with a sharp click and stayed there. Nick Ruben. Oh, she knew exactly who he was. The two-sport star of Prescott High School. The golden boy. She’d spent most of their sophomore and junior years wondering if he’d ever notice her, and all of senior year forcing herself to get over her crush. And now he was calling.

			“How can I help you, Nick?” she asked, putting on that little edge of professional ice she used when speaking to reporters, because while she’d grown up to become one of the most in-demand young agents in sports management, she knew Nick had become a journalist. One, it would seem, who couldn’t ignore her any longer.

			“I was feeling nostalgic, so I thought I’d call and see how you’re doing.” His voice might be sweet as honey, but it wasn’t thick enough to coat the bullshit that lay under the small talk. She didn’t have the time or inclination to wheedle out why he’d called. He’d have to come out and ask for whatever interview with whichever of her clients he wanted, just like anyone else.

			And that’s when Nick would learn that she was the gatekeeper, and the gatekeeper didn’t do favors.

			Mashing the elevator’s down button again, she said, “Nick Ruben. Reporter and sometimes anchor of New York Sports Network’s Sports Desk. You got a job in Kansas right after college covering the Royals for the Associated Press. Then you made the move to TV in Kansas City. After that you headed to one of Seattle’s local stations, and two years later you landed in Chicago. Your work was good enough that NYSN snatched you up to cover the Devils out of their Newark bureau. Since getting there, you’ve worked your way into a general assignment and fill-in anchor position. You’ve been in the tristate area for the last three years, here in New York City for the last two. You won a Murrow Award for your reporting on sub-concussive hits on high school football players in 2014. You also occasionally land in the gossip columns. Page Six in particular seems to like reporting on your dating life.

			“I’m not big on nostalgia, Nick. Consider us caught up.”

			When he didn’t respond immediately, she was certain she’d scared him off. She talked fast and took no prisoners—not everyone’s favorite set of qualities and ones that didn’t jibe with most men’s first impression of her. All they saw were a pair of legs and a lot of red wavy hair standing quietly behind some of sports’ biggest stars during press conferences. Most men weren’t prepared for her to steamroll them.

			Instead of sputtering, Nick began to laugh, the rich tone filling her phone’s speaker, and all at once her stomach clenched. How many hours had they spent just feet apart from each other in their high school baseball team’s dugout? In those days, she’d just wanted a sign that he saw her as something more than the gangly manager who took down game stats. A long time ago, she would’ve paid anything to elicit that kind of laugh from him.

			“Sounds like you’ve been following my career pretty closely,” he said.

			The elevator doors opened and Rachel stepped inside, her grip on the phone just a little bit tighter. “It’s my job to keep an eye on the talent at all of the major broadcast outlets. You’re no exception.”

			You’re not special. I’ve been watching your career because this is what makes me so good at my job.

			“So tell me, Nick,” she said, forcing the chill back into her voice, “what can I do for you?”
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			NICK STARED at his cubicle wall, unsure of his next move, which was annoying as hell. He always knew what to do—even when someone turned him down, there was always another angle to get what he wanted—but somehow Rachel Pollard had managed to put him on his ass in two minutes flat. Just like she had in high school.

			He caught his producer’s eye as he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He should’ve taken the call privately, but Mindy had insisted on being there. She was as invested in getting this interview as he was, but now she hovered over him like a mother hen, knocking him off his game.

			Or maybe you’ve just never had game when it came to Rachel.

			No. He had too much riding on this call to start thinking like that.

			He took a deep breath. Time to turn on the charm and try again. “Like I said, can’t old high school friends—”

			“The most you ever said to me in high school was ‘Can I get my game stats?’ or ‘Hand me that water bottle,’ ” Rachel interjected.

			He frowned. That wasn’t true. Was it?

			He remembered her, skinny as a string bean with her long red-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and stuffed through the loop of an Arizona Diamondbacks ball cap. Quiet and closed off, she was always around, standing just a little apart. Unapproachable.

			In the fall, she was never far from the football field, watching practice while armed with a pad of paper, constantly taking notes on plays and strategy. The football coaches mostly tolerated her—probably because having her hanging around the bleachers didn’t really hurt anyone.

			Each spring, she’d ride at the front of the baseball bus, crunching stat lines and talking tactics with Coach Callahan. The man used to brag about her knack for defensive positioning and her encyclopedic knowledge of pitchers—and how it was a damn shame none of the boys on the team ever developed a head for “that kind of advanced strategy.”

			But while Coach Callahan treated her like a protégé, Nick’s teammates were ruthless, breaking her down in the locker room, where she couldn’t defend herself. They said she was weird. They dismissed her because they figured she must be crushing on someone. And then they’d try to guess who she had the hots for. As a wide receiver and a pitcher who saw a lot of game time in both of his sports, his name came up a lot. The mentions had made the back of his neck burn red because, deep down, Nick had liked her.

			He hadn’t gone after her like he had Melanie Crawford, who he’d talked into kissing him in an empty hallway at Winter Formal sophomore year. Rachel wasn’t the cheerleader that he, the jock, was supposed to chase. She was the quiet girl, and somehow that made her seem cool, distant, and unattainable. He’d been so sure she’d turn those deep blue eyes on him and shut him down.

			And now here he was, trying to stave off another kind of rejection a decade and a half later.

			“Look, I apologize for being an idiot teenager,” he said, switching tactics and swallowing his pride. “Most teenage boys are idiots.”

			“They are.” She hesitated. “An apology is a start.”

			For the first time since she’d picked up, he heard something underneath the ice—the faintest hint of a smile. It wasn’t much, but Nick knew from a lifetime of experience that the moment he could make someone smile, he was in. Now all he had to do was get Rachel in front of him for five minutes, long enough to convince her to grant him the interview he needed.

			Taking a calculated risk, he asked, “Meet me for a drink?”

			Mindy shot him a horrified look, so he fixed his gaze on the dozens of press passes hanging on his cubicle wall.

			“Like I told you, I’m not big on nostalgia,” Rachel said. “Look, I’m kind of busy right now . . .”

			Damn. He’d miscalculated. She was going to hang up, and he was going to have to call back and beg.

			Quickly he said, “Last time I was back home Coach Callahan asked about you. You’re right, I do have a favor to ask, but I also want to be able to tell him how you’re doing next time I see him.”

			There was a slight beat—a gap in her armor—but he wasn’t expecting the warmth in her voice when she asked, “Did he really?”

			“He got on my case about not having met up with you, since we live in the same city. He still thinks you could teach me a thing or two.”

			That got a laugh out of her. “I’m not so sure about that.”

			She had a good laugh—full and throaty. It made all of the bullshit worries about sucking up his pride and calling her fall away. Suddenly, hearing her laugh again seemed very, very important.

			“Is that false modesty from Rachel Pollard?” he asked.

			“It’s knowing a lost cause when I see one. You never really listened to your coaches. You just kind of did your own thing.”

			He couldn’t help the urge to test the elbow he’d injured in college. Too many pitches in his freshman season and a natural weakness in a tiny tendon had landed him on the surgeon’s table. Even after months of physical therapy, his pitching arm had never been the same.

			“Guilty as charged,” he said. “So what do you say? Meet me for a drink.”

			“I’ve got a lot going on tonight,” she said, starting to hedge.

			He took another gamble. “No you don’t.”

			“How do you know?” she scoffed.

			He grinned. “Because you thought about it for a split second. You were weighing whether meeting with me was really worth your time. My guess is you’re bringing work home. Maybe you have some plans to see your boyfriend—”

			“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

			His grin spread into a full-on, shit-eating smile as he stored that little bit of information away. Not that he’d ever pursue Rachel. Chasing after an agent with her client list would be as stupid as running headfirst into a wall over and over again, never mind that it would land him straight in his news director’s office as soon as word got out that he’d made a play for a high-profile woman who could also become an important source.

			“The fact that the boyfriend is the thing you’re correcting me on just proves I’m right,” he said. “You’ve got a free night.”

			“A better man would have let that go.”

			“Good thing I’m not a better man,” he said, swiveling around and raising an eyebrow at Mindy. His producer rolled her eyes.

			“Come get a drink with me,” he continued. “Unless you’re scared.”

			That laugh filled his phone’s speaker again. “You haven’t scared me since I saw you wipe out into a bench of Coconino High School players.”

			Automatically his hand went to his chin to rub the thin, pale scar he’d gotten that night.

			“You know Artemis in Columbus Circle?” he asked.

			“Sure.”

			“I’m going to be there in twenty minutes.” Without another word, he hung up the phone and put it facedown on his desk.

			“Well, that was either the most brilliant or the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen you do,” said Mindy. “And I’ve seen you do a lot of stupid things.”

			“No you haven’t,” he said as he stood to put on his suit jacket.

			“I’ve wing-womaned all over Manhattan for you. That means I’ve seen you karaoke ‘Don’t Go Breaking My Heart’ with some blonde you were trying to talk into bed. You still owe me for that one, by the way. Your singing voice is even worse when you’re drunk.”

			He remembered the night in question. Mostly.

			“That was two years ago. Let it go,” he said.

			Mindy smirked. “Never.”

			“I’ll bet you twenty bucks that I get Rachel to agree to grant this interview by the end of the night,” he said, smoothing his lapels against his chest.

			Mindy folded her arms. “Right. Because she sounded so willing to walk down memory lane with you. Are you sure she’s even going to show?”

			His phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. It was one of his college friends asking for fantasy basketball advice.

			“Got a hot date?”

			He looked up and caught Mindy’s smirk.

			“None of your business,” he said.

			“Who is it this time?” she asked. “A hedge fund analyst? A lawyer? A publicist? Or do I have to wait until you two wind up in the tabloids to find out?”

			He shot her a dirty look and put his phone away.

			“Why do you think Rachel’s not going to show?” he asked.

			“From right here it sounded like you were bombing pretty hard. Even if she comes, there’s no way she agrees to work with us.”

			“So take the bet.”

			Mindy adjusted her black-framed glasses in that way that reminded him of librarians and elementary school teachers. Only none of the teachers who’d taught him paired those glasses with leather leggings, long slouchy sweaters, knee-high boots, and piles of wood bracelets.

			“Fine,” she finally said, sticking out her hand to shake. “Twenty says you can’t convince her to let us do the interview.”

			He clapped his hand on hers and squeezed. “That twenty will buy a couple of sweet-tasting victory beers.” Just barely, damn New York prices.

			Nick glanced at his watch. It’d take him ten minutes to walk to the bar, which would give him another ten to settle in, order a drink, and wait. Every man had his game, and part of Nick’s was making sure that he was never the last one to show up to a meeting—whether it was a date or a drink with a source. He wanted to pick the location, the time, the mood. He wanted the other party on their toes, just a little flustered at finding him halfway through a drink.

			“I’m looking forward to taking your money, Ruben,” Mindy shouted after him as he walked out.

			Never going to happen, he thought as he made his way out of the newsroom. There was no way he was going to let Mindy or himself down.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			Rachel liked to be early to every meeting, but Nick chose a bar on the other side of midtown. By the time she’d managed to get out of her building and power walk her high heels the three avenues and seven blocks, it was 6:27. Twenty-two minutes after he’d abruptly hung up on her.

			Even though she’d been to this bar a handful of times before, something told her she was walking into his territory. She was going to have to do something about that.

			She nodded her thanks to an overcoat-clad gentleman who held open one of the bar’s smoky glass doors for her. Once inside, she had a quick word with the hostess to make a simple request but declined the offer to be guided to Nick’s table.

			Her eyes scanned the artfully lit space, falling on a sandy-haired man sitting with his back to the door, one long leg propped up on his knee. That must be him. She’d seen him often enough on the late-night edition of Sports Desk to pick him out of a crowd.

			As she slowly crossed the restaurant, she studied the way his navy suit stretched across broad shoulders and hinted at the power underneath. A crisp white shirt poked above the collar of his jacket, barely brushing the neat edge of his hair. Her fingers curled, pressing sharp nails into her palms as she fought a tingle of interest that was definitely not professional.

			The problem was, she’d always had a thing for men in suits. The buttoned-up perfection of sharp tailoring hid the promise of something carnal. She wanted to peel back the layers and uncover the unpolished, aggressive man underneath. What would Nick do if, instead of sitting down to talk shop, she pulled off his tie, unbuttoned that shirt, and ran her tongue over his heated skin? What if she climbed into his lap and . . .

			No. She was an agent. He was a reporter. There were lines that shouldn’t be crossed, and fantasizing about the enemy was a big one.

			Nick glanced over his shoulder. A slow smile slid across his face as he spotted her, and Rachel couldn’t help her sharp intake of breath. He’d been beautiful in high school—all-American good looks with a deep tan earned after days on the lakes—but time had roughened the edges to turn him handsome. He had the same strong chin and cheekbones, but his eyes held the weight of experience. Deep lines, no doubt from both laughter and anger, made him look as good as ice cream on a hot afternoon and just as sinful.

			He stood as she approached. “Hi.”

			She shot him a tight smile. The hum of awareness in her body was just the natural effect of seeing an old crush. It would fade.

			He bent to give her the standard New York greeting between even the faintest of acquaintances, a brush of the cheeks that wasn’t quite a kiss, and nodded to the blue club chair across from his.

			“What’s your poison?” he asked, flagging down a waitress.

			She glanced at his glass. Brown liquor. Two ice cubes. No frills. From the sharp cut of his jacket and the perfect break of his trouser cuff, she guessed Nick was a scotch guy—enjoying a little luxury and okay with letting it show.

			“The Lagavulin 16 please,” Rachel said to the waitress who’d sidled up. “One ice cube.”

			Nick’s eyes met hers, a hint of surprise and maybe even respect about them. “You’ve graduated from Natty Ice on the back of the baseball bus.”

			“That wasn’t exactly hard,” she said.

			She didn’t mention that while the team was sneaking sips of beer out of opaque plastic sports bottles they’d filled in the locker room after a victory, none of them had invited her to join in. Not that it mattered in the end. She was sitting up front with Coach Callahan learning as much as she could. After a few weeks of ignoring her persistent questions, the older man had finally broken down and become her begrudging mentor. Soon he was encouraging her to figure out how to make sports her career.

			“You know, Coach retired,” Nick said.

			“Seriously?” The thought of the crusty, take-no-shit man ever hanging up his cleats seemed impossible.

			“Retired from high school, at least. When I last went back to visit my parents, he was coaching Little League. Told me he was going crazy sitting at home.”

			“What are you drinking?” she asked.

			He waved at his glass. “I’m pretending to have a Templeton Rye.”

			She raised an eyebrow. She’d been wrong about the scotch.

			“Pretending?” she asked.

			He picked up the fizzing water that sat next to his drink. “Club soda. I rarely drink when meeting a source, but I like to make sure they do.”

			“Loosen them up a bit?” she asked.

			“That’s right.”

			“Has it ever worked for you?”

			“I’ve gotten some trade deadline scoops that way,” he said.

			“If you’re trying to throw me off my game, it’s not very smart to tell me all your strategies.”

			“Not all of them. Besides, I’ve heard you don’t do bullshit.”

			“You’ve heard a lot about me?” she asked, curious despite her better judgment. She knew more than a handful of reporters from NYSN, but she’d never worked with Nick. It was strange, now that she thought of it.

			“Sure,” he said, and shot her that wolflike grin again. “But I can’t reveal my sources.”

			She laughed. “Please.”

			“You have a reputation,” he said. “Tough but loyal. That last one’s not a word you hear used to describe agents very often.”

			Deciding that was more compliment than insult, she inclined her head. “I ask a lot from my athletes. I’m taking a big chance on them, putting up the money for them to train before for their drafts and signings.”

			He tipped his glass toward her. “I heard you sometimes wind up paying for their groceries for a few months at a time too.”

			The waitress set Rachel’s scotch on the table in front of her. The single ice cube glistened among the liquor, rattling as she raised it to her lips and took the first smoky sip filled with the faint memory of peat bogs and bitter Scottish nights.

			“If it’s necessary,” she said. “A lot of these kids are lucky if they can pay for their bus pass without scraping change together before their first contract. Then there are the established ones who need a different kind of attention.”

			“The ones who land in jail?” he asked.

			“I’ve been lucky not to have too many of those over the years.”

			Rachel crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair. Body language, she’d realized a long time ago, mattered. Cool and not intimidated. Open to listening but unafraid to walk away. Nick might have made the call and chosen the venue, but as the agent, she held all the power.

			“This isn’t what you wanted to talk to me about,” she said.

			His eyebrows quirked. “Isn’t it?”

			“You wanted to ask me for a favor.” They all wanted to ask her for a favor. She dealt in access, and that meant reporters wanting interviews and the men she occasionally dated wanting to befriend their idols. She was used to the half-bashful, fumbling requests. It’s great to see you. How have you been? Do you think you I could meet [insert athlete here]?

			Ice cubes clinked in Nick’s glass as he slowly swirled the club soda. “I want to do a story, and it can’t happen without you.”

			“You can’t do the story without me or without my client?” she asked.

			His gaze flicked up to hers. “Both.”

			“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

			“You have no idea how much you intimidated me with your taste in scotch.”

			“Tell me who,” she said, ignoring his teasing tone.

			“Are you always this demanding?”

			“Efficient too,” she said. “Give me a name.”

			“Kevin Loder.”

			Slowly she placed her drink down on the cocktail napkin so that it perfectly lined up with the wet ring of condensation it had left behind, buying herself a moment to process the audacious request.

			“You don’t believe in starting small, do you?” she asked.

			“Kevin’s the biggest story of the NFL draft. He’s the only story anyone really cares about right now,” he said.

			Which was precisely why she was going to have to put Nick in his place.

			“I’ve had requests to interview Kevin from every local and cable sports show and all of the national networks. I’ve turned every single one of them down,” she said.

			“I know.” He didn’t look even the littlest bit concerned. It was as though he’d decided long before he’d even picked up the phone to call her that he was going to get this interview. She was just an obstacle to hurdle over.

			That was it—the thing that was bugging her more than anything else. Nick didn’t want to reconnect with her. He wanted an interview no one else could get and the glory that went along with it.

			“You’re not talking to Kevin,” she said over the soft din of the half-full bar.

			“Why not?”

			“Because no one is.”

			“If I were a stupid man, I’d say you should give me the interview because we used to be friends,” he said.

			“We weren’t friends,” she reminded him. He’d been so much more to her, and she’d been nothing, just a footnote of his high school glory days.

			That easy smile was back. “Good thing I’m not a stupid man, then. You should say yes because I’m going to tell Kevin’s story better than anyone else.”

			The cockiness of the statement hung between them. He thought he had this wrapped up. He thought she was going to cave. Well, Nick Ruben was going to learn something about her: she might never take a swing, but she could still fight dirty.

			“That’s a big promise,” she said. “For a while there I was seeing a lot more of you in the papers for your dating life than the stories you were breaking.”

			She wouldn’t have seen it unless she’d known to look, but his fingers dug into the arms of his chair.

			“My dating life doesn’t have anything to do with this,” he said. “I’m a good journalist. I do good work. Great work.”

			He was right, but she wasn’t about to admit that because there was no way in hell she was putting Kevin in front of a camera with this man, or any other reporter for that matter.

			“Kevin is an intensely private person,” she said.

			It wasn’t a lie. The star wide receiver from Syracuse University was just as unassuming in person as he appeared in the media. He’d always been that way, ever since she’d first watched him as a fourteen-year-old freshman play at Xaverian High School in Brooklyn. Back then she was so low in the Image Sports hierarchy she wasn’t even representing talent. At games it’d just be her and a reporter from the sports department of a local TV station standing on the sidelines as Kevin streaked across the field with unnatural speed. He was unlike any teenager she’d ever seen play the game, but, while his teammates had boasted and bragged for the camera, he’d kept quiet. He was focused, determined, talented, modest. The whole package.

			“Kevin might be shy,” Nick cut into her thoughts, “but he’s projected to be drafted in the second round.”

			She sniffed. “Second round? He’s going in the first.” Late in the first, but still the first.

			“You’re kidding yourself.”

			“After that pro day he had? He killed out there.” She knew she should shut down the conversation, pay her bill, and walk away, but she never could resist the pull of a good draft debate.

			“Wide receivers in the first round are a tough sell,” he said with a shake of his head.

			“Yeah, back in 2013. The NFL is even more of a passing league now than it was then.”

			“And you’re so confident that you’re not going to do any advance press with Loder?” he asked.

			“Yes. He wants to focus on training and doesn’t want any distractions before the big day. That means no interviews.”

			“Wherever he goes in the draft, Kevin’s going to have to get used to the attention. His story’s too good.”

			His story. That’s what made reporters really salivate. A young kid from the Bronx stays in his home state to play college football and seemingly breaks out of nowhere, smashing ACC records in his junior and senior years. He rises to the top of NFL scouting reports despite his team’s lackluster seasons. He has one of the most remarkable overall showings at the NFL Combine in years. And he has a personal struggle he rarely speaks about. It was sports journalism gold.

			Rachel shook her head. “If Kevin doesn’t want to rehash all of that before the draft, he doesn’t have to. That’s why he signed with me.”

			“Kevin Loder was shot in the back as a kid. People want to hear his story.”

			And there it was—the hook that reporters loved so much. Kevin should’ve died at the age of seven, another stat in New York City’s bloody history of gangland violence. Instead, doctors at Saint Barnabas Hospital’s ER dug the bullet out, leaving behind a nasty scar and a slow, burning determination that fostered an unreal work ethic. Kevin Loder, the statistic who should have been, was the ultimate human-interest story.

			“I’m not interested in letting a bunch of journalists exploit my client so they can up their ratings. Kevin’s focused on the draft right now,” she said, her voice firm as she reached for her drink again.

			“I’ve already talked to his mother,” Nick said.

			Her hand froze with her glass halfway to her lips. Reporters had tried to pull a lot of shit on her in an attempt to force her hand, but this . . . this was a power play.

			“You spoke to Catherine?” she asked.

			His chin dipped in a nod. “I did.”

			All of her agent instincts fired at once. Years ago, when she had something to prove, she might have jumped on an attack from a reporter like this, threatening to bar him from any contact with her clients. But experience had taught her that men like Nick thrived on bravado. They enjoyed the masculine duck and jab of negotiations, trying to see who could best position themselves while knocking away at each other’s defenses until someone collapsed in a messy heap.

			That wasn’t Rachel’s style.

			Instead, she looked straight into his clear green eyes and said, “I’m calling bullshit, Nick.”

			[image: ]

			OVER THE years, Nick had been yelled at, swung at, and even threatened with a libel lawsuit that never amounted to anything. Sometimes he deserved it. Sometimes he didn’t. But never before had an agent fixed him with an unimpressed stare and called him out.

			Something primal deep inside of him woke up. His tongue darted out to lick his lips at the thought of this woman with her long, sheer stocking–clad legs bossing him around. He wanted to prove to her that he could keep up. That he could beat her at her own game.

			“Mom is more than happy to speak to her favorite sports show about her son,” he said, slowly measuring his words. “She’s practically bursting with pride. Mrs. Loder thinks Kevin should be an example of what kids from the South Bronx can do. A positive story for the neighborhood.”

			“When did you speak to her?” she asked, her low, husky voice winding itself around him. It was a voice that would sound amazing whispering in his ear, murmuring the things she wanted to do to him.

			One thought of those pink lips against his neck and—

			Focus. You have to get this interview. No is not an op­tion.

			“I caught up with Mrs. Loder at a JFK High School indoor track meet last week,” he said. “Kevin’s cousin was running.”

			A perfectly shaped, bloodred nail tapped against the edge of Rachel’s glass. She was furious. Tough. It was his job to piss off public relations reps, agents, and coaches—hell, he’d even annoy a player or two if it got him the story he needed.

			“You’re telling me that an NYSN reporter who covers national events just happened to be at a high school girls’ track meet in the middle of the ramp-up to both the NBA and the NHL playoffs? With March Madness going on and spring training in full swing?” she asked.

			“Yup,” he said, even though they both knew it was a bald-faced lie.

			With the draft at the end of April, the window on this story was swiftly closing. Once picked, Kevin’s day-to-day media availability would become the responsibility of a team’s PR department, and the team reps would lock him down. Nick needed more than just post-practice interviews. He needed time with Kevin.

			He should’ve laid the groundwork for this earlier. What she’d said on the phone about not calling her even though he’d been working in the tristate for years? Totally right. When he’d first arrived in New York, he’d convinced himself that he didn’t need her. He’d wanted to scoop everyone at work and at other national networks without having to call in a favor from a high school friend—high school acquaintance, he mentally corrected himself.

			Throughout the years, he’d spotted her at press conferences as he sat in the scrum of reporters. She’d hang back slightly behind her client, keeping the athletes who sometimes had less sense than rocks from saying anything they shouldn’t. Most agents faded into the background, but with her brilliant hair and her slim, tailored dresses, Rachel always stood out. She was a woman among a sea of men, and something about that—her sheer power and competence—made him want her in the worst way.

			Of course, there was no way he was going to let that distract him from what was really important here. He needed a story. A blow your socks off, crash Twitter, talk about it for the next three days kind of story.

			“I can’t believe you spoke to Kevin’s mother without my permission.” The way she said it told him that she was more disappointed with Mrs. Loder than with him.

			“What can I say? I’m persuasive.”

			One plucked eyebrow arched, questioning the accuracy of that statement. “What exactly did she say to you?”

			He had to play this right or risk being completely shut down. Slowly he said, “She thinks it’s important for young men to know that—”

			“Did she say yes?”

			Caught on a technicality, he toyed with his highball glass. “Not exactly, but—”

			“Did the words, ‘Yes, I will interview with you, and I will convince my son to do the same thing,’ come out of her mouth?”

			He let out a breath. She’d called his bluff, and this pesky thing called ethics meant he had to tell the truth even if it torpedoed his plan. “No.”

			A tiny hint of a smile tugged at her glossed lips. “I see.”

			“Have you watched any of my stories?” he pressed, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice as he felt his opportunity to sway her slip through his fingers.

			He thought he saw something flicker across her features, but the agent facade was back in place faster than he could blink.

			“Of course. It’s my job,” she said.

			She threw out “it’s my job” like it was a shield, but the thought of her curled up on the couch watching him late at night made his throat thicken. He could imagine her padding around her apartment in those stretchy yoga pants women seemed to like, an oversize T-shirt slipping off of one shoulder. It’d be so easy to slide his hands up her hips, feeling soft skin beneath his touch.

			He’d known that she’d grown up to be beautiful before she walked in the door, but now just the thought of her dressed down for bed was enough to send his mind into overdrive. And the fact that she seemed to keep a very close eye on his career didn’t do his ego any harm either.

			“If you’ve watched me, then you know I’m the best,” he said, employing the same “fake it till you make it” bravado that had helped him navigate his career. “That’s why you should trust me with Kevin.”

			She rolled her eyes. “I can see your modesty is intact even after fifteen years.”

			Good. They were back on more even ground now. He could ramp up the charm, flirt a bit, and maybe then she’d loosen up. They’d had a pretty good thing going there for a few minutes.

			“Kevin’s going to have to talk at some point. Let me tell his story,” he said.

			She opened her mouth but paused, and, for a moment, he thought he had her. But then her full lips puckered to form one syllable. “No. The answer is no. Just like it has been with everyone else.”

			“But if Mrs. Loder wants to do the story—”

			“Ask her as often as you like. The family knows going off plan could compromise his draft status, and Catherine would never do that.”

			Something about the word compromise pricked at his instincts. “Why would an interview put where Kevin’s picked in jeopardy?”

			Rachel waved the hand holding her nearly empty glass. “It’s a figure of speech.”

			He leaned in. “You’re a terrible liar.”

			Rachel mirrored his move until the gap between them was uncomfortably small. For a crazy second, he let himself imagine what it would be like to thread his fingers through that long, wavy hair and pull her to him. He could kiss her full and hard on that pale pink mouth that refused to say yes.

			“Nick,” she said, “I hate to tell you, but they pay me to lie to reporters. And the answer is still no.”

			Their gazes locked. Blood hammered in his ears. “I don’t give up easily,” he said, pitching his voice a little lower than he meant to.

			“Neither do I.”

			Rachel knocked back the last of her scotch and nodded to the waitress who glided over, a black billfold in her hand. Instead of setting the check down next to him as he’d expected, the waitress handed it to Rachel.

			“I’ll take that,” he said, reaching for the bill.

			The waitress let her eyes run over to him, a slow smile spreading over her face. He knew exactly what that look meant, even if he hadn’t invited it.

			“Of course, sir. My mistake,” said the waitress.

			Rachel stuck her hand out for the bill but kept her gaze on him. “Thank you. I’ll take it from here.”

			The waitress gave him an apologetic shrug, handed Rachel the bill, and swept away their empty glasses.

			Nick frowned. “You know the rule. The reporter always picks up the tab when taking a source out for drinks.”

			Rachel flipped the billfold open, revealing a platinum credit card, a printed slip, and a pen. “I’m not your source.”

			“But I didn’t even see you—”

			“I asked the hostess to take my card before I sat down.” She signed the slip and closed the billfold with a snap. “It was cute getting here before me to make me uncomfortable, but don’t try to outgame the master.”

			It should have pissed him off that she’d bested him, but he liked her confident and sassy, more than willing to put him in his place.

			“I can’t believe you check-ninja’d me,” he murmured.

			“Should’ve drunk your rye.”

			Rachel slid her phone into her purse, and he realized that this was it. She’d walk away from the table, and he might never see her again.

			The urge to touch her overwhelmed him, so he rounded the table to pluck up the bright red coat she’d thrown over the back of her chair.

			He held it up, frowning at how absurd it was that this was the only protection she wore against the bitter winter wind that raced between the city’s buildings. She murmured a thank-you as the satiny lining of the sleeves whispered against her bare arms. The thought of the slippery fabric against her skin sent his blood pounding. The scent of her perfume—faint this late in the day—wrapped them in jasmine, and Nick breathed deep. He couldn’t remember what she wore in high school, if she wore any perfume at all, but he liked this on her. Soft and strong. Tough and feminine. A study in contradictions.

			He should let her walk away from him, but he couldn’t help smoothing his hands over her shoulders as though he was settling the coat properly. He wanted to feel the warmth of her body through the tightly woven wool, imagining her pressed against him. He stood so close that he could brush her auburn hair over her shoulder to expose her neck. Pressing his lips to that creamy skin would be the easiest thing in the world. Would she gasp and let him kiss her or whirl around and slap him straight across the face? He smiled. A slap. No doubt about it.

			He wasn’t supposed to want this woman—whether she’d admit it or not, she was a source, and sources were off-limits—but at that moment he didn’t think about any of that. His lips inched just a little closer to her neck and—

			Rachel stepped forward, breaking the connection. “I should go,” she said, her voice just a little shaky. “Contracts.”

			Nick scrubbed a hand over his chin, trying to get back what little sense was left in his thick skull. He wasn’t going to jeopardize his tenuous relationship with Rachel by doing something stupid. Not before he’d locked down a promise that he could interview Kevin.

			“Yeah,” he agreed. “I need to get back to the studio and go over scripts before I get on the anchor desk. Can I walk you to a cab?”

			She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’ve got to call a client. I’ll see myself out.” Her blue eyes held his for a second. “Sorry you didn’t get what you were looking for, Nick.”

			Then she turned on her heel with the precision of a drill sergeant, leaving him to watch her walk away.

			She was right. He hadn’t gotten what he wanted, but somehow the night didn’t feel like a total loss.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			Nick made it two steps past the assignment desk at the front of the newsroom before he spotted Mindy barreling through the bull pen toward him.

			“What’d she say?” his producer demanded.

			“No ‘Hello, I’m glad you’re back. How was your drink?’ ” he asked.

			She let out an exasperated but indulgent sigh—the one she used when he asked for extra time on a story or told her that he didn’t think a highlight was written to video properly—and planted her hands on her hips. “Hello, Nick, my favorite reporter. I’m glad you’re back. How was your drink with your high school friend who also happens to be the incredibly powerful agent we need to do this story?”
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