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Chapter 1
The fourth time it happened, it really got Dorsey’s attention.
The first time, she put it down to coincidence, because, after all, it was bound to happen sooner or later. The second time, naturally, she shrugged it off as a fluke. The third time came as no surprise, because, as the saying goes, things come in threes. However, by that fourth time, Dorsey MacGuinness was clean out of explanations. There was just no good way to account for that fourth time.
The coincidental first occurrence, ah, occurred shortly after she began her lecture in her eight o’clock Intro to Sociology class. Dorsey wasn’t happy to be teaching as many intro classes as she was, but that was what teaching assistants like her were for, weren’t they? To babysit the students taking sociology as an elective and keep them off the streets, where they might otherwise get into trouble. Only real professors got to teach sociology to real sociology students. So Dorsey would just have to settle for being a pretend professor until after she defended her doctoral dissertation in six months.
Soc. 101 classes were always uncooperative. Except for eight o’clock Soc. 101 classes, which were always unconscious. Today was no exception. Dorsey faced the twenty odd—“odd,” being a term of more than one definition here—students in her class, and was in no way surprised to find a good half of them dozing. What she was surprised to find was that one of them was wide awake.
In the very back of the room, a female student—which was redundant, because all the students at Severn College were female, was not just very much awake, but also very much focused on her studies. Unfortunately, those studies did not include sociology. Not the kind of sociology Dorsey was trying to teach in this particular class, at any rate.
“Ms. Jennings,” she called out in her best teaching assistant voice. It held a tone that gave even the best real professor voice a run for its money.
Ms. Tiffany Jennings was clearly not impressed by Dorsey’s best teaching assistant-almost-professor voice. Because Ms. Tiffany Jennings offered no indication that she had even heard Dorsey summon her by name. She was far too wrapped up in the book she held open before her face. Not her fat Soc. 101 textbook, but a slim paperback. A slim paperback titled How to Trap a Tycoon, authored by the undoubtedly pseudonymous—and utterly ridiculous—Lauren Grable-Monroe.
“Ms. Jennings,” Dorsey tried again.
This time, the voice worked a trifle better, because two or three of the dozing students pried open their eyes. Ms. Tiffany Jennings, however, only continued to read. With a resigned sigh, Dorsey tossed her stubby piece of chalk into the tray and strode forward. She adjusted her oval, wire-rimmed glasses as she went and raked both hands through the rioting, dark-auburn curls that tumbled past her shoulders. As she covered the dozen or so steps between the blackboard and her uninterested student, she tugged her baggy, oatmeal-colored sweater down over faded Levi’s.
Severn College was a tiny, tony women’s liberal arts college situated in the tiny, tony Chicago suburb of Oak Brook, but staff and student body alike had long ago succumbed to a casual atmosphere. It was only one of the things Dorsey liked so much about both studying and teaching here. The school itself had been founded more than a century before, and the building where Dorsey did the bulk of her teaching and learning attested to that fact. The scarred wood floors softened the sound of her rubber-soled hiking boots, so that Ms. Tiffany Jennings neither heard nor saw Dorsey’s arrival beside her desk.
Not until Dorsey snatched the book out of her hands.
“Hey!” the student then exclaimed, “I was just getting to chapter seven, the one everybody says has all the good stuff.”
Dorsey closed the book and read the title aloud. “How to Trap a Tycoon, Ms. Jennings? Are you really interested in trying?”
The girl nodded her head with much enthusiasm. “You bet. Who wouldn’t be?”
Dorsey could think of a few people of the top of her head—she herself, of course, would be in the number one spot—but declined comment. Instead, she opened the book to the table of contents and perused the offerings held within.
“‘Chapter Seven. Keeping the Tycoon in the Bedroom.’ Yes, I can see where the concentration of good stuff, as you call it, Ms. Jennings, would most certainly be in that chapter. One can only shiver with delicious anticipation at the prospect of bedding a man whose entire focus in life is adding more dollar signs to his name.” She peered at Ms. Jennings from over the tops of her glasses. “While you’re doing all the work, he’ll be mentally undressing his board of directors in the hope of figuring out what makes them tick. And, naturally, looking at all those boxer shorts and black socks would make any tycoon feel randy, wouldn’t it?”
Since the question really required no answer, Dorsey returned her attention to the top of the table of contents. “‘Chapter One,’” she read. “‘The Best Tycoon Bait.’”
“That one’s about how to give yourself a makeover that would make you more attractive to tycoons.”
“Oh, my,” Dorsey remarked. “How have I made it through twenty-seven years of life without having this information at my fingertips?” She flipped to the chapter in question and quickly scanned a few pages. “According to this, if I want to trap myself a tycoon, I should rush right out and spend a small fortune—which, of course, I don’t have, seeing as I have yet to trap myself a tycoon, a development that rather negates the entire premise of the book, doesn’t it?—on a wardrobe full of … what does it say here?” She lifted her glasses to the top of her head and squinted at the paragraph in question. “‘Sporty separates, cute little Chanel suits, seductive peignoirs, and diaphanous gowns.’” She glanced back up at Ms. Jennings. “Do they even make diaphanous gowns anymore?” she asked the girl. When Ms. Jennings only shrugged, Dorsey turned to the rest of the class. “Anyone?”
“I saw some diaphanous gowns in Better Dresses at the Marshall Fields on Michigan Avenue,” one of the students offered.
Dorsey and Ms. Jennings both eyed the girl intently, the former with much disappointment, the latter with much hope.
“Thirty percent off,” the other girl added. “But only through Saturday.”
At the announcement, everyone in the classroom opened her notebook—for the first time that morning, Dorsey couldn’t help but realize—and hastily jotted down the information. As Dorsey studied the student offering up shopping tips, her attention inescapably fell to the open backpack leaning against the student’s desk. Sure enough, stuck haphazardly in the side pocket was a copy of How to Trap a Tycoon. Dorsey bit back an exasperated sigh and glanced once again at the copy she held in her hands, contemplating the chapter headings in the table of contents.
“‘Identifying the Tycoon’s Lair,’” she read aloud. “‘Stalking the Wild Tycoon. Keeping the Tycoon in Captivity.’ Goodness, one would expect a chapter on ‘Stuffing and Mounting the Tycoon,’ so clear is the author’s intent to have every rich man in America taken to the taxidermist and turned into a trophy for whichever desperate female most perseveres in the hunt.”
She closed the book, then pretended to study its cover with great interest. “You know,” she said, “the fact that the author clearly took a pseudonym should tell you everything you need to know. For example… Oh, I don’t know… Maybe that she’s ashamed to admit she’s responsible for writing such tripe.”
“Nuh-uh,” Ms. Tiffany Jennings countered. “She’s a career mistress, and she’s spilling trade secrets. And she’s afraid she’ll be sued if she writes under her own name. She’s been with a lot of tycoons. It’s all there in the introduction. That’s why she took the fake name. She just doesn’t want anyone coming after her.”
“She took the pseudonym,” Dorsey corrected the girl, “because she knows that what she’s penned here is sensationalistic claptrap that panders to the masses.”
“Yeah, and she’s gonna make a fortune off it, too,” Ms. Jennings said, “because every woman on campus is reading that book. You can’t read anything on-line without seeing it mentioned a dozen times. Every social network I’m on, sooner or later, the conversation turns to How to Trap a Tycoon. Even my mom wants to read it after I’m done.”
Dorsey digested the information with a response that was rather mixed. And with results that were rather mixed, too, seeing as her stomach pitched and rolled upon hearing it. She closed the book, handed it back to Ms. Jennings, and replied, “Yes, well, do please try to keep your tycoon hunting for after class. That shouldn’t be a problem, seeing as Severn is just swarming with them.”
That last was added dryly, of course, because in addition to there being no men among the student body at Severn, there were few tycoons to be had there. Or any tycoons, for that matter. Virtually all the students were here on academic scholarship, and few of them would have been able to afford a similar education elsewhere.
Dorsey was like any other Severn student. It was her brain that had landed her in her current position. She had no background or money—or even family, unless she counted her mother, which she only did on days when her mother wasn’t driving her crazy, which meant that today, as usual, Dorsey had no family to speak of.
Even after returning the book to Ms. Jennings, she was left feeling a bit troubled by the episode. Shrugging off her anxiety as best she could, Dorsey continued with her class—and her day—in the usual fashion. She taught dozing, uninterested students things they would remember only long enough to record them in a blue book come mid-term—if they remembered them at all. And, eventually, she stopped dwelling on the episode with the tycoon book.
Until the second time.
Which came when Dorsey was standing in line at the Severn College bookstore, waiting to pay for her lunch—a mondo-sized Snickers bar and a Diet Pepsi. How to Trap a Tycoon was displayed in an enormous cardboard contraption at the front of the campus bookstore, and the enormous sign on top of the enormous cardboard contraption fairly shrieked its presence in enormous red letters. Three Severn students were gathered about the enormous thing, perusing the book in question with much—dare she say enormous?— interest.
Honestly, Dorsey thought, there was no accounting for taste. She shook her head with disbelief as, after a few moments of animated conversation and giggling, all three of those students took copies of the book to the cash register and plunked down good money for them.
The third, charmed, event likewise took place that day, while Dorsey was riding the El to her second job. She glanced up from a new biography of Gandhi, which she had been anticipating for months, only to find herself staring at yet another copy of How to Trap a Tycoon. The reader was, yet again, a young woman of college age, and she was reading the book hungrily, as if it offered answers to the darkest mysteries of the universe.
Dorsey sighed in bemusement, swallowed what tasted very much like fear, and went back to reading about nonviolent passive resistance. However, she was beginning to feel anything but nonviolent or passive or even resistant, for that matter. No, what she was beginning to feel was homicidal. Or perhaps suicidal. She hadn’t quite decided yet who she wanted to kill—Lauren Grable-Monroe or herself. It was a quandary that continued to bother her right up until the fourth, and attention-getting, episode.
After alighting from the El inside the Loop, Dorsey hustled into an impressive glass-and-steel high-rise, rode the elevator to the sixteenth floor, then hurried down a hall to the employees’ entrance for Drake’s. As quickly as she could, she tugged off her glasses and hiking boots and shrugged of her sweater and jeans, then tossed them, along with her backpack, into her locker. At the same time, she withdrew a white man-style shirt and black man-style trousers. Within minutes, she had donned those, along with the black man-style shoes and the brightly patterned necktie that completed her bartender’s uniform. Then she was standing at the sink, gazing into a badly lit mirror, trying to weave her unruly, shoulder-length tresses into a fat French braid. Not having quite mastered the procedure yet—she only bound her hair when she worked at Drake’s, and only then because it was a requirement of the job—a few of the dark-auburn tresses … or maybe several … or perhaps dozens … oh, all right, hundreds liberated themselves from the rest, scattering like a pack of rioting teamsters.
Dorsey watched with dismay as they unfurled in loose corkscrew curls around her face. Her boss, Lindy, would no doubt write her up for looking so unkempt, but she didn’t have time to mess with her hair right now. Because, as had become her habit of late, Dorsey was late. Waving a hand in surrender at her reflection, she returned to her locker for the final accessory that would complete her bartender’s uniform.
Her wedding ring.
When she purchased the simple gold band at a pawn-shop six years ago, it had only set her back twenty dollars, but it was one of the best investments she had ever made. Shortly after she started tending bar, she discovered that when it came to female bartenders, men were constantly searching for more than the perfect martini. Her wedding ring—even if she’d never had a husband to go with it—was the best defense she’d found to ward of untoward advances. And if her tips had always been a bit lighter because her customers thought she was married, well, that was just the price she had to pay. She made less than the blond bartenders, too, but that hadn’t made her want to color her hair. Anyway, she wasn’t working at Drake’s because she needed the money, was she?
Although it wasn’t yet four-thirty in the afternoon, the club was bustling. Well, as much as a bunch of buttoned-down and uptight, overfed and underjoyed old guys could bustle, at any rate. Dorsey marveled, as she always did, that anybody could be as dry and stuffy as the pin-striped clientele of Drake’s without being mummified. Then again, there were one or two who might have given Tutankhamen a run for his money—in both the gold and the shrivel departments. Honestly. A good, stiff wind would have blown some of them away like the parchment upon which they’d written the Declaration of Independence.
Independence for men, anyway, she thought, seeing as women had been completely excluded from the document that had made this country what it was today, by God. And if these guys had had their way—and now that Dorsey thought about it, many of them did still have their way—women would continue to be neglected possessions left at home, overseeing the polishing of the silver of generations and squeezing out heirs to inherit it.
A healthy handful of men was scattered about the luxuriously appointed club room as Dorsey hurried through it. Some were seated in leather wing chairs reading newspapers and annual reports, while others relaxed on strategically arranged burgundy leather sofas. Many were murmuring into cell phones, no doubt looking to buy some stock or place a bet on the seventh race at Saratoga or line up a date with someone other than their wives.
As questionable as she found the appeal of Drake’s clientele, though, Dorsey certainly couldn’t criticize the decor. Lindy Aubrey, the woman who owned and operated the place, had impeccable taste and knew exactly how to make a man feel comfortable and pampered. Fine English antiques and oil paintings of hunt scenes complemented the elegant furnishings, and Persian rugs and crown molding further enhanced the mood. The effect on the whole was one of old money, old bloodlines, old boys.
Other than Lindy, who was pretty much an old boy herself, the only women allowed here were the ones who served—quietly, unobtrusively, and without complaint. Frankly, that was the toughest part of the job as far as Dorsey was concerned, being obsequious and pleasant. But doing so suited her needs—for now, at any rate. She wasn’t above—or below, for that matter—sucking up for the few more months it would be necessary. Once she had achieved her goal here, she’d happily kiss goodbye—and kiss off—the illustrious Drake’s. Until then, however, like women everywhere, she was content to do what she had to do.
The posh European decor carried from the club room into the bar, which was also filled with men, even so early in the evening. Then again, it was Friday, and most of these guys could afford to leave work early and get a head start on the weekend. Because, by and large, these guys owned the weekend. Not to mention every other day of the week. They were the men in charge, unlike the majority of working stiffs who had to punch a time clock. And, by God, they rarely let anyone forget it.
They sat lining the bar like thumbtacks, each affixed to his stool and nursing a drink. Dorsey noted all of the usual suspects as she passed by them, identifying each by what he drank. Seven-and-Seven sat next to Salty Dog, who was followed by the gin twins, Gimlet and Gibson. After them came Anchor Steam Draft, Heineken in a Bottle, and Kir Royal.
Kir Royal, Dorsey mused, not for the first time, as she considered the huge, hulking, dark man who cradled a delicate wine glass in his hand. Honestly. He was the CEO of a trucking company, for heaven’s sake. If the guys driving the big rigs ever found out what he drank, they’d mutiny.
Next in line came the Scotch brigade—Rob Roy, Rusty Nail, Scotch and Water, and Dewar’s Straight Up. And then, at the point where the bar began to curve around, seated in his usual spot … Dorsey bit back an involuntary—and very wistful—sigh.
Then came Oban over Ice.
Oban over Ice was, hands down, Dorsey’s favorite of her regulars, which wasn’t saying much, because she didn’t like any of her regulars except for Oban over Ice. Still, she did like him—probably more than she should. Outside Drake’s, his name was Adam Darien, and she’d learned quite a bit about him over the course of her month-long employment at the club. He was, after all, in the bar more evenings than not, and he often ate his dinner seated right where he was now. They’d shared more than a few interesting and often animated conversations.
She knew he was the editor-in-chief of Man’s Life magazine, which, in her opinion was really far too elitist and sexist a publication for any self-respecting woman—rich or poor—to condone, but it did usually contain a very nice fiction piece, and once, she’d found a great recipe for a Manhattan in there, and the arts section was far superior to anything she found in any other publication. But other than that, the magazine was pretty much an affront to womanhood everywhere. Even if Janet Reno and Gloria Steinem had both given profiles in the magazine recently. Really good ones, too.
Dorsey also knew that Adam Darien had just recently purchased a new, jet-black, Porsche Carrera. She knew that, because the two of them had discussed at length the pros and cons of that car and the new Jaguar roadster. Mr. Darien had been leaning toward the Jag until Dorsey had assured him the Porsche was one fine piece of automotive machinery, and when you compared German and British engineering, well … say no more. Unless he was willing to import a mechanic named Nigel, he was much better off with the Carrera.
Had Mr. Darien been any other kind of man—one who wasn’t incredibly handsome, successful, intelligent and self-aware—she might have thought his frequency at the club was a result of loneliness. But there was no way—no way—she would ever believe a man like him was lonely. Doubtless he simply enjoyed the camaraderie and excessive testosterone levels at Drake’s. After all, he always left well before bedtime. Even if he didn’t wear a wedding ring—something she just happened to notice one day when she hadn’t been looking, honest—she was sure there was some woman, or perhaps women—he did rather seem that type—waiting for him at home.
But that was all beside the point.
Because Mr. Darien was, when all was said and done, a member of Drake’s. He was a suit-and-tie-wearing, establishment-supporting, stock-and-bond-owning, woman-objectifying … man.
And anyway, regardless of how much she knew about him, she scarcely had time to think about him, had she? He only braved entry into her brain once or twice—or ten or twenty—times a day, and only during those few—or several—moments when she had nothing else to think about. She especially didn’t have time to think about him while she was here at Drake’s, even if, every time she turned around, she saw him sitting there staring at her.
Like right now, for instance.
With those incredible brown eyes. And that impudent little grin. And that dark hair that would never quite stay tamed, as if he ran his fingers through it in exasperation constantly, hair that Dorsey always found herself wanting to reach out and ruffle herself. Over and over and over again. Preferably while both of them were somewhere other than Drake’s. Somewhere alone. In the dark. Horizontal. And naked.
And then there was the way his jacket was always hanging on a nearby peg, and the way his vest was always unbuttoned, and the way his necktie was always askew, as if he only conformed to the suits because he had to, and if he had his choice, he’d much rather be wearing something else entirely—like maybe a sexy denim shirt and some tight Levi’s or something. Or some sexy silk pajama bottoms with no tops or something. Or nothing at all or something.
Um, where was she?
Oh, yeah. She was thinking about how she never had time to think about Adam Darien—she was far too busy with … stuff . Besides, doing things like thinking about him, and, oh … imagining what he looked like naked would only make him that much harder to forget when the time came for Dorsey to leave her position here at Drake’s. A time that would definitely come. In just a few months, too. So Mr. Darien would always remain on the fringes of her thoughts. And he would never, ever be naked when he was hanging around those fringes.
Well, okay, almost never.
Twisting the wedding band on her left hand, Dorsey covered the short distance between herself and the bar, trying to pretend she didn’t feel his gaze consuming her, noting that, in addition to her regular customers who had shown up early this cloudy, fallish Friday afternoon—one of whom, she couldn’t quite help but note again was Mr. Darien—one of Edie’s regulars was still hanging around.
Edie Mulholland was the daily lunchtime bartender at Drake’s, and Straight Shot of Stoli was the most regular of her regulars. According to Edie, he came in every afternoon at two-thirty, and Dorsey had seen for herself how he stayed until a few minutes after she left for the day at four. Had Dorsey been a more charitable woman, she would have assured herself that Straight Shot of Stoli cared for Edie the way a man his age might care for one of his daughters. But even if he’d never made a pass at the other bartender, Dorsey was reasonably certain that Straight Shot’s intentions toward Edie were anything but honorable.
He looked to be in his mid-forties, something that would make him more than two decades older than Edie. But Dorsey had to grudgingly admit that he was a very handsome man. His black hair held only a few negligent threads of gray, and his blue eyes suggested a wealth of intelligence and good humor. Beneath the pin-striped power suits he favored, his body was slim and firm and fit.
There was, unfortunately, one problem. Like Dorsey, he sported a wedding band on the third finger of his left hand. And she was fairly certain that his reason for doing so didn’t quite mirror her own. It was something that rather compromised any feelings—whether honorable or not—he might have for young Edie. That didn’t stop him, however, from visiting with the other bartender pretty much every day. Or from saying things like—
“Edie, you need someone to take care of you.”
—as he was saying when Dorsey pushed up the hinged section of the bar and strode quickly behind it.
“I know, Mr. Davenport, I really do need a keeper,” Edie said in response, just as she always did. As always, her voice was the picture of politeness when she said it.
Which was no surprise, because Edie Mulholland was, without question, the nicest, most courteous person on the planet. Had Edie’s remark about needing a keeper come from any other woman, Dorsey probably would have lost every bit of respect she had for her. Then she probably would have smacked her open hand against the other woman’s forehead and cried, “Snap out of it!” They had, after all, come a long way, baby. The last thing Dorsey’s gender needed was for some sweet, young thing like Edie Mulholland to hurl them all back into high heels and pearls. Or, worse, chastity belts and those funny little pointed hats with the scarves attached.
But Edie did need someone to take care of her. Because in addition to being the nicest, most courteous person on the planet, she was also the most generous and most trusting. She was exactly the kind of person that predators—predators like, oh, say, Straight Shot of Stoli—came after. She wouldn’t know what hit her until it was too late.
“Believe me, I’m working on it,” she added in an aside to Straight Shot as she lifted a hand in greeting to Dorsey. “If all goes well, I’m going to find exactly the person I’m looking for. Soon.”
“Edie, I’m sorry I’m late,” Dorsey said as she slung her white apron over her head and reached behind herself to tie it. “I was at the library, and time just got away from me.”
“That’s okay,” the other woman said as she repeated Dorsey’s action in reverse—unfastening and tugging her apron over her head. “I can still make it before they close,” she added as she fingered her delicate blond bangs to straighten them.
“I’ll come in a half-hour early on Monday, okay?”
Edie smiled, her blue eyes full of genuine happiness for the simple pleasure of being alive. Some people, Dorsey supposed, were just decent folks. And Edie Mulholland was their queen.
“Don’t worry about it,” she said, reaching beneath the bar to collect her things—history and humanities textbooks for when the bar was empty and fashion magazines to hide them under for the sake of the regulars. Because smart women generally received lousy tips. “It’s no big deal,” she added. “Honest.”
“I’m still coming in early to relieve you on Monday.”
“Fine,” Edie said. “But have a nice weekend between now and then, okay?”
Yeah, right, Dorsey thought. With a barely begun dissertation that was due in six months waiting for her at home? With volumes of research to perform and analyze? With papers to grade and a midterm to create? Not likely.
Only after she assured Edie that she would do her best did the other bartender wad up her apron and throw it in the linen bin beneath the bar. Then Edie began to pack up her own backpack. She was zipping it up when Dorsey realized she’d left a book behind, a lone paperback sitting on a shelf beneath the bar.
“You forgot one,” she said, reaching out to grab it. She was handing it to Edie when she noted the title of the book and frowned. “Oh, Edie,” she added, unable to mask the disappointment in her voice when she saw what it was. “Not you, too. I can’t believe you’re reading this stuff.”
Edie blushed as she made a grab for the book in question. “Hey, it’s headed straight for the bestseller list,” she said in her defense. “Everybody says so. Lots of women are reading it.”
“What is it?” Straight Shot asked.
Unwilling to give the man any insight into Edie—especially insight like this—Dorsey pretended she didn’t hear the question and handed the book back to her coworker. Edie evidently had no qualms about letting Straight Shot know what she was looking for in life, because she turned the book face out toward him.
“How to Trap a Tycoon,” she said.
Man, Dorsey thought, she didn’t even have the decency to sound embarrassed about it.
“By Lauren Grable-Monroe,” Edie added.
She didn’t stuff How to Trap a Tycoon into her backpack with the other books, however, only turned to hand it back to Dorsey, who, not surprisingly, was reluctant to claim it. “I’m leaving it for Renee,” Edie told her. “She wants to read it. And then Alison wants it after Renee.” She smiled knowingly at Dorsey. “You want me to put you on the waiting list?”
Dorsey shook her head. “No, thank you.”
Edie chuckled. “Yeah, that’s our Dorsey. The last woman in the world who would want to trap herself a tycoon.”
“And why is that?” a second male voice piped up.
Dorsey spun around at the remark, only to find Adam Darien gazing at her with much interest—way more than usual, and that was saying something—from the other side of the bar. He smiled before adding, “Oh, yeah. I forgot. You’re already married, aren’t you, Mack?”
As much as Dorsey MacGuinness hated to be called Mack, she never challenged Adam Darien on the nickname. She told herself it was because of Lindy’s rule—give the customer what he wants … or else. But really, it was because the way Adam Darien spoke the name, the way he murmured it low in that rough, husky voice of his, that voice that reminded her of very good cognac pooling in fine crystal and warming in the palm of a gentleman’s hand, the way he wrapped his tongue around her name and fairly purred it, so that it sauntered indolently into her ear, leaving a ripple of heat in its wake that traveled down her throat to her breasts and points beyond…
Ahem.
Well, suffice it to say that when Mr. Darien called her Mack, it just didn’t quite bother her as much as it did when others called her Mack, that was all. Because, hey, considering the way her social life had been lately—or, more correctly, the way her social life had not been lately—the heady thrill she received from hearing the way he spoke her name was about as close as she was likely to come to sexual fulfillment for some time.
And my, but wasn’t it warm in Drake’s this afternoon? she thought further, reaching up to loosen the knot in her necktie. What did Lindy have the thermostat set on, anyway?
“I have to run,” Edie said, giving Dorsey the perfect opportunity to avoid responding to Mr. Darien’s comment—or the call of his libido. Whatever. Edie ducked underneath the bar, then, realizing she was still holding How to Trap a Tycoon, she tossed the book easily back to Dorsey, who caught it capably in one hand.
“You better not let Lindy catch you doing that,” Dorsey said. “Or else.”
Edie only grinned as she lifted a hand in farewell and hoisted her backpack over her shoulder. “See you Monday. Have a great weekend!”
Straight Shot turned completely around on his bar stool to watch her go, never uttering a word as he did. Dorsey shook her head in disbelief. How obvious could the guy be?
Only when Edie had passed through the door and was out of sight did he spin back around to stare at what was left of the vodka he swirled in the bottom of his glass. “That girl needs someone to take care of her,” he said before swallowing the last bit.
“And I suppose you consider yourself a likely candidate for the position,” Dorsey replied quietly, the response intended for his ears alone.
It was the kind of comment—spoken in the kind of voice—that could have gotten her fired if Straight Shot complained, but Dorsey couldn’t quite stop the words from coming. If he did decide to say something to her boss, Lindy would be matter-of-fact and in no way hesitant about inviting Dorsey to clean out her locker. Pronto. Lindy Aubrey stated flat out at the interview that her workers, in addition to being attractive young women, should be thoroughly willing to be dominated by the exclusively male clientele. Or else.
To her credit, however, Lindy paid her employees very well, certainly well enough to make submitting to such a rule easier than it might have been in another establishment. Nevertheless, the membership of Drake’s was generally of the variety that very much enjoyed dominating. Straight Shot, she was certain, was no different. Still, Dorsey couldn’t quite help putting her friendship with Edie first.
To her surprise, however, Straight Shot didn’t seem to be put off by her remark. Instead, he placed his empty glass back on the cocktail napkin before him and offered her a mild smile.
“Maybe I do think I’m a likely candidate,” he said. “Edie’s a sweet girl. Why wouldn’t I want to take care of her?”
Dorsey’s gaze fell pointedly to the thick gold band encircling the ring finger of his left hand. But she said nothing more. No sense pushing her luck.
“Ah,” he said, dropping his own gaze to the accessory in question. “Yes, that does rather complicate things, doesn’t it?”
“So then maybe Edie should be looking for someone else,” Dorsey said.
“Judging by her choice of reading material, it would appear that she is.”
Dorsey nodded and pretended the two of them were on the same wavelength. “Well, if she trapped herself a tycoon, that would certainly take care of her troubles, wouldn’t it?”
She gazed back down at the book in her hand as she uttered the question that invited no response. The cover of the paperback was bent in a couple of places, the spine cracked, suggesting frequent handling and heavy reading. The swirling, dark-crimson words How to Trap a Tycoon took up most of the pink-tinted background of a satin, tasseled pillow. A single row of words at the bottom, in the same color, stated the author’s obviously phony name: Lauren Grable-Monroe.
All in all, it was a harmless enough looking package. Still, she was beginning to get a very bad feeling about things.
“I do believe I hate this book,” she muttered.
Then she put it out of her mind by tossing it back onto the shelf where Edie had originally left it. Dorsey had more important things to do with her time than speculate about what Lauren Grable-Monroe had intended to accomplish with her book. Especially since she already knew exactly what Lauren Grable-Monroe had intended to accomplish. Dollar signs. Lots of them. Dorsey knew this because she was the author of the book in question. It was Dorsey who was Lauren Grable-Monroe.
Chapter 2
Adam Darien watched as Mack pitched How to Trap a Tycoon back beneath the bar, listened to her murmured words of disapproval, and could scarcely believe his ears. A woman who actually hated that damned book? A woman who wasn’t greedily consuming every last word of it as gospel and arming herself for the hunt? He was ready to leap over the top of the bar and kiss her.
Of course, that wasn’t necessarily because of her reaction to the book. He’d been wanting to do that since the day he walked into the club and saw her standing behind the bar, splashing Courvoisier into a snifter for Lindy Aubrey. The first thing Adam noticed about Mack was that she had excellent taste in neckties. The Hermès silk she’d been wearing that day was one he’d nearly bought for himself a few months before. The second thing he noticed about Mack was that he was noticing a beautiful woman’s midsection for the first time and wasn’t noticing what he usually noticed when noticing a woman’s midsection for the first time.
It rather took his notice.
In the month that had passed since Mack started working at Drake’s, there hadn’t been a single day go by that Adam didn’t consider asking her out. But the slim gold band encircling the fourth finger of her left hand had been a pretty effective deterrent.
So far.
Not that Adam was the kind of man to go after a married woman. There were far too many moral, ethical, and philosophical considerations with regard to such an endeavor, not to mention a real problem with timing. But in some ways, flirting with a married woman was more fun than flirting with a single woman, because there was little chance of anything materializing. And Mack did return his flirting, outrageously at times. It was fun. That was all. Adam had so little fun in his life. What was the harm in enjoying it with Mack?
Even if she was a married woman.
“You hate that damned book?” he echoed incredulously. “How can you hate that damned book? Every woman in America is reading and loving that damned book.”
Mack’s expression would have been the same if he had just slapped her with a big, wet fish. “Excuse me?” she said.
“That damned book,” he said again, gesturing impatiently toward where she had thrown it. “I can’t believe you just said you hated it. I can’t go anywhere these days without that damned book being the topic of rabid conversation among whatever women happen to be present.”
She glanced over her shoulder at where she’d thrown the paperback, then back at Adam, her expression bemused. “It has a title, you know.”
“I know,” he conceded grudgingly. “But I can’t say it out loud without gagging.”
“You should see a doctor,” she told him.
“I’m sure it’s just a natural reflex to an unnatural phenomenon. Every woman in America seems to be adopting that damned book as her bible. It’s not surprising that it would wreak indigestion on most men.”
Mack’s gaze fell some. “Well, not quite every woman has adopted it as her bible,” she said dryly.
Adam bit back a chuckle of delight. She really was too good to be true. He’d suspected as much since the day she started working at Drake’s, and now he was positive of the fact. Mack was more like one of the guys than she was… one of them. Recollections of her midsection aside—which, of course, he had noticed eventually, several times, in fact—Adam could talk to Mack. Really talk to her. They were on the same wavelength. She was as straightforward as they come. She didn’t have any secrets at all.
“But you have read it, yes?” he asked her. “I mean, you would have had to, if you hate it.”
“Um, yeah,” she told him, sounding a little uneasy for some reason. “I’ve read it. Have you?”
He shook his head vehemently. “To put it succinctly, hell, no, I haven’t read that damned book. It’s a crime against nature and society and the way things are.”
She narrowed her eyes at him thoughtfully. “Actually, that wasn’t very succinct,” she observed. “You could have just replied, ‘No.’ That would have been succinct. What you said was actually kind of—”
“No.”
“Well, that was certainly succinct.”
“So you read it and didn’t like it?” Adam asked again.
She sighed heavily, and again he got the impression that she was uncomfortable about something. “Let’s just say I don’t like the way it’s been received by the general public,” she told him.
He eyed her thoughtfully in return for a moment, then pushed his empty glass forward in a silent request for another drink. “That’s an interesting way to put it. What don’t you like about its reception?”
She went about the motions of her job automatically as she replied, “It seems to be conducive to mass hysteria, that’s what. And mass hysteria leads to everything from nihilism to jingoism.”
Immediately, he began to feel wary. “Uh-oh,” he said.
She glanced up curiously from her task, the bottle of Oban suspended above his glass. “Uh-oh?” she echoed.
“Nihilism,” he repeated. “Jingoism. That’s the sociology student in you talking, isn’t it? You’re about to go off on another one of your sociological tangents, aren’t you? You’re going to start using words like ‘esoteric’ and ‘exegesis’ and ‘dogma.’ I hate it when you do that.”
Mack chuckled as she went back to pouring his drink. “Oh, come on. You know your cocktail party chitchat quotient has gone sky high since you met me. Admit it.”
“That’s beside the point.”
When she glanced up to look at him again, there was a flicker of humor sparking in her eyes. Not for the first time, he marveled at how green the irises were, how they were a color he’d never quite seen anywhere before. It was a color that reminded him of the waters lapping at a certain Caribbean island of his acquaintance and he was tempted to invite her to accompany him there for a very intimate visit sometime.
It bothered Adam a lot to realize he had the capacity to entertain ideas like that about a married woman. Hell, about any woman. The last thing he needed in his life was a very intimate visit with someone, married or otherwise. Intimate visits had a habit of turning into permanent conditions. Or, rather, in his case, semi-permanent conditions. The presence of his ex-wife in the world attested to that. He wasn’t likely to make such a mistake again.
“No, that’s the human being in me talking,” Mack replied, scattering his thoughts.
He loved her voice. It was perfect for a bartender, low and throaty and husky, redolent of smoky bars and bluesy guitar riffs and good Scotch over ice.
“Being a sociology student—or instructor, for that matter—has nothing to do with it,” she continued in her smoldering, whiskey riff. She smiled. “However, if you’d like to discuss it in terms of the millennial Zeitgeist, I’m open.”
He stifled a growl. “No thanks,” he said. Brightening, he added, “I hate that damned book, too. And its reception by the general public.” In case that wasn’t enough to emphasize his point, he continued, “And I hate its cover. And its size. And the promotional campaign used. And the fact that it’s written in English. And the font it’s printed in. And the ink they used. And—”
She laughed as she finished free-pouring a generous amount of Oban over ice. “Yeah, well, it’s hardly surprising that you wouldn’t care for it. Seeing as you’re the perfect prey for any potential tycoon-trappers out there.”
“It’s not just that,” he denied.
She set his fresh drink before him and smiled knowingly. “Oh, isn’t it?” she asked, likewise knowingly.
He shook his head adamantly. “It’s nothing personal,” he assured her. “I consider that damned book to be an affront to men everywhere, regardless of their economic situation.”
She crossed her arms and leaned forward, all signs of her previous uneasiness and discomfort having vanished. This was the Mack he knew and loved, the witty, confident, take-no-guff pal.
“Oh, is that all?” she asked mildly.
“I’m serious, Mack. Thanks to that damned book, the men in this country are being completely outmaneuvered in the mating game. We’ve become quarry, for God’s sake. And that’s just not how nature works. It’s … Well, it’s unnatural, that’s all. We—the men—are supposed to be the hunters. Not the women. How can we hunt when we can’t even figure out what rules the women are playing by on any given day?”
“You can figure that out,” Mack told him. “Just read whatever book is on the bestseller list that day. Like, oh, say, How to Trap a Tycoon.”
“Very funny.”
“It’s true,” she said. “Sexual politics have always been a part of the whole man-woman thing. They just change with each new bestseller.”
“Hmm. You may have a point,” he conceded. “And, to be fair, I suppose Ms. Grable-Monroe’s book is no more irritating than any of the other bestsellers of recent years that have made a man’s life difficult. At least this book isn’t telling women to avoid us or, worse, psychoanalyze us. Or worst of all, to turn us into apron-wearing, hummus-eating Celine Dion listeners. But,” he interjected when she opened her mouth to comment, “this book does flat out objectify men. It turns us into status symbols, possessions to be acquired.”
“Which,” she said, “is exactly what men have been doing to women throughout history.”
“It’s not the same,” he said.
“It’s exactly the same,” she assured him.
He shook his head before reiterating, “It’s not the same, Mack.”
She grinned, an impish little grin that both chilled and heated him. What a strange—and not unpleasant— sensation. “It’s not the same,” she said smoothly, “because you’re the one being objectified and turned into a status symbol this time.”
“It’s not natural,” he said again, ignoring her comment because… Well, just because, that was why. “Women aren’t the pursuers. Men are.”
“Not anymore. Don’t know much about biology,” she misquoted, “but I am familiar with a little theory that some biologists find interesting. It’s called Evolution.” She enunciated the word carefully, as if she were speaking to a three-year-old—or perhaps to a sexist, elitist, chauvinist pig. “Maybe you’ve heard of it, Evolution. Things, animals—even men—do change.” She paused a telling beat before adding, “Eventually.”
Adam said nothing, mainly because she was gazing at him in a way that made his entire body go on red alert. It was a feeling no self-respecting single man should experience when faced with a married woman, because it was the kind that made him want to forget all about her husband. He pushed the feeling aside as far as he could—which, granted, wasn’t that far.
“Don’t you find offensive, though,” he said, “the suggestion that a woman should go out and find herself a rich man to take care of her? I mean, hasn’t your gender been fighting for decades to obliterate this kind of thing?”
Mack shook her head. “No, my gender has been fighting for decades to provide women with choices and opportunities. We never had those before. What each woman chooses to do with the choices and opportunities she has available to her is entirely up to the individual. But it’s that choice we’ve been fighting for. Besides,” she added, “Ms. Grable-Monroe’s book isn’t necessarily telling women to go out and find rich husbands to take care of them.”
This was news to Adam. “Just how the hell do you figure that?”
She shrugged. “I see her book as more of a social satire.”
“A social satire?” he repeated incredulously. “In what way? This is a book that tells women that money—someone else’s money—would solve just about every problem they have.”
She met his gaze levelly again. Once again, Adam found himself forgetting about that husband of hers, who must be waiting for her at home. Then again, maybe he worked nights, and he’d never notice if Mack got in a little late for once…
“Money would solve just about every problem women have,” she said. “The reason it has to be someone else’s money is because personal wealth is something women have constantly been denied throughout history by men. Even today, at our highest earning power, we’re still not allowed to make as much as men do who are performing the same work.”
He narrowed his eyes at her. “Does everything have to become a sociology lecture with you?”
“Don’t try to change the subject.”
He sighed his exasperation. “Do you really believe that? That women don’t make as much as men do for performing the same work? Here I’ve been under the impression that that was one of those urban legends.”
She straightened, rolled her eyes heavenward and tapped her chin with her index finger, feigning thought. “Gee, do I really believe that? Let me think about it a minute. Yep, I really do believe that,” she immediately answered herself.
He shook his head at her in disappointment. “And here I’ve been thinking you’re such an intelligent woman, Mack.”
“I am an intelligent woman,” she said matter-of-factly. Evidently discerning again his attempt to change the subject—she was, after all, an intelligent woman—she reverted to what they were initially discussing. “Men can’t afford to let women earn the same amount of money they do. With money comes independence. And men, who, alas, do still rule the world—for now, at least—can’t afford to have us independent.”
“Why not?”
She waited until he turned his attention fully to her face, then pinned her gaze on his yet again. “Because we would enslave you, that’s why.”
For a moment, he was so stunned by her response that he simply could not form a reply. But he regained his composure again eventually and smiled. At least, he hoped he was smiling. His face—not to mention other body parts—still felt a little stiff at hearing the whole enslaving thing suggested. The prospects were just too intriguing to ignore.
“You know, Mack, there’s nothing I’d love more than to continue this conversation,” he said, “but something tells me it’s not one I should be having with a married woman.”
She colored a bit at that, as if she, too, had forgotten about that husband of hers. Well, well, well. Wasn’t this the most interesting conversation he and Mack had never had? Thankfully, their nonexistent discussion was interrupted then by the arrival of Adam’s most recently acquired and very existent—sometimes too existent, in Adam’s opinion—staff writer. As Mack left to answer the summons of another club member halfway up the bar, Adam told himself she was not fleeing, and turned to greet his associate.
Lucas Conaway, age twenty-four, was fifteen years and a lifetime younger than Adam. In his Dockers, white button-down shirt and Animaniacs necktie, he was the sartorial antithesis of Adam, who had opted today for a three-piece, pin-striped Hugo Boss number—which, admittedly, was currently in something of a state of disarray. Likewise, the kid’s blond, blue-eyed, gee-whiz good looks were at odds with what Adam cheerfully claimed as his own dark and brooding demeanor.
Their differences pretty much ended there. Despite the physical and temporal disparities, employer and employee were virtually two of a kind. Both were equally ambitious and driven when it came to the magazine they worked for—and, in Adam’s case, owned—and both were equally irreverent and cynical when it came to life in general. Neither accepted any guff from any swine. And neither backed down an inch from what he wanted.
Adam could already sense it was that last shared quality that was about to cause some trouble. He could tell by the look of intent on Lucas’s face. Oh, well, he thought, it wouldn’t be the first time they’d gone head to head on something. Nor, he was confident, would it be the last. That, he told himself, was what made for good journalism. Even if that journalism found its way into a publication that was targeted less at hard news and more at—he might as well admit it—frivolous masculine pursuits.
Nevertheless, Man’s Life magazine was Adam’s pride and joy, his friends and family, his offspring, his better half, his reason for being. He had launched the glossy monthly a mere six years ago, and already its circulation was higher than any other magazine of its kind. Devoted to covering the finer things in a man’s life—fast cars and fine wines, great books and good cigars, beautiful, intelligent women and other such masculine acquisitions—Man’s Life was now everything he had envisioned. In his role of publisher as well as editor-in-chief, Adam was exactly where he wanted to be.
“I have a great idea for a story,” Lucas said as he folded himself onto a neighboring bar stool. Without giving Adam a chance to reply, he hastily continued, “Three times yesterday, I encountered the same thing. Three times. To me, that means it’s newsworthy.” He lifted his hand toward Mack, who nodded an acknowledgment that she would be right there.
“Three times, huh?” Adam asked, his curiosity reluctantly piqued. “I suppose that counts for something.”
“It’s a sign,” Lucas assured him. “On three separate occasions yesterday, in three separate places, I saw women reading that new book How to Trap a Tycoon.”
“Oh, no,” Adam groaned. “Not again. Not that.”
“So what could I do but go out and buy myself a copy, too?” Lucas asked.
Adam eyed him with much disgust. “How could you? You’ve betrayed your entire gender.”
Lucas shrugged off the charge. “The book is topical. It’s a current event. I’m a journalist. Sue me.”
“Don’t tell me you actually read the thing.”
“Of course I read it. And it really fired me up, too.”
“To do what? Go out and trap yourself a tycoon?”
Lucas grinned in a very wicked way that Adam found more than a little intriguing. “Nope,” he said. “It made me want to go out and trap Lauren Grable-Monroe.”
Well, that sounded promising. “And do what with her?”
Lucas’s grin turned positively malicious. Adam was liking this more and more. “My intention is to go out and trap myself Lauren Grable-Monroe, then completely expose her for the fraud I’m certain she is.”
His announcement was punctuated by the sound of shattering glass, something that gave it a rather ominous implication. When Adam glanced up, it was to find Mack gazing at Lucas with wide eyes, her mouth slightly open, her face drained of all color—except for her cheeks, which were faintly stained with the hint of a blush. Strangely, she was holding her hand out before her, but her fingers, though curved, held nothing. Pushing himself up from his stool, Adam glanced over the top of the bar to find that, yep, just as he’d suspected, Mack was the one who had broken the glass. It lay in about a million pieces on the tile floor behind the bar.
As he sat back down, he tried to imagine what would have caused such a reaction in her. Not only did Mack never lose her composure over anything, but she never broke anything, either. She was amazing when it came to tending bar. Ultimately, all he could figure—and it was a lame deduction at best—was that maybe she had been overcome by Lucas’s boyish good looks. In which case Adam would have no choice but to transfer the kid to the Spongemop, South Dakota , beat, thereby reducing the competition. Bad enough Adam had to sit around waiting for Mack’s husband to go to his final reward. Man.
Then Adam remembered that he couldn’t transfer Lucas to Spongemop, South Dakota. Lucas had singlehandedly upped Man’s Life subscriptions by six percent with that Wall Street exposé he wrote for the June issue. If the kid wanted to turn his journalistic attentions—and intentions—to Lauren Grable-Monroe, Adam sure as hell wasn’t going to stop him. Then again, a story on Ms. Grable-Monroe meant Man’s Life would be giving that damned book of hers free publicity. Did he really want to do that?
And why was Mack still staring at Lucas that way, her green eyes lambent—he could safely say he now knew what that word meant—her mouth full and ripe and luscious-looking, her face glowing with a mixture of caution and something he was hard-pressed to identify, and … and … and…
And, man, it was getting hot in here. What did Lindy have the thermostat set on? Jeez.
He reached up to loosen his already loosened necktie, then told Lucas, “I’m not sure I want Lauren Grable- Monroe in my magazine.”
Lucas smiled but turned to Mack. “Gimme a Grey Goose and tonic.”
Mack, of course, was way ahead of Lucas on that score. It was remarkable how she kept a catalogue of the drinking preferences of Drake’s entire membership and began pouring the preferred beverage the moment she noted the member’s presence at the bar. She set Lucas’s prepared drink before him, then dropped the Grey Goose bottle back into the well. But she didn’t scurry off afterward, as Adam thought she would. Instead, she continued to study Lucas. With much interest.
Dammit .
“This is a story,” Lucas continued, oblivious to Mack’s interest, “that the readers of Man’s Life would find very interesting.”
“And that would be because…” Adam spurred him.
Lucas’s smile turned predatory. “Because I intend to locate Ms. Lauren Grable-Monroe and find out just what her credentials—so to speak—are that would make her the self-appointed social guru of today’s women.”
Adam said nothing. He was torn between the dread of giving space to Lauren Grable-Monroe in any form and the ecstasy of filling that space with what might be a really satisfying diatribe against her. If anyone could write a flaming exposé of Lauren Grable-Monroe, it would be Lucas Conaway. The kid was a truly gifted writer. There were times when Adam wondered what had made the kid accept a position at Man’s Life when he could have gone pretty much anywhere he wanted. Certainly his salary was competitive with any number of similar publications. But Lucas was a writer who should be covering human rights violations and sneaky, underhanded governments. Not which Cuban cigars best complemented California cognacs.
“Why would you want to expose Lauren Grable-Monroe?”
The question came not from Adam but from Mack, who seemed to be genuinely curious about the answer. Lucas sipped his drink and sighed with much contentment, then turned his attention to Mack.
“Because she’s fast becoming the latest icon of American popular culture,” he said. “Like I said, she’s topical. She’s controversial.” He hesitated for only a moment before adding. “And something tells me she is really hot, too. Have you read the book?”
Mack nodded, but once again her cheeks were stained faintly with pink. Adam thought it made her look rather adorable. Then he immediately berated himself for allowing the word adorable into his masculine verbal repertoire. What Mack looked, he corrected himself, was… Oh, dammit. Adorable. That was what she looked.
“So that means you read chapter seven, right?” Lucas asked. “The one called ‘Keeping the Tycoon in the Bedroom.’ Man, that chapter alone is worth the price of the book.” He turned to Adam. “You would not believe some of the stuff she writes in that chapter. And so matter-of-fact she is about it, too. There’s this thing with crème de menthe…” He threw another look toward Mack, then halted himself. “Well, let’s just say that Lauren has got some mouth on her. And I’d like to have it on me, too. Very arousing reading material.”
“Arousing,” Adam echoed blandly. He decided not to look and see how Mack had taken Lucas’s mouth references. He was afraid she might have gone way beyond adorable by now. And that way lay madness. “I think ‘annoying’ would be a better word for Ms. Grable-Monroe.”
“Yeah, well, I guess I can’t expect a man your age to respond to a sexy woman the way a man my age does. But, hey, you’ll always have Viagra.”
The last thing Adam wanted was to be part of a discussion about Viagra in front of Mack. “Spare me. It probably hasn’t been that long since you took your Jessica Alba poster down off your bedroom wall.”
Lucas’s smile grew broader. “Who says I took it down?”
“I think Mr. Darien is right,” Mack piped up. “You owe it to your readership to avoid this kind of sensationalism. It’s just popular, mass-market-driven propaganda. And in case you haven’t noticed,” she added parenthetically, if a little sarcastically, “the typical Man’s Life reader is an elitist, sexist snob.”
“Oh, I’ve noticed that,” Lucas assured her.
Adam nodded. “Me, too.”
Mack narrowed her eyes at both of them. “Your typical reader has worked hard and sacrificed a lot to preserve his elitist, sexist, snobby way of life. You might want to be careful to not offend him. Elitist, sexist snobs have a way of not minding how much money they spend to read about elitist, sexist snobbery. Lauren Grable-Monroe doesn’t pander to that.”
This time Adam was the one to narrow his eyes. “You know, Mack, I think I speak for both Lucas and myself when I say, ‘Huh?’”
She frowned at him but said nothing, which was just as well, because Lucas started up again.
“I want to do this story because I think Ms. Grable-Monroe has acted irresponsibly.”
“In what way?” Adam asked.
Lucas thought for a moment before responding. “Well, she could cause a lot of unhappiness in the world,” he finally said. “Women will be crushed when they don’t land the man of their financial dreams even after following the instructions in the book.”
In response to his assertion, Adam covered his mouth and yawned.
“She could cause a lot of disappointment,” Lucas added.
Adam, in turn, glanced down at his watch.
“A lot of heartache.”
Adam tugged gently at a hangnail.
“You know, the least you could do is listen to what I have to say.”
Adam crossed his legs and rubbed at a spot on his shoe. “I will, once you start saying something that doesn’t make me want to throw up. Hey, I had sushi for lunch. It could get ugly.”
Lucas gazed down at his drink, then ran his thumb slowly, thoughtfully, along the rim of the glass. “I want to do a story on her, Adam.”
“Why?”
“I have my own reasons.”
“Care to tell me what they are?”
Lucas glanced up and met his gaze levelly. “No.”
Adam studied the other man with much interest but didn’t pursue the matter. Not because he wasn’t curious about whatever was going on in the wily head of the hotshot writer, but because, suddenly, he began to get a pretty good idea of his own for a story. Before he could stop it, the idea had taken root, and even more quickly, it began to blossom.
It was a good idea for a story. A really good idea. One that would definitely appeal to his readership. Because it was, without question, elitist. And sexist. And snobby. It was also, he had to admit, not a little sensationalistic.
Okay, so sensationalism had its uses, he conceded. Elitist, sexist snobs were only human. In their own unique sort of way.
“Fine,” he told Lucas. “Let’s do a story on Lauren Grable-Monroe. But,” he quickly interjected when he saw Lucas snap to attention again, “it’s going to be on my terms. With my spin.”
The other man’s disappointment was almost palpable. “Oh, come on, Adam. That’s not fair.”
“My magazine. My rules.”
Lucas gazed at him sullenly.
“Don’t worry,” Adam told him. “You’re going to like this. Because you, my fine, young, ruthless writer, get to go hunting.”
The younger man still looked ticked off . “I don’t like the sound of that. You know how I feel about the cruel and senseless slaughter of innocent animals.”
“You couldn’t care less about the slaughter of animals. But not to worry. For this assignment, you won’t be hunting an animal.” Adam smiled with grim satisfaction. “You’ll be hunting a woman.”
Lucas brightened some. “Oh, well, in that case, I’m your man.”
“Good boy.”
“Now, then. About this assignment,” Lucas continued, dipping his head forward with much interest. “Will I, by any chance, be hunting a woman in lingerie?”
Adam chuckled. “Hey, if you want to wear lingerie when you go hunting, it’s none of my concern.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I guess it depends on how successful you are in your hunt.”
“I’m always successful, Adam. You know that.”
“Yes, I do. Which is why you’re going to be the perfect candidate for writing this story the way I want it told.”
“And the story the way you want it told would be…”
This time Adam was the one to smile the predatory smile. “Lucas, since you’re such a fan of the book, I want you to use it to go out and trap yourself a tycoon.”
Lucas’s interest suddenly shifted to suspicion. “Come again?”
“The way I see it,” Adam said, “even though Ms. Grable-Monroe wrote her book for women who want to land themselves a rich husband, there’s no reason why a man can’t use the book to land himself a rich wife.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Lucas objected immediately, raising his hands before himself palm out in a gesture of what was clearly self-preservation. “You want me to go out and trap a rich wife? Are you crazy? I don’t care how much money she has. No way do I want to be married and miserable for the rest of my life.”
“Not a real wife,” Adam told him. “You don’t have to marry the tycoon you trap. Just use the instructions in the book to snag yourself… you know…a sugar mommy.”
Lucas shuddered visibly. “I think that’s the single most revolting thing anyone’s ever said to me. I do not want to go there.”
Adam ignored the comment. “Look, just write me a story for the magazine that offers a man’s view of this whole thing. I want to see what happens when a young, ambitious guy like yourself reads the book and takes the advice to heart in the quest for a rich woman. It should make for a nice piece.”
“A nice piece,” Lucas repeated flatly. “I’m not even going to touch that comment.”
“You don’t have to touch anything you don’t want to. No reason to get tawdry. Just get me a good story out of this,” Adam reiterated. “One that will appeal to our readership.”
“Oh, I can definitely do that. It should be really interesting,” Lucas said blandly. “And, gosh, really fun, too. And, whoa, very educational. It should put to rest once and for all my father’s theory that it’s as easy to fall in love with a rich woman as it is with a poor one. Too bad he didn’t follow his own advice,” he added in a voice that prohibited further probing.
“You say that because you don’t believe in love, period,” Adam said.
“Excuse me, but I’m only a twenty-four-year-old bachelor, unlike the thirty- nine-year-old bachelor who is also sitting at this bar. Is it just me, or does this seem like an odd statement for the old guy to be making to the young guy in such a situation?”
Adam ignored that comment, too, thinking he was getting pretty good at ignoring Lucas. Now, if he could just be as effective in getting the kid to shut up in the first place, he’d be okay. Of course, the fact that Lucas refused to be shut up was probably what made him such a good journalist to begin with.
Damn, Adam hated these catch-22s. But he did love the way Lucas worked.
“I’d still like to expose Lauren Grable-Monroe,” his hotshot writer said. “How about I write an exposé on her as a companion piece to this story?”
Adam opened his mouth to tell Lucas no, to state quite adamantly that such an exposé had no place in Man’s Life magazine. Then the oddest thing happened.
“No way, Lucas,” he said.
“Why not?”
Unbidden, a feral little smile curled Adam’s lips. “Because,” he told the other man, “Lauren Grable-Monroe is mine.
Chapter 3
“What do you think, Dorsey? The blue or the green?”
Dorsey heard her mother’s question and told herself it would be polite to answer. Unfortunately, she was too busy doing other things—things like panicking, reeling from shock, quaking with fear, and choking on terror—to form an adequate reply. She couldn’t even bring herself to glance up from where she had buried her face in her hands after collapsing onto the edge of Carlotta MacGuinness’s pink-satin-covered, king-sized bed. Because one terrible, terrible sentence kept echoing and spinning through her brain.
Lauren Grable-Monroe is mine.
Adam Darien’s proclamation still made Dorsey shudder when she replayed it, even though a full weekend had passed since she heard him utter it aloud. She’d spent the entirety of that weekend trying to convince herself that she was worrying over nothing. There was no way the two men could possibly uncover Lauren’s true identity. Her editor and publisher were more than capable of maintaining her anonymity—they had, after all, promised. Her life, as she knew it, was going to be just fine.
Now, on this sunny, cheerful Monday afternoon, she realized she had wasted her entire weekend. She didn’t believe a word of what she had told herself.
She’d spent the bulk of Friday evening listening to Adam Darien and his trained python, Lucas Conaway, as they gleefully outlined the downfall of Lauren Grable-Monroe. Because both men were completely clueless that they were unfolding their plans in the company of their very quarry, they had been quite vivid—and inventive—in completing their plotting.
Oh, what plotting it had been.
Between the two of them, by evening’s end, they had Lauren stripped naked and covered in honey, staked out spread-eagle beneath a blazing desert sun, with a big ol’ “Come ‘n’ get it!” sign posted for a nearby platoon of hungry army ants. Although she had to admit that the naked and covered with honey part held a certain, odd allure in its initial state when Adam Darien had proposed it—she hadn’t even minded the staked out spread-eagle part, really—Lucas’s introduction of carnivorous insects had pretty much spoiled the fantasy.
They were going to expose her. They were going to investigate Lauren Grable-Monroe and find out she was really Dorsey MacGuinness, almost Ph.D., sociology professor wannabe at utterly respectable Severn College. That part was a given. It was only a matter now of how long she could hold them off and what damage it would do to her credibility in the academic community—and in every other aspect of her life—once it happened.
Dorsey had read Man’s Life magazine, in spite of its elitist, sexist snobbery, and she knew Adam Darien and Lucas Conaway, when left to their individual devices, could be formidable. Combined, however… She didn’t even want to think about what they could achieve.
All in all, it had made for a rather gloomy weekend.
The mood had carried over to today, because Dorsey had walked home from Severn to catch a late lunch before going to work at Drake’s only to discover she had no appetite whatsoever. The unmitigated terror filling her belly at being exposed by Adam Darien left little room for something as mundane as ham and cheese on whole wheat.
Her mother, of course, didn’t suffer from so grave a condition as fearing for one’s way of life. Nobody was threatening to expose her. Nobody was going to stake her out naked under a burning desert sun, oh no. She wasn’t the author of How to Trap a Tycoon, was she? No, Carlotta MacGuinness was only the driving force behind it. The impetus. The genesis. The reason for its existence. That was all she was.
The only condition plaguing Carlotta this crisp autumn afternoon was whether to wear the blue or the green. Forcing her hands away from her face, Dorsey made herself look up at her mother’s reflection in the bedroom mirror, if not at her mother herself. As always, she found Carlotta looking cool, composed, and cosmopolitan. Her platinum blond hair was blunt cut to chin length, and not a strand of it dared stray out of place. She was dressed in her stay-at-home leisure uniform of velvet leggings and tunic, having opted for lavender today. The color highlighted the pale blue of her eyes, and the cut of the outfit showcased her trim, petite figure spectacularly well.
No one would ever guess that there were twenty-five years separating them. Carlotta MacGuinness was doubtless as fit and beautiful at fifty-two as she had been at twenty-two. In many ways, she was probably more stunning now than she had been three decades ago. Because now she had a knowledge and experience of life that women of twenty-two could never possess. Over the years, she had used that knowledge and experience in a way that most women—of any age—would never understand.
Dorsey fell into that “most women” category. Although she loved her mother dearly—in spite of those occasions, frequent as they were, when Carlotta’s behavior threatened to drive her stark, raving mad—she would never, ever understand any of the choices Carlotta had made over her lifetime.
“The blue, I think,” Carlotta decided without further consultation with her daughter.
Well, except maybe for that choice, Dorsey amended. Blue really was a better color on her than green. Other than that, though, most of Carlotta’s life decisions made no sense at all. Making decisions on her own, however, was pretty much par for the course for Carlotta. She was very much her own woman, in spite of having spent her adult life being kept by so many men.
“The blue is nice,” Dorsey agreed. If a tad shorter than most fifty-something women would wear. Carlotta, she was certain, would pull of magnificently the brief, sleeveless silk sheath. “Where are you going tonight?” Dorsey asked.
“Hollis Barnett is celebrating her fiftieth birthday this evening with what promises to be great excess,” her mother replied.
“Wow. That’s some milestone.”
Carlotta held the green dress before her again, just for good measure. “I suppose,” she replied blandly. “But it’s a bit anticlimactic, seeing as Hollis actually passed said milestone seven years ago.” She spun around and, clearly still undecided about which dress to wear, she tossed both carelessly onto the bed beside Dorsey and contemplated them from that angle instead.
“You could come with me,” she said, smiling sweetly. “You could wear the green. It would look wonderful on you.”
Dorsey eyed the even briefer strapless cocktail dress that was—almost—made of shimmering emerald satin. She drove her gaze down over her standard teaching assistant-post-grad student uniform of blue jeans, hiking boots, and nondescript flannel shirt. “Gee, I don’t know, Carlotta. Somehow, it just doesn’t scream me.”
Her mother sniffed indignantly. “It could if you’d forsake those awful jeans and sweaters and—” She shuddered for effect. “—flannel shirts. Honestly, Dorsey, you dress like a lumberjack. You should change your name to Lars.”
“Lars?”
Belatedly, Dorsey realized she had spoken the comment aloud, and immediately, she wished she could take it back. She’d learned long ago not to encourage her mother to elaborate on such remarks. Too often, Carlotta’s elaborations went on for days.
“Yes, Lars,” Carlotta said before Dorsey could come up with anything that might sidetrack her. “I once knew a lumberjack named Lars. Randy as a bear he was, too. Really, his name should have been Bjorn. Bjorn is Swedish for ‘bear.’ Did you know that, Dorsey? I don’t know what Lars is Swedish for. Probably ‘flannel shirt.’ I couldn’t get him to wear anything else. Of course, sometimes, that was rather nice—the not wearing anything else part, I mean—but other times, well… Come to think of it, maybe he should have been named Randy instead of—”
“Carlotta,” Dorsey interjected as discreetly as she could.
Her mother glanced up, her face etched with surprise at the interruption. “What?”
“We were talking about something else, I think?”
Thankfully, Carlotta nodded and moved on. “So we were. We were talking about you putting on that green dress and coming with me tonight.”
Dorsey shook her head. “No, we were talking about how that dress—” She pointed toward the garment in question. “—is not going to work on this body.” This time she pointed at herself.
Her mother smiled. “Dorsey, if you put that dress on, there won’t be any work involved, I assure you.”
Dorsey ignored the comment. “It’s not my style.”
“Oh, pooh. You’ve got an incredible figure,” Carlotta told her daughter. “And cheekbones that cost other women thousands of dollars and weeks of healing. Not to mention those amazing green eyes and that auburn hair you inherited from your father.”
It went without saying that her eyes and hair were the only things she would be inheriting from her father. But Dorsey didn’t say that—since it went without saying—and neither did Carlotta. Reginald Dorsey was persona non grata around the MacGuinness household. That was because he was also in absentia. As far as Dorsey was concerned, he was non compos mentis, too. Et cetera.
“It’s only your deportment that needs work,” Carlotta added.
Dorsey laughed. Her mother was being uncharacteristically charitable today. “In other words, if I change everything about myself, I have a chance of what? Trapping myself a tycoon? Thanks, but I’ll stick to working on my dissertation.”
Her mother’s normally full mouth flattened into a thin line. “Dissertations don’t put food in a hungry belly, Dorsey.”
“Maybe not,” Dorsey agreed, “but they feed other things that need just as much nourishment.”
Carlotta arched an elegant blond eyebrow. “You come to Hollis’s party with me tonight in that green dress,” she said, nodding toward the tiny garment on the bed, “and I guarantee you’ll catch every male eye in the place. By evening’s end, you’ll be set for life.”
That, Dorsey decided, was open to debate. Not just because her idea of set for life and her mother’s idea of set for life were crashingly at odds, but also because, as much as Carlotta resisted specifics, no man had ever set her for more than a few years. Even Dorsey’s father, Reginald, had kept Carlotta—and Dorsey—for less than a decade before moving on to his next female acquisition.
“Thanks, Carlotta,” she said magnanimously, “but I have to work at Drake’s tonight. Besides,” she added before her mother had a chance to go off yet again about how Drake’s was the biggest pond yet for fishing and how could Dorsey refuse to even sink a lure. “I don’t think Hollis Barnett would be too happy about an uninvited guest showing up at her party.”
“Oh, Hollis wouldn’t mind a gate-crasher,” Carlotta said. “That’s how she met Mr. Barnett, by crashing his first wife’s birthday party.” She hesitated, then added thoughtfully, “Come to think of it, that’s how I met Mr. Barnett, too.” She shrugged the memory off quite literally and contemplated her choice of dresses once again. “But he ended up married to Hollis, didn’t he?”
“Obviously,” Dorsey replied obediently.
“It’s just as well,” her mother said with a quick wave of her bejeweled fingers. “He had terrible breath. I don’t know how Hollis has managed all these years. She must have invested heavily in Binaca stock.”
Dorsey chuckled. She was about to offer further commentary when the telephone on the nightstand purred with a delicate whir. Everything about Carlotta’s room was delicate, from the rose-trellis wallpaper to the pink, poofy canopy bed, to the fringed ivory chaise longue, to the crystal lamps, to the floral, pastel rug. No one would ever accuse Carlotta MacGuinness of having anything even remotely resembling a Y chromosome, that was for sure. She was the very definition of femininity. Dorsey often wondered how they could possibly share the same strands of DNA.
She leaned over to answer the phone, muttering a perfunctory greeting as she pressed the receiver to her ear.
“Dorsey! Hi! It’s Anita!”
Dorsey reacted as she always did when she heard Lauren Grable-Monroe’s editor’s voice coming through the phone line. First she shivered as cold fingers of terror began clawing at the back of her throat. Then she swallowed that terror until it ran amok as a cyclone of panic and discontent in the pit of her stomach. Then she battled a cloud of black foreboding and clung desperately with brittle fingers to what little composure she had left.
Then she told herself to stop being so melodramatic—unless she planned to have her option book be a Gothic romance—and switched on the speaker phone. Conversations with Anita Dixon always included Carlotta, too.
“It’s Anita,” she told her mother as she completed the action.
“Hallooo, Anita,” Carlotta sang out as she reached again for the two dresses on the bed. She turned toward the mirror and held the green up before herself once more, her expression contemplative. “The last time you called,” she said over her shoulder, “it was to tell us that How to Trap a Tycoon was going into its third printing. What delicious news do you have for us today?”
Dorsey could envision Anita Dixon sitting at her desk, a dark-haired, energetic waif furiously smoking a cigarette, having just completed her lunch of Twinkies and espresso. She’d never met her editor in person and had no idea why she pictured Anita in such a way. The other woman simply sounded young, hyper, and brunette.
“Two words,” Anita announced. “Book tour.”
Book tour? Dorsey thought. Book tour? Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no. “I don’t like those words,” she told the editor. “Choose two more. Like ‘good’ and ‘bye.’“
“How about ‘network’ and ‘television?’” came Anita’s response.
“No, I like those even less,” Dorsey assured her.
“Get used to them, Dorsey,” Anita told her. “Lauren Grable-Monroe is about to go national.”
Oh, no, Dorsey thought. No, no, no, no, no.
Evidently taking her silence as a positive sign, Anita continued blithely, “The book is selling like crazy, and readers and booksellers are clamoring to meet Lauren. You wouldn’t believe the mail we’ve received and the feedback our sales force is getting.”
“But, Anita—” Dorsey cut in feebly.
Anita didn’t even hear her and continued quickly, “The American public wants Lauren. Badly. And Rockcastle Books wants to give her to them.”
Give her to them? Dorsey echoed to herself. More like toss her to them. “Them” being not the American public, which connoted a comfortable gathering of moms, baseball players, and grandmas holding apple pies, but rather a pack of howling, rabid wolverines that were frothing at the mouth. You know. Journalists.
“But, Anita,” she began to object, “how—”
“A book tour is the logical way to do that,” her editor interrupted her. Again. “We want Lauren to speak and sign books in some of the larger cities, starting, naturally, with Chicago. And we’re setting a place for her at Book Expo in the spring.”
“But, Anita, how are you—”
“It’s incredible, the response to this book, Dorsey. Good Morning America has already called twice. Twice. We can’t put them of any longer. We don’t want to put them of any longer. Do you know how hard it is to get time on national television? Yet they’re calling us! It’s phenomenal.”
A wave of nausea rolled through Dorsey’s midsection as she waited for Anita to come to a stopping point. The instant she heard her editor taking a breath, she jumped in. “How are you going to manage this, Anita? Need I remind you that Lauren Grable-Monroe doesn’t exist?”
Immediately, she regretted voicing the question. Not because she feared offending Anita, but because she feared the reply she just knew her editor was going to give her.
There was a thoughtful pause from the other end of the line. Then, softly, “No, Lauren doesn’t exist,” Anita agreed. “But, Dorsey… you do.”
Aaaaaggggghhhh!
The silent scream unrolled in Dorsey’s head, and it was with no small effort that she kept it silent. Yep. That was pretty much the reply she had feared, all right.
“Yes, I do exist,” she agreed. “But I’m not a sexy former mistress full of tips on how to bag a tycoon. I’m an academic striving to carve out a career in research and teaching,” she reminded her editor. “If the head of the sociology department at Severn finds out I’m the one who authored How to Trap a Tycoon, she’ll never let me teach again. It might even compromise the reception my dissertation will receive this spring.”
“Dorsey, your dissertation is a scholarly, sociological treatise on stuffy old-boy men’s clubs and how they exist as a microcosm of a male-dominated society,” Anita reminded her. “Two words, darling: big yawn. Nobody’s even going to be able to finish it, so why are you so worried about defending it?”
Dorsey reined in the comment she wanted to make. Maybe it wasn’t destined to be a bestseller, but she was proud of her work. Her dissertation would be a hit with the faculty of Severn’s sociology department when it came time for her to defend it. Unless, of course, Anita Dixon and Rockcastle Books had their way. Should it ever get out that Lauren Grable-Monroe was actually Dorsey MacGuinness, Dorsey might very well be barred from teaching at the College she loved.
In addition to blowing her credibility, the revelation that she was Lauren Grable-Monroe might also compromise the financial aid she had been receiving for years. Even if she wasn’t benefiting from the profits of the book—every last cent of the advance and royalties were being paid to Carlotta— Severn would view Lauren Grable-Monroe as a wealthy woman. They might very well demand that Dorsey repay the thousands of dollars’ worth of tuition she had received over the years, based on her economic situation. That was a lot of money to have to repay. Especially seeing as Dorsey would never have it.
Somehow, she quelled the ripple of hysteria that began to bubble just beneath her surface and tried to focus again on the conversation at hand. “I can’t be Lauren,” she told her editor. “I can’t. I’m a sociology Ph.D. candidate, not a social butterfly. Furthermore, my mother has just accused me of dressing like a lumberjack. And you know what, Anita? She’s right. I do dress like a lumberjack. I’m not some former mistress-slash-party girl like Lauren in any way, shape, or form. I’m not Lauren, period.”
There was another one of those pregnant pauses, followed by Anita’s carefully stated, “You could be.”
Aaaaaggggghhhh!
“Oh, no, I couldn’t,” Dorsey stated adamantly, swallowing another silent scream. “Lauren and I have absolutely nothing in common. If it hadn’t been for Carlotta, I never would have written this book. The content is hers, not mine. Hell, the earnings are hers, not mine.”
“But the writing is yours, Dorsey,” Carlotta interjected. “All I did was list a lot of pointers and suggestions. The wit, the wry humor, the irreverence … that’s all you.”
“She’s right,” Anita agreed. “Those are the things that define Lauren.”
“Anita,” her mother said. “Maybe if you let me talk to Dorsey—”
“There will be no talking,” Dorsey stated clearly, first to her mother and then to the telephone. To Anita, she added, “You agreed going into this that I’d be able to preserve my anonymity.”
There was a dubious silence from the other end of the line, followed by an ominous sigh. “We need to rethink this anonymity thing, Dorsey,” Anita said carefully.
“No, we don’t,” Dorsey told her. “You assured me before I even signed the contract that taking a pseudonym wasn’t going to be a problem.”
“That’s not the problem,” Anita told her. “That, actually, especially in hindsight, was a very good idea.”
“You also assured me,” Dorsey continued, “that my personal life wouldn’t be jeopardized at any time. That there was no reason to disclose the fact that Lauren Grable-Monroe is, in fact, a Ph.D. candidate in the sociology department of Severn College .”
“That’s not the problem, either,” Anita replied. “Quite frankly, the last thing I want is for Lauren to come forward as a stuffy academic from some snooty women’s college.”
Dorsey tried not to feel offended—even if she did have to concede she was kind stuffy and Severn was kind of snooty. “You also promised me that keeping Lauren Grable-Monroe under wraps would be a piece of cake.”
“See, now that’s the problem.”
“Anita…”
“Look, Dorsey,” her editor interrupted her—again. “Just think about this for a minute. Book sales have been phenomenal with Lauren lying low behind the scenes. If—when—we bring her out, the numbers are going to go through the roof. Through… the…roof,” she reiterated slowly. “We’re talkin’ New York Times list, baby. We’re talkin’ ‘More than a million books in print.’ We’re talkin’ foreign sales out the wazoo.”
“All the more reason to maintain my anonymity,” Dorsey said, her tone pleading.
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