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“JAKE,” SHE CALLED. “WAIT.”

As Molly hurried, she stumbled and lost her balance on the platform shoes. She toppled forward, letting out an involuntary shriek of panic. Jake, only steps ahead of her, turned to see what had happened. Molly pitched, flailing frantically toward him.

He caught her against his chest, stumbled backward, and sat down hard on the boardwalk with Molly sprawled over him.

“Oh my God,” she said in a tone of absolute mortification.

She smelled good, Jake thought, slightly disoriented. The scent of suntan cream and warm female skin surrounded him, heady as an opiate. She felt good, too. One of her hands was clutching his thigh, and the other was clamped onto his shoulder. She was lying across his lap and between his legs and he found the position very agreeable.

Strange woman, Jake thought. Sexy…but she had “trouble” written all over her…
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CHAPTER 1

“The captain's boy be no boy at all,” snarled Delancey. “And I'll prove it to ye!”

Angeline gasped, stumbling as the first mate's thick hand jerked her forward. “No!” she cried. “He's a liar—”

“Liar, am I?” With one cruel motion, Delancey ripped her tunic from collar to hem, exposing the tight wrapping of bandages that she had used to disguise the curves of her bosom. She struggled, spitting and swearing at him, but he made short work of that last protective layer of cloth. A rumble of astonishment ran through the crew at the sight of her milk-white breasts.

Delancey leered at her, close enough for Angeline to smell his stinking, rum-laced breath. “What do you say now, wench?”

“Very brave, Professor Shaw,” said a voice just behind Molly. “Are you finally throwing caution to the winds, or are you just getting sloppy?”

Startled, Molly jumped, her leg knocking against the underside of the cafeteria table. Next to her laptop, a cup of lukewarm coffee sloshed into its saucer. Her fingers hit the key combination to activate the computer's screen saver, and the page of text was instantly replaced by a bucolic scene of blue water and gently cruising tropical fish.

Outside the student union, the view was somewhat different. It was snowing again, not an unusual event in Belden, Wisconsin, in early December. Through the tall windows, Molly could see a row of bicycles lined up haphazardly in a rack. They were frosted with white and slumped together as if huddled for warmth.

“Carter,” she said, without turning around, “didn't your mother ever teach you that it's rude to read over someone's shoulder?”

Carter McKee came around the table and sat down opposite her. He was a small man, with rumpled brown hair, a rumpled brown jacket, a blue bow tie, and a crooked grin that made him seem more like a naughty schoolboy than a journalist.

“My mother taught me to salsa dance,” he said, picking up Molly's coffee cup. He sipped, grimaced, and quickly set it down again. “She also taught me to mix a mint julep, and to rationalize the kind of behavior that might otherwise make me question my morals. I don't recall anything about shoulders, though.”

“You're a snoop.”

“Me?” Carter said innocently. “You'll feel terrible for saying that when you realize I was being helpful. Think what might happen if one of your students strolled by and saw his history professor madly typing ‘milk-white breasts’ into her laptop.”

“I wasn't typing madly,” Molly said. “I was typing steadily. That's different. You make me sound like some kind of crazed spinster.”

“Either way, I assumed that the mysterious Sandra—”

“Shh!”

Carter lowered his voice. “I simply assumed,” he repeated, “that the mysterious Sandra St. Claire didn't want to be unmasked by a nosy freshman in the Belden College Student Union.”

“You've got that right,” Molly said. “We both know what would happen to me if the administration found out about this.”

Carter's grin returned. “That would shake things up in this fossil pit.”

“Not funny! This is my career we're talking about.”

“What, you think that your dean wouldn't be happy to learn that one of his elite faculty members wrote the novel that the New York Post just called…what was it? A sleazy saga?”

“Swashbuckler,” Molly said grimly.

He chuckled with delight. “That's it. ‘A sleazy swashbuckler, soaked with sin and shipwrecked by schlock.’ I love it.”

Molly groaned. “Do we have to talk about this?”

“Not the greatest review,” Carter said. “But you have to agree that it was an impressive use of alliteration.”

“There's something very bizarre about having the New York Post accuse me of writing sleaze,” Molly said.

Carter shrugged. “Don't tell me you were hoping for a Pulitzer,” he said. “You want credit for your brains, write an academic book.”

“I did! Maritime Wives: a feminist analysis of the role of sea captains' wives on eighteenth-century merchant ships. I lifted it straight from my dissertation, and it sold forty-two copies, ten of those to my mother. I didn't make a dime.” She paused, reconsidering. “No, actually, I probably did make a dime.”

“I have a copy,” Carter said. “Your mother gave it to me. But I thought that money wasn't the point with you professor types. Aren't you supposed to survive on the fruit of knowledge and the milk of reason?” He quirked an eyebrow at her. “Or something like that?”

“That's after I get tenure,” Molly said. “Which will never, ever happen if anyone links me to Pirate Gold. They'll take away my library card. I'll be out on the street, holding a sign that says ‘will deconstruct social theory for food.'”

Carter looked exasperated. “Why do you need tenure? You wrote a best-selling novel, for God's sake. Quit. Go buy a castle somewhere and write another one. Enjoy your life. What's so great about this place?” He gestured contemptuously around the half-empty cafeteria.

“Are you serious? You know how hard it is to get a teaching position at a top college, and this isn't just any top college. This is Belden. I was lucky to be hired.” She paused, then couldn't help adding, “And despite what everyone says, I earned it.”

“Are people still grumbling about that? It's been three years. They should drop it.”

“Academics never drop anything,” Molly said. “There are feuds on this campus that go back to the 1940s. When I'm seventy, and hobbling across the quad, they'll be whispering, ‘There goes that Shaw girl. She had a very influential father.'”

“That,” Carter said, “is a chilling thought.”

“I agree. Which is why I'd like to distinguish myself in something other than the trashy novel field.”

“I meant that it was chilling to think that you might still be here when you're seventy.”

“My father is seventy,” Molly said. “And he's still here.”

“Exactly,” Carter said. His sour expression betrayed his opinion of Molly's father, who—she knew from experience—returned the sentiment. “And how is the great Stanford Shaw these days?”

“Fine,” Molly said. Her father, currently Belden's emeritus professor of history, was the top god in the college's academic pantheon. He was the author of The Chronicles of Civilization, a dry nine-volume series considered to be among the finest scholarly works of the twentieth century, and although he no longer taught regularly, he was a regular sight on campus. One glimpse of his noble white head was enough to raise the heart rates of impressionable freshmen, and to give everyone else the uneasy feeling that they were not living up to their potential.

“Everyone here is holding their breath, waiting for me to fail,” Molly said. “I'm damned if I'll give them that satisfaction. I would rather be run through with a cutlass.”

“Cheers,” Carter said. “I salute your determination. Just one question, though.”

“What?”

“Do you like it here?”

“What do you mean?” Molly felt an upwelling of anxiety in her chest. “I spent my whole life working to deserve this job. Why wouldn't I like it?”

Carter shrugged. “Just asking.”

“No, you weren't. You were making a point. I can tell by that smug look on your face. But you can forget it, Carter. I am not a trashy novel writer. I'm a professor and a historian. I have an excellent academic reputation, and I'm not going to throw all that away just because my hobby accidentally turned into something huge!”

He gazed at her, unfazed. “But do you like it here?”

Molly scowled at him. “You know,” she said, “every historical detail in Pirate Gold was one hundred percent accurate. You could learn as much from that book as from an introductory text on the eighteenth century. Just because there was a little bit of sex in it…”

“A lot of sex.”

“Well, a reasonable amount of—”

“Molly,” Carter said, “it was a lot. And then there were the kidnappings, and the keelhaulings, and the torture scenes, and that rather…stirring…episode in the waterfront bawdy house with Andre DuPre and the two ladies of the evening…”

“Oh, all right,” Molly grumbled. “Whatever.”

“Don't try to explain to me why your novel has academic merit,” Carter said. “I don't care. But I'd love to know why you want to stay at a place where you have to hide the fact that your book was on the Times best-seller list.”

“I like it here,” Molly said. “I like it here. Okay? Satisfied?”

“If you say so.”

“I do! I have an office. I have students. I like teaching.”

“So come and live in Chicago, teach at the community college, and quit panicking when someone reads over your shoulder.”

“Leave me alone!” Molly exclaimed, too loudly. People turned to look, and she blushed, avoiding the curious stares. On her laptop screen, the tropical fish meandered through their virtual ocean, electronically bright and perpetually placid. “I really don't want to talk about this.”

He held up one hand. “I didn't drive an hour north in this weather just to argue with you. I do have another reason for being here.”

“Good,” Molly said. “What?”

“My new project.” Carter picked up her coffee cup again and began to fiddle with it, turning it round and round in his fingers. He flashed her his most charming smile. “It's big. Very big. But it hinges on a couple of things. One thing, actually, in particular.” He took another swallow from the cup and made the same face.

“Carter,” Molly said, “would you like me to get you some fresh coffee?”

He shook his head. “No, listen. This is important. The project hinges on you.”

“Me?”

“I need your help.”

“What, as a consultant? You're doing some kind of historical piece?” It seemed out of character. Carter's writing style was aggressively commercial, the kind of work more likely to be published in Esquire than in American Antiquity. It was hard for Molly to imagine being any help to him on the type of project that he would consider “big.”

“Not exactly,” Carter said. His ears were turning red. He frowned. “I'm not sure how to put this.”

Molly hadn't seen him look so uncomfortable since their senior year in high school, when he had tried to talk her into telling Kara Swenson that he had already asked Becky Lipinski to the prom.

“Out with it,” she said. “What's this project?”

“Okay,” he said. He put down the cup and stared meaningfully at her. “Two words. Jake Berenger.”

Molly nodded. “And?”

He looked disappointed by her lack of reaction. “You do know who he is,” he said reproachfully. “The hotel mogul? The resort developer? The billionaire?”

“Of course I know who he is,” Molly said. “I read the papers. But what's so new about this? You told me a year ago that you were doing a profile on him. You said that the Miami Herald wanted to run it in their Sunday magazine. Last I remember, you were busy interviewing all of his former girlfriends.”

“Not all of them,” Carter said. “That would have been physically impossible if I wanted to publish in this decade. Anyway, it was getting redundant. They all said some version of the same thing. ‘Jake was always a gentleman, but I could tell that underneath it all, deep emotional wounds were preventing him from ever trusting me with his heart.'” He rolled his eyes. “Yawn. Spare me, please, from the pop psychobabble of a bunch of models.”

“You never showed me the article,” Molly said. “How did it turn out?”

“It didn't. He wouldn't talk to me. Not in person, not on the phone, not even by e-mail. And then I found out that he never gives interviews.”

“Never? But he's always in the papers. There are pictures of him everywhere.”

“Yes,” Carter said. “People take pictures of Jake Berenger. People write stories about Jake Berenger. But he never gives interviews. He may be the world's most publicly private person.”

“How strange,” Molly said. “Doesn't the head of a major corporation have to talk to reporters sometime?”

“Oh, sure, he does the earnings reports,” Carter said. “Very tightly controlled by the Berenger corporate PR office. But he's never done a single personal interview, not that every magazine and newspaper on earth hasn't been trying to get to him. Word on the street is that he hates the press.” He chuckled evilly. “Can't imagine why, when we love him so much.”

“Too bad. I hope you didn't waste a lot of time on him.”

“It wasn't a waste. There's no shortage of market for articles about this guy. The fact that he won't talk only makes people more obsessed with him. But there's only so far you can go with an outside-observer piece. The usual tabloid trash about the girls, the race cars, the wild parties…you know the tune. I think I can do better. A lot better. I'm going to write”—he paused, for dramatic effect—“a book.”

“A book?”

“The one and only authorized biography of Jake Berenger. He doesn't know it yet, but he wants to work with me. I can feel it.”

“He sounds like a shallow playboy. Why don't you pick someone more worthy to write about?”

Carter grinned. “He's worth one point one billion dollars, on a good stock day. That's worthy enough for me.”

“You're unbelievable,” Molly said.

“Share the wealth, Molly! This book will sell. It'll get my name into the mainstream. When they write about him, they'll quote me. If I can make this happen, it'll be the coup of the decade.”

“Great. All you'll need to do is get a man who never even gives interviews to agree to help you write a book. Or did you forget about that small detail?”

“No,” Carter said. “I didn't forget.”

“So…” Molly prompted. “How do you plan to succeed where a hundred other hungry journalists have failed?”

“The approach,” Carter said. He nodded. “Yes. I truly believe that it's all in the approach.”

Molly smiled. “Oh, you're going to ask him nicely?”

“In a sense, yes. When you want to break through someone's armor, you look for the weakest spot, don't you?”

“I guess so.”

“Right,” Carter said. He had a determined look on his face. “Okay. Molly, when we were in college, and your car broke down on our way home from the Dells, who walked eight miles in the snow to get help?”

“You did. You were very brave.”

“And who covered for you when we were sixteen and you were dating Greg Ackerman? You couldn't admit to your father that you had a crush on a football player, so you told him that you were studying at my house every Saturday night. And then you went home slobbering drunk that time, and Stanford was sure that I'd done it to take advantage of you.”

Molly frowned. “I wasn't slobbering.”

“He's hated me ever since,” Carter said. “But most recently, who convinced you to send Pirate Gold to my agent in New York, when you were barely willing to let it out of a locked dresser drawer?”

“Carter, I agree that I owe you a favor,” Molly said. “But I don't see how I can help you with this Jake Berenger project. What do you want from me, a letter of recommendation assuring him that you're a decent guy? That you won't do a hatchet job on his life story?”

“You could include that when you talk to him,” Carter said thoughtfully. “It might help.”

Molly stared at him. “Hold it. Talk to him? Are you saying that you want me to ask Jake Berenger if he'll do this book?”

“That's the plan,” Carter said. “But first, you'll need to seduce him.”


CHAPTER 2

“Jaaake! Where are you?”

The call came plaintively through the warm Caribbean air, echoing down the hallway of the villa. It was a sweet, girlish voice, and to Jake Berenger, it was every bit as melodic as the evening lockdown bell at San Quentin. He pushed aside the pile of paper on his desk and closed his eyes briefly.

“Darling,” said his mother, who was sitting in a leather armchair nearby, studying fabric samples for the renovation of the Gold Bay lobby, “did I just see you cringe?”

“Yes,” Jake said. “And before the week is out, you may see me snap completely.”

Oliver Arias, Jake's number-two man and Berenger Corporation's Chief Operations Officer, was too discreet to laugh, but a faint smile hovered on the edges of his mouth.

Cora Berenger began to protest, but Jake held up a warning hand as he heard light footsteps approaching the library. The door to his suite of rooms had been closed, which would have suggested to most people that he did not want to be disturbed, but he knew from recent experience that it took more than subtle suggestion to discourage Amanda Harper.

Moments later, she appeared in the doorway. Twenty-one years old, golden-haired, with the face of an angel, the body of a centerfold, and the soul of a pit bull, Amanda was the only daughter of Harry Harper, Jake's longtime friend and mentor. Unfortunately, the same steely determination that had made her father a major player in the oil business had expressed itself in Amanda as one single-minded goal: to have and to hold Jake Berenger.

“I found you,” Amanda said. She was wearing a lime-green bikini under some kind of gauzy white minidress, and she smiled at him, tilting her head so that her hair swung forward in a shining curtain.

“You did, indeed,” Jake said.

“It wasn't very hard. You're always in here. How can you work on such a beautiful day? Why don't you come down to the beach? You're supposed to be on vacation.”

“Funny thing about the world,” Jake said, “it doesn't seem to care that I'm on vacation. And I thought that I was doing well, working only six hours a day instead of ten.”

Amanda laughed uneasily, and Jake could tell that she wasn't sure whether he was joking or not. He wasn't. You want me, little girl? he thought. Be careful what you wish for. This is what you'll get.

She, like everyone else who didn't know him, had bought into the tabloid version of his life. She wanted it for herself, but she didn't know that she was chasing a phantom. If you believed what you read in the papers, his world consisted of glittering parties, jet-set events, and an endless procession of beautiful women. The reality was somewhat different. The parties were choreographed publicity stunts designed to keep the media buzzing about the Berenger hotels; the jet-set events were corporate sponsorships carefully chosen to flash the Berenger logo in the eyes of their most elite customers, and the women were models or actresses who saw the chance to appear on his arm as a useful promotion for their own careers. It was a mutual use situation, and Jake had learned that there was no shortage of available flesh as long as the champagne was flowing and the flashbulbs were popping.

He heard his mother sigh, as if she'd read his thoughts. It had been her idea to invite Amanda to spend the winter holidays at Gold Bay with their family. The official reason given was that Amanda's parents were enjoying a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary trip to Europe, but Jake knew his mother well enough to guess that she had an ulterior motive similar to Amanda's.

“Oliver,” Cora said briskly, and Oliver looked up nervously from his sheaf of papers. He, like everyone else who worked for Berenger, held Cora in a regard that mixed awe, adoration, and terror. Gold Bay was the crown jewel in the company treasury, and it had been Cora's baby from the beginning. She was the managing director of the exclusive resort, and she ran it with an efficiency that would have impressed the U.S. Army. In keeping with that theme, Jake teasingly referred to her as his five-star resort general.

“It seems a shame,” she continued, “to send you back to New York tonight without giving you a little time to enjoy the fresh air and the sun.”

“Oh, no,” Oliver said. “I'm—”

“Oh, yes,” Cora said. “I insist, dear. In fact, I have a wonderful idea. You should take a drive over to the west side of the island and see the site we've marked out for the new golf course. We've only just broken ground, but you'll get a sense of the layout. The views are stunning.” She smiled. “Amanda, would you be a sweetheart and go with Mr. Arias? I'm sure he'd enjoy the company.”

“Now?” Amanda asked with a clear lack of enthusiasm.

“Now,” Cora said firmly. “Oliver needs a break. My son will work us all to death unless someone intervenes.”

Amanda began to pout. “But—”

“Jake and I have a few more things to discuss, but we'll see you this evening, at dinner. All right? Good. Now, go ahead, you two.”

Cora waited until they heard the sound of the hall door closing behind Oliver and Amanda before she spoke again. “Well,” she said in a tone that made Jake wonder if he should have gone with the others, “I've been waiting for a chance to ask what got into you this morning at breakfast. It's the first time I've ever seen you read the newspaper through a meal. You know how I feel about that.”

“Sorry. But it was preferable to the company.”

“Oh? I had no idea that I'd become so tedious, darling.”

“You know I'm not talking about you,” Jake said. “Every time I looked up, there was Amanda, staring at me over the orange juice. Those blue eyes blinking, those glossy lips pouting…I'm sure it works on the boys at school, but I don't want to play.”

“You've hardly given this a chance!”

“Why should I? It would be a waste of my time, and hers. She's a pretty little package, and I'm sure that she'll meet another nice businessman, marry him, and spend the rest of her life shopping and doing token charity work. Frankly, though, if I wanted a pet, I'd buy a collie.”

“Jake!”

“Oh, come on, Ma. You should know me well enough to know that I could never take Amanda seriously. She thinks Watergate was a spa.”

“She's young.”

“Exactly.”

“She'll grow up, get more worldly.”

“I don't give a damn about worldly. I'm talking about character. Amanda has always had everything handed to her on a silver platter. She's never worked or struggled for anything in her life.”

“You're being deliberately difficult,” Cora said. “How can you complain about Amanda's character? What about all of the other women you've dated?”

“What about them?”

“Darling, they've hardly been a lineup of Nobel laureates. I fail to see how Amanda Harper is any more deficient in character than Skye Elliot, or Tamara Thomas, or…or…who was that woman who kept writing to you?”

Jake grinned. “Kristy Kreme?”

“That's the one. She said she was a dancer, but I've never heard of a ballerina with a name like that. I think she was a fraud.”

“I wouldn't know. I never actually met her.”

“My point,” Cora continued, “is that if you insist on running around with shallow women, couldn't you at least pick one from a good family?”

“No. Harry is my friend, and I'm not going to date his daughter. It wouldn't be ethical.”

Cora regarded him with barely controlled frustration. “Why on earth not?”

“Because Amanda—and her daddy—would expect too much from me. I'm not going to settle down, and I'm sure as hell not going to cut back on my work schedule. The women I date don't want Prince Charming, they want a good photo op. That's as committed as I intend to get.”

“How interesting,” Cora said. “I think you may have forgotten to mention that to Skye Elliot, darling.”

Jake exhaled sharply. His mother was the only person on earth who could needle him with impunity, but sometimes she went too far. “I didn't forget,” he said. “Miss Elliot has selective hearing. She knew exactly what she was getting into when she had her publicist call me. But she tried to change the rules in the middle of the game.”

“She fell in love with you. As your mother, I can hardly blame her for that. But what she's doing now is unforgivable.”

Jake's mouth turned up slightly, humorlessly. “Hell hath no fury…” he quoted and shrugged. “I was always completely honest with Skye.”

“I'm sure that you were,” Cora said, and sighed. “My dear, life is not just a series of photo ops. You're forty years old, and I want more for you. I want you to be happy. I want you to fall in love.”

Love? Jake felt a sourness in his stomach, as if old dreams had fallen there to rot. He remembered being in love. It had been a long time ago.

“I am happy,” he said.

“Not like you were. When you were in school, you were—”

“A child. And then I grew up.”

“Too fast. You had no choice. This was never the life you wanted. I remember when you didn't care about business, or money—”

“I learned to care a lot about money once we didn't have any,” Jake said. “Funny how that happens.”

But Cora was caught up in her sentimental reverie. “You would have finished school, married Karen…”

“And lived happily ever after?” Jake's voice was suddenly harsh. He preferred his mother in her executive guise. “I doubt that. Hindsight suggests that it wouldn't have worked out anyway.”

Cora looked hurt, and Jake felt a stab of guilt. She meant well, and it wasn't her fault that her misty-eyed memories brought up emotions that he preferred to keep buried.

“It doesn't matter now,” he said, trying to soothe her. He gestured around the luxuriously furnished room. “It all worked out in the end, didn't it?”

“It's not the end yet,” Cora said tartly, and Jake grinned, remembering from whom he had inherited his temper.

“Oh, Jake,” she said. “I don't suppose you'd reconsider this business with Amanda? She's a nice girl.”

“No.”

“She's pretty. And she wants children.”

“Not interested.”

“If you'd spend some time getting to know her, you might become interested. And it would be good for you to get the Skye episode behind you. Publicly, I mean. You need to show the world that you've moved on. Amanda isn't high profile, but right now that's an asset.”

“I don't care,” Jake said. “I'm not going to date Amanda Harper, publicly or privately. Give up, Ma.”

“Hmm,” Cora said. “We'll see. Regardless, you need to do something about Skye. That girl is unstable, and she has the newspapers eating out of her hand. She's a talented actress, I'll give her that, but that's just what makes her so dangerous. She'll say anything to hurt you, and believe me, those reporters won't bother to confirm it before they print it.”

“So what?” Jake shrugged. “You know my take on that. Publicity keeps us hot, and even scandal sells rooms. There's nothing Skye can say that can do us any damage.”

“Don't be so sure. It would be much better if you spoke to the press yourself…”

“No.”

“The journalists are beginning to resent you for shutting them out. I can see it in the way they've been writing about you.”

“I don't know why you read that junk.”

“Because someone needs to keep an eye on these things, and I'm the only one who can make you listen! I see trouble, Jake. You're giving the reporters the impression that you think you're above them, and they're passing that feeling on to the readers…our customers.”

“That's ridiculous. You know why I don't give interviews. It has nothing to do with snobbery.”

“I know that,” Cora said. “But they don't.”

“Too bad. I don't talk about my personal life to the press. Not now, not ever. That's where I draw the line.”

“I'm not sure you still have the luxury of drawing a line,” Cora said. “The Berenger board is concerned about you, Jake. They say that your public image has become too frivolous. The world is calling you a playboy, and the analysts are questioning whether you're still an appropriate figurehead for the company. And now, this trouble with Skye…”

Jake had heard enough. “Damn it!” he said, slamming his hands down on the desktop. “Everything I do is for the good of the company. Everything. I built it, I run it, and until the economy took a dive, I didn't hear any of those sanctimonious pricks on the board complaining about the value of their stock. If things are rough these days, it has nothing to do with my personal life. The whole hospitality industry has taken a hit. Berenger is doing better than most, and it's specifically because of my hard work.”

“I agree,” Cora said. “But you can't fight human nature, my dear. Bad economy or not, when the stock is down, people want someone to blame. Right now, they're looking at you, and I want you to be careful.”


CHAPTER 3

“Okay, Carter,” Molly said. “Just tell me one thing.”

“Sure, what?”

“Have you gone completely insane?”

They were back in Molly's apartment, the spacious bottom floor of an old clapboard house near campus. Carter's declaration had pushed the conversation to a point where Molly had decided that it would be better continued in private.

“I mean, listen to yourself,” she continued. “Are you seriously telling me that you want me to go with you to one of Jake Berenger's resorts and spend a week swanning around in a low-cut dress, trying to catch his attention so that I can then use my feminine wiles to persuade him to let you write his biography?”

“Yes,” Carter said.

“Yes, you've gone insane? I thought so.”

Carter shot a nervous look at the chef's knife that she was using, and Molly realized that she was gripping it in a way that suggested that she had intentions beyond chopping parsley. She put down the knife and wiped her hands on her apron.

“Why me? If you really do want to go through with this…bizarre plan, why don't you hire some local model to go with you? I'm flattered that you haven't noticed that I'm not exactly the glamorous type, but—”

“Packaging,” Carter said dismissively.

“What?”

“Packaging,” he repeated. “That's all it is. Your infrastructure is as good as any other female's. Better, actually.”

“My infrastructure?”

Carter looked uncomfortable. “You know what I mean. The whole…girl thing.” He raised his hands and waved them vaguely along the outlines of a female form. “You're actually very good-looking, Molly, or you would be, if you didn't try so hard to hide it.”

“I'm not trying to hide anything,” Molly exclaimed. “That is such a typically male thing to say. I suppose you think I should show up at faculty meetings in high heels and a miniskirt. Don't you think that it might be a little difficult for me to discuss my teaching load with the department head while he's staring at my thighs?”

“Maybe so, but you weren't always like this.”

“Like what?”

He didn't even blink. “Frumpy.”

“What!”

“The pearls, the glasses, those baggy beige sweaters, two at a time—”

“They're called twin sets! They're cashmere. They're classic. Grace Kelly wore them.”

Carter shrugged. “I'm just giving you the male perspective. I don't know where you got the idea that dressing like your own grandmother would make the people at Belden take you seriously, but it seems like a wasted youth to me.”

Molly stared at him, unable to speak. She knew that she should be outraged that he would dare to say these things to her. She tried to work up some righteous indignation, but it came with difficulty. Mostly, she just felt deflated and foolish. Carter had called her bluff. She didn't particularly like the way she looked these days, but she didn't think that she had any choice about it. There had been mornings when, sick of her usual drab uniform, she had put on something more daring—daring, for her, being a snug sweater and a skirt hemmed above the knee—only to lose her nerve before she set foot out of her front door. It had gotten even worse in recent months, since Pirate Gold was published. She felt as if she were always seeing herself through two sets of eyes: her own, and those of some sour-lipped critic who saw any attempt at vanity as proof that she was an intellectual fraud.

“In my opinion,” Carter said, “you're seriously conflicted, Molly. This trip might turn out to be as helpful to you as it is to me.”

“I doubt that very much,” Molly muttered, but the vigor had gone out of her voice. She felt tired, suddenly, and she sighed. “Carter, please. Don't ask me to do this. I can't. My feminine wiles are gone…they dried up and blew away while I was in grad school. Anyway, your plan can't possibly work. Jake Berenger just broke up with Skye Elliot—”

“Aha!” Carter said triumphantly. “You do read People magazine. I knew it. You probably have a subscription. Where do you hide them? Under your mattress?”

“My point,” Molly continued, ignoring him, “is that if the man's last love interest was an Academy Award-winning actress who also happens to be one of the most beautiful women on the planet, then what are my chances? He won't even look at me.”

“He will,” Carter said, so positively that Molly was intrigued, in spite of herself.

“Oh?” she asked. “Why?”

“I told you,” Carter said. “It's all in the packaging. Marketing makes the world go round, Molly, and Jake Berenger will notice you because we have done our market research.”

Molly looked blankly at him. “Huh?”

“It's simple. Look, he's a market of one. So we study him to find out exactly what's been selling. Then we design the perfect package, create buzz, do some strategic product placement…”

“Wait a minute. I don't like the sound of this. What am I, a can of soup? I'm not a product. And you're not selling me, to Jake Berenger or anyone else.”

“Wrong,” Carter said. “Selling you is exactly what we're doing. That's what seduction is all about, right? Convincing someone that they want you? That they have to have you? Sounds like sales to me. Am I wrong?”

“Yes! It's not that cold-blooded.”

“Oh, come on,” Carter scoffed. “What do you think attraction is? You subscribe to the Cupid theory, with a little naked guy flying around shooting arrows of love into people?”

“Of course not,” Molly said. “But I think that when two people are attracted to each other, it's because they've recognized qualities in each other that are personally meaningful—”

“Exactly,” Carter said. “And let me tell you what qualities Jake Berenger considers meaningful. Hair: pale blond and long. Eyes: blue. Height: five feet eight. Body: slender but curvy, about one hundred and twenty-five pounds. Age: twenty-six…”

“What are you talking about?”

“Patterns. Statistics. I collected all of the information I could find on all of the women he's dated over the past ten years and gave it to a friend who's handy with computers. What I just told you is what the statistical analysis program told us. We took every detail that seemed relevant, fed it into the program, and it gave us, to an inch and a pound, Jake Berenger's ideal woman.”

“How charming,” Molly said. “If you're trying to get me to seriously dislike this man, just keep on talking.”

“Oh, I could,” Carter said. “I was only warming up. How about a tendency to prefer women who wear the color pink?”

“Pink? This is becoming a bad cliché. Plus, pink makes me look blotchy. This is never going to work, Carter! My hair is brown, I don't have blue eyes, I'm only five-foot-four and I might be slender, but I'm definitely not curvy—”

“Details,” Carter said. “We'll deal with all of that later.”

“Not unless I agree to go along with this. Can you explain to me how I'm supposed to charm such a shallow, ridiculous man?”

“Acting. This isn't about you, Molly. It's not about the two of you falling in love. It's about creating a fantasy character, just like when you write a book.”

“It's deception. It's not honest.”

“It's an adventure,” Carter said. A wheedling note crept into his voice. “Do you want me to beg? I will. Please, Molly. Please come with me, your old buddy, and help me reach the heights of success. You know, those same heights that I helped you reach?”

“But I don't know how—”

“Yes you do. Read your own book. Spend a week forgetting the Respectable Professor Shaw and become Sandra St. Claire. If you can write like her, why can't you live like her for a week?”

Molly didn't answer. She had just remembered a game called “Spies” that she had invented and played as a child, with the help of a red-haired girl named Kristin, her best friend at the time. The game had involved a clandestine meeting in Molly's attic, where each girl assigned the other a “secret identity” consisting mostly of a made-up name. They had never done more than run around acting mysterious and giggling a lot, but Molly still remembered that exciting sense of possibility, the feeling that she could do or say anything, with the justification—however questionable—that it wasn't really her.

Acting, Carter had said. He was right, wasn't he? It wouldn't really be her out there, in a pink dress, batting her eyelashes at a hotel tycoon. Whether she failed miserably or succeeded, it wouldn't matter. Whatever happened on a Caribbean island, hundreds of miles away from Belden College, would be as harmless and as meaningless as a game of Spies.

“Well,” Carter said gloomily, “if you aren't willing to help a friend in need, then so be it. I understand, really I do.”

“Carter…” Molly began.

“No, no.” He put up one hand. “Don't worry about me. I'll just keep on with my pathetic existence as a B-grade journalist, struggling to survive, barely making ends meet…”

“Carter,” Molly said again, more forcefully this time.

He ignored her. “I'll just give up on all my dreams of ever bettering myself, of ever achieving the success that you—”

“Carter, shut up! You win. I'll do it.”

“You will?” His grin was sudden and blinding.

“Yes. But let's clarify one thing. When you say that you want me to seduce Jake Berenger, I'm assuming that you mean that in the old-fashioned sense, right? Because if you're asking me to sleep with him, I can tell you right now that you have the wrong woman.”

“Molly,” Carter said, looking mildly scandalized. “Please. What kind of person do you think I am?”

“I'm not going to answer that. So we understand each other on that point?”

“Oh, sure. Definitely, I mean. Sleeping with him won't be necessary, anyway. Someone told me recently that the power is all in the chase.”

“Who said that?”

“Ah,” Carter said smugly. “My secret weapon. Our guarantee of success.”

“You've lost me again.”

“Another trick that I've learned in my long and illustrious career,” Carter said, “is that when you need expert help, what do you do?”

“You call an expert?”

“Bingo.” Carter reached for his battered leather satchel, pulled out a paperback book, and handed it to her.

Molly looked down at it. On the cover was a perfectly groomed platinum-haired woman who appeared to be in her early forties. She was smiling, knowingly and glamorously, at the camera. “How to Meet and Marry the Rich,” Molly read aloud. “A Guide for Girls Who Want It All. By Elaine McKee Culpepper Von Reinholz Newberg? Carter, what on earth? Elaine McKee? Isn't that your…?”

“You remember my sister?” Carter asked. “She writes, too. In her case, it tends to be autobiographical.”


CHAPTER 4

Billionaire Gets the Boot

“I had no choice but to break it off,” says a pale and fragile Skye Elliot, speaking to this reporter of the recent end of her well-publicized relationship with resort magnate Jake Berenger. “Jake and I just don't have the same values. I wanted to make a home for us, but he only cares about life in the fast lane. The parties, the drugs…”

Drugs? “Oh, I never saw him use drugs,” she says. “But with that lifestyle…” Her cerulean eyes have a haunted look, hinting that the celebrity tycoon has a darker side.

“He told me to give up my work as an advocate for Third World children so that I would have more time for him. I just couldn't do it.”

Tears spring to her eyes. Gratefully, she accepts a tissue from her manager…

Jake folded the Daily News in half and tossed it across his desk toward Oliver Arias. “Well,” he said, “we expected this, didn't we?”

“It's going to get worse,” Oliver said darkly. “It's going to be a feeding frenzy. I think we should sue. I'll talk to the lawyers.”

“Don't bother,” Jake said. “We're not suing.”

“What?” Oliver's face was flushed with outrage. He shook the paper at Jake. “These are lies. She wants to destroy you. She's calling you a drug addict! We need to act fast.”

“Actually, what she said was that she'd never seen me using drugs, which is certainly true. She's too smart—or the Daily News's lawyers are too smart—to give us anything to hang a libel suit on.”

“It's the principle of the thing. We need to make a statement. We have to fight back.”

Jake shook his head. “We can't. It would be gasoline on the fire. There's nothing that the media would love more than a public mud-slinging match, and I guarantee that between Skye and me, the one with the teary cerulean eyes would win.”

“But—”

“Take a deep breath,” Jake advised, “and forget about it.”

“We have to issue a statement! The reporters have been calling all morning, reading us things that she's said about you, asking if you want to refute them.”

Jake shrugged. “They're playing chicken with me, trying to get a reaction. If they don't get one, they'll give up. We've been through this kind of thing before.”

“No, we haven't,” Oliver said. “Not a personal attack from someone who actually seems credible. I don't like it, Jake. This is very bad. The stock is down again—”

“So I keep hearing,” Jake said coolly. “And meanwhile, my so-called playboy lifestyle is on hold, and I'm doing my damnedest to get things back on track.” He stopped, hearing defensiveness in his own voice. His mother's warning about the rumblings of mutiny on the Berenger board had been on his mind for the past few days.

A dry smile touched his mouth. Skye was either remarkably clever, or just very lucky. Knowing her, his bet was on lucky. She had stumbled across the only way that she could really do him damage—by publicly painting him as unfit to be the head of Berenger Corporation. Luckily, her media appeal was limited to Hollywood magazines and scandal sheets like the Daily News, a category not taken too seriously by the Wall Street investment community. His image could afford to take a few hits, and the story would eventually die. He hadn't gotten this far in life by panicking every time someone slung a little mud in his direction.

“She's perfect,” exclaimed Elaine McKee Culpepper Von Reinholz Newberg, clasping her manicured hands in delight as she looked Molly up and down. “Yes, absolutely perfect.”

Molly blushed, unexpectedly flattered. It was Saturday, one week after Carter had driven up to Belden to propose his scheme, and they were now sitting on brocade-upholstered chairs in the parlor of Carter's sister's penthouse condominium, on Chicago's near north side.

“I admit,” Elaine continued, “that I had doubts about your judgment, Carter. But this is going to work out beautifully. This project will test the limits of my ability. We are truly beginning from ground zero.”

Abruptly, Molly tuned back in. “I beg your pardon?”

Elaine patted her arm. “Oh, my dear. My clients are usually much more advanced. They're models, pageant winners, girls who already know how to dress, how to flirt, how to interest a man. All they need from me is a little guidance, a little reassurance that there is nothing whatsoever wrong with setting one's sights on a man who is—as I like to say—economically advantaged. They are already halfway there by the time they come to me, and it's no challenge at all, really. But you…my goodness! If I can take a history professor with no apparent fashion sense and limited social skills, and turn her into the kind of woman who would interest the most eligible bachelor on earth, then I will have proven to myself and to the world that my techniques are foolproof. You will be my triumph.”

Her eyes took on a faraway look. “I'll use this as the feature case study in my next book.”

Molly's mouth had dropped open in shock, and she was having trouble breathing through the sudden constriction in her chest. “You…” she began, ran out of air, and had to take another breath. “Book? About this? Oh, no, you won't. You're not putting this into any kind of book!”

Elaine looked surprised. “But…”

“Absolutely not!” Molly exclaimed. “Carter, tell your sister to swear that she'll never write a word about this, or I'll walk out of here and never speak to you again.”

Elaine's eyebrows shot up into two exaggerated arches. “Fiery!” she said.

“Oh, God,” Carter mumbled. “Listen, you two. Can't we just…”

“Passionate,” Elaine continued, appraising Molly with a sharper eye. “I wouldn't have guessed that by looking at you, dear. But that's a good thing. We can work with that.”

“Carter!” Molly shouted.

Carter looked uneasily at his sister. “You heard her,” he said. “Sorry.”

Elaine looked hurt. “Names and all identifying details would be changed,” she said. “Naturally.”

Molly glared at her. “Publish a single word about me and I'll have you killed,” she said, and turned to Carter. “And let me warn you,” she added, “that my ‘limited social skills’ are connected to a limited tolerance for this project.”

“Oh, all right,” Elaine interrupted. “Fine. I won't put you in the book, although it does seem like a waste, considering the size of my investment. If I'd known that I couldn't use the material…”

“What investment?” Molly asked.

“Never mind,” Carter said quickly. “We'll all be putting our time and effort into this, and I am deeply grateful for your collective generosity, in all of its incarnations—”

“Shut up, Carter,” Molly said, and turned to Elaine. “Is that what you meant? Investment of your time?”

“Yes,” Elaine said. “My time, and my money. You don't think that Carter can afford a week for three at a Berenger resort on his salary at the Tribune, do you? My dear, this is not a Holiday Inn. Gold Bay is the most important spot in the Caribbean, and one of the top resorts in the world. And let me add that getting a reservation there, at the last minute, in the height of the holiday season, was just about impossible. I had to call the Princess Von Faxon Westenburg, my ex-sister-in-law, whose daughter Chantal works at Sotheby's with the son of a Berenger senior VP of marketing.”

Carter looked pained. “It's a loan,” he explained to Molly. “Against eventual royalties. My sister was more forthcoming than my publisher, who is sadly lacking in optimism.”

“I couldn't possibly turn down such a fascinating project,” Elaine added. “It was made for me. I am the sort of person who needs to be needed.”

“Good for you,” Molly said. “But I'll be paying my own way.” She had no intention of taking charity from Elaine, and it was a pleasure to be able to refuse it. On the more practical side, covering her own expenses also meant that she had no obligation to anyone but herself. She still had her doubts about Carter's scheme, and this meeting was doing nothing to allay them.

Elaine looked surprised. “Rooms at Gold Bay are extremely expensive.”

“Then I suppose that your brother and I had better keep out of the minibar,” Molly said coolly. If Elaine McKee Culpepper Von Reinholz Newberg thought that she could intimidate a member of the Belden College faculty, then she was in for a shock. The woman might have perfect nails and a two-hundred-dollar haircut, but she had certainly never read Plutarch.

Molly frowned. Something that Elaine had said, just a few moments ago, was nagging at her, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it now. It had seized her attention like a bee sting, but the conversation had quickly moved on, distracting her with talk of princesses and Sotheby's, and loans to Carter…

“Wait a minute!” she exclaimed, alarmed. Now she remembered. “Did you just say something about a week for three at Gold Bay?”

Elaine's matte-red lips curved into a delighted smile. “Yes, indeed,” she said. “You don't think that you can do this alone, do you? I'm going with you.”

Judging from Carter's expression, Molly guessed that this was news to him, as well.

“Ahh,” Carter said. His face had turned an odd shade of gray. “Elaine, that's very nice of you, but we had talked about you giving Molly just a couple of quick lessons, remember? The short course?”

Elaine shook her head. “The short course,” she said, sliding a meaningful look in Molly's direction, “will not be long enough.”

“Won't Mr. Newberg miss you?” Molly asked, doubting it. So far, there had been no sign of anyone who answered to that name.

“Leonard and I separated six weeks ago,” Elaine said. “He is currently in Bermuda, visiting his offshore corporation. I don't expect a reconciliation. Not before Christmas, at least.”

“Oh,” Carter said. “I'm sorry to hear that.” “Yes, thank you, it's very sad,” Elaine said briskly. “But life goes on, and I hate spending the holidays alone.”


CHAPTER 5

The Gold Bay beach was half a mile long, curved in a crescent-moon shape that hugged the blue water and gentle waves of the bay. At eight A.M. it was still deserted save for a few dedicated joggers, and Jake, who was taking his morning reconnaissance walk.

Behind the beach was a lush garden of palms and flowering vines, and tucked into this water-hungry landscaping was a row of thirty cottages, strung like pearls around the neck of the resort. They were the best suites at Gold Bay, each with two bedrooms, a living room, a caterer's kitchen for private parties, and a large deck overlooking the sand. The trees and vines had been carefully arranged to give the occupants of each cottage the feeling that they had no neighbors, but to allow them an unobstructed view of the ocean and the action on the beach.

Room service to the cottages came by way of an electric golf cart equipped with coolers and warming trays. There was a complimentary morning delivery of fresh juice, pastries, coffee, and the morning paper from the guest's home city, all of which would appear at a time previously arranged with the cottage's private butler. Breakfast was rarely requested before eight, but Jake noticed that a cart was arriving at Cottage Five, and wondered who the early bird was. A yoga-obsessed supermodel, perhaps. Ingrid Anderson, a Victoria's Secret catalog veteran, had arrived three days ago with a bald man in flowing white robes who had signed the register as Rama Guru. For the past two mornings at nine A.M., Rama and Ingrid, both wearing thong bathing suits, had done the Sun Salutation on the pool terrace, to the awe and delight of the rest of the guests.

Jake strolled up the beach, a little closer to the cottage, looking curiously to see if Ingrid and Rama were there. But he saw only a smallish mousy-haired woman sitting in a chair on the deck, wrapped in one of the thick white terry-cloth Gold Bay bathrobes. The bulky robe was too big for her, and made her look as if she were being eaten by a polar bear. He nodded to her, in casual greeting, and was startled to see her eyes widen as if he had just given her the finger. Without a word, she jumped to her feet, stumbled over the hem of the robe, regained her balance, and then fled back into the cottage.

Jake stopped, taken aback. He waited for a few moments to see if she would come out again, but the cottage was now as silent as its neighbors. The curtains moved slightly, and while it was probably just the wind, he had the sudden feeling that she was standing there, hidden behind the fabric, peeking at him.

Weird, he thought, wondering what could have spooked her. If the sight of a man in swim trunks frightened her so much, she was in for a seriously terrifying vacation. He shrugged, lifted a hand in a brief wave toward the curtain, and continued on down the beach.

“My dear,” said Elaine McKee Culpepper Von Reinholz Newberg, “what on earth are you doing?”

Guiltily, Molly jumped. Her heart was still hammering so hard that she could hear the beat of the blood in her ears, and her cheeks were hot. She released her grip on the curtain, and turned, feeling foolish.

“Nothing,” she said.

Elaine raised her eyebrows. She was wearing black satin mules, a red silk nightgown with a matching robe, and diamond earrings. Her hair was pinned into a neat chignon, and her makeup was perfect. It was five minutes after eight A.M.
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