

        

            

                

            

        


    


It starts as an erotic vision, a fantasy of perfect lovemaking where Diana and I wrestle with incendiary passion to overwhelming, ecstatic, simultaneous orgasms.


And then it changes. I’m keenly aware I’m dreaming. I don’t want to wake and leave the Diana who loves me as I yearn to be loved—with total acceptance of my real, flawed self.


Tight in each other’s arms, my dream Diana smiles at me, whispers, “Vonny, I never realized what love could be, until now. You complete me.”


I find myself melting with tender fire. Passion for her body, yes, but much more. My feelings for Diana encompass everything about her—the Diana the world sees and also the constant, inner self hidden from all but me. In one transcendent jolt of recognition I understand what it is to truly, totally accept another person in all her contradictions, in all her strengths and weaknesses.


In my dream, I cannot put any of this into words. I can only show her the depth of my longing to be joined to her at every level of body and spirit. We make love as I have never made love before. The smooth planes of her body, her eager mouth, her beating heart—Diana is so much more than this.
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Chapter One

 


“You’re not going to meet your deadline, Vonny?”


Diana K. Broswell, senior editor at Crimson Loon Press and the woman I secretly adore, is clearly disturbed. Her phone rings and frowning, she snatches it up.


I look around her office approvingly. It’s a cool room, white and blue the dominant colors. Accents of brighter color come from the Crimson Loon books displayed on the shelves behind Diana’s desk. My volumes are prominently featured.


Diana’s still talking, and this gives me time to admire my editor while she’s concentrated on something else. The tawny tones of her voice contrast nicely with her blond hair. I contemplate her with pleasure, thinking of how I’ve spent hours at my computer getting her description just right, as if she were a major character in one of my novels—which in a way, she is.


Early this morning, when I couldn’t sleep, I went to my computer and wrote:


 


This woman is incandescent! She’s not traditionally beautiful, but her face is full of humor and intelligence. To-die-for cheekbones. Shoulder-length golden hair. Her eyes blue-gray, her mouth frankly tempting. She has a luscious figure— high-breasted, flat-stomached, long-legged. Dynamite!


 


I become aware that Diana is looking over at me as she says, “I have Vonny here at the moment.” She mouths to me, “It’s Paul.” That would be Paul Oberlin, Crimson Loon’s owner and publisher. Paul says something at the other end and Diana smiles and nods. “Yes, they are indeed excellent sales figures for Torrid Hearts.” Her smile disappears. “Vonny’s next book? I’ll get back to you on that.”


My name is Vonny Smith, but I’m better known by my pen name, Veronica Vanderveer, author of best-selling romance novels. My last book, Torrid Hearts, not only won awards, it also garnered some of the best reviews of my career. My favorite quote, which, slightly edited, will be featured on the cover of my next romance, came from Ayleen Noonan, a normally acerbic critic. She was moved to say: “Adverbs and exclamations proliferate and clichés abound in Vanderveer’s Torrid Hearts, but scorching sexual encounters ignite the pages in a conflagration of desire.”


A conflagration of desire is exactly what I feel for Diana K. Broswell. It’s a stressful situation: I’m in love with her, but she doesn’t love me. Yet.


I’ve never told Diana how I feel, in fact, never even hinted at it. Why not? It’s too important to me to mess this up and every instinct tells me that if I did blurt out my love, Diana would stare at me, bemused. Or even worse— amused. Then she’d say something soothing. Diana wouldn’t want to alienate Veronica Vanderveer, best-selling author, so she’d deal kindly with lovesick Vonny Smith’s unrequited passion.


“Yes, I’ll remind her.” Putting down the receiver Diana says, “As one of our premier authors, Paul particularly wants to check that you’ll be attending Crimson Loon’s celebration of twenty years of quality publishing.”


“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I declare. Actually, I’m looking forward to it, as Diana will be there.


I’ve already decided to buy something new for the occasion, money no object. It’s my chance to have Diana see me at my best. I mentally review colors. Black? Half the women will have on a little black dress. Crimson? It would contrast with my dark hair, but perhaps give too brash an impression. Blue’s always safe but rather boring.


Diana clears her throat. I realize she is leaning back in her chair contemplating me. Not with deep affection, unfortunately—though I’m sure she’s quite fond of me in a business-like sort of way—but with professional concern.


“You’ve never missed a deadline before,” she points out. “What’s up?”


I shrug. “A touch of writer’s block.”


Diana snorts derisively. She does this so elegantly I wish there were a better word than snort to describe the sound she makes. The only alternatives I can think of are grunt, sniff and snuffle. None apply to Diana. Note to self: Work on this.


“Writer’s block? You’ve never had it before, Vonny.”


“True. But there’s always a first time.”


It’s clear Diana is not inclined to believe me. “Perhaps you need to cut back on your wild social life,” she says with a smile. “That will give you more time to devote to your writing.”


I’m not quite sure when Diana got the idea I have a wild social life. Perhaps it’s because I’ve always been careful to portray myself as one who rarely spends an evening at home. There’s no way I want her to think I’m not in demand.


Diana picks up the phone again and asks her assistant Rosie Reeves to bring in the folder with the cover art for the novel I’m supposed to have nearly completed. Rosie appears almost immediately. She’s only been at Crimson Loon Press a few weeks and is one of those constantly up people who chirp a lot. “Hi!” she says to me with a white tooth-veneer smile. “I just loved Torrid Hearts! Absolutely loved the relationship! So involving.”


“Thank you,” I say. In my writing I use italics liberally, not to mention exclamation marks, but this Rosie’s gone overboard. It’s a wonder Diana isn’t wincing—she ruthlessly cuts italics in my manuscripts but she doesn’t seem to notice all this unnecessary spoken emphasis.


Is it my imagination or do Rosie’s fingers brush against Diana’s hand when passing over the folder? I feel my eyes narrow. My task will be difficult enough without competition. I’m forced to concede Rosie’s quite attractive, if one can cope with her super-cheerful attitude. As a writer, a stream of descriptive words leaps immediately to mind— bubbly, effervescent, chipper, vivacious, bouncy, truly tiresome.


“Truly tiresome,” I hear myself say. Diana and Rosie look at me. “The weather,” I add hastily.


“But it’s beautiful weather,” Rosie declares. “Like, it almost always is in LA.”


“Hmmm,” I murmur, not wanting to get in any deeper. 


Rosie lingers for a few moments more, then leaves. Diana smiles at me. She flips open the folder. “Here’s our artist’s concept for the cover of Desire’s Desperate Drumbeat,” she says, leaning over her desk to hand it to me. We’d had quite a fight over the title. Diana had wanted simply Drumbeat of Desire, but I insisted on Desire’s Desperate Drumbeat. As I pointed out to Diana, one can hardly have too much alliteration.


“As always,” Diana says, “your name will be larger than the title and there’ll be a photo of you on the back cover.”


If you’ve read any of my books, you’ll know what I look like. Okay, I admit it—the image has been retouched, but only slightly. In truth, I’m not bad looking, if you like the dark-haired, intense sort with a strong jaw line.


I inspect the cover art. It depicts two impossibly beautiful women gazing longingly at each other beneath palm trees on a yellow tropical beach edged by aquamarine water. One wears a brief scarlet swimsuit, the other tailored shorts and a tight purple T-shirt. Behind one palm tree in the distance lurks a shadowy female figure, symbolizing the Other Woman.


“Sorry,” I say, “it won’t do.”


Diana looks surprised. I’ve always been blown away by the Crimson Loon artwork for my novels. “There’s a problem?” she asks.


She hasn’t seen a manuscript yet, just a brief outline of the story. With my sales record, Crimson Loon will give me a book contract on the strength of a short description. At this point I’m supposed to be well advanced in the manuscript for Desire’s Desperate Drumbeat, but I’m seriously behind schedule—too busy planning my strategy to win Diana’s love.


“I’ve made some changes to the plot we discussed,” I announce.


“Oh? Anything major?” Diana raises her elegant eye- brows. I forgot to include them in her description. They curve beguilingly.


“Well, for one thing,” I tell her, “I’m changing the main character’s name from Gloria to Davina.”


I’m thinking, as I say this, of the potent subliminal effect on Diana when she edits love scenes featuring a character with her initial and the same number of syllables as her name: Di-an-a and Da-vin-a. Subtle, but I hope effective.


“Davina?” Diana could hardly be less impressed. “I thought we’d agreed Gloria was a perfect name for a swimsuit model.”


“She’s not a model anymore,” I hasten to say. “I’ve made her a professional woman.”


Diana’s eyebrows rise a touch higher. “Just what sort of profession would she be following on a remote tropical island?”


“That’s changed too,” I declare. “I’m setting the book here, in Los Angeles. Davina’s an editor with a lifestyle magazine.”


Now Diana’s winged eyebrows have settled into a puzzled vee. “And Gloria’s—I mean Davina’s love interest? Is Marilyn still running an ecotourism business in partnership with Ashleigh, the oversexed other woman?”


“ ’Fraid not. It’s a catering firm now. And Marilyn’s had a name change. She’s Velda.” An image of the bubbly Rosie rises in my mind, and I add, “And Ashleigh, the other woman, is now Roxy. And she works in Davina’s company.”


“I see,” says Diana, but of course she doesn’t see how my strategy is spelled out in the initials—a D falling for a V. I can only hope Diana’s subconscious mind is receptive.


“This doesn’t sound anything like the book we signed a contract for,” says Diana, now unambiguously frowning. “What does Emily think of these changes?”


Emily Illingsworth is my formidable literary agent. Frankly, I’m a trifle nervous about how Emily will react but I don’t share this with Diana. “I haven’t told her yet,” I say airily. “Be seeing her tomorrow.”


Diana is far from pleased with the situation. “Publicity’s gearing up for a tropical island,” she points out.


“Sorry,” I say, contrite. “I wouldn’t make these changes if they weren’t absolutely necessary for the vision I have of Drumbeat.”


Diana represses a sigh. Or perhaps it’s a snarl. I hate to cause her angst, but remind myself it’s for a good cause—our future happiness together.


“You’re not changing the title,” she announces in a don’t-argue tone. “Desire’s Desperate Drumbeat is already in the catalog.”


“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I say. To placate her, I add, “There’ll be lots of hot sex.”


“You do that so well,” Diana concedes. “Our readers can’t get enough of you.”


I acknowledge this truth with a modest nod. I’ve been good for Crimson Loon’s bottom line and Crimson Loon, in turn, has been very good for me.


You’d think, since I write romance, I’d have some luck in the heart department. In truth, my fictional characters have a great deal more success in love than I’ve ever achieved. Sure, over the years I’ve had many romantic flings and, one time, something rather more substantial—I resolutely push that debacle out of my mind—but I’ve never fully experienced the tumultuous, all-consuming emotions about which I write so confidently. At least not until now.


Once I realized Diana was the Love of My Life, I sat around for ages waiting for her to notice my romantic potential. Didn’t happen. So now I’ve been forced to take a more active role. I’m going to woo her through my writing. I’ll pursue her, entice her, court her in the pages of my current manuscript. My hope is I’ll be able to sneak in under her defenses and she’ll slide into love with me before she’s aware what’s happening. In short, she’ll realize that for her, Vonny is The One.


You’ll be wondering if Diana K. Broswell is available, or if I’m planning to break up a happy twosome. Irritatingly, I have no idea about Diana’s life outside the office and all my attempts in the past to turn our professional conversations onto more personal matters have been fruitless. And casual chats with other Crimson Loon employees have failed to turn up any information either.


Diana is what we authors call a Mystery Woman. In fiction, that quality is intriguing and frequently leads to dark moments of desire, but in real life it’s merely exasperating.


Fortunately, I have a plan.






Chapter Two

 


I have excellent teeth, having been lucky enough to have won in the genetic lottery and inherited my family’s superior dental genes. Of course, maintenance is important, so I’ve made it a rule to have regular checkups with a board-certi- fied dentist and cleaning by a registered dental hygienist.


As fate would have it, my hygienist, Yvonne, had recently married one of her clients, a film producer with an ongoing gum problem, and had given up her profession without a backward glance. Not surprising, when you think about it— gazing into people’s open mouths all day can scarcely be deeply fulfilling.


Two weeks ago I’d been on the phone setting up a bookstore signing schedule with Philippe de Roux, head of Crimson Loon’s publicity department, when fate intervened with a moment of pure synchronicity. After discussing the signing schedule, I’d lingered to chat with Philippe. I’d told him of my hygienist’s marriage and shared my thoughts on the unrewarding nature of the occupation.


Philippe, who despite his name comes from Brooklyn and has not one drop of French blood in his veins, said, “Not rewarding? I know a dental hygienist who positively throws herself into her work. Enthusiastic? The girl’s a tiger for plaque! Ask Diana. She goes to her too.”


“She does?” I’d said casually, my pulse picking up. “What’s this hygienist’s name?”


“Bonnie Flint.” He added appreciatively, “And boy, does that girl know how to dish the dirt. A genuine gossip maven. I guess it’s something about lying back helpless in those chairs—you find yourself babbling intimate secrets.”


I restrained myself from pointing out to Philippe that at the drop of a hat he babbles intimate secrets, mostly about his on-and-off love affair with Theo Strange in accounting.


Before I could turn him off, Philippe had revealed that Bonnie Flint was mostly straight—though she had been known to stray enthusiastically to our greener side of the fence. “On her third marriage,” said Philippe. “I met her current husband a while ago when he came in for a freebie teeth cleaning. The guy’s a short-order cook who smokes strong-smelling cigars. Hairy like an orangutan. Not attractive. I’m guessing marriage number three is on the way out, but I could be wrong. There’s no accounting for tastes.”


I agreed there wasn’t and silently blessing the meaningful coincidence that had brought up the subject of Diana’s dental technician jotted down Bonnie Flint’s details. Philippe seemed puzzled at the warmth of my thanks, little knowing that with just a casual remark he had set in motion a vital component of my plan.


 


*


 


Today I have my first appointment with Bonnie Flint. I’ve arranged for my dental records under my real name of Veronica Smith to be transferred from my previous dentist to Dr. Maydew, the dentist with whom Bonnie Flint works.


My fervent hope is that Diana, during her teeth cleaning sessions, has dropped her guard and let slip to Bonnie some details of her personal life.


Dr. Maydew runs an up-market dental surgery, with a svelte receptionist who murmurs confidingly rather than speaks. The waiting room has lots of chrome and leather, and even up-to-date magazines. I flick through one of these, reminding myself I need to do research on such publications for Desire’s Desperate Drumbeat, as I’ve made Davina the editor of a glossy lifestyle magazine.


“Welcome! I’m Bonnie Flint. And you must be Ms. Smith.”


I give a subdued “hello” to the woman who’s just flung open the door into the inner sanctum.


Bonnie Flint gestures for me to follow her. She has the air of a zealot about her. Her short, springy hair is a burst of violent red—a shade rarely, if ever, seen in nature. She has large, intense hazel eyes and a thin, fit body. I notice her angular elbows and long, supple fingers. With those hands, in another life she could have been a concert pianist.


“Do you play an instrument?” I ask. “The piano, perhaps?”


“Totally tone deaf,” she says cheerfully. “Not a musical bone in my body.”


She seats me in a plush dental chair and puts a paper bib around my neck. “Comfortable, Ms. Smith?”


“Please, call me Vonny.”


Bonnie is wearing a crisp white lab coat. Her smile reveals teeth that are square and strong. For a moment I pic- ture her biting off a chicken’s head with one snap. I frown, not sure where that came from, but I’ve learned not to question my creative flashes. Perhaps in a future novel I’ll find myself featuring such a scene in a voodoo romance.


“Don’t be nervous, Ms. Smith—Vonny,” Bonnie says. Being a wordsmith, I am immediately struck with the assonance of Vonny/Bonnie. She has a high, light voice with a faint twang. Perhaps she comes from Appalachia. The daughter of a rough, uneducated hillbilly made good . . .


“Vonny?” She’s waiting, instruments at the ready. 


“Sorry.” I relax, secure in the knowledge my teeth will stand close examination, as it’s only a couple of months since Yvonne cleaned them. “I’m an author, you see, and I tend to get distracted at times.”


Normally I wouldn’t blurt out my profession, but I have to have some way to bring Diana into the conversation. I’m confident Bonnie will say what ninety-nine out of a hundred do, namely, “You’re an author? What sort of books do you write?”


This opening will give me an opportunity to mention Crimson Loon Press. From there it should be child’s play to bring Diana’s name into the conversation. In the unlikely event this ploy fails, I’ll remark that Philippe de Roux recommended Bonnie Flint as a dental hygienist par excellence. She’ll be disarmed—everyone likes to be thought of as an expert. Then I’ll casually remark that I believe Bonnie also has Diana K. Broswell, my editor, as a client.


I’m a little disconcerted when Bonnie doesn’t ask after my books, but instead says, “I’ve high hopes of getting my international dental thriller published.”


I stare at her. “You’ve written a thriller? A dental thriller?”


Bonnie seems rather miffed at my astonishment. “Why is that a surprise? Dental hygienists can lead exhilarating lives.


In the Teeth of the Gale is very exciting and fast moving.”


“In the Teeth of the Gale?” I repeat, not impressed. I’m somewhat of an expert with titles, and this one has nothing like the impact of Desire’s Desperate Drumbeat.


“Working title only,” says Bonnie. “Diana says if they publish me it will probably change.”


Diana?


“You mean Diana K. Broswell?” I ask.


“Yes, of Crimson Loon Press. Do you know her?”


“She’s my editor.”


Bonnie looks at me with greater interest. “Really? Do you write as Vonny Smith?”


“Veronica Vanderveer.”


I couldn’t ask for a better response. “Veronica Vanderveer!” she exclaims in delight. “You wrote Torrid Hearts.”


I nod unassumingly. Fans are turned off by arrogance and pride. Besides, I am unassuming.


“Charmaine in Torrid Hearts is modeled on Angelina Jolie, isn’t she?” She leans forward to breathe confidentially, “You can tell me.”


“Charmaine sprang whole from the depths of my imagination,” I say, a bit affronted. “She’s not specifically modeled on anyone.”


Bonnie’s checking her watch. She clicks her tongue in irritation. “I’d like nothing better to chat with you about your books, Vonny, but I’ve got a severe pyorrhea after you and he’s always early for his appointment.”


In a flash she’s got my mouth open and is scraping away at my back molars. “Nice,” she says approvingly. “Very nice. You obviously floss regularly.”


Very soon I learn why Philippe called her a gossip maven. Within five minutes she’s confided the undisclosed reason for a soap opera star’s divorce—apparently, unknowing, she’d married a hermaphrodite—and has embarked upon the long involved story behind a TV personality’s recent arrest when discovered wandering naked on the San Diego Freeway.


“And they never found his clothes,” she remarks. “Isn’t that awfully strange?”


“Gaaa,” I say, wondering how to turn the subject back to Diana. It’s difficult to frame questions with one’s jaw at full extension and mouth full of dental paraphernalia.


When Bonnie pauses and instructs me to rinse, I comply, then, before she can attack my minimal plaque again, I quickly ask, “How well do you know Diana?”


“She looks after her teeth. Only a few minor problems.”


“I don’t mean dentally, I mean personally.”


A shadow crosses Bonnie’s face. “Not at all,” she says. “A closed book. Plays her cards close to her chest.”


“Oh?”


Bonnie shakes her head. “Not many people miss the opportunity to talk about themselves, you know. You wouldn’t believe the things these walls have heard.”


“But nothing from Diana.”


“Just that she was born in Omaha, Nebraska. That’s all.” I am plunged in gloom. Have I gone to the trouble of changing dental hygienists for nothing? However I perk up when Bonnie announces, “I love a challenge.” She chuckles. “Diana’s met her match in me. She’ll tell all eventually, I’m sure of it.”


Above the whine of the buffing instrument giving a final polish to my teeth, Bonnie says, “And what about you, Vonny? Famous authors like yourself must lead fascinating, fun-filled lives.”


“Gaaa,” I say.


 


*


 


“You’ve changed what?” says my literary agent Emily Illingsworth.


We’re in Emily’s elegant office and she is glaring at me from behind a huge antique mahogany desk. Her office reflects the same conservative taste—paneled walls, built-in bookshelves and here and there a fox hunting etching.


Emily hails from Britain, and even after twenty years in the States, still has a clipped English accent. She’s not very large but she’s surrounded by an intimidating aura.


“Drumbeat just wasn’t working the way it was,” I explain. “It needed some drastic surgery.”


“Precisely how drastic?” Emily growls. Her short, spiky hair stands to attention, her dark eyes flash and her lips thin dramatically. I check to see if her nostrils are flaring. They are.


I might as well confess, as Emily will get it out of me one way or the other. “Drumbeat is now set in LA and I’ve changed the names and professions of the main characters. Oh, and the plot’s different too.”


“Details, please!”


I provide them, fingers crossed that Emily won’t see the connection between Diana—Vonny and Davina—Velda. She doesn’t.


Emily leans back in her huge maroon leather chair. Were it not for the force of her personality, her small frame would be lost in it. “And what does Diana Broswell think of this radical surgery? I presume you’ve told your editor the novel she believed she was publishing has metamorphosed into something else?”


Emily likes to sprinkle her conversation with words like metamorphosed. I think it’s something to do with the British education system.


“Diana’s not absolutely delighted,” I concede. “She’s had to toss the artwork for the tropical island setting.” I hasten to add, “But she’s come around. She’s agreed there’s more intrinsic drama in the business world of LA.”


“Business world?” snaps Emily. “Didn’t you cover that area comprehensively in The Sensual Stockbroker only last year?”


“It’s entirely different. Sensual was Wall Street.


Drumbeat’s Los Angeles.”


Emily’s still frowning. I play my best card—the one no literary agent can deny. Putting my hand over my heart, I say passionately, “Emily, I feel it here, in my creative center. I just know, artistically, that it feels right. To write anything else wouldn’t be true to myself.”


Emily looks at the ceiling, perhaps for inspiration. Then she snaps her attention back to me. “What about your deadline, Vonny? With all these modifications and amendments, are you going to meet it?”


I brace myself. “Well, no. Diana’s agreed to an extension.”


Now Emily is really mad. “May I remind you, Vonny,” she says icily, “that the second half of your advance for Desire’s Desperate Drumbeat is to be paid upon the publisher’s receipt of a completed and satisfactory manuscript.”


As my literary agent, Emily gets fifteen percent of any money paid by my publishers. As I have quite a considerable advance for this novel, this represents a tidy sum for Emily.


Flipping open a leather-covered desk diary, Emily asks, “And what is the new deadline?”


I tell her and she jots it down with her gold fountain pen—Emily never uses ballpoints—with so much force that I expect ink to spray across the desk.
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