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Chapter 1

 “Congratulations, Lucien.”  An attractive woman in a black evening gown smiled and handed him a crème vellum envelope.

 Displeasure immediately set in when he read the three words written in bold black letters. You’ve been sold.”  

 “Wait! There’s been a mistake,” he called out, but the woman moved onto the neighboring tables to pass out the envelopes to the other winners.

 Lucien reread the three words before glancing at the other people sitting at his table in the banquet room to see if they were in on this joke, but they continued to enjoy their coffee and after-dinner cordials.

 You’ve been sold.  A slow burn attacked the nerves in his body, and he ran a nervous finger around the collar of his tuxedo shirt, pulling it away from his neck.  This wasn’t supposed to happen.  As in other years, he requested his name not be put up for silent auction at the Artis – Naples Philharmonic annual spend-the-weekend-with-a-bachelor fundraising event.  He drew the line when it came to making himself available to pamper and submit to the whims of a socialite, especially one he didn’t know.  It was also a frivolous waste of time. Dinner was almost over, and they’d be announcing the names of the winners.  He considered leaving, but he wasn’t that much of a bastard – only when it came to business. 

 He lifted the flute of champagne in front of him and took a small sip of the pricey bubbly wishing it were something stronger.  He hated fancy galas and wearing tuxedos, but made the concession for this event because it agreed with his annual two week stay at the Vanderbilt Beach Resort. This year, his time away from his office would include working with a realtor on acquiring a piece of property in Naples for a special project.  He’d spent the past six months working with an architect friend, designing, Seeds of Love, a retreat for children with special needs and their families, to honor his late wife. 

 He set the glass down on the rich linen tablecloth, not surprised Nancy Jean Harrigan, the wife of his best friend and former business partner, avoided looking him in the face. 

 “Admit you pulled a fast one.  You’re on the committee and know I specifically requested my name not be on the list.”  

 The lovely blonde gave him her shoulder, pretending she didn’t hear him, and continued to talk to her husband Sean.  Luc leaned in closer and added a little more fire. “I think I’ll take back my hundred thousand dollar donation slated for repairs from damage done by Hurricane Irma.”

 Her honey-gold hair flared out when she quickly turned in his direction.

 “You wouldn’t!”   

 “Thought that would get your attention.”   He fanned the envelope in front of her face.

 “Why?”
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 Sitting at a table on the other side of the elegant dining room, surrounded by her friends,  Jonelle Addison sipped her own glass of champagne, already anticipating Lucien’s annoyed reaction to his notification that he’d been sold.  To the casual observer, she was relaxed, but in reality, the alcohol had no effect on easing the knots of tension in her stomach. 

 What will his reaction be when he finds out who purchased him, the woman who threw it in his face, that his bank account wasn’t adequate to keep her in the lap of luxury to which she was accustomed?  At the time, she’d been a twenty-two-year-old spoiled brat with a newly minted college degree and a big fat check from her rich parents.  The world was out there waiting for her to have fun.  She’d learned the hard way that when you had a good thing, you don’t take it for granted and toss it away.

 Twenty years later, she was being given a second chance, her last chance to convince him she’d made the biggest mistake of her life, throwing his love back in his face. The ten months they’d lived together during college was one of the happiest times in her life. 

 He shared his dream to make a success working in the world of finance and managed two part-time jobs to supplement his scholarships.  If it weren’t for him pushing her to attend classes, she’d never have graduated.  Her rich parents paid for school and were shocked she’d actually graduated since she never completed anything in her frivolous, fun-loving life.  They were too busy overseeing their pharmaceutical corporation to attend her graduation and sent one of their vice presidents with a fat cashier’s check.

 She twisted the gold signature ring on her finger, watching him take another sip of his champagne.  There was a time he only drank beer.  She’d followed Lucien’s career, happy that he’d achieved everything he’d set out to do, to become. She’d asked herself, more than once, what would her life have been like if she’d waited, rather than chase down the next good time? 

 The bubbles in the champagne danced on her tongue when she took another sip. How was it possible he’d gotten more handsome?  Salt and pepper gave him a distinguished appearance, but the classic look also made him appear sexier.  Nancy Jean, her partner in crime, let her know Sean and Luc had spent time playing volleyball on the beach, and the sun’s rays had warmed his skin to a toasty gold, making her mouth water.   

 She really needed to talk to Nancy Jean and casually raised a hand to get her long-time friend’s attention.

 Nancy gave a quick nod and leaned close to her husband to whisper in his ear before making her way to the ladies’ room.  Jon also excused herself and headed for the exit on the far side of the spacious room.  

 Three of her friends were just coming out with their make-up freshly applied and not a hair out of place. All three had put in bids for bachelors.  She wished them good luck.

 Nancy Jean hurried in, a little flustered, and stood in front of one of the gold frame mirrors over the sinks to refresh her rose-colored lipstick.  The slender strand of diamonds around her neck sparkled from the fancy lighting. 

 “Jon, I can’t believe I let you talk me into this. I did mention a number of times this was a bad idea. He was furious and threatened to withdraw his donation, but I knew he wouldn’t.  He’s a cold-hearted shark when it comes to business, but has a soft spot for the foundation that was very important to his late wife”

 Jonelle leaned back against the marble-surfaced counter, not caring that she crushed the draped neckline of her Badgley Mischka designer gown. “Nancy Jean, you’ve known me since college and the screw-ups I’ve made in my personal life. Haven’t you ever made a big mistake you regretted?”

 “Yes. I almost lost Sean, so I understand where you’re coming from.”

 “Giving up Lucien was the biggest, irresponsible move I’ve ever made.”

 Nancy returned her lipstick to her small purse and withdrew a slender bottle of perfume to spritz the back of her wrists. “Have you considered he might think you want him back because he’s a billionaire?”

 “Yes. I may not be on the Forbes list, but I’m far from being a pauper.  I’ve worked my ass off the last eleven years, and I’m going to show my family who I really am once I finish brokering this next piece of real estate.”

 “I still can’t believe you’ve never told them about your company.”

 “They’re too busy running their own.  Let them continue to think I’m a flighty social butterfly a little longer.  I’ll be forever grateful to your generous husband who personally financed my commercial real estate company and kept my name out of it.  I paid him back with interest, and am doing very well, but this deal will put me over the top of the goal I set.”  Jonelle wrapped her hand around Nancy Jean’s slender wrist covered in black lace. “I need you in my corner.”

 “Now I know why your business is so successful.  You can talk an Eskimo into buying a beach umbrella.  So how do you plan to convince Lucien you want him back in your life?”

 Jonelle adjusted the cap sleeves of her gold sequined gown and didn’t bother reapplying her makeup.  “By avoiding him.”  She answered, silently praying her crazy plan worked. 

 “Now I’m really confused.”

 “Once the gentleman is introduced to the winner, he can open the envelope that contains a list of the things the lady would like to do for their special weekend.  In other years, the committee left the choice of activities up to the men, and there were more sports events than romance.  I guarantee Lucien’s will be like no other.”

 “Jonelle, you’re making me crazy. One last thing before we go back.  Suppose he asks me who submitted his name?”

 “Take the Fifth or just lie.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 “Before you had to conveniently run off, I believe I asked you a question.”   Lucien almost sneered but didn’t when Nany Jean returned to the table.  “I’m not stupid and recognize when someone wants to avoid answering a question.”

 “Lucien, they’re starting,” she quickly stammered, pointing in the direction of the mistress of ceremonies behind the microphone that had been set up in front of the four-piece ensemble that took their seats at the edge of the dance floor. 

  “Thank you all for coming to our annual fundraising event.  This has been our most successful drive ever. The silent bids were very high, and one of you lucky gentlemen brought in forty-five thousand dollars.”

 A polite round of clapping followed her announcement.  Luc’s fisted hands remained in his lap but moved his eyes in a slow scan taking a survey of the women he thought might have submitted a bid.  In other years, the love-sick hopefuls ranged from twenty-one to those who tried to retain their youth through numerous visits to a plastic surgeon and weekly visits to a spa. From what he observed, the candidates hadn’t changed. 

 “Normally, we announce the name of the winner, and the lovely lady joins the gentleman at his table,” the mistress of ceremonies continued.  “This year, we’ve thrown in a little romance.  We’ll announce the name of the lucky gentleman, and the band will play a song she’s selected. They’ll meet in the middle of the dance floor.”

 “Suppose you can’t dance?” a gentleman called out from the other side of the room.

 “It’s called improvise, Harold, and you’re very much married.” 

 His comment drew smiles and a few chuckles. 

 “Once you’ve finished your dance, you can open the envelope that lists the things she’d like to do for your romantic weekend.” She removed the dreaded list of winners from the envelope in her hand and nodded to the leader of the band to start the first song. “And the first lucky gentleman is…

 This was really happening.  It was too late to escape. He hated drawing attention to himself as much as he hated tuxedos.  Lucien leaned forward to get Sean’s attention.  “Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with this.”

 “I didn’t,” he said and held up his palm. “I swear.” 

 Sean was a true friend, and one Lucien trusted without question.  He glowered at Nancy Jean.  “Was this dancing, romantic stuff your idea?”

 She quickly shook her head and concentrated on watching the first couple moving slowly around the dance floor to “I will always love you.”  

 He knew when someone was lying and no longer took offense when people referred to him as a shark when it came to his business.  It got him where he was today, but he was out of his element with this social stuff which he avoided as much as possible.  

 Ten winners were announced.  With each one, his anxiety increased. He signaled the waiter and ordered Glenmorangie Scotch Whiskey, a double.  The server came back in record time, and Luc took a healthy drink.  His mind advised, Run.

 “Ladies and gentlemen, our next winner has requested a change of music pace.  When the song starts, the gentleman will know her identity.”  

 The back of his neck itched. He was the next bachelor.  The band started to play Lonestar’s Amazed.  He knew.  He knew, all right, and his pulse thrummed faster. As expected, her body language made a statement, not uttering a sound, strolling onto the dance floor.  Like an actress, trolling the red carpet, she smiled and waved when her friends clapped and cheered her on. The bitch was totally in her element, content to hold the spotlight, walking out to the middle of the dancefloor.

 His eyes were fixed on the stunning black-haired tease from his past. She was cute back then, but the woman in the slinky, figure-hugging gown was beautiful. Still laughing, she twirled around, revealing the soft drape of glittery fabric that exposed her naked back. A fall of ruler-straight hair, black as night, draped her shoulder.  Diamond earrings graced her ears, and a single strand of diamonds snaked around her left arm, from wrist to elbow. The sight of her took him back, back to a time in his life he thought he had it all until she crushed his heart.

 She stopped twenty feet away and stared at him, wearing a challenging smile, but continued to sway to the music, waiting for him to come to her like some lapdog she’d paid for. It’s no wonder she didn’t slap a sold sign on his forehead. The band played a few more bars and now everyone was staring at him, waiting.  He’d come a long way and was no longer that vulnerable twenty-three-year-old.  He could buy and sell half the people in this room. It was time to show her who he was. 

 He slowly stood up, and raised his drink to her in a mocking salute before finishing what was left in the glass. 

  “Lucien, be kind,” Nancy Jean cautioned before he moved away from the table.  He deliberately took his time approaching the dazzling woman who greeted him with open arms and a big smile.

 “Luc.”

 “Jon.”

 She tilted her head slightly to the side. “Surprised?”

 If the devil was a woman, the “I’ve won” gleam in her golden brown eyes said it all. “What do you think?”

 “I take that as a yes.  Don’t be a sore loser.”

 “This is how you get your kicks, fun and games.”  

 “Luc, it’s just a dance.”

 Refusing will surely give her the impression that she’s still the one in control.  He stepped close and smoothed an arm to the back of her waist.  The flat of his hand met the silky, warm skin of her back. She ignored his other hand and glided her arms over his shoulders, locking her fingers in the back of his neck.  

 So you want to play. His other arm drifted over her hip, erasing the distance between their bodies that at one time had joined all the way. Years had passed, but they moved together as they did so long ago, slowly, intimately.  She’d always been able to feel the words of their favorite love song and swayed her hips, so they’d brush confidently against him, knowing his reaction.  Like now. Damn her!  He didn’t back off. 

 The lyrics from the song I can feel how much you love me, filled his head. 

 It had all been a lie.

 “Are you here for business or pleasure?” she asked, drawing him back to the present.

 “A little of both.  I’m staying at the Vanderbilt, but you probably knew that before you decided to, once again, make me appear the fool.”

 “Luc, the last thing I want to do is make you appear the fool.”  

 “And why should I believe you?  You’ve got the art of pretense and deception down pat. You and Nancy Jean were best friends in college.  Did you put her up to this?”
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 “Absolutely not,” she lied and tightened her arms around his shoulders. The stiff tendons in his neck were a sure sign he was anything but relaxed.  She inhaled deeply and recognized his Creed Aventis cologne, one of her favorite men’s fragrances. “This is the first time I’ve been able to attend the fundraising event in a couple of years. I’m very busy.”

 “It takes a lot of hard work to spend your family’s money.  They’re in pharmaceuticals if I remember correctly.”  

 The sharp blow of his snide comment hurt, but what else was he supposed to think?  You need to get him past the bitter hurt before he can heal and forgive you. You can do this. She forced herself to laugh it off.  “It can be exhausting.”

 “So I’m the unlucky sap who gets to entertain you this weekend.  I can’t wait to read the list you prepared, considering you’ve done just about everything.”

 “So you’ve been following me in the society columns.  I’m flattered.”  She purposely fluttered her long lashes.

 “Don’t be.  It just confirmed, for me, who and what you are. A spoiled, rich bitch with nothing better to do than spend your parent’s hard-earned money.”

 Damn, I should’ve worn a suit of armor to deflect his insulting barbs.  I’m going to have to work harder to change his mind about me.  

 The song ended before she could defend herself and deliberately reached for his hand before heading for his table.  And so it begins. Thank goodness she wasn’t afraid of a challenge. The rest of her life was riding on this crazy plan.  

 “Congratulations, Lucien. I’m sure Jonelle will keep you busy for the weekend,” one of his business associates remarked from the other side of the table.

 “Thanks, Hector. I’m sure I won’t be disappointed.  Our party girl is an expert at having fun at others’ expense.”  

 The only one who gasped at his crass remark was Nancy Jean.  Jonelle quickly shook her head, not wanting her friend to challenge Lucien’s crude quip.

 Jon reluctantly let go of his hand.  Here it comes. Tick, tick…

 All eyes at the table watched him pick up the envelope and remove the folded piece of paper. 

 Luc stared for a moment before holding it out in front of her. “This is blank.” 

 The word “blank” echoed around the table and spread quickly throughout the room.

 Bingo! “Yes, it’s blank.  I don’t expect you to do anything.  Since we’re old friends, I thought it would be fun bidding on you when I heard your name was put on the bachelor list.  The money is for a good cause.” 

 “So you don’t expect anything of me?”

 The skepticism in his voice was obvious.  She patted his arm. “Not a thing. Thank you, Luc, for the dance.”

 Jonelle offered everyone a big smile, turned around and walked away. Her feet couldn’t move fast enough toward the exit door.  The tension in her stomach had shifted to a pounding headache.

 

 The warm, nighttime air swept her bare arms when she stepped out of the banquet hall and hurried across the filled parking lot. “I actually pulled it off.

   Her five year old BMW convertible appeared lost, surrounded by Jaguars, Mercedes, and Bentleys.  She pressed the unlock button and the front lights flashed, but she paused to stare at the black and silver Bugatti Chiron parked next to her car.  The front vanity plate read SHARK.

   She knew the car sold for four million plus. Her cousin drove one and loved to brag that the French made sports car could go two-hundred sixty miles plus. As soon as they became legal in the States, he’d purchased one.

 “Good for you, Luc.  If I recall, a superfast car was number three on your bucket list. Number one was to be filthy rich.” A razor-sharp pain pierced her heart, recalling number two. She’d need a miracle for him to complete the second item.  The gorgeous car drew her in for a lingering moment and she spoke to the inanimate object.  “Believe it or not, being rich is not all it’s cracked up to be.”  

 Before starting her car, she kicked off her heels and wiggled her toes that had cramped in strappy sandals.  Luc used to tease her about walking around barefoot all the time when they lived together their senior year in college.  He once dared her to run around barefoot in a virgin field of snow in the park across from their apartment in New York.  She did and had the time of her life, especially when he tackled her.  What followed was a very hot make-out session and neither one felt the cold. 

 The temperature was still seventy-two degrees at ten o’clock at night, so she put the top down before pulling out of the parking lot.  February brought craziness to Florida during the winter months. The variety of out-of-state license plates was a sure sign that many escaped to the area for the winter months.  She didn’t mind since many of her friends from the north were snowbirds.  

 She avoided downtown Naples with its trendy restaurants and shops and followed the four-lane highway, and made a right-hand turn onto Gulf Shore Drive. The warm air whipped her hair around, and she laughed at the freedom to be herself, not the one she portrayed for social media, the woman Luc didn’t know.  She glanced down at the gas gauge and realized it was close to empty and made a mental note to get gas the next time she headed into town. 

 The first thing she had to do was stop into reception to confirm the reservation she’d changed online that afternoon.  Rather than have the valet park her car, she opted to park in the private lot across the street from the family-owned hotel that was built back in the sixties.  Despite it facing the Gulf of Mexico, it had withstood the battering of many a hurricane, but the owners had maintained the old Florida-style architecture. The two-story building was a rare gem surrounded by glitzy modern hotels and high-rise apartments.  If one wanted unspoiled beauty with a touch of class, one stayed at the Vanderbilt.   
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