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Chapter 1

Had she been the woman she was pretending to be, Claudia would walk up to the man who’d just strolled into the waiting area at the gate, smile seductively, and say, “Let’s blow this popsicle stand.” He was so attractive, paying for a drink, a meal, or a trip to wherever he wanted to go would be worth it to have the chance to get to know him.

Tall and self-assured looking, he wore a tight, black T-shirt that hinted at ripped abs, a leather bomber jacket that emphasized his shoulders, and jeans that caressed a butt that every woman in the place was surely itching to pat. And then there was his rugged, fashionably stubbled face, sapphire blue eyes, and dark, almost black, slightly shaggy hair, which begged to be ruffled.

If she had the nerve to approach him, Claudia was sure she’d get a response. What she was wearing guaranteed that. Hooker heels, a blouse that barely covered her midriff, and a miniskirt so tight and short she suspected her gynecologist wouldn’t need her in stirrups to do an exam. If it had been a Halloween costume, it would have been labeled “Slutty Romance Writer”—which was exactly the look she was going for. Today she was April Mayes, Queen of Steam, her hot, romance-novel-writing alter ego. She was on her way to her first big romance writers’ conference and had dressed for the part.

But no matter what her outside looked like at the moment, inside she was still Claudia Manchester, PhD, professor of English literature at Portland State University. In her usual twinsets and midcalf skirts, Claudia was anonymous in any crowd. Not so now. People were staring.

Which brought her back to Mr. Hot and Handsome. Like several of the other men in the waiting area, who looked like they wouldn’t kick her out of bed for eating crackers, as her grandmother used to say, he was surreptitiously watching her. But she was still too much the PhD professor to walk over to him and introduce herself, even though that was what April would have done. Maybe. Probably.

Oh, hell, what did she know? No matter how many times she reminded herself she was April Mayes now, not Claudia Manchester, she had no idea what she was doing. She had no experience as the flamboyant seductress her alter ego was reputed to be. It was a skill set she had never developed, only written about in books. Not once in the years she’d been writing had she imagined she would want to put into practice in the real world what her heroines did in their fictional ones.

She sighed and looked down at her iPad. Maybe by the time she got to San Francisco, she’d have gathered up her courage, and there’d be another hot guy she could experiment on.

Her agent, Mary Lynn Elliot, called what she was wearing “hiding in plain sight.” People would look at her and wonder who she was but never figure it out. Claudia was adamant about keeping her identity as a romance writer secret, at least for now. If—no, when—she got tenure at PSU, she’d come out into the light, so to speak. Maybe. Although, as she tugged at her skirt to make sure it covered her private parts, it seemed possible a great deal of her was already “out.”

Mary Lynn had orchestrated this makeover in Seattle, where she lived, not Portland, where Claudia lived, to avoid anyone who might recognize the professor. It had made sense. There was always the long-shot chance she’d run into a former student who was particularly observant or a colleague who knew her well. Happily, so far, neither of those circumstances had presented itself. The only people who seemed to have noticed her were men who were more interested in her boobs and her legs than in her face, much less her brain.

In spite of her inexperience as a blatant seductress—or maybe because of it—it was an oddly pleasant sensation to be the woman men paid attention to. It hadn’t happened much in her thirty-seven years. Oh, she’d had her share of compliments and boyfriends. But she’d never been the center of attention she was at the moment, and she rather liked it.

However, the game plan she and Mary Lynn had worked out for this trip didn’t include flirting with some random guy. It did include the wardrobe, cosmetic augmentations of blood-red talons where her fingernails used to be, henna-enhanced extensions to her chin-length chestnut hair, and a strategy for getting her on the plane without revealing her real identity. Flying from Seattle to San Francisco meant she had to use her real name—the one on her driver’s license, not her pen name. She’d checked in curbside to avoid people who might be on the way to the same conference, just in case they were to catch a glimpse of her ID or hear a ticket agent use her real name. At the next hurdle, the TSA security gate, she was so nervous, she was sure she’d be pulled out of line for a pat down. She wasn’t, and there, too, no one addressed her by name.

Now all she had to do was get past the gate agent without him saying, “Welcome aboard, Ms. Manchester,” and she’d be home free. Her luck held. The man merely said, “Have a nice flight,” before returning her boarding pass.

Settled in business class, Claudia watched everyone else stumble down the aisle, only too aware she was ensconced in a comfortable seat with actual legroom. It was hard not to pity the people sitting in coach. She’d been stuck in a middle seat on too many flights, feeling more like she was a cow being shipped off to a slaughterhouse than someone who’d actually paid for the privilege of being smooshed in between two strangers for too many hours. The urge to extend her sympathies was strong.

The urge to say something else arose when Mr. Hot and Handsome walked past and smiled at her. April Mayes would undoubtedly have paid the extra money to get him reseated next to her. Claudia Manchester pretended to fuss with her iPad. Again.

Besides, with him in the back of the plane, she could enjoy every second of the luxury she’d wangled from her publisher. A business class ticket, she’d argued, was a small price to pay for her agreement to participate on a panel discussing spicy romance at the Romancing the Writer conference. Mary Lynn, who’d had to make the pitch for the upgraded seat to the publisher, had reminded her this trip was not a personal favor she was doing but a long overdue fulfillment of a contract provision that she actively market her work. Claudia hadn’t given in and, in the end, got her way.

Until now, Claudia had refused to even consider participation in conferences like the one she was now headed for. She wasn’t afraid of public speaking by any means. She’d published, presented, and promoted work relating to her day job at professional conferences all across the country. And her lectures at PSU were known for being interesting as well as full of content. But she didn’t want to be exposed to her colleagues, the ones who would be deciding on tenure for her, as the fraud she felt she was. While she taught Shakespeare, Dickens, and Austen, she read Roberts, Andre, and Gerard. Not only read them but wrote the same genre they did.

She would never admit it to anyone in the faculty lounge, particularly two specific old fogies in her department who she thought of as Statler and Waldorf, the two guys who sat in the balcony during the Muppets’ TV show and criticized everything they saw. Her Statler and Waldorf thought commercial fiction was the work of the devil and the death of good writing. And they sat, not in the balcony, but on the tenure committee.

She didn’t even trust her family with her secret. No thought stayed long in her mother’s mind without coming out of her mouth, particularly when she’d had a drink or two. Claudia had learned the hard way not to trust her with any information she didn’t want public—the humiliation of hearing about her middle school crush on a family friend from everyone she knew could still make her shudder.

Besides, her mother was too worried about the baby of the family—Claudia’s alcoholic brother—to care about yet another of Claudia’s accomplishments. No one except her late father had ever been proud of what she’d done with her talents.

Even if she’d been foolish enough to tell her, Claudia imagined her mother, like her colleagues and friends, would have found her career as a romance writer surprising. It had surprised her, come to that. She had devoured romance novels when she was in high school, but she’d stopped reading anything contemporary during college, sticking instead to the classic love stories by Jane Austen, the Brontë sisters, Tolstoy, and Hardy. Maybe because, as an English literature major, she’d had too much to do to justify reading for entertainment.

She also doubted that any of her past boyfriends and lovers would describe her as a romantic. She was too practical. Most of the relationships she’d had over the years were pleasant. Several were passionate but not of the hearts-and-flowers type of emotion. More the I-can’t-keep-my-hands-off-you type. They’d all ended after the novelty had worn off or one of them had moved away.

It had always been just fine both with her and with the men she dated that it never got serious. They were as committed to their careers as she was to hers and understood that, while they were having fun, when it came down to it, work always won.

That’s why it was unusual when, in the aftermath of a torrid summer love affair five years before, she’d written a steamy, sexy novel, using some of the details of the relationship and adapting one of Shakespeare’s comedies as the plotline. She still wasn’t sure why she’d written it. It just seemed to happen. One day she was working on a journal article about how heroines in literature had changed over the centuries, and the idea occurred to her to turn the Bard’s work into a contemporary romance.

She’d finished it in a couple months and, on a whim, submitted it for publication. It found an agent, a publisher, and an audience immediately. As did the next books she turned out on weekends, holidays, and over summer vacation, releasing two a year to good reviews, a few awards, and steadily increasing sales.

Certain her colleagues would never understand what she was writing, she had kept a low profile as an author, never doing book signings, never attending writers’ conferences, and certainly never angling for press coverage when she had a new release. Her agent, who wanted her to do all those things, reminded her about the Columbia University professor who had claimed her “other” life as a mystery writer, and the well-known romance writer who was also a college professor. Claudia pointed out she was pretty sure neither woman had outed herself until after her department had awarded her tenure. She refused to budge on the subject.

And yet, here she was, on a plane to San Francisco.

What had made Mary Lynn adamant about this event was pressure from Claudia’s publisher who was sure sales figures would go through the roof if only Claudia would do some promotion other than posting on Facebook and Twitter and keeping up her website. There wasn’t exactly a threat not to contract her for any more books if she refused, but it didn’t take too much imagination to wonder about a possible underlying message.

When her agent pointed out the two conferences she wanted her to attend took place in cities far enough away from Portland to be safe, that Claudia didn’t have a full-time class schedule this summer, and that she was already months ahead in writing her next book, her fate was more or less sealed.

The San Francisco conference would get her toe in the water. If she discovered the water was fine, her agent had her booked for the Super Bowl of romance conferences, the huge Romance Writers of America annual event, this year in Denver.

As the flight attendant handed her a glass of champagne, she wondered if she’d been foolish not to have done this before. Enough bubbly, and she might get used to the life apparently led by the Queen of Steam.

• • •

The Westin St. Francis on Union Square was Claudia’s favorite hotel in all of the Bay Area. Its graceful charm and long history in the city spoke to the traditionalist in her, and the convenient location for the sights and sounds of the city appealed to the other side of her, the one that enjoyed a little adventure.

The line to check in for the conference was shorter than the line to check in for her room so she approached the registration table first. “Hi, I’m one of the speakers for the conference.”

The young woman behind the table said, “Welcome. What’s your name?”

“Oh, right, it’s ... ah ... Cl ... it’s April Mayes.” Damn. I’d better get used to using this name.

 As soon as she gave her name, a middle-aged woman standing at the end of the long registration table came forward with all the speed of a gale force wind. She wore a long pink skirt, a flowered vest ballooning out behind her like a spinnaker, and at least three chiffon scarves, and she gushed as she approached.

“April Mayes? I’ve been waiting for you to arrive, but I didn’t know who to look for. I couldn’t find a photo of you anyplace. But I’m so happy to meet you.” She steered April out of the line and into the middle of the lobby.

“I do hope another of your wonderful books is coming out soon. I’m a big fan. You have brought a level of literary excellence to our genre few others have.” She clasped Claudia to her ample bosom. “Welcome to the Bay Area. We’re honored to have you make your first conference appearance at our event.”

Claudia disentangled herself from the woman’s scarves and arms. “Thank you. I always appreciate hearing from a reader.”

“Let me help you with your check in.” She looked around for a moment as if trying to find something. “Oh, dear, I seem to have left your packet and suite key over at the registration table. I’ll go get them so you don’t have to wait in line.” She began to leave.

“Ah ... sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” Claudia said.

“Silly me. I’m so thrilled at meeting you I didn’t tell you! I’m Alma Price, the president of San Francisco Area Romance Writers of America.”

Claudia shook her hand. “Nice to meet you. I hope I live up to your expectations.”

Alma laughed. No, she tittered ... something Claudia hadn’t known until this point anyone actually did. “Of course you will, my dear. You’re April Mayes.” And she was off to get the registration packet and room key.

While she waited, Claudia looked around, curious about who would be in her audience when she spoke. What she saw was an eclectic group—women in floaty skirts, a few more with flowing scarves like Alma, others in business attire and sensible pumps, many in jeans and knit tops or T-shirts. There were even a few white-haired, older women in comfortable pants and athletic shoes. Every age, style, and kind of woman seemed represented. What was missing was much evidence of testosterone. She didn’t think there was anyone male in the whole place, other than the hotel staffers.

As she scanned the lobby, waiting for Alma’s return, she began to feel she was being watched again. She looked around but didn’t see anyone, familiar or otherwise, who seemed inordinately interested in her. You’re being paranoid. No one was staring at her.

Alma returned with a goody bag full of paperbacks, bookmarks, and assorted promotional materials from other writers, a packet of registration information, and her room key. “I can show you to your room, if you’d like. I’m sure you’ll want to freshen up before the opening reception tonight.”

“Thank you. It’s very kind of you, but you must have a million things to do and I’m familiar with the hotel. I’m sure I can find the room.” She stuffed the registration materials into her messenger bag as she spoke.

“I confess I do have a few other speakers to look out for. So thank you. I’ll look forward to introducing you to some of our members at the reception,” Alma said.

“Actually, I’m not sure I’ll be able to attend. My agent will be here later this afternoon, and we’re meeting to discuss my next contract. I don’t know what time our meeting is.”

“Oh, please try to make the reception. We’ve all been looking forward to meeting you.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Claudia made her escape to the elevator with a sigh of relief. All she had to do was remember to respond to “April Mayes,” and she’d be fine. Oh, and avoid as many big events as she could where someone might catch on to her masquerade. Beginning with the welcome reception.


Chapter 2

Brad Davis couldn’t believe his luck. The first person he noticed when he walked into the crowded lobby of the hotel where he was staying was the woman he’d seen in the airport in Seattle. She was standing across the room, looking like she was patiently waiting for someone or something. Hopefully, it was something, not someone. If ever he’d seen a woman he wanted to get to know, she was it.

But before he could get close enough to introduce himself, a young-ish looking woman approached him.

“Professor Davis?”

“Mr. Davis is fine. Or Brad, actually.”

She put out her hand. “I’m Lucinda Pennington. I’m in charge of the Romancing the Writer conference. I’ve been waiting for you to arrive. You’ve already been checked into your suite, and I have your meeting packet here.”

“How thoughtful. Thanks.”

“We wanted you to know how much we appreciate your participation in our conference, and we’re here to make sure you have a good experience.”

Brad would be giving a speech he’d titled “Writing Historical Romance with No Duke in Sight.” A history teacher at St. Mary’s Academy, an all-girls’ high school in Portland, he wrote novels as Davis Churchill, deciding to use a pen name at first because he wasn’t sure how his colleagues would react to his off-duty activity. But his meticulous research and engaging style had won him fans both in and out of his profession. He was proud of his work and, although he still wrote under his pen name, he didn’t care that everyone knew what he did in his free time.

 “I hope you’ll be joining us at the ‘Welcome to San Francisco’ wine and cheese reception in a couple hours,” Lucinda continued. “It’ll be in the Elizabethan room, and we’ll be serving some of the best Napa Valley wines. And California cheeses, too. It’ll be wonderful.”

She was so enthusiastic giving her little canned speech he couldn’t have said no even if he had wanted to.

“There’s a map of all the meeting rooms in your packet,” she said, leaning into him and pulling out the relevant piece of paper. “In case you’re not familiar with the hotel.”

“I’m not, so it’ll be very helpful. And I’m looking forward to the reception. Some of the best wine and cheese in the country come from not too far away from here.” He glanced at the schedule paper-clipped to the front of his folder. “I assume I can sit in on any of the sessions even if I haven’t registered as a participant in the conference.” He smiled at the young woman, knowing full well the effect it would have on her.

She blushed on cue. “Of course you can. All our speakers are considered registered for everything. We’d love to have you take part in whatever interests you.”

“I like to scope out the room where I’ll be speaking and maybe get an idea of who the audience is. Sitting in on some of the other sessions helps.”

She looked up at him with huge brown eyes. “Is there anything else I can get for you? Anything at all.”

Brad was accustomed to young women looking at him like that. He taught at an all-girls’ high school, after all. He wasn’t particularly vain, but he knew what he saw in the mirror every morning was attractive enough to make him a target for girlish crushes, especially since he was one of only a handful of men in an all-female environment where the hormone level must be off anyone’s chart. Just ask his colleague in the history department who was wolf whistled at when he crossed the stage at the annual awards ceremony. But like his colleague who ignored the reception he got that day, Brad knew not to respond to the implication in the question he had just been asked.

“No, thanks. You’ve helped greatly already. I think I’d like to go to my room and read through the meeting materials before the reception.”

She seemed disappointed. “Of course. I hope I’ll see you later.”

“Thanks again, Lucinda.” He smiled and she perked up.

By the time he’d finished with his young admirer, the woman from the airport was gone. He’d have to find another chance to meet her. The odds were good she was part of the conference. Most of the people in the lobby wore nametags and carried the same registration packet as the one he was holding. His best bet was to stalk the conference sessions until he found her.

She intrigued him for several reasons. The first and most obvious one was she was beautiful. Her long reddish-brown hair, luscious lips, big brown eyes behind her glasses, and killer body were enough to interest most of the men who saw her. Brad was no exception.

The second reason was the more interesting one, however. She wore the sexy clothes as though they were a costume she wasn’t completely comfortable wearing. She tugged at the skirt a bit too often for someone who habitually wore things so short; she kept adjusting the neckline of the blouse as if uneasy about the cleavage she was showing, and she walked more carefully in those stilettos than someone who wore them every day would.

And the rhinestone-encrusted cat-eye glasses—she didn’t handle them like someone who needed them. In fact, he’d seen her reading on her iPad and looking at the departures board in the airport with them perched on top of her head.

She also didn’t return his smiles or his long, lingering looks the way a woman dressed like that usually did. He certainly didn’t assume every woman he saw would be interested in him, but he did know most women, particularly those who dressed for show, would at least be curious about his obvious attentiveness. This one paid more attention to her iPad than she did to his—or anyone else’s—interest in her.

She was a mystery on several levels. And Brad loved mysteries. Before he left San Francisco, he wanted to solve her.

But first, he had to finish getting his presentation organized.

It wouldn’t take long. He’d given the talk in various forms a couple times before. He was a popular speaker, partly, he was sure, because in a field of writing mostly populated by women, his sex made him unusual. Plus, he’d carved out a niche for himself with his stories set in various periods of Oregon history, not in regency England, as many, maybe even most, historicals were set. In addition, his work was accessible and appropriate for everyone, including his students, because the “romance” part of his writing was largely in the mind of the reader. He implied, rather than made overt, what was going on between the hero and heroine.

Brad had nothing against lust and a hot night between cool sheets—in fact, he was an enthusiastic participant when the occasion presented itself. He didn’t have a difficult time attracting female attention. Hell, he had a whole school full of giggling, teenage girls to confirm that. He’d even had several long relationships with some amazing women. Although none of them had turned into lifelong, happily-ever-after relationships, most had become warm friendships, some of which lasted longer than the romances had. But while sex was part of his life, he didn’t feel the need to write about it.

Romancing the Writer might not be his first conference, but it was his first in San Francisco. He’d jumped at the chance when his agent had told him he’d been invited to speak. He loved the city and would never turn down a chance to stay in a classy hotel. Besides, his book Mrs. Duniway’s Assistant, the story of a woman involved in the long, arduous struggle to obtain the vote for the women of Oregon and the man she convinces to help her, had recently won the Oregon Book Award for fiction, and the conference was a chance to promote it.

Now he had added the chance to unravel the mystery of a beautiful redhead in completely fake glasses. The next few days were shaping up to be everything a man could want.

• • •

“So, how was the trip down?” Claudia asked. She and her agent were settled in the Oak Room Restaurant waiting to order dinner.

“The usual. Too many people. Not enough legroom. But a couple vodka tonics helped.”

Claudia laughed, knowing Mary Lynn had probably left more than half of each drink in its plastic glass. She usually did. It was one of her negotiating techniques to appear to consume a great deal of alcohol but not ever actually finish any of the drinks she ordered. “Who were you trying to bamboozle on the plane?”

“As luck would have it, I was seated next to Dane Black.”

“Ah, the Lord of Darkness himself. Is he here for the conference, too?”

“He swore he wasn’t, but what else would a literary agent be doing flying to SF and showing up at the hotel where a big romance conference is going on?”

“I didn’t see his name in the program.”

“Doesn’t mean a thing. He probably isn’t registered at all. He’ll sit in the bar and wait to suck in whoever his target is, and before she knows it, she’ll have signed a contract with him she’ll grow to hate when he doesn’t do a damn thing for her career but gets her novel placed with some second-rate publishing house that butchers her work but gives him his cut of the advance.”

“Tell me how you really feel, Mary Lynn.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to run on. His way of doing business makes me angry. Which is a pity. He’s damn handsome.”

Her explanation of how she felt was interrupted by the arrival of their server. They ordered their dinners, which were brought out in what seemed like record time, and were finishing up when Tom Anthony, the executive editor from Claudia’s publishing house, walked over to their table.

“Mind if I join you, Mary Lynn? Claudia ... sorry, April? And I love the new look, April. Mary Lynn did an excellent job of dressing you up as my Queen of Steam.”

“Thanks, Tom. I’m still getting used to it, but it seems to be convincing people I am who I write as.”

Anthony dropped into the chair opposite Claudia and ordered a drink. “I’m glad I ran into you, Mary Lynn,” he said. “I was in a pitch session this afternoon with a promising young writer who has a book I think will be ready to submit soon. It could be either chick lit or romance. I gave her your name. She’s going to need an agent if the whole book is as good as the sample chapters and synopsis I read. I asked for the full manuscript already.”

“Always happy to get a new client. Thanks,” Mary Lynn said. “And I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to talk about April’s future.”

Claudia enjoyed listening to her agent arrange her life, so she was silent for most of the conversation that ensued as the other two people at the table discussed the details of her next contract. She knew she’d have a chance to give her opinion later, when she was alone with Mary Lynn, so she concentrated on her dessert, which was delicious.

When the two of them got into a gossip session about people they knew in the business, her attention wandered, as did her gaze. To her surprise, over in the corner of the restaurant, at a table with a half dozen women was Mr. Hot and Handsome from the airport. He’d changed from his leather jacket and T-shirt to an Aran sweater and presumably some form of trousers, although because of the table, she couldn’t see what kind. He had a glass of wine in front of him, which he didn’t seem to be paying attention to. He was, however, paying attention to the women at the table. In turn, they smiled, laughed, lowered their eyes, and blushed. It was like watching a group of high school cheerleaders competing for the attention of the star quarterback.

“Sounds good, don’t you think, April?” Mary Lynn asked.

“Ah ... sure. We’ll talk it over and get back to you.”

Mary Lynn frowned. “Okay, if that’s what you want.” She turned to Tom. “I guess we’ll get back to you.”

Tom stood and put his hand out. “Always good to do business with you, Mary Lynn, April. I’ll look forward to hearing from you.” They shook hands in turn, and he left.

Mary Lynn waited until he was out of earshot before saying, “What do you mean, we’ll get back to him? I thought what he offered was great.”
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