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			To all my inspirations

		

	
Unraveled by Him


		
			Chapter One

			September 13, 2014, 6:10 a.m.

			Dawn is breaking, I’m dead tired, but I don’t care, because I’ve just written the last line of Unraveled, my debut erotic novel, and I’m ecstatic. So I hit the send button and e-mail the manuscript to Linda, my editor in Manhattan.

			Right now, the title page reads: Unraveled by Miranda Stone.

			That’s only temporary, though, because my name definitely won’t be on the final book, as I’m publishing it under a fake identity. Half the celebrities in Hollywood would probably run a mile if they discovered that Miranda Stone, ghostwriter to the stars, has published an erotic novel. And I’d be finished in the ghosting business forever.

			So I haven’t said a single word about Unraveled to a living soul, and never will. And even if the book hits the best-seller lists, I won’t ever admit that I wrote it.

			Nerve-wracking but essential, because I’m worried about not just alienating all those Hollywood stars, but shocking my mother, my stepfather, my younger sister, Lindy, and, above all, my eighty-one-year-old grandfather, whom I adore.

			Truthfully, I should have played it safe and stuck to ghostwriting, but I’ve always been a risk taker and a sensation junkie. Which is why I love, love, love writing all about my heroine’s erotic adventures.

			But will Linda love reading about them as well?

			From: miranda@celebghostwriter.com

			To: linda.lerman@blockbusterbooks.com

			Date: October 1, 2014, 10:00 a.m.

			Subject: holding my breath for your verdict . . .

			Hi Linda,

			I know it’s only been two weeks, but I’m dying to know what you think of the book . . .

			Miranda, x

			From: linda.lerman@blockbusterbooks.com

			To: miranda@celebghostwriter.com

			Date: October 1, 2014, 10:14 a.m.

			Subject: check your outbox!!

			I didn’t get anything from you, Miranda!!

			Sorry.

			Best regards,

			Linda

			OMG!

			I e-mailed the manuscript of Unraveled to my little sister, Lindy, instead of to my editor, Linda!

			And all because I was over the moon that I finished the book and hit send when I was bleary-eyed and half-dead.

			Half-dead? I want to kill myself!

			The manuscript has my real name on it!

			So now Lindy knows that I’ve written an erotic novel.

			Worse still, she’s already had it for two whole weeks without saying a word!

			The best-case scenario? She hated it and trashed it on the spot.

			The worst? She told Grandpa I’ve written an erotic novel, and he had a heart attack.

			On second thought, Lindy would never do anything to hurt Grandpa. Nor would I, which is exactly why I never want him to find out that I wrote Unraveled.

			Ever since our father left home when I was twelve and Lindy was one, Grandpa—our father’s father—has been more of a father to us than our real dad ever was. And now that our mom moved to Honolulu with my stepfather, Grandpa is our only family living close by. So Lindy and I make sure to spend as much time as possible with him while he’s still around.

			Last year, Lindy, who lives in Astoria, just a couple of blocks from Grandpa, took him into the city to see a Broadway show. I almost went with them, but didn’t because I was dying to start writing Unraveled, and just couldn’t wait. From the first moment I sat down at the computer, every single word flowed out of me like water torrenting down Niagara Falls at a hundred miles an hour.

			Now, though, those same words that poured out of me so effortlessly might be the ruin of me professionally. Depending, of course, on what Lindy has done with Unraveled, and whether or not she’s told anyone that her ghostwriter sister has authored a steamy erotic novel.

			Only one way to find out: go confront Lindy directly. In the nicest possible fashion, of course.
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			Over in Astoria, two hours later, in between sobbing: “I shouldn’t have done it, I know I shouldn’t have, but it might work out great in the end. He might even . . .” Lindy is in my arms, emoting all over the place like a drama queen.

			I do my best to comfort her, but still can’t make head or tail of what she’s saying.

			One thing is clear, though: she has obviously read Unraveled.

			Is she appalled that I wrote it?

			Did she hate it?

			Worse still, did she love it and pass it around among her college friends?

			Or, nightmare of all nightmares, did she post it online?

			I feel as if I’m going to explode with anger. But from past experience, I know that if I unleash my redhead’s temper, I won’t just frighten the life out of Lindy, I’ll frighten myself as well.

			So although I feel like shaking her till I get the truth, I force myself to focus on the time when she was still sharing a bedroom with me and I woke up in the middle of the night to find her in floods of tears because she’d dreamed that I had died. The most conclusive evidence ever of how much she loves me. Of course I love her, too, so whatever she’s done with Unraveled, I’ll forgive her. Once I’ve discovered exactly what she’s done, that is . . .

			Meanwhile, she is still sobbing inconsolably.

			Lindy: Sob, sob. “I adored every word of your book, Miranda, couldn’t put it down, and then”—sob, sob—“please forgive me, please”—sniff sniff—“I only did what I did for you because I loved it, and you so much . . .”

			“Did what for me, Lindy? Did what?” I say, struggling to keep my voice neutral.

			She looks up at me with her big blue Bambi eyes and shakes her head.

			“Not what you think, Miranda,” she says, and swallows hard, clearly guilty as hell.

			Time for me to play the bad big sister, after all.

			I look her straight in the eye. “Lindy Rosamund Stone. If you don’t tell me the truth this minute . . .”

			She can see that I really mean business, takes a deep breath, and says the six words that will change my life forever: “I sent Unraveled to Robert Hartwell.”
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			Before I can recover from the shock, she has bolted out of the apartment, still sobbing hysterically. For a second I consider running after her, but then decide that if I catch up with her, I may not be able to control my temper. And I’d hate myself if I didn’t.

			So I try to calm myself down by gorging on a Dove Bar. Then I flash back to a Sunday evening two years ago.

			Lindy and I were at my apartment, watching a TV documentary on the notorious media mogul philanthropist Robert Hartwell, one of the most famous, larger-than-life billionaires ever to stride the planet.

			Luckily, I’ve got a photographic memory, an invaluable asset for a ghostwriter—celebrities sometimes have conveniently unreliable memories, so my ability to retain every iota of research I’ve done on them helps me to offer gentle reminders when necessary. It’s easy for me to reconstruct the Robert Hartwell documentary moment by moment.

			The first scene: Robert Hartwell’s spectacular home, Hartwell Castle, a 130-room edifice erected on five hundred acres of prime Long Island Gold Coast real estate in the 1920s for a stratospherically wealthy and eccentric English lord, whose overpaid architects went so over-the-top that they carved a deep moat around the castle, complete with a massive iron drawbridge across it.

			“If only that drawbridge had been up the morning tragedy came calling at Hartwell Castle . . . the tragedy that broke Robert Hartwell’s heart irrevocably,” the narrator had intoned darkly.

			“Irrevocably?” Lindy said.

			“Meaning that his heart will never mend again, no matter what,” I said.

			Cut to the exterior of the chandelier-lit Metropolitan Opera House. Next, with the prelude to La Traviata playing over a still of an unutterably dashing Robert Hartwell, side by side with the statuesque Lady Georgiana, regal in a Grecian-style purple chiffon gown, her legendary violet eyes sparkling, her entire being radiating a matchless allure, the narrator announced, “The star-crossed romance of the century was first ignited here at the Met Ball four years ago, when Robert Hartwell and Lady Georgiana first set eyes on each other, and were instantly swept away by what the French call a coup de foudre—love at first sight.”

			“She must have been the best and most beautiful woman who ever lived. And such a saint. If only she had lived happily ever after . . .” Lindy said tearfully.

			“If only he had, as well,” I said, because although I didn’t know then that Robert Hartwell would one day hold the fate of my career in his strong hands, I was far more riveted by him than by the tragic Lady Georgiana.

			And why wouldn’t I have been? Robert Hartwell—heart-­stoppingly handsome, his green eyes blazing at Lady Georgiana with unbridled desire—towered over not only her but every other man at the Met Ball that evening. A king among men, and irresistible to practically every red-blooded woman under the sun. Most particularly me.

			“He makes me think of a swashbuckling pirate. Or a glamorous highwayman. Or a knight in shining armor who rescues a damsel in distress, then ravishes her and she loves it,” I said.

			“Main thing—he’s a multibillionaire,” Lindy said.

			“Well, I’d still lust after him even if he didn’t have a dime,” I said, transfixed by an on-screen montage of Robert Hartwell accompanied by Mariah Carey’s “Hero.” Robert Hartwell astride one of his polo ponies, his muscular thighs bulging; Robert Hartwell, macho and windswept, at the helm of his 480-foot luxury yacht, the Lady Georgiana; Robert Hartwell skillfully piloting one of his private planes over one of his South African diamond mines; Robert Hartwell playing a vigorous game of squash on the beach of his private island, Georgiana Key, his arms and legs ripped to perfection. And in each and every shot, Robert Hartwell exuding a dangerously seductive sexual magnetism so potent that it took my breath away.

			Then a flashback to his start in life (born in Chicago, the son of billionaire newspaper proprietor Sir Stanley Hartwell and Contessa Carla Brindisi, heiress to the Brindisi fashion empire), illustrated with a captivating picture of him as a tiny baby, already overflowing with charm, and then another of him as a small boy, staring into the camera, his green eyes fraught with shadows, his little fists clenched tight with so much tension that my heart went out to him.

			“Don’t know why he looks so sad. I mean, he was born with a whole silverware drawer in his mouth,” Lindy said.

			We soon found out. According to the documentary, when Robert was only seven, his father—who had just been diagnosed with terminal cancer—cut his own throat, whereupon Robert’s mother had a nervous breakdown and was committed to an institution.

			“He must have felt that his mother had abandoned him. No wonder he grew up to be such a womanizer,” I mused, going through a mental list of all the stars, models, and society beauties he was said to have dated.

			“He was a womanizer before he met Lady Georgiana, but never since, because he was so madly in love with her, and would be . . . irrevocably,” Lindy said, misty-eyed.

			“Lindy, honey, I think you mean eternally,” I said.

			According to the documentary, after the death of Robert’s father, it was discovered that Sir Stanley Hartwell was a degenerate gambler and had secretly squandered the family fortune in its entirety, so little Robert was left penniless, and his paternal aunt and uncle took him in. This information was accompanied by a shot of a haggard American Gothic–style couple, who, the narrator explained were tough Scottish immigrants who had settled in Nebraska. Fulfilling the conditions of Robert’s father’s will, they’d managed to send him to boarding school in England for a year or two, but they’d balked at paying the fees long-term and the school had quickly shipped him back to America.

			From then on, Robert was put to work on their ranch, toiling long and hard with very little reward. But although he was bone-tired at the end of each evening, he studied through the night and ultimately won a scholarship to college.

			On the first day of his very first vacation, he hitched a ride to California and, lured there by the siren’s song of his father’s gambling gene, ended up at Los Alamitos racetrack. With just a hundred dollars in his pocket, he bet every cent on a 500-to-1 long shot, the horse romped home a winner, and Robert Hartwell had taken the first leap toward building his fortune.

			With his winnings, he started a ten-page local tabloid newspaper, writing and editing it himself, fell wholeheartedly in love with the newspaper business, then purchased a bigger newspaper, then twenty-five more, then thirteen TV stations, then five sports arenas, then an international airline, then a major publishing conglomerate, and more and more, until . . .

			“Robert Hartwell owned the world,” the narrator ended.

			“I so, so wish there was more about Lady Georgiana,” Lindy said longingly.

			The narrator went on: “In the years before he met Lady Georgiana, Robert Hartwell’s overriding obsession—apart from beautiful women and philanthropy (which would ultimately culminate in his billion-dollar donation to the Lady Georgiana Hartwell Foundation for Mentally Disabled Children)—was gambling.”

			Robert Hartwell’s exploits as a high roller were so riveting that even though I’m usually useless with numbers, I can easily recall the details of his gambling sprees in all their unparalleled excess. According to the documentary, he blithely lost $10 million in Vegas over fifteen years, won $28 million in a single London casino over the space of just one week, routinely wagered $300,000 a hand at poker, won $9 million after twenty-four hours solid at the tables in Monte Carlo, and, during one dizzying night in Buenos Aires, actually risked $180,000 on the single toss of a coin, and won.

			Flamboyant and reckless as Robert Hartwell undoubtedly was, according to the documentary, he was also famously generous. Whenever he won big, he made sure that all the casino staff working that night won big as well. A $150,000 tip to the cabaret singer, $100,000 tips to each of the dealers, $200,000 to the casino host, and one time he even paid off an impoverished busboy’s mortgage, because the boy was disabled in a car crash and he felt sorry for him.

			An irony, really, given the tragic destiny that lay ahead for him and for Lady Georgiana. But despite all the trials and tribulations he suffered, the photographs and the brief TV interviews he reluctantly gave over the years (solely to raise the media profile of Lady Georgiana’s foundation) attested that with every year that passed he became more powerful, wealthier, more imposing, and, most important of all, more handsome.

			When the documentary ended, I turned to Lindy with a sigh. “Handsome, brilliant, powerful, and dangerous, with a life story straight out of a Hollywood movie. If only he were looking for a ghostwriter . . .”
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			Remembering it now, I feel like throwing up.

			As if Robert Hartwell would ever hire an erotic novelist to ghost his life story! He’d always been at the top of my secret hit list for dream subjects whose life stories I’d love to ghost. Followed by ­Rihanna, then Jack Nicholson, then Prince Harry. But Robert Hartwell has always been my number one target, and I always hoped that if I ghosted enough bestselling memoirs, he might consider me. But thanks to Lindy, now that he knows I write erotica, he never will.

			Just as I’m feeling utterly demoralized by the damage Lindy has done to my ghosting career, she bursts back into the apartment hugging a gift-wrapped one-pound box of Godiva chocolates, her face blotchy with tears.

			“I’m sorry, Miranda, I really am. But when I read Unraveled, I was so knocked out by it that I wanted to do everything I could to get it published for you!” she says.

			“But Robert Hartwell!!”

			“Is the number one publisher in the world, that documentary we saw together said. Plus you kept telling me that he is the most handsome man in the universe. So I thought he would be perfect to publish your sexy book,” she says triumphantly.

			“But I’ve already got a publisher for it, Lindy!”

			“Yes, but I didn’t know that!”

			“You weren’t supposed to!” I practically scream at her.

			“Well, then, perhaps Robert Hartwell will read Unraveled and get so turned on by it that he’ll fall passionately in love with you,” she says.

			I bite my tongue and stop myself from yelling, Why would Robert Hartwell be remotely interested in an erotica writer from Hoboken after being married to an icon three times as beautiful as I’ll ever be?

			But there’s no point.

			“Just tell me how you sent the manuscript to Robert Hartwell, Lindy, then perhaps I can work out a way to intercept it,” I say.

			She shoves the Godiva box into my hands.

			“I’m sorry, Miranda,” she says.

			“And?”

			Silence.

			A chill shoots down my spine.

			“Lindy, I know that look . . . you haven’t told me the whole story yet, have you?”

			She shifts her weight from one leg to the other and avoids meeting my eyes.

			“I meant well, Miranda, I really did. It’s just that I remembered the bunny girl we read about in the tabloids . . .”

			“You mean the blonde Playboy bunny Robert Hartwell lost his virginity to when he was sixteen?” I say, confused.

			Lindy nods miserably.

			“I thought that would be the only way of getting your book through all that heavy security at Hartwell Castle,” she says.

			They say that in the seconds before she dies, a drowning woman sees her whole life flash before her eyes. And at that moment, I could see part of mine in the shape of our great-aunt Ella, Grandpa’s younger sister, a former Chicago Playboy Bunny who often used to take care of Lindy when she was a kid.

			“Great-Aunt Ella and I are the same size. So I asked her to Fed­Ex me her bunny costume, and . . .” Lindy said.

			I didn’t need her to end her sentence. I could see it all, writ large in harrowing living color. In her quest to help me get Unraveled published, Lindy had donned Great-Aunt Ella’s bunny costume and delivered it to Robert Hartwell, in person, herself.

			“But surely the security guards must have stopped you at the gate, Lindy?” I say, hoping against hope.

			She shakes her head.

			“At the castle gatehouse, Jerry, the head security guard, snapped my picture on his phone and texted it to Mary Ellen Mead, Robert Hartwell’s personal assistant. Funny thing, he told me he had to do it real fast as Robert Hartwell bans his staff from using their phones while on duty! Hates cell phones and texting . . . Anyway, Mary Ellen Mead called Jerry straight back, laughing, and said that Mr. Hartwell would be tickled pink about a bunny girl turning up at the castle with a package. . . .”

			“So did you hand it to Robert Hartwell personally?” I say, my heart in my mouth.

			“I’m sorry, Miranda, I really am. Jerry did.”

			Aside from how terrified I am that Robert Hartwell will expose me as an erotic novelist—after all, he has a gossip column syndicated in all his global newspapers—I feel extremely uncomfortable at the thought that he might even be reading Unraveled right now, when my editor hasn’t yet had the chance to put her stamp on it.

			“Why don’t I call Grandpa and beg him to consult the stars so he can find a way for us to get it back, Miranda?” Lindy says.

			“And tell him that I’ve become an erotic novelist? That’s a brilliant idea if you want him to suffer a stroke, Lindy.”

			“But why would he, Miranda?” she says. Then sees the look in my eyes and and backtracks with, “I won’t say a word about Unraveled to Grandpa when I call him, sacred promise. I’ll just explain that you sent the latest celeb autobiography you are ghosting to Robert Hartwell by mistake and if your publisher finds out, the book will probably be canceled. Then I’ll beg him to check the stars and find out what you should do to get it back.”

			Crazy as Lindy’s idea might sound to an outsider, Grandpa is a well-respected astrologer, and whenever we’ve asked him to read the stars for us, he’s always come up with spookily accurate insights, like when he took a look at the astrological chart of Warren Courtney, the first man I fell for when I was in my late teens and warned me against getting involved with him. I didn’t want to hear it at the time, but ultimately Grandpa was 100 percent right.

			“Call Grandpa, then, Lindy,” I say with a sigh.
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			“Fascinating, Miranda,” Grandpa says after he’s drawn up Robert Hartwell’s astrological chart and we finally talk. “Like all Sagittarius males, Robert Hartwell is an extremely tricky customer, indeed: Sags, you see, are traditionally half man, half horse, and are utterly fixated on freedom at any cost. But after studying the astrological links between the two of you, I would say the good news is that provided you utilize the correct approach, chances are that you will succeed in getting your manuscript back from Mr. Hartwell.”

			“What do you mean ‘the correct approach,’ Grandpa?”

			A silence, during which I hear him scribbling something at great speed.

			“Just rechecked Mr. Hartwell’s chart, Miranda, and it seems to me that you would do best to appeal to the more chivalrous elements in his nature. The stars indicate that chivalry is one of Mr. Hartwell’s strongest characteristics.”

			Then he gives me his strategy for dealing with Robert Hartwell, complete with a word-for-word script in case I manage to get to talk to him, and which, if I follow it, he says could help me convince Robert Hartwell to return my manuscript.

			Heartened by Grandpa’s words, I thank him and start to hang up, but he isn’t done yet. I spend the next half hour listening while he rambles on regarding the intricate technicalities of Robert Hartwell’s chart, until I’m so bored I want to scream.

			I don’t, of course. Grandpa has always been so kind and generous to me. In fact, as a child I always called him my fairy grandfather. My first Barbie doll, my first prom dress, my first Chevy, and year after year of wonderful birthdays filled with surprise after surprise were all courtesy of Grandpa. So no matter how long-winded he can sometimes be, no matter much time I have to spend listening to his astrological interpretations, I always do.

			Today, though, after forty minutes, I can sense my patience starting to crack and am just weighing up how to get off the phone without hurting Grandpa’s feelings when he suddenly says something that stops me dead in my tracks: “I happen to have known Georgiana,” he says.

			Before I can quiz him on his sensational announcement, he clears his throat and stops me. “Much as I love and respect you, Miranda, I can’t discuss Lady Georgiana with you in any intimate detail. You see, since her graduation from Swiss finishing school, Lady Georgiana was my client. As her astrologer, I must keep every aspect of our relationship strictly confidential.”

			Although I’ve always prided myself on being able to persuade even the most reticent of subjects to confide their deepest secrets to me—one of my strengths as a ghostwriter, a profession in which the ability to get people to open up to you is essential—I wouldn’t dream of pushing Grandpa to act in contradiction to his conscience.

			So instead of trying to pump him for details, I say good-bye, then brace myself and call Hartwell Global Media.

			Robert Hartwell’s personal assistant answers in a soft and lilting voice: “HGM. Mary Ellen Mead speaking.” She seems friendly, not stern or officious, as I’d pictured a billionaire’s personal assistant to be, and I like the sound of her immediately

			Remembering Grandpa’s advice, I introduce myself to her as a published ghostwriter, throw out a few of my credits, and explain that my little sister has played a dumb prank on me and sent Robert Hartwell a manuscript that was intended for my publisher’s eyes only.

			“The bunny girl?” she says, before I can explain further.

			“Did you—?”

			“Normally, Jerry would have turned her away automatically, but I knew that Mr. Hartwell would be amused by the thought of a bunny girl trying to deliver a mysterious package to him, so I’m afraid I told Jerry to go ahead,” she says.

			“So has Robert Hartwell . . . ?”

			“I’m really sorry, Miss Stone. I’m afraid he’s had it for the past week,” she says, sounding genuinely upset for me.

			So I throw myself on her mercy and beg her to ask Robert Hartwell to shred my manuscript unread.

			“He’s in meetings, but luckily, he’s in a good mood this afternoon, otherwise I would have hell to pay for bothering him with something like this,” Mary Ellen says.

			Hell to pay? Robert Hartwell is clearly a tyrant of the first order.

			“Stay on the line,” she says after a second or two. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			I start to relax, but then she adds as an afterthought, “I must warn you, Miss Stone, that although Mr. Hartwell is a good and decent man, he is also a law unto himself.”

			She’s gone from the phone long enough for me to wonder what it is about Mr. Robert Hartwell that intimidates his personal assistant but simultaneously causes her to feel affection for him.

			I haven’t come to any conclusion yet when there is a click on the phone, and a voice I instantly recognize from TV—a deep, gravelly voice, resounding with authority—demands, “Miss Miranda Stone, I presume?”

			Grandpa’s words echo in my mind: Forget about how powerful he is. Forget that he holds your professional reputation in the balance. Don’t be threatened by him. Just be direct!

			“It is, Mr. Hartwell. I believe Miss Mead has explained to you that I’m a ghostwriter and—”

			“Who is currently secretly plotting to publish a sensational erotic novel, under a fake name,” he says with a chuckle.

			Hell, he must have already looked at Unraveled!

			I blush scarlet.

			“Just a sideline, Mr. Hartwell,” I say.

			“Some sideline! A main event, more like it! Mrs. Mead tells me that the second-biggest publisher in the world—after me—is going to publish your erotic novel,” he says, his voice filled with amusement.

			“Yes, Mr. Hartwell. But they haven’t seen the final manuscript yet.”

			“Ah, but I have, Miss Stone! In fact, your erotic novel is at this very minute on my desk, right in front of me,” he says.

			He’s toying with me and loving it. I won’t give him the satisfaction of rising to the bait.

			Assuming my best British accent, recently gleaned from my time in London while ghosting an autobiography for a famous Shakespearean actor, I follow Grandpa’s script word for word: “Mr. Hartwell, I know you are a gentleman. So I hope very much that you won’t make me suffer for my unfortunate mistake. Two weeks ago, I erroneously e-mailed my unpublished manuscript to my little sister, and she, with the best will in the world, jumped to the conclusion that you might want to publish it . . . and—”

			“Perhaps I would have, Miss Stone. If you hadn’t already got a publisher, that is . . .” he says, cutting in.

			As if Robert Hartwell is in the business of publishing erotic novels! What in the hell is he playing at?

			“Definitely a pity that you’ve already got a publisher, Miss Stone. But even more of a pity that you are no longer as dedicated to your ghostwriting as you once were. Otherwise . . .” he says, and then leaves me hanging.

			Long silence, until I can’t bear the suspense any longer.

			“Otherwise, Mr. Hartwell?”

			“Otherwise I might consider hiring you to ghost my autobiography,” he says finally.

			Ghost Robert Hartwell’s autobiography, the publishing sensation of the century! I don’t know what to say and cast around for something, anything.

			Luckily, one of Grandpa’s favorite phrases pops into my head: “When in doubt, say nothing.”

			So that’s exactly what I do.

			“Still with me, Miss Stone?” Robert Hartwell says after a few moments.

			“Very much so, Mr. Hartwell. But you haven’t told me whether or not you are prepared to trash Unraveled and never reveal to anyone that I wrote it,” I say, deciding not to let myself dream about ghosting his autobiography before dealing with the issue at hand.

			“First things first, Miss Stone,” Robert Hartwell says, echoing my thoughts in an uncanny way. “Are you acquainted with any Spanish proverbs?”

			My initial instinct is to tell him where he can stuff his Spanish proverbs, but that wouldn’t get me my manuscript back, or the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of ghosting his autobiography, either.

			“No, Mr. Hartwell, but I’d love it if you would tell me one,” I say, gritting my teeth.

			“Delighted, Miss Stone,” he says, in a voice laced with sarcasm, then goes on: “Here it is: ‘Take what you want in life, and pay.’ An ancient Spanish proverb which, in your current situation, I’m sure you’ll agree carries a great deal of significance.”

			Take what you want in life and pay? What in heaven’s name does Robert Hartwell mean by telling me that?

			As if he can read my mind, he says, “Let me make this extremely clear to you, Miss Stone. If you expect me to return your manuscript to you, keep the secret that you authored it, and consider you for the extremely lucrative, highly prestigious role of my ghostwriter, you will have to pay my price.”

			Questions cartwheel through my mind at a breathtaking pace: His price? Robert Hartwell is a billionaire many times over, so his price definitely can’t be money, can it? So what is it? Sex? No way. Robert Hartwell is hardly going to want to have sex with a ghostwriter from Hoboken with a bust that’s too big for her diminutive frame and a face that some say is quite pretty in a 1950-ish movie-­star way, but who certainly isn’t about to rival the iconic Lady Georgiana Hartwell in any shape or form. So what exactly does he want from me?

			“Miss Stone, I agree to return your erotic manuscript to you, and to keep your authorship of it a secret. Moreover, I will also give serious consideration to the possibility of you ghosting my auto­biography. On one condition, and one condition only: you will meet with me tomorrow afternoon at four thirty, here at Hartwell Castle,” he says.

			“Of course, Mr. Hartwell, I’d be delighted,” I say as coolly as possible, given that my heart is hammering so wildly.

			“Not so fast, Miss Stone, I’m not done yet,” he snaps, sounding exactly like my high school principal reprimanding me for skipping class, and I cringe a little.

			“Now, as to the parameters of our meeting . . .” he goes on, then pauses for so long that if he were in front of me right now, I’d fly at him and force him to say something, anything.

			Just don’t make me wait like this, or I’ll explode!

			“Being made to wait drives me crazy,” I blurt before I can stop myself.

			“I’ll definitely take note of that, Miss Stone,” he says. “And now my price . . .”

			I hold my breath.

			“I shall fulfill your requests, Miss Stone. But only on the condition that you read the first chapter of Unraveled to me out loud, face-to-face, here at Hartwell Castle, tomorrow afternoon,” he says in a tone that brooks no contradiction.

			The first chapter of Unraveled, as Robert Hartwell well knows, obviously having browsed through it, is sexually explicit in the extreme.

			Writing that chapter made me blush. And reading it to myself afterward, I was flooded by a combination of shame and sexual excitement so strong that I broke out in a telltale scarlet flush all over my body.

			Stand in front of Robert Hartwell and read him the most scorching material I’ve ever written?

			“In your dreams, Mr. Hartwell,” I say.

			“Very well, Miss Stone. In that case there is nothing else for us to discuss,” he says, and the line goes dead.

			Leaving me standing there like a lemon, holding the receiver and shaking from head to foot with anger.

			Losing Lady Georgiana must have driven Robert Hartwell out of his mind. And now I’m a victim of his insanity.

			After all, why would he make such a bizarre demand of me? A prank? A cruel sense of humor?

			But he’s a man who, six years after he lost his wife, still only wears black and is in deep-dish mourning for her, the documentary claimed.

			So it’s hardly likely that he’s in the mood to crack jokes or play pranks.

			Or is it?

			I guess I’ll never know.

			And I hate, hate, hate not knowing . . .

			Even when I was a small child visiting Disneyland, I ran straight up to Mickey Mouse and tried to pull off his mask, just because I so desperately wanted to discover who or what was hiding behind it. But I never did.

			Just as I’ll never discover why Robert Hartwell made such a bizarre demand of me.

			And I won’t get Unraveled back from him either. Or stop him from outing me as the author of Unraveled and destroying my career as a ghostwriter. Worse than any of that, there’s no way I’ll get to ghost his blockbuster autobiography now.

			So do I forget that I ever heard the name Robert Hartwell and let the chips fall where they may?

			Or do I?

			Now that I’m feeling calmer, I realize that if I want to remain true to myself and live up to my favorite saying, the motto that has always governed my actions and my life—“It’s better to regret doing something than to regret not doing it”—there is only one solution.

			So I swallow my pride and press redial.

			To my relief, Mary Ellen, and not her boss, picks up the phone.

			“Mr. Hartwell informed me that you would be calling again, Miss Stone, and asked me to reconfirm your meeting with him here at Hartwell Castle tomorrow afternoon at four thirty,” she says.

			Robert Hartwell’s arrogance is monumental. I loathe and despise him already.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Three in the morning and I’ve just finished Googling Robert Hartwell and finding out as much as I can about him. Some of the information is startling, some shocking, all of it fascinating. But the big surprise for me is that after hours of reading about her legendary life, I’m now well and truly captivated by Lady Georgiana, as well.

			And as I drift off to sleep, my last thought is, Lindy was right. Lady Georgiana really was an incredible, wonderful, once in a lifetime woman.

			Four hours later, and I awake screaming, just as I’ve done many nights as far back as I can remember. It’s always the same; I’m in a deep sleep, then the terror strikes, and afterward the frustration that no matter how hard I try, I can never manage to recall what exactly happened during my nightmare.

			I go downstairs and grab a Kit Kat. Then I notice that the red light on my landline is flashing. And as traumatized as I still am by my nightmare, when I listen to the message—“Miranda, darling, this is your grandpa. I was elated by your message regarding your prospective meeting with Mr. Hartwell. Please call me the second you wake up”—I can’t stop myself from smiling. However many times I’ve explained it to him, Grandpa still can’t seem to understand that the moment I hear his distinctive voice on the answering machine, I know it’s him.

			I go to bed again but set my alarm for eight, planning to call Grandpa at nine, as he’s always wide awake by then. But he calls again when I’m in the shower and leaves another message: “Miranda, darling, this is your grandpa, again. As you are meeting with Mr. Hartwell this afternoon, I checked his chart again and made a fascinating discovery. It transpires that he and I have an interesting astrological link.”

			Great. Robert Hartwell is making insane demands of me, and now Grandpa thinks he’s going to become his best buddy!

			Then again, I guess there’s no reason why not. After all, he was Lady Georgiana’s astrologer once upon a time, wasn’t he?

			So when I call Grandpa back, I start by asking him the obvious question: “Didn’t you meet Robert Hartwell when you read Lady Georgiana’s stars, Grandpa?”

			“Hartwell never knew of my existence, Miranda. Georgiana and I always met in secret, because she was fully aware that he would despise her for consulting an astrologer,” he says.

			“What a tyrant!”

			“An apt characterization, Miranda. However, I have given your meeting with the great and powerful Mr. Hartwell a considerable amount of thought.”

			“Thank you, Grandpa,” I say, and mean it.

			“I hope you will not think me self-serving, Miranda, but it has occurred to me that—provided you leave Lady Georgiana out of the equation and never mention my past professional relationship with her to Robert Hartwell—down the line in your acquaintance, he may perhaps be amenable to publishing Star Signs. And you of all people know exactly how much that would mean to me.”

			I certainly do. Star Signs, the astrology book I ghosted a few years back as a favor for Grandpa, was really close to his heart. But despite investing all his hopes in it, he never managed to get it published. I know that it would mean the world to him, both emotionally and financially, since he lost all his money in the Wall Street crash, if Robert Hartwell agreed to publish it.

			“Your silence tells me that being the good-hearted girl that you have always been, you have already come up with the identical idea, Miranda, and I intend to reward you for your thoughtfulness,” Grandpa says.

			“Grandpa, I—”

			“Not another word, Miranda. I intend to meet you in Manhattan in three hours’ time. And then I plan to escort you to your favorite vintage store and buy you a designer outfit to wear to your encounter with the formidable Mr. Hartwell, after which I shall drive you out to Hartwell Castle myself. And I categorically refuse to take no for an answer.”
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			Five hours later and I’m on the LIE, risking life and limb.

			“You look lovely in the Chanel, Miranda,” Grandpa says, then swerves, attempts to pass a truck, and narrowly misses slamming into it.

			The only way to get through this, Miranda, is to keep your eyes shut till we get there.

			As I do, the image of Robert Hartwell swims through my mind: tall, dark, handsome, exuding power, as if he were the ruler of some far-off country. Then the image of Lady Georgiana flickers in my mind, blonde, beautiful, and willowy, a Greek goddess incarnate.

			Bad luck that I’m small like my father, not tall like my mother . . .

			I flash to long ago, when she was a catwalk model in Paris. The best time of her life, she always says. When I was very young she spent hour after hour poring over Vogue with me, teaching me to identify and appreciate the creations of the world’s foremost fashion designers. Not that I could ever afford to buy any of their clothes, but my knowledge of high fashion served me well when I became a ghostwriter—complimenting a star on her vintage Balenciaga was always the fastest way for me to bond with her and win her trust.

			“Can’t wait to tell Mom you blew your last dime on buying me a vintage Chanel suit, Grandpa,” I say, smoothing down the navy blue skirt, which might be the last word in French chic, but which, I’m forced to admit, makes me look more prim schoolteacher than Greek goddess.

			“Call it an investment, Miranda! You can’t meet the widower of one of the ten best-dressed women of all time without looking the epitome of a best-selling author. And it’s the least I can do for you when you’re braving the dragon in his den and also trying to get him to publish my book!” Grandpa says.

			“I’ll give it my best shot, Grandpa, I really will. You sure deserve it,” I say, and mean it. He was always a second and better father to me than my own; dried my eyes when my first date stood me up and told me that it was my date’s loss, not mine; encouraged me to become a writer, and has never in my entire life let me down, so there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.

			As we pull off the highway the gargantuan iron gates of Hartwell Castle come into view, the ornate bunches of wrought-iron flowers adorning them, each flower with an electric light in the center of it, glittering in the afternoon sun.

			“Violets. The color of Lady Georgiana’s eyes. And reminiscent of Georgiana Royale, the violet-scented fragrance Robert Hartwell commissioned in Paris as an engagement gift for her. Her signature scent, created exclusively for her and only her,” Grandpa says in a hushed, reverential voice.

			“And after it happened, Robert Hartwell smashed all the Baccarat crystal bottles of Georgiana Royale in existence and destroyed the formula so that no other woman would ever wear it,” I add, quoting from the research I did last night.

			“And no other woman ever did,” Grandpa says, his eyes suddenly so bright and brimming over with emotion that it strikes me he might have been in love with Lady Georgiana, if only from afar. You couldn’t blame him, of course—so was half the world.

			As we get closer to the castle gates, they swing open as if by magic. A burly security guard in a dark blue uniform approaches, checks my ID, and waves us up a wide driveway shaded by oak trees on either side, leading up to the highest point in Long Island, and Hartwell Castle.

			Halfway up the driveway I see a koi pond on our right, dominated by an iron sculpture of a dragon, with blazing electric lights for eyes, and water gushing out of his jaws. I’d love to ask Grandpa to stop the car so we can look at the fish and admire the dragon waterfall, but I don’t want to be late.

			So we carry on up the long and winding driveway, past a group of marble statues of nude women, then round a big bend, and suddenly Hartwell Castle, a gray stone fortress modeled on England’s Windsor Castle, and unlike any other residence ever built on this side of the Atlantic, comes into view.

			Grandpa stops the car at the moat and wishes me luck.

			“Remember, Miranda, the main priority is you and your career. Only mention my book after your relationship with Mr. Hartwell is consolidated. After which, according to the planets, only the sky will be the limit.” He lets me out of the car and drives off to the local mall, where he is going to wait for me.

			For a few moments I linger outside the castle, puzzling over his throwaway line—the sky will be the limit. For me? For Robert Hartwell? For all of us? I wonder.

			Then I focus on Hartwell Castle’s turreted facade; I’m awestruck by its grim splendor. During my time as a ghostwriter, I’ve met with a Hollywood star in his Pink Palace, which lived up to its name in spades; with Trump at Mar-a-Lago, while fountains splashed and violinists serenaded the guests; and with a South African tycoon at his multimillion-dollar beachside estate as porpoises played in the Atlantic Ocean under his terrace; but nothing has prepared me for the sheer scale of Hartwell Castle.

			As I clutch the drawbridge railings and cross the moat, trying to keep my balance, I say a silent prayer that Robert Hartwell isn’t standing by one of the castle windows, watching me totter along in my Louboutins.

			I expect to find an English Beefeater standing guard outside the iron portal, brandishing a sabre, but I am wrong. The door is open, and unguarded.

			Biting my bottom lip, I step gingerly into an enormous oak-­paneled baronial entrance hall with a vaulted, wooden-beamed ceiling and violet and gold stained-glass windows. I hope fervently that the kindly Mary Ellen Mead will be here any second now to make me feel more comfortable.

			My heart sinks when, instead of Mary Ellen, I’m confronted by a tall, strapping, hard-faced woman with a helmet of raven hair, and wearing a severe black dress with a white collar and cuffs.

			The maid?

			Her imperious “Miranda Stone, I gather?” and the way in which she looks me up and down as if I were Typhoid Mary makes it obvious that this amazon of a woman is far more important than that. I get the distinct impression that she expects me to curtsy to her.

			“Mrs. Hatch, Mr. Hartwell’s housekeeper,” she announces, and holds out her large hand for me to shake.

			When I do, her grip is so strong that I look at her in surprise, only to be met by coal-black eyes, glowering at me scornfully.

			Mrs. Hatch? Mrs. Hatchet-Face, more like it.

			Without a word, she crooks a finger in my direction imperiously, beckoning me to follow her, as if I were beneath contempt.

			Clearly, Mrs. Hatch, a woman I don’t know from Adam or Eve, really dislikes me and I don’t understand why.

			Oh, but you do, Miranda! She obviously knows about the bunny girl and your erotic manuscript. Or else she’s just a prize bitch . . .

			Feeling like an errant schoolgirl, I trail after Mrs. Hatch as she marches toward a dramatic horseshoe-shaped staircase, the balustrade garlanded with romantic curlicues.

			The glamorous sweeping staircase featured in the documentary! Lady Georgiana Hartwell, swathed in purple chiffon, posing at the top, her blonde hair long and flowing, and Robert Hartwell, his strong arms wound protectively around her, holding her tight, while she gazes up at him, her violet eyes aglow with hero worship.

			I push the image from my mind and instead concentrate on negotiating the stairs without falling down them headfirst and breaking my neck, which Mrs. Hatchet-Face would probably love.

			At the top of the staircase, she deposits me in a small office, sparsely furnished but with a Monet on the wall—thanks to my college art history classes, I can tell it’s the genuine article—and stomps off without another word to me.

			I couldn’t be more glad to see the back of her.

			As I wait, I prepare myself for Mr. Hartwell’s first move.

			I remember from the documentary that apart from all his other accomplishments, he is also a champion chess player. Whereas I can just about hold my own at checkers.

			But I’m not going to let him get the better of me. I’m here at Hartwell Castle, and no matter how famous, wealthy, and handsome Robert Hartwell is, I’ve made it this far, so I am going to do my best to get what I want without letting him bully me into reading Unraveled to him out loud. I’ll think of something, anything, to avoid it.

			While I’m in the midst of giving myself a pep talk, Mrs. Hatch slams back into the office again. Without a trace of a smile, she announces, “You’ve been summoned,” as if I’m bound for the gallows.

			Which I probably am.

			As I follow her along endless oak-paneled corridors hung with a series of gold-framed oil paintings of nymphs and satyrs cavorting together on pink fluffy clouds, then up a number of narrow staircases, I start to dream about ghosting Robert Hartwell’s autobiography.

			Of course, with his journalistic background, he is eminently capable of writing it himself. But what with running his global empire, he probably can’t spare the time.

			And suppose, by some miracle, that he hasn’t been put off by Unraveled and is serious about hiring me as his ghostwriter? I’d be in ecstasy. Robert Hartwell’s autobiography would be a guaranteed blockbuster.

			After all, he’s certainly lived a life worth immortalizing, a life full of drama, excitement, and, above all, tragedy.

			The aftermath of that tragedy is all around me at Hartwell Castle. So although I am concentrating hard on not tripping over the thick, plush scarlet carpet, I can’t help but peek out of the purple and gold stained-glass windows and into the dazzling rose garden outside, and beyond, to the ornate bridge over the stream, which I know is wending its way toward Hartwell Lake and, in the middle of it, Hartwell Island.

			I’ve seen aerial photographs of the large oval lake, overlooked by weeping willows, and in the middle, Hartwell Island blanketed with exotic foliage, all cloaking the purple marble mausoleum that no one apart from Robert Hartwell has ever entered—the last and final resting place of Lady Georgiana Hartwell.
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			As I follow Mrs. Hatch along another endless corridor, I try to psych myself up to meet the legendary Mr. Robert Hartwell at last.

			I know from our telephone conversation that when it suits him, he can be extremely charming. But I am also well aware that it would be a big mistake for me to let my guard down when I meet him face-to-face.

			After all, Robert Hartwell may be a tragic figure whose reputation and star-crossed story commands instant empathy and respect, but I’ve already surmised that he is a man who does whatever he wants, whenever he wants, and damn the consequences.

			Then again, he hasn’t met me yet!
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			Outside an enormous black wooden door embossed with the initials RH, Mrs. Hatch jabs a brass bell by the side of it and marches off.

			“Come in,” raps the deep, gravelly voice I remember only too well from yesterday’s phone call.

			I push open the door and hover on the threshold, waiting for Robert Hartwell to acknowledge me, but he doesn’t. Instead, he sits in a black and gold Louis Carver chair at the end of a long, highly polished mahogany table, scrawling something in a large black leather-bound book with a diamond-encrusted Aurora pen. I’ve always dreamed of owning one myself. Fat chance, as it costs over a million dollars

			A few minutes go by, and Robert Hartwell is still immersed in whatever he’s writing and doesn’t bother to stop and look up at me.

			I make the decision to keep quiet and wait until he acknowledges me first. Meanwhile, I glance around his office, primed to see framed photographs of Lady Georgiana on every surface. But there aren’t any. Too painful for him, I guess. Instead, on the wall behind his desk hangs a portrait of Napoléon, emperor of France, who was of Italian descent. On the desk lies a copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War.

			Well, I don’t have to consult the stars to interpret what that all means: Robert Hartwell, who is half-Italian and clearly as authoritarian as the day is long, is a man who not only identifies with one of the most powerful dictators who ever lived, but also studies military strategy.

			It’s clear that leaving me to dangle while he ignores me is just another strategy designed to give him even more of an advantage over me than he already has. But even if he didn’t, I have to admit that now that I am in his presence, Robert Hartwell lives up to his role as the hero of the documentary, and more.

			Big, broad-shouldered, imposing, in person he has the aura of a man born to dominate other men. In fact, he reminds me of a five-star general I once met, who was considering hiring me. Except that Robert Hartwell is far more powerful, far more commanding than the five-star general, or any other general, could ever be. He is seated (so I can’t tell if he is really six foot three, as legend has it), his posture is ramrod straight, and he is elegant in his black Armani suit and crisp white shirt. On his thick wrist, a solid gold Patek Philippe watch underscores his wealth and prestige.

			I flash back to the documentary and the story of the gold Cartier Panthère watch he bought Lady Georgiana, on which he had engraved the letters G.I.L.Y., which stood for “Georgiana, I Love You.” After he witnessed her delight at his romantic gift, he made sure to engrave the identical letters on every single piece of jewelry he gave her forever afterward.

			Imagine being so loved and cherished!

			Then I notice the ostentatious lapis lazuli cuff links he’s wearing, and his highly polished black crocodile shoes, both flamboyant in the extreme.

			Robert Hartwell can be as flamboyant as he likes, but if he doesn’t say something to me in a minute, I’m going to walk out, no matter what.

			As if he has been reading my mind, he looks up and stares straight at me.

			Instead of being sorrowful or soulful, as I had expected, his large, hypnotic, dark green eyes bore into me like guided missiles fixing on their target.

			“Miss Stone,” he says, unsmiling, not bothering with any polite preamble, “so we meet at last . . .”

			He is the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in my life, and however arrogant and forbidding he is right now, he simply takes my breath away.

			“Yes, Mr. Hartwell,” is all I manage to summon up.

			He indicates that I take a seat next to him, and I do.

			And then I flush from head to foot. Not because of his reputation, his dark good looks, wealth, and power, or the intensity of his eyes, but because a palpable heat emanates from his body, which is so erotic that I’m rendered practically senseless.

			I realize that he is waiting for me to offer my hand for him to shake, only I can’t because I’m paralyzed with sexual arousal. But I know I have to say something, so I search for an original conversation opener.

			“What do you think about astrology, Mr. Hartwell?” is all I manage to come up with, and then want to bite my tongue for saying something so idiotic to him.

			He raises his eyebrow at me.

			“Not much, Miss Stone. Why do you ask?”

			I’m about to blunder into a pitch for Grandpa’s astrology book when I’m saved by the bell—literally, as the desk phone rings.

			I get up to leave, so as to give him some privacy, but he motions me to stay where I am.

			He launches into a long telephone conversation in Russian, while I take advantage of the renewed opportunity to study one of the most famous men in the universe at close range.

			I’ve met countless Hollywood stars, so I’m no stranger to charisma, but Robert Hartwell is head and shoulders—both literally and figuratively—above any other man in terms of his sexual magnetism.

			His green eyes fringed by unnaturally long, dark lashes are a complete contradiction to the firm, somewhat hard line of his mouth, his muscular, toned body, his broad shoulders, and his big hands.

			I flash on what that body, that mouth, and those hands could do to me, along with the all-encompassing power of his height, his strength, his aura of mastery.

			I’ve been in the presence of Robert Hartwell for just eight minutes. He’s spoken exactly fifteen words to me.

			And I’m already wildly attracted to the man who seems set on making me jump through all sorts of hoops before he gives me what I want.

			But judging by his autocratic my-way-or-the-highway attitude, even then he probably won’t give it to me.

			He ends his telephone conversation, but just as I am about to speak, the phone rings again, and, seemingly oblivious to the fact that I’m sitting here waiting, he launches into another conversation.

			“Sell the eight million shares now, Cooper, then hold fire. And decide who we are going to send along to London to bid for the Modigliani in person,” he instructs.

			Eight million shares? A Modigliani?

			Of course! The Hartwell Galleries—one in Manhattan, one in Chicago, and one in Beverly Hills, each housing segments of the priceless Hartwell art collection, all available for the public to see without paying an entrance fee. His gift to the nation, and Lady Georgiana’s, although commentators usually sniped that with her exquisite taste, she, not Robert Hartwell, assembled it.

			On a personal level, the list of what Robert Hartwell owns (apart from the jewel in his crown, the world’s most expensive yacht, the Lady Georgiana) is never-ending, an avalanche of luxury cars, and planes, and residences: the Santa Barbara ranch, the Geneva château, the Monte Carlo penthouse, the St. Moritz chalet, the Mayfair mansion, the Capri villa, the Fifth Avenue triplex with the helipad on the roof, plus permanent eight-room suites at all three Ritz hotels: London, Paris, and Madrid.

			Finally, he ends his conversation with Mr. Cooper and fixes his heat-seeking-missile eyes on me again.

			I tense all over.

			He’s going to demand I start reading my manuscript to him here and now, this minute, but no way I’m going to unless he agrees to give it back to me first.

			“I intend to return your manuscript to you, Miss Stone,” he says, infiltrating my thoughts so thoroughly that I feel utterly powerless against him.

			Then he scribbles a deal memo guaranteeing that he won’t disclose the true identity of the author of Unraveled to anyone, and signs it with a flourish.

			I reach across the table to take the deal memo, only for him to imprison my hand in his so that I can’t.

			“Your turn, Miss Stone,” he says, and passes me the manuscript, instead of the memo.

			Don’t let Robert Hartwell intimidate you, Miranda, I hear Grandpa saying, and pluck up my courage.

			“Mr. Hartwell, at the very least, please give me the courtesy of explaining why you insist on tormenting me with your outrageous demand,” I say.

			“Tormenting you, Miss Stone? I hardly think I am tormenting you. At least, not much,” he says.

			“Quite enough for me, Mr. Hartwell. And I’d just like to understand why you want to put me through this . . . this . . .” And words fail me.

			“In time, Miss Stone, in time,” he says, and I bite my lip, then rally.

			“And the possibility of me ghosting your autobiography, Mr. Hartwell?” I say in as strong a voice as I can muster.

			“After you have fulfilled your side of your bargain, Miss Stone. First, though, I’d like you to tell me a little about yourself,” he says.

			“What exactly would you like to know about me, Mr. Hartwell?”

			“Start by telling me about your father,” he says, and I nearly faint.

			How can he know that that’s the first question I ask every celebrity I interview, so as to coax them to open up to me and tell me their secrets? But here is this world-famous billionaire turning the tables on me and asking me the same thing.

			Tell Robert Hartwell about my father?

			Not if I can help it.

			My father. The first man I ever loved, but who never loved me back. At least, not in the way I yearned to be loved. And now Robert Hartwell wants me to expose my deepest vulnerabilities to him by talking about the man who caused me more anguish than any other man in my life?

			Yet at the same time, I am flattered to the tips of my Louboutins that the all-powerful Robert Hartwell is interested in me as a person.

			Or perhaps he is just doing what Lady Georgiana always did, or so legend had it: focused on each person she met as if they were the only human being in the universe, and enchant them, lock, stock, and barrel.

			But I’m not someone Robert Hartwell needs to enchant. Quite the opposite. Because if I want to persuade Robert Hartwell to let me ghost his autobiography, I need to enchant him, at least a little.

			Which is why, although every fiber of my being cries out against it, I decide to answer his overly personal question after all.

			“My father? Divorced from my mother. Shrewd, ruthless, charming, and very dead,” I say.

			Robert Hartwell takes my hand in his, this time softly, gently. And the tenderness behind his gesture suddenly and inexplicably makes me feel like bursting into tears.

			“I’m sorry,” he says.

			I know at once that he doesn’t mean he’s sorry about my father, but about my reaction to the unexpected tenderness he has just shown me.

			Clearly nothing escapes his eagle eyes. And for a moment, I have the uncomfortable sensation that he has the power to see right through me.

			I tell myself I’m being ridiculous, because the thought of being transparent to Robert Hartwell is ultradisturbing to me. So is his feeling sorry for me. Unless, of course, the fact that I’ve aroused his sympathy means that he won’t insist on my fulfilling my side of the bargain after all . . .

			Then I feel guilty that I’m considering using my father’s death for my own benefit. At that thought, I suddenly experience an inexplicable desire to do what Robert Hartwell asks, to please him, just as I always wanted to please my father but never could.

			“Shall I tell you about the last time I ever saw my father?” I say.

			He nods in assent.

			I glance out of the window at the rose garden below. My father loved flowers, and at the thought, I am suddenly nostalgic and sad.

			“All right, Mr. Hartwell. Three years ago, my father was in Mount Sinai, suffering from tongue cancer, and despite everything that had passed between us, and everything that had not, I hated to see him suffering. He was wafer thin, but his eyes were large and round. And the disease had deprived him of speech.

			“So—because I knew he was dying, that this was probably the last time I would ever see him, and he knew it, too—I handed him a yellow legal pad and asked him if he wanted to write something for me.

			“He took it from me and began to write. I couldn’t bear the suspense, the hope within me that this, finally, was it; my father, for the first time in my life and his, was going to give me the emotional security I had always craved.

			“So I went downstairs to the coffee shop, had a cup of green tea and a Hershey bar, terrified of what he’d write, but praying that it would be something tender, something that I could keep forever, something that would make me feel loved by him at last.”

			Robert Hartwell raises an eyebrow.

			“You never did?” he says.

			I shake my head.

			“Never. But this was our last meeting and I knew it. After I decided I’d given him enough time, I went back up to his room again.

			“From the door, I could see that he had written five or six lines on the yellow pad.

			“My father’s last words to me. I promised myself that however emotional they were, I wouldn’t break down in front of him. I didn’t want that to be his last image of me, his last memory, you see.

			“I took the pad from him. This is what my father wrote to me: ‘Call Bangkok 23075 and ask for Arissa Peng. Tell her that Luke can’t talk anymore, that he is dying, that he loves her, always will, and wherever he is, he will watch over her forever.”

			“He wrote that on his deathbed? And asked you, his daughter, to read it to his girlfriend?” Robert Hartwell says, a look of amazement on his handsome face.

			I nod.

			Then, although I can feel a lump starting to form in my throat, I go on.

			“So I took the pad on which my father had written a message for his seventeen-year-old Thai girlfriend, telling her everything I always longed for him to tell me but never did. And I went downstairs to the call box, called Bangkok, and, just as my father had asked me to, I told Arissa Peng all of it.

			“So that’s the story,” I say, and flash Robert Hartwell what I hope is a brilliant smile.

			“Let me take you on a tour of the estate,” he says, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

			A stay of execution . . .
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			With Robert Hartwell as my guide, I tour Hartwell Castle’s luxurious interior. And while he fails to show me the private rooms, he does take me to see the high-tech gym jammed full of the latest equipment (where, according to the tabloids, he does three-hour workouts every day, come rain or shine), the casino, the twenty-seat movie theater, and the heated indoor swimming pool, in which, reports claimed, Lady Georgiana swam fifty lengths every morning.

			I can’t even swim one. No matter how hard and how often Grandpa tried to teach me to swim over the years, even in a shallow pool, I always suffered the harrowing sensation of losing control and—however much I hate admitting defeat—I gave up every time.

			Fortunately, though, Robert Hartwell doesn’t invite me for a swim. In fact, throughout the tour of the staterooms, he hardly talks to me at all. Most of the time, he has a faraway look in his eyes and I guess he is thinking about Lady Georgiana: Lady Georgiana swimming in the pool, Lady Georgiana famously hitting the bull’s-eye each and every time they played darts together, Lady Georgiana entwined with him as they watched romantic movies together in their screening room.

			For a moment I wonder whether he has home movies of her; Lady Georgiana surfing off Bondi Beach, Lady Georgiana galloping through Central Park on her famous white Arabian mare (named Viola, of course), Lady Georgiana on the beach in Barbados, her toned and tanned body displayed to its best advantage in a minuscule violet bikini.

			As the various images I saw of Lady Georgiana during my research flit through my mind, along with the reams of glowing tributes to her which I read last night, an unexpected pang of jealousy at her perfection cuts through me.

			Luckily, at that moment Robert Hartwell takes my arm and with an unexpected forcefulness propels me out of the castle and into the front of a waiting golf cart. So I push those thoughts out of my mind.

			When he takes the wheel, I am once more assailed by the heat of his body and have to tense all my muscles so as not to betray my physical reaction to him.

			As we tour the estate together, his thigh is pressed close to mine, and although I move as far away from him as I can, it takes all my willpower for me to concentrate on my surroundings: the Chinese pagoda (where Lady Georgiana used to meditate on a daily basis), the Blue Grotto (the site of countless glamorous dinner parties at which Lady Georgiana always made sure that every guest was comfortable, happy, and content), the outdoor swimming pool (where she swam all those lengths in good weather), and the rose Garden (where the priceless Lady Georgiana rose continues to grow in abundance).

			Fortunately, I remember all that from my research, because Robert Hartwell doesn’t bother to elaborate on any of it. Nor does he ever utter Lady Georgiana’s name. And in a strange way, I’m glad.

			The golf cart rounds a bend and suddenly, Hartwell Lake shimmers in front of us, and in the middle, Hartwell Island with its purple marble mausoleum, which a heartbroken Robert Hartwell commissioned, and where Lady Georgiana will remain for all eternity.

			The cart grinds to a halt by the edge of Hartwell Lake. I flash back to all the reports of Robert and Lady Georgiana’s ten-million-­dollar wedding reception, here by the lake, where all the fountains were infused with Georgiana Royale, and clouds of the sultry fragrance filled the air with the heady scent of violets.

			Robert Hartwell takes my hand to help me out of the golf cart. I shrink a little, not just because I feel as if he is about to crush my hand, but because I want to mask the earthquake of emotions he ignites within me; sexual arousal, light-headedness, and an intoxicating flash of fear.

			He grips my elbow and steers me toward a lakeside bench, facing the island.

			We sit there, together, in silence.

			“You must have loved her very much,” I say after a while.

			His eyes cloud over.

			“I did. I really did,” he says. I’m primed for him to add, “And I still do.”

			Instead, without any warning, he turns and faces me, his hypnotic eyes dark and unfathomable.

			“Now, Miss Stone,” he says, “I am not a patient man. Time for you to live up to our bargain at last.”

			I have no choice, and no escape.

			Or perhaps I do . . .

			“Shall we toss for it, Mr. Hartwell?” I say.

			“Trying to beat me at my own game, Miss Stone?” he says, with a low chuckle.

			“And why not, Mr. Hartwell? I’m willing to trust my fate to chance.”

			“Of course you are, Miss Stone. After all, you are a woman who believes in the stars . . . a beautiful woman, at that.”

			Robert Hartwell has just called me beautiful!

			I blush scarlet.

			“Shall we, Miss Stone?” he says, and, as if by magic, produces a gold coin.

			I take a look at it and gulp.

			Because it isn’t just any gold coin, but the 1933 Double Eagle!

			The Double Eagle, which, I recall from the headlines trumpeting its sale to an anonymous bidder, is worth over $8 million.

			“May I look at it before the toss, Mr. Hartwell?” I say.

			“Ah, so you don’t trust me, Miss Stone?” he says, then gives me a slight smile and hands the coin over to me.

			“Trusting a man isn’t one of my strong points, Mr. Hartwell,” I say, then regret it.

			“I’m well aware of that, Miss Stone,” he says, and fixes me with his laser-beam stare.

			Flustered, I examine the coin even more closely. “Lady Liberty on one side, the American eagle on the other,” I say.

			“And the only Double Eagle, out of thirteen still in existence, in private ownership. Until I arranged for it to be purchased anony­mously on my behalf, it was watched over night and day by three security guards,” he says.

			“But you’re just carrying it around in your pocket!”

			“And why not?” he says, and flings the coin straight at me.

			By some miracle, I catch it.

			“Good catch, Miss Stone, I didn’t peg you for a sporty girl,” he says.

			“No, just one who writes lurid erotica,” I shoot back.

			“And who won’t be forced to read part of it to me out loud if she wins the toss,” he says with a seductive smile.

			“And if I lose?” I say, a slight break in my voice.

			“And if you lose, I shall have no mercy. But I think you already know that, Miss Stone,” he says.

			Instinctively, I close my fist around the Double Eagle.

			Very gently, Robert Hartwell reaches forward, unclenches my fist, and takes the coin back from me.

			“Elegant hands, Miss Stone. If I were an artist, I would paint them,” he says.

			“You’re very kind, Mr. Hartwell. Of course you would be even kinder if you showed me some mercy.”

			“No chance. Your toss, or mine?” he says.

			I hesitate.

			“Mine, Mr. Hartwell,” I say finally.

			“Very well, Miss Stone, so be it. Heads or tails?”

			“Lady Liberty, of course, Mr. Hartwell.”

			“Naturally,” he says, and tosses the Double Eagle coin high in the air, while I cross my fingers that Lady Liberty will triumph over the American eagle.

			“Tails, Miss Stone. I win,” he says, and, quick as a flash, pockets his $8 million coin.

			I wanted to win the toss, I needed to win the toss, but when I don’t, I inwardly surrender to the fact that Robert Hartwell has beaten me—because somewhere deep in a secret part of my psyche that I generally keep tightly under control, I am aroused that he has.

			“Now, Mr. Hartwell?”

			“Now, Miss Stone.”

			“Right here, Mr. Hartwell?”

			This time, he doesn’t dignify my question with an answer, but nods curtly and passes me the manuscript of Unraveled.

			I face him, pull myself up to my full height (not difficult when you are only five foot two), and look up into his eyes.

			“Do you really and truly want to put me through this, Mr. Hartwell?”

			“You know I do, Miss Stone,” he says.

			“And I really can’t appeal to your chivalrous nature?”

			“On hiatus right now, Miss Stone,” he says with a slight smile.

			“You win then, Mr. Hartwell,” I say, then grit my teeth and prepare to start reading Unraveled to him.

			Suddenly, as fate would have it, there is a clap of thunder, a flash of lightning, and the sky opens up with rain.

			“It seems that you do have Lady Luck on your side after all, Miss Stone,” Robert Hartwell declares, then vaults into the golf cart, pulls me in after him, and drives back to the castle at breakneck speed.

			In the forecourt, a maroon Rolls with the number plate RH1 is waiting. The liveried chauffeur steps forward and hands Robert Hartwell an envelope with my name on it. He passes it over to me.

			Inside is his signed deal memo promising never to disclose that I’m the author of Unraveled.

			“Lunch at one tomorrow, the Hartwell Gallery, Madison Avenue. And bring your manuscript with you,” Robert Hartwell says, and it is an order, not a question.

			Then he waves away the chauffeur and opens the Rolls door for me himself.

			“Take Miss Stone wherever she wants to go, James,” he instructs.

			I suppress the urge to say “Honolulu” throw Robert Hartwell a smile, and settle into the backseat of the Rolls.

			Then the Rolls glides away, with me in it.

			I look out the rear window as Robert Hartwell recedes from view, tall, dark, brooding, handsome, yet a complete and utter enigma to me.
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