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Chapter One

 


 


"You want me to
what?"

Everett Parker would have smiled if he were
that kind of man. But he wasn't, so he patiently watched and
waited. He was excellent at waiting, and even better at getting
what he wanted.

"This is a joke, right?" The young man swept
his hand through his hair. "Well, it's not funny."

Leaning back in his leather chair, Parker
took a sip of his scotch before answering, aware of the tension he
was causing. "No joke, Michael. You heard correctly the first time.
I want you to shoot the film in Mill Valley."

"Shit." The director speared his fingers
through his hair again and started to pace.

Parker nursed his drink, watching him
coolly. Once Michael's tantrum ran dry, he'd do what he was told.
After all, the terms of the offer would be irresistible.

He'd make sure of that.

It was almost a shame he had to do this. He
admired the young man. Of all the people around him, Michael
Wallace was the only one who stood up to him. The rest of them
cowered in corners, peeing on themselves as he walked by.

He wasn't manipulated easily, something
Parker usually relished. At this moment, it irritated him. He
needed Michael's cooperation, but he'd never consent of his own
free will—meaning Parker was going to have to force him. Not easy,
but certainly not impossible. He just had to find the right
bargaining chip. "Sit down."

Glaring, Michael dropped into the chair on
the other side of his massive desk. To his credit, he remained
silent, though his heated eyes said enough.

Good boy, Parker thought, feeling paternal pride even though Michael
wasn't tied to him in any way other than business.

Which was what he intended
to remedy. "You're the hottest director in the business. You can't
be surprised I want you to direct Love
Unbound."

The corner of Michael's lips quirked. "That
wasn't what surprised me, and you know it. Stop playing games,
Parker."

Once upon a time, the boy had called him
Everett.

One more thing he had to set right.

Parker pushed aside the nostalgic thoughts
so untypical of him and got back to the matter at hand. "Mill
Valley is not only the perfect backdrop for the movie, it's the
most cost effective. It's as simple as that."

"There are dozens of little towns in
California that would be just as suitable."

"I want the movie shot in Mill Valley."

Michael leaned forward, brimming with
repressed intensity. "Why? What does Mill Valley have that can't be
found anywhere else?"

My daughter.
"Mill Valley is the most quaint of small
California towns."

"Since when?"

"Since it had a complete facelift two years
ago."

"Mill Valley would need more than a facelift
to improve it. It'd need complete reconstructive surgery."

"Enough," Parker said quietly. Most people
froze in fear when they heard his low, menacing tone.

Michael was an exception. "No, it's not
enough. I want to know why it's imperative to shoot this film
there."

"Because I say it's imperative."

"Get some other director to do it then. How
about Blasdell? He's up-and-coming and needs a break."

"I want you to direct."

"And if I say no?"

Parker cocked a brow in mock astonishment.
"What about your contract with Parker Pictures?"

"I'll break it."

"Break it and you'll never work in this
industry again."

"Damn it, Parker. What the hell is your
game?"

"No game." With the
instincts of a seasoned predator, he moved in for the kill. "I
want you to direct
this movie. I'll make any provisions I see fit and you'll follow
them, just like your contract says. In return, once this movie is
wrapped up, I'll release you from your contract."

Michael looked up sharply. "What?"

Everyone had a weak point. Find it, and they
were yours. "You heard me."

"I want it in writing."

"I wouldn't have expected anything
less."

The young man stared at him through narrowed
eyes, fingers tapping rhythmically on his thigh. "Why don't I
believe it's going to be that easy?"

"It will be." Parker sipped his scotch and
waited.

"Isn't it too early in the day for that?"
Michael asked out of the blue.

"It's never too early for fifty year
single-malt."

He propped his elbows on his knees and rested his
chin on his steepled hands. "Jesus, Parker. Does she know?"

Parker didn't pretend to misunderstand.
"No."

"Shit."

"Does it make a difference?" The answer was
key.

"Of course it makes a difference. I haven't
seen her in eleven years."

"It shouldn't matter. Eleven years is a long
time. You've moved on, and she's moved on—"

"What?" Michael's head shot up. Parker
almost smiled at the scowl on his face. "What do you mean she's
moved on?"

"Did you really think she'd pine her life
away, waiting for you?"

He jumped up, his chair falling over in a
loud clatter. "Fuck it, Parker. If you know something, say it
now."

This was going to be easier than he first
thought. "I don't know anything. You know very well I have no
contact with her. You were there when she told me to get out of her
life." He could still hear her precise words, and they still had
the power to twist his gut.

Michael placed his hands on the desk and
leaned down. "Is that what this is about? You're trying to get in
her good graces again? Well, let me tell you, this is a bad idea.
She's every bit your daughter. She's not going to budge."

Parker's eyes never wavered from Michael's
but his fingers tightened on the snifter. Damn it, he knew she was
stubborn. But he'd get through to her. He had to. "This is about
filming in the best location. In this case, that happens to be Mill
Valley." He drained the last of his drink. "I wouldn't worry about
running into her. You'll be too busy to socialize."

"I hope you know what you're doing." Michael
turned around and strode out, slamming the door hard enough to make
the windows shimmy.

Setting the empty crystal tumbler on his
desk, he smiled without humor. Oh, he knew what he was doing.

The plan was in motion. This time next week
he'd be in Northern California with Michael right behind him. He
wondered what kind of reception they'd get.

Not that it mattered.

He turned around and opened the bottom
drawer of his desk. Reaching in the back, he pulled out two framed
pictures and set them in front of him.

The woman smiling in the first one was
luminous. The sun lit her long golden hair from behind, making her
look angelic and glowing. She smiled right at him, love shining in
her dark eyes.

He ignored the familiar ache in his chest,
put the photo face down, and picked up the other one.

The child in it was running across a field
of wildflowers, looking back over her shoulder. Her dark hair was
in suspended animation around her head and her eyes, so much like
her mother's, laughed with childlike delight.

He traced the lines of her face, wondering
if her eyes still sparkled.

He pushed his chair forward, reaching for
the button on his phone that would connect him directly to his
executive assistant. "Elaine, make travel arrangements. We leave
for Mill Valley next Monday."

Her low, cool voice was distinct over the
intercom. "Mill Valley, sir?"

"Just outside San Francisco. Where we're
shooting our next picture."

"For how long should I reserve lodging?"

"Just arrange for travel and
transportation."

"But no lodging, sir?"

"We have a place to stay." He hung up and
reclined, crossing his legs as he spun his chair to face the wall
of windows behind him.

Parker glanced at the
picture he still held in his hand. Michael was right—she
was every bit his
daughter. She wouldn't be happy to see him. At least, that's what
she'd say.

He knew better. Even after all this time.
Even if she said she didn't want him there.

"Summoned or not, the god will come," he murmured,
stroking the cold glass covering the photo.


Chapter Two

 


 


The bastard was back.

Olivia slammed the register drawer shut,
startling Mrs. Ledbetter. She gave her customer an apologetic smile
before scowling at the cretin who'd entered her store. "What do you
want?"

She refused to get distracted by the
unfamiliar laugh lines on Michael's familiar face. "Of all the gin
joints—"

She shook her head,
swallowing the rage she thought she'd exorcised eleven years ago.
"Being cute will not soften me up."

Mrs. Ledbetter stepped forward, gripping her
bag tightly and darting curious looks at her and Michael.

Olivia didn't need her dirty laundry aired in front
of one of her best customers. "Was there anything else I could get
you?"

"No, dear. Thank you." The woman glanced at
them again before leaving.

Olivia waited until the door snapped shut
before rounding on Michael. "What the hell are you doing here?"

He grinned sardonically. "Gee, it's nice to see you
too, Olivia. It's been a long time."

She folded her arms across her chest. "Not
long enough."

"Listen, Olivia. We need to talk." He strode
purposefully through the lingerie displays, eyes fixed on her. His
focus was disturbing. The Michael she used to know would have been
distracted by the lingerie.

And, damn, he was sexy. She
frowned. She didn't remember him being so hot. He'd filled out, and
he looked good in
his beaten up leather jacket and jeans, kind of like Indiana Jones
meets Hugh Jackman. He'd turned into the kind of guy that inspired
women to buy the lingerie she sold, all the while hoping it'd end
up forgotten on the floor.

But not her. She wasn't
like most women, and she definitely
didn't want Michael. Nothing about him turned her
on anymore—not the intelligence shining from his bright blue eyes
or the intensity he focused on her. Her nipples perked up only
because of the cold air that blew in when he'd opened the
door.

"Stop right there." She held her hand out to
stop his advance but he didn't stop until he stood directly in
front of her, only the checkout counter separating them.

She concentrated on breathing calmly, but
she inhaled his scent, and it threw her off. It was as familiar to
her as the aroma of Gran's gingerbread at Christmas. Memories she'd
worked hard to forget crashed over her with the force of a
tsunami.

She tightened her arms around her body. "Say
what you have to and then get out."

His dark blond hair was longer than he'd worn it in
high school and became charmingly disheveled when he raked a hand
through it. He always did that when he was agitated.

Olivia wished she didn't know that.

He exhaled, pushing his hair back again, and
said, "I didn't want this."

The hurt that speared through her shocked
her. "Is that news? I already knew that. We covered this before you
left."

He frowned at her. "That's not what I
meant."

"Then what exactly did you mean?"

His frown deepened. "I don't like this
animosity between us. We used to be friends."

"You came in here to remind me of what we
were?" she asked incredulously. "What did you expect? That you'd
walk in here and I'd be overjoyed to see you?"

"I—"

"Eleven years, Michael! It's been eleven
years since I've heard from you. You seriously didn't think you
could step in here and we'd be best friends again?" She grabbed the
lacy briefs Mrs. Ledbetter didn't want and walked around the
counter to put them back in stock.

Michael followed her. "I'm not sure what I
thought, but I didn't expect that you'd still be so mad."

She slammed the underwear down on the
display table and whirled around. "Oh, I'm not mad."

He cocked a brow at her.

This was going nowhere. She took a deep
breath. "Michael, what do you want?"

"I just got into town, and I've heard about
your store, and..." He shrugged.

"Curiosity." She nodded. "I can understand
that. Now that you've satisfied it, either buy something or get
out."

The way he studied her made her feel like
she was under a microscope. He'd always been intense, but he wasn't
focused like this when he was a teenager. No wonder he had such an
impressive reputation as a director.

Not that she kept track of his career.

"You've changed," he finally declared.

She smirked humorlessly. "I'm not the girl
you left behind."

His gaze raked over her body. "Yes, I can
see that." He did another survey, slower and more thorough, as if
he were cataloguing her every feature.

Conscious of him checking
her out, she lifted her chin and leaned against the table to give
him a better view of the whole package. Eat
your heart out, she told him silently,
knowing she looked better now than she had eleven years
ago.

But he did too. Good enough to eat. She may
be a lot of things, but masochistic wasn't one of them. As tempting
as he was, she wasn't going to bite. "Well, it's been real. Don't
let the door slam your butt on the way out."

As if on cue, the front door opened. A gust
of frigid air blew in before Rick Clancy could close it.

"Damn, it's cold today," he said, striding
through the store toward her. He leaned down to give her a quick
kiss on the lips. "Hey, sweetheart."

She smiled at him. He couldn't have timed
his arrival better if they'd planned it. She snuggled into his side
and laced her arm around his waist. Tilting her head flirtatiously,
she batted her eyes at him. "I could help warm you up," she said,
making her voice huskier than usual.

"I knew there was a reason I came to see
you." He pulled her closer and wrapped his arm around her.

Olivia mentally sighed in relief. She was
going to owe him big time for playing along. "Rick, meet Michael. I
knew him in high school. Michael, this is Rick." She said his name
like it made her gooey inside.

"Nice to meet you, Michael." Rick smiled at
him but didn't let go of her.

She knew she loved Rick for a reason.

Michael nodded, his hands jammed into his
pockets. "Likewise," he said curtly.

Olivia tried not to beam too brightly.

"I have to go." Michael jerked his chin at
Rick and Rick responded with the same. It was a guy thing Olivia
had never quite understood, kind of like air guitar.

"It was good seeing you. Maybe we can talk
again on your next trip up," she said sweetly as he made his way
out.

Michael looked over his shoulder. "I'm going
to be in town for a while."

"Really?" The smile dissolved from her face,
and she dropped her arm from Rick's waist.

"I'm shooting a movie up here, so I'll be
around for the next couple months." He stared at her. "We're
shooting at your grandmother's farm."

"What?" Her voice sounded squeaky even
to her own ears.

"Yeah, so I'll see you around." He turned
and walked out, quietly closing the door behind him.

"Aw hell." She slammed her fist on the
table.


Chapter Three

 


 


"Ow!" she cried, shaking her hand.

Rick took it, kissing it before wrapping it
in the warmth of both his. "I didn't know you had these violent
tendencies, Olivia."

"It's a side of me I just tapped into." She
looked out the window and saw Michael cross the street. He was
headed for Grounds for Thought, her friend Eve's bookstore
coffeehouse.

She mumbled a curse. That
was where she hung
out.

"Want to tell me what that was all
about?"

She glanced up at Rick. Another few inches
and Rick would be freakish, basketball-player height. "That was
about settling old scores."

He grinned. "I see. And was vengeance
sweet?"

"I think I got a dozen cavities as a
result."

He laughed. She thought—not for the first
time—that the crinkling at the corners of his eyes was sexy.

Hell, everything about him was sexy. From
his lean body to his molten chocolate voice. He dressed stylishly,
was educated, and carried a gun. A woman would have to have one
foot in the grave not to find him irresistible.

Olivia checked where she was standing.

"I finished some business up the street and
thought I'd stop by to see if you're free for lunch."

"Working on a big case?"

"Oh, yeah. This old lady wants me to find
her lost dog."

She grinned. "I'm jealous. The life of a
private investigator is so exciting."

He tweaked a lock of hair. "So are you
coming to lunch or not? It's my turn to buy."

"Can't today. Sorry." She gestured to the
heavy velvet curtains that hid her backroom. "I have to put out new
stock that just arrived."

He brightened the way most men would if you
offered them a brand new Ferrari. "New underwear? Need help putting
it out?"

"You are sick." She shoved him
playfully.

"Take pity on me. This is the closest I've
come to women's underwear in a long time."

"Like you couldn't score if you wanted
to."

He shrugged. "I haven't run across many in
interesting candidates of late. Eve just married Treat, the lucky
bastard, and you're hung up on that guy who was just in here."

Her hackles rose. "What do you mean by
that?"

He looked at her shrewdly, as if all her
secrets were written on her wide forehead. "Exactly what I
said."

The man was entirely too observant. No
wonder he did so well as a PI. "You're wrong," she said, not sure
whether that was a lie or not. "Michael and I may have been
together high school, but it was over eons ago."

"Right. I could tell that by the way the
electrons were zipping between you two."

"And there are plenty of women around you
can date."

"Name one."

"Gwendolyn Pierce."

He roared in laughter, clutching his
washboard abs, which could reduce a grown woman to babbling
incoherently they were so fine. She knew. She'd seen them up front
and personal.

She propped her hands on her hips. "What's
so funny about Gwen? She's a lovely woman."

"Gwendolyn? Gwendolyn Pierce?" He gawked at
her, laughter temporarily forgotten in lieu of incredulity. "The
woman who sells decorated squash for exorbitant prices?"

"She doesn't sell squash. She sells gourd
art." Olivia had been leery of Gwen's idea for a store at first
too. Gourd art? But then Gwen showed her some of her pieces, and
Olivia was a convert. She and Eve had even helped Gwen launch her
store, Outta My Gourd, just few doors down from her. It'd been open
only a month and already it was a success. "Have you even taken a
look at her work? It's amazing."

"She gives me the creeps."

"What?" Olivia poked him in his ribs just to
cop a feel of his fabulous abs. She may not be interested in him,
but that didn't mean she couldn't appreciate prime male flesh.
"Underneath that tough, Sam Spade exterior, you're just a big baby,
aren't you?"

"Because I think the woman is absolutely
nuts?" He shook his head. "Sorry. You'll have to try harder to bait
me."

"Well, there has to be someone else around
here you can go out with."

"Nope. The only other woman is Jezie, my
neighbor's daughter, and she's only six. I'd wait for her but she
already told me she only loves me like a friend."

"Ouch."

"Yep. So was that a final no on me helping
you with the underwear?" he asked, his topaz eyes a study in little
boy eagerness.

"Got that right, my friend."

"Damn." He sighed dramatically.

Olivia laughed and pushed him toward the
door. "Out. Before you scare any more of my customers away."

"You mean they don't like a big, lurking
stranger giving them his opinion on which bras to buy?"

"Unfathomable, isn't it?"

"I just can't figure out some people." He
bent down to drop a light kiss on her lips. "See you later,
sweetheart. Come over some evening and we can watch a movie on my
new big screen TV."

"What is it with men and electronics?"

"They don't talk back like our women do." He
evaded her punch to his arm, laughing. As he opened the front door,
he turned around. "Olivia, if the guy doesn't want you, he's a fry
short of a Happy Meal."

She watched him leave, gaping. If she were a
weepy woman, she'd have tears in her eyes. But tears were for
wimps, and she never cried. Not in eleven years.

Rick may be astute but clearly he
over-interpreted this situation. She didn't want Michael, she
assured herself on the way to the backroom. Michael himself pushed
her into that decision.

She moved the burgundy velvet curtain aside
and shimmied through the narrow aisle. She lifted two boxes and
carried them to her front counter.

Michael had cured her of any delusions of a
life together when he dumped her the day after graduation. She'd
had such hopes for them...

She shook her head,
remembering how devastated she'd been when he told her he was going
to LA to accept the job offer her father made him.
Her own father. The chance
of a lifetime, Michael had said to her. The break he needed to get
into the movie industry and become the next Martin
Scorsese.

She snorted, grabbed the box cutter, and
stabbed open the top of the first box.

The chance of a lifetime hadn't included
her. She was sure he'd ask her to go with him, but when she'd
brought it up he said having her along would be too distracting. He
needed to focus on his career; she'd only be in the way.

"Bastard," she mumbled, rifling through
cellophane to get to the merchandise inside.

The sad part was that she'd have followed
him to the ends of the earth if he told her he wanted her.

But he didn't.

"I was so stupid." She ripped the plastic
wrapping off the merrywidow.

It'd taken her years to get over Michael.
She wasn't going to make the mistake of getting suckered by his
charisma again.

She dropped the corset on the counter and
attacked the wrapping on the next one, shuddering as she remembered
the despair she felt when Michael left her.

But things turned out for the best. She'd
gone to Paris and, after two weeks of wandering the streets
aimlessly, met Cassis de Bonneville. The owner of an upscale
lingerie shop, Cassis hired her as a clerk and taught her
everything she knew about lingerie.

After five years in Paris, Olivia came back
to California with a dream: to start her own business. Her store
wouldn't just sell underwear—her store was going to sell
romance.

Olivia grinned and looked
around. She'd done it too. Romantic Notions had been open for six
years, and it'd done phenomenally. She sold higher end lingerie,
accessories, and what she called romance
enhancers—candles, body lotions, and games.
She also had a stash of toys in the back that she offered her more
adventurous customers.

She hardly lived in a void anymore. Between
her successful business and good friends like Eve and Gwendolyn,
she had a full life. And her Granny Mae loved her, even if she did
nag her to death more often than not.

She didn't lack for anything.

Except for sex.

"I'm not even going to venture there." She
scooped up her shipment of merrywidows—appropriately named, because
any woman who was without a man had to be pretty damn jolly—and
carried them to a display table she'd cleared earlier. She arranged
them, fanned out, larger sizes on the bottom.

She touched the black lace on the corset.
She, of course, had several drawers dedicated to underwear of all
shapes and textures. Still she always coveted the new merchandise.
She'd justify buying more for herself if she had a boyfriend.

She hadn't had a steady boyfriend in—well,
longer than she'd care to admit. The last man she'd dated with any
regularity was in France. She dated some casually, but mostly to
keep Gran off her back. She'd met some interesting men in the city,
but no one who held her attention for that long.

Like Rick. She'd met him through her friend
Eve, and they'd tried dating. She loved Rick. He was fun to hang
out with and she felt comfortable with him. But both of them
quickly realized that, while they were great friends, moving their
relationship into physical territory wasn't going to work. Rick was
hot, but they didn't have chemistry.

She missed sex—a lot—but she missed
companionship even more. There was something about going home after
a grueling day of selling push-up bras, lying on the couch with
your feet in your lover's lap, and having him massage them while
you told him about the evil person who cut you off on the
freeway.

Seeing Michael today punctuated how much she
missed that close bond. When he'd left her, she lost not only her
boyfriend and lover but her best friend too. Losing her confidante
was almost more painful than losing her love.

She breathed deeply. No sense in dwelling.
The past was over. She'd made a fresh start, and she wasn't going
back. She was no longer the insecure, clingy girl of eleven years
ago.

The best course of action was to avoid
Michael completely. Striding to the other box, Olivia resolutely
unpacked matching thongs and garter belts. She didn't want him.
Even if the woman she was now found him more attractive than he was
back then.







Hot damn, she was sexy.

It'd taken every ounce of restraint not to
fall to his knees and lap at the belly button ring her T-shirt left
uncovered. Or to kiss the flesh exposed by her over-the-knee socks,
which ended well below the hem of her mini skirt.

Standing on the corner of the main drag,
Michael raked his hair back and took a deep breath to get himself
under control. It'd been a long time since he'd gotten hard just by
looking at a woman. He just wished it wasn't Olivia who inspired
it.

He wasn't kidding when he said she'd
changed. She'd always been pretty but he'd never imagined she would
become so blatantly scorching. Her five-foot-nine body was sleek
with tapered muscles where it'd once been soft. Her mahogany hair,
with its thick blond streaks, was longer and wilder. And she wore a
tiny diamond stud at her nose.

He watched a car go by and tried not to
wonder if she had more than the two piercings.

He would have expected her dark brown eyes
to be the same, but they weren't. They used to show her every
emotion—now they held mysteries he wanted to unravel.

"Too complicated," he mumbled, fingering the
locket in his pocket. He didn't need more complications in his
life. He needed to focus on attaining his freedom.

He looked both ways, crossed the street, and
headed for Grounds for Thought, where he was meeting his mom.

He let himself in and froze, overcome by the
homey aroma of chocolate chip cookies. It reminded him of snagging
warm cookies after school. He glanced over his shoulder, almost
expecting to see Olivia tagging along, just like she did back
then.

Of course, she wasn't. He'd taken care of
that by breaking up with her.

But it wasn't like she came after him. If
she'd loved him, wouldn't she have tried to reach him in LA?

Besides, she just made her feelings
abundantly clear. And she was apparently seeing that Lurch
look-alike.

He scowled.

The cafe was packed. People occupied most of
the seats, some reading, some chatting with friends. Not seeing his
mom, he walked up to the counter and got in line. There was a
petite, blond woman slinging coffee behind the bar. She was pretty
in a shiny, sophisticated way. He watched her as she made people's
drinks, admiring the sure, economic way she moved.

When it was his turn, she smiled at him and
said, "What can I get you?"

"Coffee and an Earl Grey tea," he ordered.
He leaned against the counter, eyeing the pastries. On impulse, he
added, "And a cookie."

The blonde rang him up. "Have a seat and
I'll bring it to you."

He smiled his thanks and headed to a nook in
the front corner, near the window.

"Well, if it isn't the prodigal son.
Returning to the scene of the crime?"

Michael turned around as his mother Sally
walked over to him. "The only crime is how good you look, Ma," he
said as he gathered her in his arms and lifted her in a big
hug.

It'd been a couple years since she'd come
down to see him. He pulled back to look at her, surprised at how
good she did look. She was glowing and looked younger than he
remembered. She was even dressed differently. She wore a long
patchwork skirt and a gypsy-type peasant blouse.

"You're stunning," he said, meaning every
word. He kissed her on each cheek, holding her hands in his
own.

She harrumphed, blushing lightly. "If you
think a few compliments are going to make up for all this time,
you're in for a reality check."

He laughed. Oh, yeah, this was his mother.
"Ma, I missed you."

"I missed you too, Michael." She pulled him
close, cupped his face, and kissed him. And then she pulled back
and socked him in the arm. Hard.

"Hey." He rubbed his bicep. Man, she had a
mean right hook. "What was that about?"

She propped her hands on her hips. "Eleven
years have gone by, Michael. This is the first time you've come
back since you left and you couldn't call me to give me more
notice?"

"I wasn't sure when I'd arrive."

"And you're probably leaving just as
suddenly."

"Actually, I wanted to see if it'd be okay
if I stayed with you for a while."

A smile lit her eyes. "Of course it is. You
can have your old room. How long can you stay? A week?"

He cleared his throat. "I have some business
in town and I'll probably be staying longer than that."

"Longer?"

He nodded.

"How much longer?"

He shrugged. "Maybe a couple months."

She slugged him again.

"Ow." He covered his arm. "What was
that for?"

"For taking me for granted." She crossed her
arms and glared at him. "Did you think you could just waltz back
here and I'd take you back in a blink of an eye?"

This conversation sounded eerily
familiar.

She continued. "I have a life too. Did you
ever think you'd be cramping my style?"

Cramping her style? He frowned. "I didn't
mean to take you for granted. I can find someplace else to
stay."

"Idiot. You'll stay at home." She kissed his
cheek, but her eyes narrowed as she sat in the chair he pulled out
for her. "Why are you coming back for so long? What about
work?"

"I'm shooting a movie in Marin."

"Oh." She perked up as though it was a
pleasant surprise.

"We're shooting it at Pembroke Farms."

"Oh." His mom grimaced. "And Olivia is
okay with that?"

"She doesn't really have a choice." Parker
made sure neither of them did. "She owns a lingerie shop down the
street now."

"Yes, I know." At his surprised look, she
shrugged. "Why did you think I wanted you to meet me here? I
planned to stop by Romantic Notions after. I have a hot date and I
wanted to pick up something new."

"Ma." He grimaced at the
visual.

His mom was still laughing when the blonde
delivered their drinks. She chatted with them for a moment before
giving them their privacy.

Maggie waited until they were alone and then
pointed a stubby finger at him. "You stay away from that girl."

"My own son doesn't have the sense of a
pigeon. You weren't here to see how you hurt her. That girl doesn't
need you messing with her life, not now that she's doing so well."
She eyed him suspiciously as she stirred honey into her tea. "Why
did you pick the farm to shoot your movie? Aren't there other
farms? Other towns? I thought you said you were never stepping foot
here again."

The fierceness of her warning shocked him.
He picked up the coffee mug and blew on it to cool it down. "What?
No concern about your own son?"

"I wasn't, but Parker wanted it shot
here."

"Everett Parker." Maggie practically spat
his name out. "Good thing he isn't here too. Olivia will have
enough to deal with having you here, much less her father."

"Guess again."

"Damnation."

He smiled dryly. He couldn't have put it
better himself.


Chapter Four

 


 


Olivia turned onto the dirt road that led to
Pembroke Farm, sighing in relief as soon as her home came into
view.

It'd been a grueling day, and she had
Michael to thank for it. Like a bad song he stuck in her head, and
she hated it.

Her grip tightened on the steering
wheel.

She turned left at the fork in the road and
eased her car up the pitted driveway. "Poor baby," she murmured,
patting the dash. Her Alfa Romeo wasn't the optimal car for pitted
dirt roads, but she loved it and couldn't bear to trade it in for a
four-wheel drive. At least the silver color masked the dirt that
kicked up from the roads.

The sun hadn't set completely, so Gran was
probably still working outside. Olivia climbed out of the car,
tugged her skirt down, and followed the path leading alongside the
house.

Granny Mae's farm was famous. People came
from all over to stay here and study her gardening techniques. Mae
Pembroke's knowledge of plants rivaled any herbalist's, and she
worked magic with vegetables and flowers.

Olivia quickly walked past the empty
vegetable patch, thinking Gran was probably working in the flower
garden. But no one was there either.

"Herbs," Olivia decided, knowing Gran never
went inside as long as there was light.

She stopped at the gate of the herb garden
and looked around. Gran kneeled in a flowerbed, snipping at what
looked like oregano. Mae Pembroke looked just like she did
twenty-four years ago. Her hair was more silver than gold, her face
lined with age, but her brown eyes still sparked and her hands
still worked efficiently.

Stepping carefully so she wouldn't trip in
her high-heeled Mary Janes, Olivia weaved through the various beds
and sat down on the stone bench closest to her grandmother.

"I wondered if you'd come out here," Gran
said, dropping the oregano she cut into the straw basket beside
her.

"Why was that?"

"Just had a feeling." She looked at the
plant and obviously decided it was cut back enough because she
moved on to the next one.

She didn't know why she bothered to ask.
Gran always knew things. It was downright creepy. It was too bad
Olivia hadn't inherited that trait. Maybe then she could have
foreseen Michael coming back. "Gran, why'd you take me in?"

Her grandmother looked up from her work,
pushing the straw hat out of her eyes. "Why do you ask?"

Because, other than her mom, no one else had
loved her enough to want her. But she said, "It couldn't have been
easy for you to take in a five year old."

She returned to her plants
with a harrumph.
"Damn right, it wasn't. You were a little hellion."

"Mom used to call me her angel."

"You mama had the kindest heart of anyone
I've ever known," she said softly, all the teasing banished from
her voice.

Olivia swallowed. She wondered if losing a
daughter was worse than losing a mother.

Clearing her throat, Mae pulled out a weed
and tossed it aside. "Your poor mother is probably turning over in
her grave, what with the way your antics have aged me."

"Right. Have you ever considered that you've
aged because you're ancient?"

"I'll have you know I'm not a day over
seventy, you—"

Cheeky
imp, Olivia mouthed.

"—cheeky imp. I'd like to see you look this
good when you're pushing your eighth decade."

Amused, she watched her grandmother mutter
to herself as she finished the bed. Olivia breathed in the fresh
scent of herbs and the knot inside her loosened a little bit.
"Granny Mae, what would I do without you?"

"Goodness knows." She eyed Olivia's outfit.
"Probably die of pneumonia. Don't you have a wit of sense, girl,
parading around like that?"

"It is a little nippy out, isn't it?" She
huddled in her coat.

Without looking up, Gran asked, "So you
going to tell me what's bothering you?"

Olivia heaved a sigh. "Michael's back. He
said he's shooting a movie here at Pembroke Farms."

Her grandmother nodded, seemingly engrossed
by the weed she was trying to pull out.

"That's it? No explanation?"

"I was offered a tidy sum to have them use
my farm for a couple weeks. I accepted. You're the one always
telling me I should have more of a nest egg, for the future." Gran
gave her a sly look. "It's been a long time. I thought you were
over him."

Olivia frowned. "I am."

"Then it doesn't matter if they film here,
does it?"

Hell yes it mattered. "No."

"So what's the problem?"

Just that she'd been sold
out for a tidy sum.
"I guess there is none."

"Unless you still have feelings for him."
Gran shot her another look. "It'd be understandable. You two were
inseparable for most of your lives."

"The only thing I feel is indifferent." She
glanced at the sky to make sure she wasn't going to be struck down
by lightning.

Her grandmother sat back
and stared at her, her hands resting open-palmed in her lap. Olivia
had no trouble interpreting the look in her eyes. Succinctly put,
it said bullshit.

Olivia finally said, "Maybe I still have the
teensiest of feelings for him."

Gran snorted.

"Okay, so I'm still a little pissed. I
thought I was over him," she said, dejected.

"It's natural to still feel something,
epecially when you loved him so completely."

She crossed her arms tightly. "I don't want
to feel anything for him."

"Best face it head on. It'll help you put it
behind you once and for all." Gran gave her a sideways glance. "If
that's what you want."

"Of course, that's what I want." When her
grandmother said nothing, she gaped incredulously. "You aren't
suggesting that I hook up with that bastard again, are you?"

"That's not for me to say." She put a hand
out to Olivia for help up.

"What are you saying?" Olivia helped her
stand and picked up the basket to carry inside. "He dumped me
because I was in the way of his so called freedom. If we got
together again, how would it be any different? He'd leave me just
as quickly the next time an irresistible offer popped up. No, even
faster this time."

"Hmm." Gran slid her arm through Olivia's
and walked next to her.

"Because he loves himself to the exclusion
of everything else. Or at least he didn't love me enough."

"He loved you. Probably still does."

"Right."

"That kind of love doesn't fade. Like the
love of a parent for a child."

"Bad analogy, Gran. My parent didn't love me
enough to stay either."

"He loved you. His way of expressing it just
wasn't ideal."

"Ha!"

Her grandmother gave her a chiding look. "He
meant well."

"Give me a break, Gran. He dumped me here
after mom died and didn't come back for ten years. When he did come
back, all he did was criticize me."

"He just wanted what was best for you."

"How could he have known what that was when
he didn't bother to get to know me?" Olivia guided her over a
wobbly stone, knowing that Gran didn't see that well in the fading
light.

"Everyone's fallible, love."

"I know that," she said defensively.

"Does that mean you're going to give him
another chance?"

"Not in this lifetime."

Gran chuckled. "Love, as much as you'll hate
me for saying this, you're just like your father."

She faked a shudder. "Kill me now."

"You should give him another chance," Gran
repeated firmly, shaking Olivia's arm for emphasis.

"I'm not going to LA and he's not coming
here, so I don't think that's going to happen."

Her grandmother mumbled
something that sounded suspiciously like don't be too sure as they reached the
porch.

"What was that?"

Gran walked in and held the back door open
for her. Olivia was about to ask her what she said again when she
noticed the man at the sink.

Everett Parker.

She froze. Her grandmother, calmly took the
basket from her, set it on the kitchen table, and left the
room.

Olivia only had eyes for him. He watched her
with his disconcertingly pale green eyes. Absurdly, she remembered
asking him why his eyes had no color when she was three or four. He
told her because he gave all the color he had to make her eyes so
beautiful.

Frowning, she shut the memory out of her
mind.

"Hello, Olivia," her father said.

"I think I've been set up." She closed the
door on the chill evening air.







She looked just like her mother.

If it weren't for the dark hair she'd gotten
from him, he'd have thought Lily were standing in front of him
again. The shape of her face, her wide brown eyes, her figure—all
her mother's.

He felt a pang in his chest as he stared at
her.

What Olivia inherited from him was less
obvious, but he recognized it nevertheless. It was there in the set
of her clamped jaw and the glint in her eyes. It was in the
implacable way she folded her arms across her body, not defensively
but ready for battle.

He was going to have his work cut out for
him. Oddly, the thought exhilarated him like nothing had in
years.

"You're behind the movie, aren't you?"

"You know about the movie?"

"Your henchman stopped by my store
today."

"By henchman, I take it you mean Michael."
Parker pulled out a seat and gestured to her.

She glared at him suspiciously before
sitting. "He does your bidding, right?"

Habit told him to take the chair next to
hers, but instinct told him to give her space. So he sat across
from her. "You know Michael better than that."

"I doubt you came here to talk about
Michael."

Little did she know. "I came to see
you."

She chuckled mirthlessly. "Going for the
Oscar this year?"

"Why is it so hard to believe that I'd want
to see my daughter?"

"Maybe because it never rated very high on
your list of priorities." She gripped the edge of the table, her
knuckles white. "Cut the bullshit. The sooner you tell me why
you're here, the sooner you can leave."

"Your grandmother didn't tell you?" he
asked, knowing the answer. He'd asked Mae not to say anything to
Olivia.

"Didn't tell me what?"

"I'm going to be staying for the duration of
the filming." He could have smiled at the sour look that wrinkled
her face. She used to get that same look when Lily tried to feed
her something she didn't like. "In fact, Mae kindly agreed to allow
me to stay here at the farmhouse."

"What?" Olivia jumped out of her chair
so quickly she knocked it over.

He ignored its clatter, focused on her
unwavering gaze. "Become hard of hearing?"

"What part of 'I never want to see you
again' didn't you understand?" She propped her fists on her hips.
"Or have you forgotten? Because I'd be happy to refresh your
memory."

"I remember every word you said to me, but
isn't it time you grew up?"

"Open your eyes, Parker." She held her arms
out. "You missed it. I grew up."

Yes, you
did, he thought sadly. And he'd missed it.
"Your behavior would suggest otherwise."

"I wondered when we were going to get to the
part where you voice your disapproval of me." She looked down at
her bare wrist. "You held out for a whole two minutes.
Impressive."

"Sarcasm doesn't suit you."

"How the hell would you
know what suits me?" she yelled. "You don't know me. You dumped me
on Gran after mom died and didn't come back to see me until I
was fifteen. Even
then it wasn't me you were interested in."

"Remember who you're talking to, Olivia
Parker."

"Who am I talking to? The guy who donated
sperm to create me? Because you sure aren't my father."

He'd expected this. He'd been ready for it,
but her words pierced just as sharply as they had eleven years
ago.

She put her hands flat on the table and
leaned down to get eye to eye with him. "Stay here if you want.
Just stay the hell away from me. And keep your monkey boy away from
me too."

She strode out.

His gaze lingered on the archway.

"That was a gutsy thing you did." Mae walked
in and headed for the sink. "Gutsy or stupid."

"It was neither. It was necessary." He
needed to make sure all Olivia's anger was directed at him and not
Mae for agreeing to let him stay at their house. He didn't want to
interfere in their relationship. Olivia was bound to need her
before this was all settled.

"It was heroic." Mae's eyes were shrewd.
"Don't think I don't know what you did."

He chose to ignore that. "You did a good job
with her."

"She did it herself. You have your work cut
out for you, you know."

"Nothing that's worthwhile is easily
obtained."

Chuckling, Mae pulled out lettuce and some
other vegetables from the refrigerator. "Then this is obviously
priceless."

"I'm surprised you agreed to let me stay here with
you," he said as he watched her put together a salad. "I'd have
thought you'd tell me to get away from Olivia too."

She kept her head bent over the salad bowl.
"I want great-grandchildren."

"That's hardly contingent on me or
Michael."

"It's time to put the past to rest. Olivia
says she's moved on but she hasn't. She can't. Not until you two
settle things." She reached for a knife. "Besides, that girl's
still in love with Michael."

"I would have thought you'd be against me
getting them back together."

"You're trying to set a wrong right. Nothing
bad about that. You going to tell her why you left her here after
Lily died?" Mae asked, setting the salad on the table and looking
into his eyes.

Stifling the urge to squirm under her
knowing gaze, he said, "I don't know what you mean."

"Yes, you do."

He leaned back in his chair with deceptive
calm. "Why don't you elucidate?"

"That it broke your heart to look at her
after Lily died in that accident, because Olivia's her spitting
image."

He kept his expression blank. "I didn't have
time to raise a five year old child."

Mae harrumphed. "You couldn't stand looking
into eyes that were just like Lily's and remembering what you
lost."

Forcing his jaw to relax, he asked, "Is that
really what you think?"

"It's what I know." She patted her chest.
"Deep down in here. I remember how you loved Lily. I watched you
after she died. I should've done something about that." Walking
over to the cabinet, she pulled out dinner plates. "Go wash up for
dinner."

It wasn't often he was dismissed. He stood
up, frowning. He should have brought a bottle of scotch with him.
He'd have Elaine get him one in the morning.

As he turned to leave, Mae's voice stopped
him. "The man you were is still inside you, Everett. He's buried,
but alive. He deserves happiness too."

Parker looked over his shoulder, catching
Mae give him one of her queerly intent looks. "We both know that
isn't true," he said as he walked out, conscious of his former
mother-in-law's too-knowing gaze following him.





 




 



Chapter Five

 


 


Olivia rang the doorbell three times and
then banged on the door for good measure. She shifted her weight
from one foot to the other, wishing she'd changed into more
comfortable shoes before running out of the house.

"Come on," she murmured, pulling her coat
closer to her body. "It's cold."

Just as she raised her fist to knock again,
the door swung open. Eve blinked, a frown marring the smooth ivory
skin of her forehead.

"About time," Olivia said. "I thought I was
going to turn into an icicle." She pushed past Eve and headed
straight for the kitchen.

Treat looked up from his dinner as she
walked in.

"Hey Treat." She picked up Eve's wine glass
and took a fortifying gulp.

"Make yourself at home, Olivia," Eve said,
sitting back down at the table.

"Thanks." Olivia didn't bother acknowledging
the less than faint sarcasm. She slipped out of her coat, draped it
over a chair, and sat across from Eve before picking up the wine
again.

She looked up to see both Treat and Eve
arching their brows at her. "This is good wine," she said.

Treat grinned. "I'm surprised you tasted
it."

"Actually, I didn't. I was just being
polite." She drained the glass and held it out. "But if you fill it
up, I promise I'll savor it this time."

"What's wrong?" Eve asked, frowning at her
husband as he refilled Olivia's glass to the brim.

"What isn't wrong?" Olivia sipped a little
to prevent the wine from sloshing over. She caught the look that
passed between them and, for the first time ever, felt a twinge of
envy.

Treat pushed back from the table. "I think
that's my cue to get lost."

Olivia stopped him with a hand on his
forearm. "Finish your dinner. I'm the one who barged in." She
looked at Eve. "You too. Eat. I'll just sit here and enjoy this
lovely vintage."

"Are you already getting tipsy?" her friend
asked suspiciously.

"I sincerely hope so." Olivia leaned her
head back, clutching her glass in both hands.

"When was the last time you ate?"

Olivia pursed her lips. "Didn't I get a
scone with my latte this morning?"

"No wonder you're loopy after one glass of
wine. We have plenty of food. I'll get you a plate." Eve stood
up.

"Michael's back," Olivia said, staring at
the ceiling.

"Michael?"

Olivia nodded. "Michael Wallace."

"Who's Michael Wallace?"

"My one true love."

Eve dropped back down.

"You'd think it couldn't get much worse than
having the only man who ever broke your heart suddenly show up
after eleven years." Olivia frowned. "Actually, he didn't break my
heart. He ripped it from my chest, mashed it to a bloody pulp, and
then stomped on it for good measure. But I'm over him."

"Sounds like it," Eve said dryly.

"That should have been the
low point of my day, right? Wrong." She banged her fist on the
table.

"Careful." Treat took her hand and held it
in his. "Whatever happened couldn't be worth hurting yourself."

"You don't know what happened."

"So why don't you tell us," Eve suggested
calmly.

"I get home tonight and find out that Gran
is letting my father stay at the farmhouse."

Eve gasped. "Knowing how you feel about him?
Why would she do that?"

"Because she's a perverse old bag." Olivia
took the wine bottle and refilled her glass. "Actually, Parker
probably conned her into it. She never had a chance."

"Your grandmother?" Eve asked
incredulously. "Somehow, I have a hard time imagining
that."

Olivia pointed a finger at her. "Don't
underestimate that slick bastard."

"I can see you women are going to need
another bottle of wine. Why don't you take it into the living room
and I'll bring it out. I'll even turn the fireplace on for you." He
dropped a kiss on Eve's lips before gathering the plates and taking
them to the sink.

"That man is unbelievable. Aren't you glad
you listened to me and hooked up with him?" She got up and wobbled
on her platform shoes.

"Hey, you okay there?" Eve reached out to
steady her.

"My feet are killing me." She bent over and
slipped one shoe off before toeing the other one off as well. Not
bothering to pick them up, she went into the living room and
dropped onto one corner of the couch.

Eve followed a moment later, carrying two
clean, empty wine glasses and a box of saltines. "You don't mind if
I join you, do you? Or would you rather have the entire bottle to
yourself?"

"You're such a wench," Olivia said
good-naturedly. "Here I am, in my time of need, and all you can do
is harangue me. If I wanted harassment, I would've stayed at
Gran's."

"Gran wouldn't let you drink out your
sorrows."

"I've got no sorrows. Just two
back-stabbing, evil bastards who won't leave me alone." She glanced
at Treat, who came opening a bottle with another tucked under his
arm. "You wouldn't happen to know any hitmen with reasonable rates,
would you?" she asked him as he filled their glasses.

"I'll have to check my Rolodex." He leaned
over and gave Eve a long and lingering kiss. "I'll be in my office,
baby."

Eve smiled at him, her eyes dreamy and warm.
"Okay."

He tucked her hair behind her ear and, with
a wink to Olivia, left them to talk.

Olivia took a sip. Sexy,
rich, and he picked
excellent wine. "I'm jealous."

"Of?"

"You." At Eve's startled look, Olivia rolled
her eyes. "You can't seriously be surprised."

"Of course I am."

"Aside from the fact that you have a
terrific man, you have a classic style I could never pull off, your
hair is always sheveled, and you have perfect breasts."

"Sheveled?"

"The opposite of disheveled, like my
untamable fro." She shook her head exaggeratedly to prove her
point. A lock flew into her mouth. She had to blow several times to
get it out.

"You have beautiful hair, and I'd kill to
have your body—"

"Big boobs are overrated," Olivia
injected.

"—And you could have any man you wanted.
I've seen men drop to their knees and beg for you."

Olivia shrugged as she drank a little,
relaxing into the nice, numbing buzz. "Also overrated."

"Are you going to tell me what all this is
about or do I have to flog it out of you?"

"You get kinky after a couple glasses of
wine."

"Thanks to you I've barely had an ounce. My
glass was full when you stole it."

Olivia tried to remember but there was only
gray fuzz, kind of like a TV that wasn't getting reception. "Nope,
can't recall."

"Tell me about this business with your one
true love and your father before I strangle you."

Olivia sighed. "I haven't talked about this
for eleven years. It's not easy suddenly opening up."

"Then it'll be good to get it out of your
system." Eve topped off both their glasses and settled back,
wiggling to get comfortable. "Okay, I'm ready. No—wait." She handed
Olivia a couple crackers. "Nibble on these as you talk."

Olivia wrinkled her nose at the saltines,
set them down, and drank more wine instead. "Michael was my best
friend from the time we were six, the first day of first grade. We
hung out all the time. I guess it was natural that we'd fall in
love."

"When did you know?"

"Freshmen year in high school. We went to
the Scandia course to race cars." She smiled nostalgically, caught
up in the memory. "Michael was too impatient to play miniature
golf. After some video games we went for pizza before going to a
movie."

She leaned back and closed her eyes, still
able to feel the zap when their fingers touched in the box of
popcorn. She'd looked up at Michael. In the dark, his eyes had been
luminous. He'd leaned over and kissed her. It'd been soft, a salty
fluttering against her lips, and it'd stirred her heart. She'd
pulled him close and kissed him harder.

Her fingers reached for the locket Michael
gave her on her sixteenth birthday, the first time they'd made
love. She used to grip it in her palm and think about their future
and how happy they'd be.

But she didn't have it anymore. She threw it
back at him that night he'd broken up with her.

She opened her eyes. She hadn't thought of the
locket in ages.

"Well?" Eve prompted.

She looked up to find Eve waiting
expectantly. She shrugged. "We kissed for the first time that
night. No, that's not true. It was the second time. The first time
we kissed was on the playground in first grade." His eyes had been
the same blue of the sky as he gazed at her and touched his lips to
hers.

Damn it. Why did she have to have such a
good memory?

She drank some more, wondering how much wine
she'd have to consume before she couldn't remember.

"Eat this." Eve passed her another
saltine.

Sighing, Olivia dutifully nibbled on it and
continued. "Everything was great until my father came back."

"What did he do that made you so angry?
You've never said."

"My father, the movie bigwig, offered
Michael a job." She winced at the wine. Suddenly it tasted
bitter.

"And that was bad?"

"Yes. All Michael ever wanted was to direct
movies. It was his dream. Parker knew this and exploited it.
Michael couldn't resist the offer." She laughed mirthlessly. "He
wasn't meant to. So he left."

"I don't understand," Eve said. "Why didn't
you just go with him?"

"That's just it. I would've
gone if he made any kind of overture, but he didn't want me.
According to him, I would've gotten in the way. He needed to
focus on his
career."

"The bastard," Eve said with feeling.

"I can't blame him for taking the job," she
grudgingly added. "All Michael ever wanted was to be a director,
and my father gave him the shot. But I do blame him for believing
I'd get in his way."

She only wanted him to love her enough to
make their relationship work regardless of where they ended up.

He hadn't.

She lost Michael, and then three weeks later
she lost him all over again.

Leaning forward, she
grabbed Eve's hand. "What I'm going to tell you can't
ever leave this room. You
can't tell anyone—not even Treat. Swear to me on your unborn children's
heads."

"It must be pretty serious to invoke that
kind of oath."

"Swear."

"Okay. I won't tell anyone." Eve crossed her
heart with two fingers.

"I was pregnant when Michael left."

"What?" Eve half fell off the
couch.

"I miscarried." That was Michael's fault
too. She lifted her glass and blinked. "Someone drank all my
wine."

Eve automatically refilled it. "He left you
knowing you were pregnant?"

"I never told him."

"You had to tell him."

"I didn't want him to stick with me because
he had to. I wanted him to want me for myself. But he didn't, so I
thought I could raise the baby on my own. But she died. That's why
I went to Paris. I could feel myself sinking into a deep pit of
despair." She looked up at Eve, who had tears in her eyes. "That
wasn't me. I thought if I distanced myself I could figure out who I
was. For the longest time, Michael and I were one entity. I had to
learn to be my own person."

Eve wiped her eyes. "No wonder you hate your
father. It seems wrong of him to offer Michael that job knowing it
could break you up."

"Not if you know him. He probably did it on
purpose. He's a manipulative bastard."

"But why?"

"What difference does it make? Whatever the
reason is doesn't change the outcome." The room was starting to
spin. She laid her head back and tried to focus on the wine bottle
on the coffee table. "Did we drink that whole bottle already?"

"No, you drank the whole bottle. Have
another cracker. I'm surprised you're still upright considering you
haven't eaten all day."

"I have a strong constitution." She
hiccupped.

"I can see that." Eve took a small sip. "So
what's your plan?"

Olivia wrinkled her nose. "Plan?"

"You're the one who always wants a plan of
attack."

"Oh. Oh, right." She nodded, wincing at the
way the room jerked sickeningly. "A plan. My plan is to stay as far
away from both those cretins as I possibly can. The Bay Area is big
enough, right?"

"So that just leaves your home," Eve pointed
out.

Olivia growled.

Eve held up her hands. "Don't kill the
messenger. I was just making sure you realized that."

"I can ignore my father."

"And Michael?"

Olivia folded her arms tightly across her
body. "I'll avoid him too."

"Are you sure you want to?"

"Of course I do. Why would I want that
faithless dog back?" In her mind, she saw his blue eyes aged with
wisdom, the broad expanse of his shoulders, and how good his butt
looked on his way out the door.

She downed her entire glass in one gulp and
held it out for a refill.

"So you don't still have feelings for him?"
Eve asked, handing her a cracker instead.

"Other than tense loathing? Not a thing."
She took a savage bite out of it.

"Isn't that telling?"

"What do you mean?"

"What do you feel for David?"

"David?" She frowned. "David Mariner? What
does he have to do with anything?"

"Just answer the question. If you ran into
David on the street, how would you react?"

"I haven't thought of David in ages. He was
several dates ago." She pursed her lips. "I suppose if I ran into
him I'd make some small talk and then get back to whatever I was
doing."

"Exactly. So what does it tell you that
you're so worked up over seeing Michael again?"

"That I need more to drink." She reached for
the bottle and almost toppled off the couch. "Whoa."

"Here." Eve steadied her. "Sit back and I'll
do that."

"You're a pal." She muffled another hiccup
behind her hand and leaned back until she was reclining against the
armrest of the couch.

"I wonder if you'll feel that way in the
morning."

"Don't worry. I've never had a hangover,"
Olivia said proudly.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


Olivia heard the door open and click shut
but she couldn't lift her head to greet her customer, and getting
up from the stool was completely out of the question. It was all
she could do not to groan.

"I wondered what kind of condition you'd be
in," she heard Eve's voice say, followed by the sound of something
set in front of her.

She cracked her eyes open. This time she did
groan. In relief.

"Here. Let me." Eve opened the bottle of aspirin and
offered her three tablets. "You're going to have to stop holding
your head for a moment to get these down."

"My hands are keeping my brain from spilling
onto the counter."

"I thought you never got hung-over."

"You were right. There's a first time for
everything." She took the pills and sighed when she noticed the
steaming latte Eve held in her other hand. "Have I told you how
much I love you?"

"I figured you needed it. You didn't stop by
Grounds for Thought this morning."

"I woke up too late." Olivia took a sip of
her drink and waited. When her stomach didn't roil in protest, she
drank some more. "Thanks for letting me crash at your place."

Laughing, Eve said, "I didn't have much
choice. You kind of passed out on the couch."

Olivia frowned. "I did?"

"Yes."

"How did I get to the guest bedroom?"

"Treat carried you."

"And I wasn't lucid. I can't believe I
missed that."

"How are you really? Do you feel as green as
you look?"

"I feel chartreuse. Is that how I look?"

"Just about."

"Great." It probably didn't help that she
was in yesterday's clothes. Although, she took a shower at Eve's so
she didn't feel completely grungy.

Eve leaned on the counter and peered closely
at her. "So, other than the hangover, how are you?"

She decided to play dumb. "What do you
mean?"

"I mean about everything that happened
yesterday."

"I hadn't really thought about it." She'd
been too busy trying not to puke all over herself. Testing her
tension, she rotated her shoulders a few times. They felt
remarkably light. "Actually, I'm pretty good. Talking must've
helped."

"Good."

"I can ignore Parker."

"Right."

A deaf person would have heard the
skepticism in Eve's voice. "I can. Once they start filming, he'll
be too busy to plague me. Worse comes to worse, my room has a
lock."

Eve shook her head. "So you're going to let
him make you a prisoner in your own home?"

"You're right. I'll lock him in instead."
Olivia frowned. "I just wish I knew what he was after."

"Maybe he had a change of heart and wants to
show you he loves you."

The earnestness of Eve's eyes showed she
actually believed that. Of course, she didn't have as much
experience with Parker as Olivia had. "And the glass is half
full."

Eve grinned. "Is that your plan for Michael
too?"

"Michael's easier. He's not staying at
Gran's." She wrinkled her nose. "At least not that I know of.
There's no reason I have to run into him. Ever."

Eve just stared at her.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Why don't I believe that?"

Shrugging, Eve said a little too casually,
"Couldn't say really."

Olivia was about to pry it out of Eve when
the front door opened and Rick strode in.

"Ladies." He put an arm around Eve's
shoulders and kissed her cheek. He turned to Olivia and stopped
short. "You look terrible."

"No wonder you don't have a
girlfriend. Don't you know that you don't ever tell a woman she looks
terrible?"

"Even if it's true?"

"Especially then."

Rick cocked an eyebrow at Eve, who said,
"She had a rough night and an even rougher morning."

"I see." He surveyed Olivia thoroughly, his
PI eyes probably taking in signs of strain she didn't know were
there. "Is this about that guy yesterday?"

"No," she said firmly

He looked at Eve again. Eve nodded.

"I see. But something else
must have happened," he said. She wasn't that upset yesterday."

"Her father came back too."

"I see."

Olivia wanted to growl. "Will you stop
saying that?"

"Well, as fun as this has been, I've got to
get back to the cafe." Eve hugged Rick and gave Olivia a long look.
"Call me."

"Thanks for the coffee. You saved my
life."

"That's what friends are for." With a
parting smile, she left.

Olivia turned to Rick with
an arched brow. "Don't you
have someplace you have to be?"

He grinned unrepentantly. "Not really."

She would have rolled her eyes but that'd
hurt her head, so she grunted and concentrated on her latte. Maybe
if she ignored him long enough he'd leave.

No such luck.

"I didn't know you had a father," he said
casually.

"Everyone has a father."

"But not everyone studiously avoids talking
about him."

She shrugged. "Maybe I have nothing to say
on the subject."

"That'd be a first." Rick stroked his chin,
staring at her in careful consideration. "I'm going to end up
getting it out of you."

"Can't we just drop this?" she asked
plaintively.

"Okay," he agreed.

She narrowed her eyes at him. That was too
easy.

"Have dinner with me. I was going to suggest
tonight, but I think you need to go straight home after work and
get some rest. How about tomorrow?"

"Are you thinking that plying me with food
will loosen me up enough to talk? Because it won't."

The front door opened. A woman hesitated in
the doorway before coming in.

Olivia put on a proprietor's smile. "Can I
help you with anything?"

"No, I just wanted to look around." The
older blonde wore a fitted suit and had her hair in a tight twist.
She clutched a purse in one hand and a leather portfolio in the
other.

The woman didn't look like the kind of
person to indulge in sensual underthings but Olivia knew you
couldn't judge a book by its cover. "Let me know if I can
help."

"Have dinner with me tomorrow," Rick said
again when she returned her attention to him.

"You're not going to take no for an answer,
are you?"

A grin was his reply.

"Fine. Dinner tomorrow." She frowned.
"You're not cooking, are you?"

He raised a hand to his chest in mock
outrage. "I can't believe you're insulting my culinary
talents."

She snorted. Rick had to be one of the worst
cooks ever. She was nothing to write home about, but Rick could
wipe out a whole village with his cooking.

"To think I was actually going to rent a
chick flick for after dinner. Something in black and white."

"A chick flick?" She raised her brows in
exaggerated surprise. "Are you trying to get some?"

He shrugged. "Is it working?"

The front door opened again, interrupting
her comeback. Gwendolyn breezed in, a colorful flurry that was
painful to look at in her current, hung-over condition.

"Hey Olivia! I had the greatest idea."

Olivia winced. The last time Gwen had the
"greatest idea" she'd wanted to put a 30-foot, inflatable gourd on
top of her building. It'd taken Olivia and Eve several days to
convince her that wasn't the look she wanted to associate with her
store—not in Laurel Heights, where the patronesses were all about
elegance and rich luxury, not kitsch.

Before Olivia could say anything, Gwen
gasped and froze in her steps, glaring at Rick.

Olivia glanced at Rick, who'd also gone
completely rigid, his arms folded across his chest, glaring right
back at Gwen.

Interesting.

Rick leaned over the counter and kissed
Olivia lightly on the mouth. "Tomorrow night, babe."

With another frown at Gwen, he left.

"I don't know how you stand him." Gwen shook
her head, and her mop of curly brown hair bounced frenetically. It
had orange highlights this week.

One day she'd have to do something about
Gwen and Rick—when she felt normal again. "What's this great
idea?"

"I have an idea for a new series. It's going
to be so great. I thought I'd have an grand evening showing to
launch it. Like New York galleries with champagne and all."

Olivia pursed her lips. Actually, there
didn't seem to be anything wrong with that idea. "What's the new
series? The tribal theme you did last was beautiful."

"I thought I'd do a deadhead theme.
Gourds—deadheads. Get it? Kind of a tribute to Jerry Garcia." Gwen
tapped a finger to her lips in thought. "I wonder how hard it is to
tie-dye a gourd?"

"I have no idea."

"Anyway, maybe you and Eve could help me
brainstorm. I thought we could have a girls' night. I'll supply the
cheese and wine."

Olivia grimaced. "I'll pass on the wine, but
I'm up for a girls' night."

"Groovy." Gwen rubbed her hands together.
"I'll go ask Eve. I wanted to see if she could make gourd-shaped
petit fours for my gala opening too." She turned with a vague wave
and walked out.

Relieved at not having to deal with Gwen's
crazy inspiration, Olivia looked for the customer. She was in the
corner, fingering a scarlet demi bra that would go beautifully with
her milky pale skin.

She needed to play the helpful shopkeeper.
Easing off her stool, she tested her balance. Not bad. With a small
amount of luck, she might make it to closing time.

She glanced at the time and sighed. Luck and
that large bottle of aspirin Eve brought her.


Chapter Seven

 


 


Elaine Adams absently stroked the red lace,
her attention focused on the people across the store. It was all
she could do not to stand there and stare.

Olivia was absolutely striking.

She didn't know what she imagined the young
woman would look like. Attractive certainly, given her father's
handsome looks, but Lainie hadn't expected barely tamed
wildness.

It made her wonder if Everett had any of
that in him.

She winced.
Mr. Parker. She shouldn't
think of him as Everett. Unseemly considering she was his executive
assistant. No one ever called him that.

The tall, sexy man bent and kissed her
boss's daughter. Was he her boyfriend? They certainly looked
close.

"Tomorrow night, babe," the attractive man
promised Olivia.

Lainie watched him stride out the store. A
dinner date. At his house. With a movie. He must be a boyfriend. Or
at least a contender.

Covertly, she watched Olivia talk to her
gypsy friend. She told herself it was natural to be curious. She
hadn't known Olivia existed until last night before dinner—and
she'd been working for Everett for seven years.

Only years of training kept her from showing
her surprise when she found out the girl in the photo hidden in
Everett's desk was his daughter. Calmly, she'd filed away that
tidbit of information.

She shouldn't have been surprised. The girl
in the photo did have some resemblance to Everett. What she didn't
understand was why he kept the picture hidden. And why Olivia never
called. And where Olivia's mother was.

Lainie looked down, startled to see she was
crushing the bra in her fist. She let go and smoothed out the soft
fabric.

"You'd look fabulous in red."

Lainie looked up. Goodness, Olivia was tall.
She never considered herself short, but even in her practical heels
she stood a few inches shorter than Olivia.

Up close, she could see signs of strain that
hadn't been apparent across the room. She wondered if it was
because Olivia had no makeup on. Not that she needed it.

Lainie would have killed for lashes like
that.

Everett's daughter watched her
inquisitively, and Lainie realized she was staring. She cleared her
throat. "Do you think so?"

"With your creamy skin, definitely. That bra
will look dynamite on you."

For the first time, Lainie gave the lingerie
her full attention. It was the kind of underwear a confident woman
would wear—one who knew her seduction would be welcome. That wasn't
her. She fingered the scarlet lace longingly. "I don't know."

"If I were you, I'd pick the red, but I have
a lovely charcoal gray set over here that you may prefer." She
strode across the room. Caressing the red bra one last time, Lainie
hurried after the younger woman.

"Here it is." Olivia triumphantly held up
the bra.

It was beautiful. Charcoal silk accented
with a touch of ash gray lace. Lainie reached out to touch it. So
soft.

"Try it on."

She hesitated.

"There's no obligation to buy. Pretend
you're at a friend's house, trying on her clothes." She guided
Lainie to a dressing room, draped the bra on a chair, and left.

Lainie gazed at the bra uncertainly. It was
so unlike the functional underwear she wore. She wasn't the type of
woman who wore fancy things.

But it couldn't hurt to try it on.

Slowly, she shrugged out of her suit coat
and the white man-style dress shirt. She made a face at her plain
white bra and dropped it on the chair before reverently picking up
the gray one.

"Oh my," she whispered after she put it
on.

"How are you doing in there? Did I give you
the right size?"

"Yes. It's perfect."

"May I see?" Before she could say anything,
Olivia came in.

" You need to have it," Olivia decreed. "It
makes your gray eyes look stormy and mysterious. I'll let you get
dressed."

Overwhelmed, Lainie reluctantly stripped out
of the bra and put her own staid clothes back on.

Olivia was waiting for her outside. "You
need to have it. I'll give you thirty percent off the price."

There was something in her tone that made
Lainie aware the shopkeeper was interested in more than just a
sale. She looked into her dark gaze. The eye color was different,
but Lainie bet Olivia could see into a person as clearly as Everett
could.

"I'll take it," she said finally. "But I'll
pay full price." It wasn't like she couldn't afford it. Being the
executive assistant for the most powerful producer in Hollywood was
demanding, but she was well compensated.

As Olivia rang her up, Lainie said, "You
have a lovely store."

Olivia smiled. "Thank you."

Handing over her credit card, she cleared
her throat. "Um, your mother must be so proud of you."

She regretted the question as she watched
Olivia's smile fade.

"My mother died when I was five, but I'm
sure she would have been proud," Everett's daughter said,
subdued.

"I'm sorry to hear about your mother."

"It was a long time ago. This is the first
time you've shopped at Romantic Notions. How did you hear about
us?"

"I overheard my boss mention your
store."

"Does your boss shop here?"

"Well... No." She winced. "To be honest, I
work for Parker Pictures. I'm Everett Parker's assistant."

Olivia's lips thinned and her warm eyes went
stone cold. "Did he send you here to check out the store?"

"No. No, of course not." She'd
suspected things weren't right between Everett and his daughter,
but not this bad. "It was all me. I was curious. I'll be staying at
your house for the next few weeks and I didn't know what you'd
think, and—"

Olivia interrupted her. "It's okay."

"Is it?"

"Yes." Holding out her hand, she said, "I'm
Olivia."

She shook Olivia's hand. "Lainie Adams." She
blinked in surprise. She'd never introduced herself as Lainie
before. She only called herself that in private.

Olivia handed her a fancy little bag. "I
hope you enjoy this."

"Thank you." Lainie smiled and turned to
leave.

Olivia stopped her. "Wait a minute."

Puzzled, Lainie watched Olivia stride to a
table. It looked like she was searching for something. With a faint
"Ah ha" the young woman came back, a gray scrap of cloth in her
hand.

"For you." Olivia held up matching panties
and stuffed them in the goodie bag.

"Oh, but I couldn't—"

"Please. I want to."

Lainie stared at the bag in her hand. When
was the last time she'd been given a gift just because? Never.

Confused, she muttered "thank you," and
left.

Still dwelling on Everett's daughter, she
didn't realize the time until she got back to her car. She was late
for a meeting with Everett and Michael.

Pushing aside thoughts of Olivia, she
focused on navigating the unfamiliar streets. Meetings between
Parker and Michael never went smoothly. They were both too used to
getting their own way.

There was no sign of Michael's car when she
arrived at Pembroke Farms. Sighing in relief, she hurried into the
house. She'd have a chance to compose herself before the
meeting.

She opened the front door. It was apparently
never locked, which was strange to her, having lived in Los Angeles
all her life.

"You're late."

The bland pronouncement stopped her in her
tracks. She turned around and saw Everett leaning in the doorway to
the living room.

He wasn't very tall, maybe six feet, but he
had a powerful body, lean and muscular, and the custom-made suits
he wore were tailored to fit perfectly.

She wanted to curse the blush she felt
climbing up her chest to her face. She licked her lips. "I had to
go into San Francisco."

His gaze rested on the tiny burgundy bag
dangling from her fingers. "You went to Romantic Notions?"

"Yes." She swallowed, wondering how he was
going to react.

He stared at the bag like he was trying to
see through it to the contents inside. She wouldn't have been
surprised if he had X-ray vision.

Lainie straightened her spine and slipped
into the cool, efficient persona she adopted for work. "The store
is absolutely lovely. Your daughter is the owner, isn't she? She's
wonderful and, from all appearances, quite successful. You must be
proud of her. Now, if you'll excuse me." Without giving him a
chance to say a word, she turned on her heels and headed up the
staircase to her room.

Once she was safely inside, she set the bag
on her dresser and took a deep breath, fanning herself. It was
becoming more and more difficult maintaining her cool façade in
front of him.

It was quite embarrassing actually. She was
a forty-seven year old woman, not a naïve girl with a crush.

Calling this a crush was like calling a
tsunami a ripple. She'd never felt this way for anyone before. She
wasn't sure how it'd happened. If she had to pinpoint a defining
moment, it might have been between the second and third year she
worked for him, the day she found the pictures hidden in his
desk.

She hadn't been sure who they were, but the
fact that they were there, in an office otherwise devoid of
personal effects, showed how much they meant to him. It also showed
the loneliness he hid beneath his powerful exterior.

The same loneliness she hid inside.

Lainie smoothed her hair back into the
twist. Whatever inspired it, she was deeply and irrevocably in love
with Everett Parker.

She just had to figure out what to do about
it.

Wiping her face free of expression, she
grabbed her laptop and went downstairs. Everett waited for her in
the living room, sitting in an old, plush chair.

Lainie straightened her skirt as she sat
down across from him. She readied herself for the meeting,
conscious of his gaze.

She was braced when he said, "To tell you
the truth, Elaine, I'm surprised you went to Olivia's
boutique."

"I'm not sure why you should be," she said
in her most offhand voice.

"What did you think of her?"

"Olivia's quite a business woman. She takes
one look at you and knows what to show you. Like she can see your
weakness."

"And she pinpointed your weakness?"

"Perfectly," she said crisply, not allowing
herself to analyze the overtones in the question. "She's astute and
charming. Quite like you, actually."

"Hmm."

Trying to ignore his unnerving scrutiny,
Lainie booted her laptop. "Her boyfriend seems quite enamored of
her as well."

"Her boyfriend?"

Lainie glanced up at the subtle edge in his
voice. "Yes. They look good together, both being so tall and
dark."

"I see."

Before she could say anything else, the
front door creaked open and Michael rushed in.

Lainie liked Michael Wallace. He wasn't a
prima donna like a lot of the directors she had to deal with.
People often misinterpreted his attitude as being unreasonable, but
he knew his work and worked unfailingly to achieve the high ideals
he set for himself.

"Parker," Michael said curtly, nodding in
greeting to her. He dropped down on the couch next to her and
leaned forward. "We have a problem."

Lainie looked at her screen
and opened her notes on the project. Love
Unbound. The story of a burnt out actress
coming home. Finds herself and love in the boy she left behind. The
part of Angel to be played by Sophie Martineau.

Lainie grimaced internally. Sophie wasn't
the most cooperative actress in Hollywood. It wouldn't surprise her
if the problem was Sophie.

"Tell me," Everett said.

"We need to find a new location to shoot the
movie. The crew arrives at the end of the week, and the production
schedule doesn't give us much leeway to dick around."

"We're shooting here on Pembroke Farm."
Parker's tone brooked no argument.

Michael stiffened. Lainie sympathized. It
couldn't be easy to have someone dictate your job to you.

"It's not going to work here," Michael
insisted.

"You'll have to make it work. Remember our
deal," Everett said softly.

Lainie frowned. What deal? She didn't know
about any deal.

"Fuck." Michael jumped up and began to
pace.

Lainie looked back and forth between the two
men, wondering what was going on. She was missing something
here.

The young director stopped abruptly and
faced their boss. "You can't do this to her. It's one thing
shooting a film in her hometown, but in her home too? What kind of
coldhearted bastard are you?"

"What makes you think she'd care?" Everett
asked.

"Of course she cares. If you think
otherwise, you don't know your daughter at all. Or maybe you just
don't care about her." Michael stormed out the front door, letting
it slam viciously.

Now she knew who they were talking about,
but how did Michael know Olivia? And what was Everett up to?

"Michael seemed a bit upset," she said
lightly, ignoring the sharp frown Everett turned on her.

"He'll get over it."

"I'm not sure I understand
why he's against shooting Love
Unbound here." She hoped she didn't sound
like she was fishing but, knowing Everett, he'd see through her
like she was clear glass.

"He and Olivia were involved at one
time."

"Oh." She couldn't help the way her mouth
fell open before she could control her reaction. That added a whole
new dimension to the situation. The only thing it left unsolved was
what Everett was up to, and she had no doubt that he was definitely
up to something.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


Laurel Heights was one of the nicer
neighborhoods in San Francisco. Stuffy even, with the expensive
looking women and their little pedigreed dogs. Like a less
pretentious LA.

Michael parked the rental and got out of the
car, looking around. He couldn't believe Olivia had ended up
opening a store her. Hard to reconcile the woman she was with the
girl she'd been eleven years ago.

But he was different too. Selling your soul
did that to you.

What was he supposed to have done? If not
for Parker, he'd still be trying to break into the business.

It'd been a dream-come-true. He couldn't
remember a time he hadn't wanted to make movies—from that Christmas
day when he was six and got his first hand-me-down Super 8 camera.
The rest was history.

He wished this movie was history.

Everything about
Love Unbound was
wrong—from the storyline to the cast to the location. He combed his
hand through his hair. As if it wasn't enough that he had to deal
with being back in Northern California and seeing Olivia, having to direct
Sophie Martineau was a one-way ticket to an insane asylum. Early in
both their careers they'd worked together, and it wasn't an
experience he'd cared to repeat. Ever.

Parker knew that, but the man wasn't even
bothering to be subtle. The whole movie was a set-up. A story about
a burnt-out actress coming home to hook up with her high school
love? Come on. Sophie Martineau playing the lead? Any pretense of
staying on schedule and under budget might as well be dispensed
with right from the start. And shooting on Granny Mae's farm?

But a set-up for what? To fail?

Failing meant he couldn't get out of his
indenture to Parker Pictures.

Michael shook his head, looking at Romantic
Notions's storefront down the block. That didn't ring true. Parker
was after something else.

Time enough to figure that out later. Now he
had to concentrate on the matter at hand—Olivia. He stuck his hands
in his pocket, touched the locket, and headed to Romantic
Notions.

He pushed open the door to Olivia's store
and stepped in. He looked to the counter, expecting to see Olivia,
but there was no sign of anyone.

The first time he came in, he'd been so
focused on Olivia he hadn't given the surroundings a second glance.
This time, he took his time to take in the ambiance and feel of her
store.

A couple plush velvet chairs were separated
by a coffee table laden with all sorts of magazines—fashion to
automotive. Display racks and tables showcased all sorts of
underwear, from the practical to the seductive in an array of
color. The smell of some flower tickled his nose, but it was light,
almost an afterthought.

Comfortable.

He'd bought his fair share of underwear for
girlfriends in the past and he'd never felt at ease in a lingerie
store. This was a store he could enjoy shopping at. He walked over
to a display and picked up a bottle. "Chocolate Topping for
Lovers," he read.

Was Olivia into this stuff? He pictured her,
naked, her wild hair tangled, her eyes wicked with intent. She was
crawling toward him, the jar of chocolate open. She stopped,
kneeling between his legs, and dipped a finger into the jar.
Slowly, never taking her eyes off his, she smeared the chocolate
across his abdomen. Leaning down, she licked a path from his belly
button, all the way to—

"What are you doing here?"

The arch question startled him out of his
fantasy. Michael looked up to see Olivia emerge from a burgundy
velvet curtain.

She wore a white T-shirt that was thin
enough to see the outline of her nipples.

He'd fantasized about the wrong thing. He
should have been imagining licking the chocolate off of her
magnificent breasts.

"What are you doing here?" she asked
again.

Dreaming about tonguing you
'til you scream. He cleared his throat. "I
need to talk to you."

"We have nothing to talk about," she stated
flatly. She walked onto the floor, her hands full of new
merchandise.

"Need help?"

"What I need is for you to get out of my
store." She dropped the underwear on a table, moved aside old
merchandise, and arranged the new in its place.

The panties she arranged on the table caught
his attention. He glanced at her belly. In high school, she'd worn
plain white bikinis. What did she wear now?

He couldn't help himself. Like he was in a
trance, he weaved through the store, not stopping until he was
standing inches away from her. He reached around her, his arm
brushing hers.

She jumped. "What are you doing?"

Snaring a g-string from behind her, he
dangled it from the tip of his index finger. "Do you wear stuff
like this?"

She grabbed the scrap of lace from him.
"Don't touch my underwear."

His gaze dropped to her lips. An irrational
need to see how badly he could smear her dark lipstick spurred him
on. "You didn't used to mind."

"My standards were lower then."

"Ouch."

She placed her hand on his chest and moved
him back. "Get out of my store, and stay out of my life."

"What makes you think I want back into your
life?"

Her eyes narrowed, but the fury lighting
them was impossible to miss. "Then you must be here to make a
purchase. For a girlfriend? Unless you've taken up cross-dressing.
In which case I have a lovely satin teddy that'd do wonders for
your figure."

The fury in her eyes defeated him. Sticking
his hands in his pockets, he said softly, "Olivia, I didn't come
here to pick a fight with you. I just wanted to tell you that I'm
sorry. None of this was my idea. I'd change locations if I
could."

"But you can't, because you're my father's
lackey."

He didn't know what he wanted to do
more—shake her or kiss her pouty lips. "Fact of the matter is I'm
as pissed as you are about this, babe. Do you really think I want
to be around you any more than you want to be around me?"

He saw the barb strike and root deep, just
as he intended. Surprisingly, instead of the satisfaction he
expected to feel, he felt remorse.

"Point taken." The redness climbing up her
cheeks belied her cool tone. "Don't let me keep you then."

Mesmerized by the sway of her ass, Michael
watched her disappear into the back.

"Damn." He raked his hair back. That didn't
go how he envisioned it. But then, with Olivia, nothing ever seemed
to go right.


Chapter Nine

 


 


Ignoring the late morning bustle of the
coffee shop, Parker studied the man in front of him. There wasn't
anything he could find fault with.

He didn't like that.

Rick Clancy leaned back in his chair, sipped
his coffee, and returned Parker's measured stare. "Why don't you
tell me how I can help?"

"I have a matter that needs to be looked
into. Discreetly."

Clancy nodded. "Discretion's part of the
business."

"I have reason to believe company
information is being leaked to the press. News and tabloids."
Parker paused to take in Clancy's reaction. The man's expression
didn't betray a single thought. "I'm sure you understand that in a
business like mine, this can be disastrous. The gossip behind a
film can drastically affect the outcome of its release."

"Understandable," Clancy agreed. "What do you want
me to do?"

"I want you to investigate. The compensation
will be more than adequate." He named a figure and was gratified
when Clancy's face registered real surprise.

"I guess that's adequate," Clancy
deadpanned.

"Will you take the case?"

Clancy studied him.

Parker calmly gazed back, drinking his
coffee. He hadn't expected Clancy to be so restrained. Most people
did anything for the right price, but he had a feeling money wasn't
what motivated this man. He should have done his homework better,
but he'd been thrown a curve ball and had needed to act
quickly.

Finally, Clancy agreed. "I'll take it."

Parker didn't let his relief show. "Good.
You can start immediately?"

"I think I can rearrange my caseload to
accommodate you. Do you have a suspect?"

"Elaine Adams."

"And she is...?"

"My executive assistant." He felt an
unaccustomed twinge of guilt. Elaine was nothing if not faithful.
It felt like a betrayal to even pretend that she could be
otherwise.

There was no reason for her to find out.
He'd send Clancy on this fool's mission. Clancy would spin his
wheels for a few weeks, guaranteeing he'd be too busy to see
Olivia, and find nothing to support Parker's allegations.

And Elaine would remain ignorant of the
inquest.

"What gives you reason to suspect Ms.
Adams?" Clancy asked.

He would have expected anyone else to take
notes. Clancy didn't, making him either very sharp or a fool.
Parker doubted it was the latter. "I didn't until recently. Elaine
was the only one, other than myself, who had access to the
information."

"Why me?"

Parker didn't pretend to misunderstand.
"I've heard you're the best."

"My reputation precedes me."

"There's also the consideration that we're
going to be in the Bay Area for the next few weeks. Since you're
local, I thought you'd be the best choice."

"So this has nothing to do with Olivia?"

Parker's cup paused for a moment on the way
to his mouth. He didn't delude himself that Clancy missed the
gaffe. "Why would this have anything to do with Olivia?"

Clancy shrugged. "I don't know, but I have a
feeling it does."

"Has Olivia mentioned me?"

"No. I did a little homework after you
called me. Olivia clams up anytime you're mentioned."

"This has nothing to do with Olivia," he
lied. It had everything to do with Olivia. All of it was about
Olivia.

He hadn't expected her to have a boyfriend
when he set this plan in motion. It threw a serious wrench into the
works. He had to make sure Clancy was out of the way so Olivia
could reconcile with Michael.

His daughter was the only reason he could
justify siccing Clancy on Elaine. He found it distasteful to even
question her loyalty.

Although his
assistant was hiding something from him.

He'd realized it when she came back from her
errands clutching a Romantic Notions bag. She had a secret. He
wasn't sure if he was more shocked that she kept a secret from him
or that she'd bought something from Olivia's boutique.

Of course, Elaine wasn't entitled to confide
in him, and she could buy anything she wanted. But, according to
Mae, Olivia sold sexy, high-end lingerie. Was that what Elaine wore
underneath those staid suits?

He couldn't count the number of times over
the past few days he'd wondered what was in that little bag. Every
time Elaine walked into the room, he could hardly keep himself from
staring at her body, looking for a clue, a hint at what was
underneath.

It was insane. He couldn't believe he was
mentally undressing her. She was his assistant, for Christ's
sake.

Clancy downed the last of his coffee. "I'll
get right on this. I expect you'll want periodic reports."

"Yes. Though I'd like to stress the need for
confidentiality."

"Of course." Clancy unfolded his long legs,
stood up, and held out his hand. "I'll be in touch, Mr.
Parker."

"Thank you." Parker stood
and shook Clancy's hand. The grip was confident and firm.
Damn. He'd been prepared
to dislike Clancy, but everything about the man made it impossible
to feel anything other than admiration.

He watched Clancy return his mug to the bar
and exchange a few words with the pretty blonde manning the
register. Parker wondered what was said when she glanced over at
him curiously. Clancy pecked her on the cheek and left.

Parker drank his coffee, waiting to feel
satisfaction at a plan in motion. He only felt a vague sense of
unease.

But Elaine wouldn't find out, and the end
justified the means.


Chapter Ten

 


 


"Gwen, I really think you should
reconsider," Eve said, reclining on the couch and stretching her
legs out in front of her.

Olivia grinned as she rearranged the pillows
behind her on the floor. "What Eve means, Gwen, is that a tribute
to the Grateful Dead isn't the direction you want to take your
art."

Gwen frowned and rolled onto her side to
face Olivia. "Are you sure? I think it'll sell really well."

"The tribal theme you did
for your opening was spectacular. But I don't think tie-dye gourds
are in the same niveau."

Gwen nodded slowly, absorbing the
advice.

"Niveau?" asked Lainie with a puzzled
frown.

"Level," Gwen absently explained.

Olivia cocked a brow. She hadn't realized
Gwen knew any French.

"Oh." Lainie pointed to the lamps that lit
the room. "Did you design those as well?"

"Yes."

Lainie leaned over to look at one more
closely. "They're lovely."

It'd been over a week since Lainie walked
into Romantic Notions. Earlier this evening she'd run into the
woman on her way out of the house and, on impulse, she asked Lainie
to join them.

Olivia hadn't been sure how Lainie would fit
in, being so reserved. After a glass of wine, she'd kicked off her
shoes, curled her legs under her, and burrowed into the other end
of the couch. She contributed to conversation shyly, but it was
charming rather than off-putting. Eve and Gwen certainly took to
her. There was something endearing about her, something that made
you want to take her under your wing and protect her.

At the same time, she knew without a doubt
that Lainie was hiding something. And she couldn't figure out what
that might be.

Gwen turned to Olivia. "So you think I
should do something more classic?"

"More classy. Your shop is in Laurel
Heights. You want to differentiate yourself from the craftsy types.
I think your art could become fashionable. You could charge a
buttload once your name gets out."

"I don't want my name to get out. Not in a
big way."

"But you
do want to be known for
beautiful art."

"Yes."

Olivia nodded. "The grand opening idea was
great though. Don't rule that out."

"I'd be happy to help you cater it," Eve
offered.

"We should talk about something else," Gwen
said. "Lainie must be bored."

Lainie shook her head. "Oh no. Don't stop
plotting on my account."

"Olivia hasn't even started," Eve said. "She
can plot better than John Grisham."

Gwen poured some more wine for herself and
offered some to Lainie. "I didn't say Olivia couldn't still plot,
but we should talk about something other than work. Get on with
girls' night."

"What do you usually do on girls' night?"
Lainie asked, holding her glass out.

Gwen shrugged. "The usual kind of girl
things, I suppose."

Eve held her glass out for a refill too.
"Like eating, drinking, and talking about men."

"It's been a long time since I've had a
girls' night," Lainie admitted. "Working at Parker Pictures doesn't
give me much free time."

Olivia grunted. Of course it didn't. Her
father was demanding. She could just imagine Lainie's schedule. She
hoped the woman received war pay.

Eve patted Lainie's knee. "We're glad you
could come tonight."

"Enough of this." Gwen punched the pillow in
her lap. "Let's talk about men."

Lainie's brow wrinkled. "What about
men?"

Olivia laughed. "Well, usually Eve tells us
how scrumptious her husband is and we all drool with envy."

Gwen perked up, her curls bouncing around
her face. "Speaking of scrumptious, I saw this guy hanging around
Olivia's shop."

"What guy?" Eve asked.

"He looks like a surfer god. He's tall and
tan and gorgeous." Gwen rolled her eyes back in rhapsody. "He has
wavy hair that's the color of syrup drizzled on French toast—"

"That sounds like Michael Wallace," said
Lainie. "He's the director of the movie."

"He's a stud." Gwen sighed.

"He's a jerk." Olivia pointed at Gwen. "Stay
away from him for your own good."

Eve cocked an eyebrow at her. She shrugged
in reply. She was concerned about Gwen's welfare. She didn't want
her friend to be taken in by Michael's sweet-talking. It had
nothing to do with the thought of Gwen and Michael together. Not at
all.

Lainie looked at her with wide eyes. "How
long have you known Michael?"

"Too long."

"How about you, Lainie?" Eve asked quickly.
"Do you have anyone special waiting for you at home?"

Lainie blushed. "No. There's no one."

Happy Eve maneuvered the
conversation away from Michael, Olivia leaned closer, studying her.
"You look guilty. There is
someone, isn't there?"

Gwen smiled. "You might as well confess.
She'll pry it out of you eventually."

"Olivia is nothing if not relentless," Eve
added.

Lainie's gaze darted to each of them and
back. "Okay, there is a man I'm interested in."

Gwen scooted closer. "Details! We want
details."

"There really isn't much to say. He doesn't
know I'm alive."

"He must be an idiot then," Olivia said.

Lainie's head snapped up and her eyes
flashed. "He is not. He's quite intelligent. And very kind, despite
what people think of him."

She rolled her eyes. "Then what's holding
him up?"

"I'm not his type."

"You're every man's type, Lainie," Eve said.
"Don't believe anyone if they say otherwise."

Lainie shook her head. "I'm drab."

"You don't have to be," Olivia said. "I
think you wield your wool suits like camouflage. Underneath all
that gray, there's a red lace kind of person."

"You have a fairy princess kind of beauty,"
Gwen said. "I'd kill for ivory skin like yours. And to have shiny,
frizzless hair." She held up one of her curls.

Eve nodded. "It wouldn't take much to bring
it all to the surface."

Lainie looked like she was afraid to hope.
"You think so?"

Olivia patted her arm. "Give us an afternoon
and your man will be panting after you."

"Olivia hasn't told us about her guy,"
Lainie said suddenly.

That was news to her. She didn't realize she
had one. "What guy?"

"The one you had dinner with last week."

"Are you holding back on us?" Eve
teased.

"The only guy I had dinner with was Rick."
She laughed as she realized that was whom Lainie meant. "I'm not
dating him. He's just a friend."

The way Lainie's face fell was comical. She
almost felt sorry for shattering her illusion.

Eve grinned. "Rick's hot. Not as hot as
Treat though," she amended loyally.

Gwen pretended to gag.

"Tell us how you really feel," Olivia said,
reaching for a piece of cheese.

"What's the man you're interested in like?"
Eve asked Lainie.

"He's handsome, not in a weak way like a lot
of Hollywood stars but masterful. He has thick dark hair that's
silver at the temples. His eyes are pale but hot at the same time.
And when he looks at you, it makes you shiver."

Olivia heard Eve and Gwen sigh along with
Lainie, but she couldn't make a peep. Shock froze her in place.
Lainie was talking about her father.

That was Lainie's secret.

Olivia blinked a couple times and drank some
of her water to steady herself. She didn't know how to feel about
this sudden revelation.

Feeling eyes on her, she looked up. Lainie
stared at her with a stricken expression that said she knew Olivia
had figured out who the object of her desire was.

Gwen sighed. "That's so romantic. I'm
jealous. I've never felt that way about anyone."

Eve rolled her eyes. "You still have time.
What, you're all of thirty years old?"

"I'm thirty-four."

"You're hardly an old maid," Lainie said.
"I'm forty-seven."

Olivia did the math in her head. Twelve
years younger than Parker. Would her father care? Did she care?

The rest of the evening was clouded by her
thoughts. Good thing Eve had to work in the morning—they ended the
night early.

Lainie must have sensed her mood because she
stayed quiet on the drive home. Until they were minutes from the
farm. Then Lainie turned to her and abruptly said, "You know, don't
you?"

Olivia glanced at her. She didn't have the
energy to pretend she didn't know what Lainie was talking about. "I
think so."

"You don't like it, do you?"

"I don't know what to think." She pulled
into her usual parking spot and turned off the ignition. Opening
her door, she swung her legs out before she felt Lainie's hand
clutch her arm.

"You don't know him."

"And working with him has given you insight
into his complex psyche?" She shook off Lainie's hand.

"He keeps a picture of you hidden in his
desk."

Olivia stopped half in, half out of the car.
Sliding down into her seat again, she turned to face the woman.
"What?"

Lainie nodded. "I found it accidentally a
few years ago. I think that's when I fell in love with him. He
keeps himself private, separate from everyone. But then I saw that
picture..."

Olivia frowned. As if a picture meant
anything.

Lainie turned to her and gripped Olivia's
hand in her cold one. "When I saw it, I recognized the loneliness.
He hides it away the same way he hides your picture, but it's there
just the same."

Olivia rubbed the throbbing point at her
temples. "I don't see how this has anything to do with me."

"It has everything to do with you."

"No, it doesn't. This is about you and your
crush on Parker."

"It's not a crush. I'm in love with
him."

Olivia stared at her. The woman's cheeks
were flushed and her eyes snapped, and her hair was slipping from
the tight bun at the nape of her neck. Roused with passion, she
looked alive, like someone had breathed life into her.

This wasn't the Elaine who'd walked into
Romantic Notions and longingly fingered a red lace bra she didn't
think she should own.

Olivia wouldn't wish her cold bastard of a
father on her worse enemy much less someone she liked, but the hope
shining on Lainie's face made it impossible to say anything
negative. Besides, she knew better than anyone that what you wanted
wasn't always what was good for you. It didn't make wanting it any
less dire.

She heaved a sigh. "Okay."

Lainie frowned. "Okay?"

"I'll help you."

The joy that lit Lainie's eyes was painful
to witness. It made Olivia that much more determined to see that
Lainie achieved her goal.

The devil help Everett Parker if he broke
Lainie's heart.







"I need to learn to read lips," Rick
murmured, watching Olivia and Elaine Adams. That, or he could buy
the high tech listening devise he looked at last week.

Olivia's door opened and she started to get
out, but Ms. Adams said something that caused her to get right back
in.

With the interior light on, he could see
them clearly in the gloaming. Whatever the topic of their
conversation was, it wasn't a happy one. They weren't arguing, but
neither one looked like they wanted to be there. Especially
Olivia.

He frowned, watching her rub her forehead.
He didn't like this. Not at all. Olivia was terrific. She didn't
deserve this hassle.

When Everett Parker came to him with this
job, there wasn't a doubt in Rick's mind that it was bogus. His
instincts—which he trusted implicitly—screamed that there was more
to it than Parker was letting on.

Now he wasn't sure.

He remembered Ms. Adams from Olivia's store
the week before. He hadn't thought much of it at the time but,
looking back, she'd been entirely too interested in his
conversation with Olivia. And this evening, she accompanied Olivia
to Gwendolyn Pierce's house. Coincidence?

He shook his head. There was no such thing
as coincidence. As far as he could see, Elaine Adams had no reason
to get close to Olivia. She was here to work, after all, not to
socialize.

Unless she were after something.

As standard procedure, he checked into
Parker's background, which meant he had to do some digging into
Olivia's as well, since she was irrevocably connected to him.

Olivia wasn't going to be happy about him
nosing into her past, especially when she found out how much he was
able to uncover. He downed the rest of his cold coffee, grimaced,
and crumpled the paper cup in his fist.

It was a lot of circumstantial evidence. But
factor in one of the most powerful men in Hollywood, his estranged
daughter, her relationship with the hottest director in the
business, and the probability that she'd been pregnant with his
child...

Rick shook his head. It added up to one
thing: a juicy tabloid story and a buttload of money for the person
who gave up the scoop.

He couldn't let that happen. Olivia didn't
deserve that.

The why was bugging him though. Elaine
Adams didn't have much of a motive. From what he gathered, she kept
to herself. She didn't have any large outstanding debts. In fact,
she had quite a bit of money saved up. Why would she be selling
trade secrets and gossip to the rags?

Olivia said something that made Ms. Adams smile. He
blinked. She was actually pretty despite her lack of makeup and the
dumpy clothes she wore.

What could make Ms. Adams beam like
that?

He'd find out. That went without saying.


Chapter Eleven

 


 


With a soft groan, Olivia cracked open her
eyes and looked at the clock. Seven o'clock. She groaned again, not
wanting to get up.

Wait—it was Sunday, and the store was closed
on Sundays. She happily snuggled deeper into the covers.

She was drifting off when a nagging,
rhythmic banging pulled her back into wakefulness. It came from the
window. Burying her head under the pillow, she squeezed her eyes
shut and willed herself to sleep.

The banging persisted.

Then the noise became louder.

She shoved aside her covers and went to the
window. Pushing it open, she leaned out into the frigid morning
air. "What the hell is going on?"

Two men looked up. She'd startled them—the
one with the hammer poised in the air brought it down on his finger
instead of the wood. The other one opened and closed his mouth like
a guppy. Both stared at her like deer caught in headlights.

"Well?"

The second one finally muttered, "We're
building this set."

The movie. Of course. How silly of her not
to realize they'd be working on a Sunday—damn Michael and her
father.

Giving the men the evil eye, she slammed her
window shut and climbed back into bed. Shivering, she covered her
head with the comforter, but she could still hear the
hammering.

She growled and buried herself deeper. It
took another twenty minutes before she admitted to herself she
wasn't going to fall asleep again.

For the second time that morning, she threw
the covers off and sat up. Resigned, she rubbed the sleep from her
eyes and climbed out of bed. She trod like a zombie out of her
room, following the scent of coffee to the kitchen.

"Thank you, Gran," she said when she saw the
full carafe on the stove. Grabbing a mug, she poured herself a cup,
liberally laced it with brown sugar, and sat at the kitchen
table.

Sipping, she decided she'd take a bath and
then have a picnic by the lake. She could sit in the sun and read.
Best of all, no one would disturb her down there. With a little
luck she'd manage it all without running into anyone. Gran was most
likely already gardening. Her father was probably off being a
mogul, with Michael at his beck and call.

She didn't care, she decided as she got up.
As long as they both stayed far away from her. Especially
Michael.

In the bathroom, she plugged the tub and
filled it with hot water, pouring a generous amount of bubble bath
into the stream. Stripping, she eased into the heat and turned the
tap off when the water level was high enough.

She closed her eyes, trying to channel
peace, but thoughts of Michael intruded. Like how sexy he was now.
And intense. And how when he looked at her she felt like he was
thinking about licking every inch of her.

"Stop thinking about him," she muttered to
herself, closing her eyes.

The bathroom door opened.

She opened her eyes. Michael stood in the
doorway, like he'd walked out of her fantasy and right into the
room.

"I'm taking a bath," she said inanely. She
draped her arm across her breasts to hide herself from his avid
gaze.

His gaze dropped to the tub. "Yes, you
are."

Covering her breasts with one arm, she
pointed with the other. "Out."

He leaned in the doorway. "Mae said I could
use the bathroom."

"Pick another one."

"But I like this one. It has a lot to
recommend." He walked in and sat on the closed lid of the
toilet.

"Didn't I just tell you to get out?" she
asked incredulously. She couldn't deal with him without any clothes
on. She felt vulnerable.

Okay—and turned on. How could she not with
that smoldering way he looked at her? But it made her angry
too.

He dipped his hand into the tub, his fingers
brushing her thigh. "The water seems cool. Want me to warm it?"

She whacked his hand away. "You aren't
warming anything for me."

"Where's your rubber ducky?"

She frowned at the abrupt change in subject.
"I don't have a rubber ducky."

"How come? You wanted one from the first day
you saw Ernie on Sesame Street taking a bath with his.
Remember?"

"The only thing I remember is how you used to swear
to me that Snuffleupagus slept under your bed at night."

He grinned boyishly. "I guess that would
have been logistically difficult."

She stared at his face, memories of their
friendship warm in her mind, and her heart flopped.

No—she couldn't do that again.

But before she could order him to leave, he
scooped up some bubbles and dabbed them on her nose. "I need to get
to work. See you later."

Olivia swatted the bubbles off her face as
he walked out. She even rubbed the spot dry with her towel, but she
could feel his touch all through her bath.

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


"I must be a glutton for punishment."
Michael waited for an affirmative from the universe. The quiet
acquiescence that answered him said it all.

He stepped sideways down the hill to the
Frog Pond. He should have been overseeing the crew. Instead, he was
trekking across the countryside to see Olivia.

He wasn't even sure she was at that pond.
Granny Mae had told him Olivia went for a picnic. He assumed that
it was still her favorite spot after all these years.

Pembroke Farms had three different ponds,
like it had three gardens. Mae once told him there was magic in the
number three.

He hadn't believed in magic in a long
time.

Michael reached the top of the next rolling
hill and started down the crest. He and Olivia named the pond when
they were kids, for all the frogs they used to catch there. He
could almost hear echoes of their laughter reach him from the
past.

There she was, sitting against a tree
reading, just like she used to when she was little. Only she wasn't
a little girl any more.

And, goddamn, she'd grown up
nicely.

His tongue had just about fallen out of his
head when he opened the bathroom door and found her in the tub
wearing nothing but an iridescent layer of bubbles. Even now when
she was dressed in jeans and a tight sweater, his hands itched to
get a hold of her.

She must have sensed his presence. She
looked up, setting her book down in her lap. He could see her
eyebrows draw together. He couldn't blame her—he wasn't sure why he
was here either.

"Hey." He stopped when he reached the edge
of her blanket. He nodded toward her little basket. "Have a good
picnic?"

She looked up at him, using her hand as a
shield from the sun. "Up till now."

"Point taken. I'll just say what I came to
say and be on my way."

"By all means." Her smile was as genuine as
the Rolex he'd bought off a man on the street the last time he was
in Manhattan.

"I came to say sorry."

Her brow furrowed. "What?"

"I'm sorry for barging in on you this
morning. I didn't mean to disrupt your bath."

"You didn't?"

Her suspicious tone pissed him off. He raked
his hair back. "Of course I didn't. What do you think I am?"

"I really don't know."

She meant that—he could see it plain as
day.

Once, Olivia had known him better than
anyone. Even better than he knew himself. It made him feel sad and
not a little lost.

He took a step back. "If it's any
consolation, the sets should be done today, so there shouldn't be
too many more disruptions."

The corner of her lips lifted sarcastically.
"Except for when you're filming, right?"

He opened his mouth to answer but got
distracted by her lips. They were pink, devoid of lipstick, and so
luscious all he could think of was whether or not they still tasted
sweet, like when she was a teenager.

The next thing he knew, he was kneeling on
the ground, holding her chin, kissing her.

It was savage, bordering on violent. He
could taste his own frustration and anger, reluctance and helpless
need.

She pushed him away from her. Rubbing the
back of her hand across her lips—to erase his kiss or to rub it in
so she'd feel it forever, he wasn't sure which. "Do that again and
I'll make you beg to join the ranks of the castrati," she said.



He ran his hand through his hair. What was
she doing to him? He was losing his focus—he couldn't afford that.
Not now when everything he ever wanted was at his fingertips.

Space. He needed to get out of here.

"I'll stay out of your way," he said, taking
several steps back. "Gotta go. I'm on a tight schedule."

He strode off, though he made the mistake of
looking back. She hadn't moved at all but she was staring at him.
He figured it was just as well that he couldn't read her
expression—he didn't want to know.

He was better off not knowing.

Keeping his eye on the path back to the
farmhouse, he willfully steered his thoughts to the movie. The
movie was what mattered. It was the key to his future. Not
Olivia.

Not anymore.



 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Lainie gripped her blouse closed. "I don't
know if this is a good idea."

"It's a great idea." Olivia nodded. "Even if
I do say so myself."

"But—"

"There is no but." Olivia pushed her hands
aside. "You want to attract Everett Parker, and this is the only
way to make it happen. I explained it to you before. You need to
pique his curiosity. If he thinks he can't figure you out, it'll
drive him crazy."

"Or cost me my job," Lainie mumbled, but she
let Olivia unbutton the rest of her blouse.

"Now put this on." Olivia shoved a bra into
her hand and walked out of the dressing room.

Lainie looked at it and
sighed. It was very
pretty. And white—she could handle white, even if the lace was
barely there.

She wondered why Olivia didn't make her put
on that red bra from the first time she walked into Romantic
Notions. Olivia probably knew red would have been too
intimidating.

She took off the practical cotton she always
wore, folded it, and placed it on top of her blouse on the chair.
With a shake of her head, she hooked the bra up behind her and
snaked her arms through the straps.

"Are you decent?"

Before she could answer, Olivia burst into
the room. She froze in the doorway, her eyes wide. "You're
gorgeous. I can't believe you hide yourself under those boring
clothes."

"They're serviceable, not boring."

"You could have any man you want. Why you
want Parker, God knows." Olivia shook her head, her long hair
swishing around her shoulders.

Lainie scowled. "Don't talk about your
father that way."

Olivia grinned. "You sound like a stepmother
already. I draw the line at sweeping out the chimney though."

She felt a violent blush creep up her chest
to her ears. "Olivia, I—"

"I'm just teasing, Lainie." Olivia took her
hand and turned her around to face the mirror. "Now, let's give
your confidence a boost."

Lainie said the first thing that came to her
mind. "What have you done to me?"

The smile dissolved from Olivia's lips. "You
don't like it?"

She stepped closer to the
mirror. It was too much to hope for that she looked like that. The woman in the
mirror looked luscious.

"Listen, this was just an idea. If you don't
like it—"

"Not like it?" Lainie touched the pink bow
between the lacy cups. "What are you taking about?"

"You do like it." Olivia frowned. So much
it frightens you. That's the problem, isn't it? That you're
scared?"

"I love my job. This is a gamble. A big one.
If I make a move and fail, I'll lose the one thing the gives my
life meaning. But if I don't try, I'll be alone forever. Of course
I'm scared."

Olivia took her hand and held it tightly.
"If he can't see how wonderful you are, he doesn't deserve you, you
know."

Lainie looked up at Olivia. "You think
so?"

"I may not have known you long, but I'm
never wrong about these things." She patted Lainie's shoulder.
"Now, stop worrying. We have a seduction to plot."

Lainie smiled. "I don't know what I did to
earn your friendship but, no matter what happens, you can count on
me forever."

She looked away, her eyes suspiciously
bright. Then she cleared her throat and held the blouse out. "So we
want to be subtle, remember? A sudden metamorphosis will be too
blatant to attract a man like Everett Parker. So we need to take
small steps—a change here, a change there." Olivia gave her a
Machiavellian grin. "It'll drive him crazy. He'll wonder if he
never noticed you before, and that'll drive him even more insane,
because my father doesn't miss anything."

Lainie nodded as she slipped back into her
blouse. "I don't understand how new underwear is going to make a
difference if he's not going to see it."

"Oh, but he
is going to see
it."

"I don't understand. You just said I had to
be subtle. Undressing for him hardly seems subtle."

"Let me explain." Olivia pushed away her
hands and buttoned up the blouse herself. She turned Lainie around
to face the mirror again. "There."

Lainie blushed. "I look—"

"Like a sex kitten librarian." Olivia
grinned. "Men love that."

Olivia was right. Lainie usually buttoned
her blouses all the way to the top, but now the collar fell open,
but not revealing but hinting at a whole lot. She could see the
lace of the bra through the white silk of the shirt. She squinted.
Was that a hint of nipple?

"This is the first stage of the plan,"
Olivia said. "You'll tease him for a few days like this. Wear your
little suit coats, but leave them unbuttoned. In a few days, we'll
tackle your makeup, and then later we'll soften your hairstyle a
little. If you don't have him on his knees in a couple weeks, the
man is more machine than flesh."

"You really think this will work?" Lainie
asked, staring at herself in the mirror.

"Yes."

Lainie turned and grinned. "I think you may
be right."







His stare was hot and heavy, and it took all
her willpower not to fidget under it. Lainie kept her head lowered
to the laptop in front of her, but her attention was completely on
the man sitting across the table.

She asked Everett to meet at Grounds for
Thought today, Eve's cafe, partly because she loved Eve's cafe and
wanted to support her and partly because the thought of being alone
with him unnerved her. If she was a wreck, she'd never pull this
scheme off.

She sighed silently and nudged her glasses
up. She didn't have to look up to know Everett's gaze on her
sharpened. She could feel it piercing through her.

Why wasn't he talking?

Panic clawed at her. What if Olivia's subtle
makeover didn't work? What if she was just making a fool of
herself? How would she ever be able to face him again if she threw
herself at him and he politely declined. Or worse—laughed.

Of all the people she had to fall in love
with, why did it have to be her boss? She was such a cliche. She
could have been original and fallen for a gaffer.

"For God's sake, Elaine. What's the
matter?"

"Excuse me?"

He gestured in her general direction. "You
can barely keep still."

"I'm perfectly fine," she said in her cool,
work voice.

"Hmm."

"I was going over the budget and it seems
like we're overspending in a couple areas."

"Hmm." His pale green eyes never wavered. One long hand curled around
the handle of a coffee mug, the other tapped the tabletop in an
insistent, almost impatient rhythm.

Impatient? Everett
was never impatient. He could be thinking about any number of things.
Just because he was restless didn't mean it had anything to do
with her presence.
For all she knew, it was the movie, not her choice in
underwear.

She needed a test.

Taking a deep breath, she shrugged out of
her coat as casually as she could. Draping it on the bench next to
her, she pretended to resume working but really peeked at him
through her lashes.

He scowled at her.

This had been a bad idea. She reached for
her coat to put it back on, but something made her stop and
actually look at him.

His eyes were trained on her—right at chest
level. Under his tan, he was flushed.

Which made her
flushed. The more he stared, the more she
swore it felt like a large, tapered hand caressed her. Her breasts
grew heavy and taut, which made her more conscious of the
unfamiliar feel of lace rubbing her sensitive skin.

Everett mumbled something that sounded
suspiciously like a curse.

"What was that?" Lainie asked.

He pushed away from the table. "Pick up a
bottle of scotch for me."

"Yes, sir." She opened the
Tasks feature on her laptop and typed in Macallan fifty year. "Anything
else?"

He looked as if he was about to say
something, but he just shook his head. She admired his powerful
gait as he left the cafe.

The second door swung shut behind him,
Lainie smiled slowly. Maybe Olivia was right. She couldn't wait to
launch the next attack.

 





Chapter Fourteen

 


 


"Remind me again when you're going to give
me grandchildren."

Olivia rolled her eyes.
"I'm your
grandchild, Gran."

Gran glanced up from the potato she was
cutting and gave her a look.

Well, it was true. "I don't understand this
crusade you've been on for the past six months."

"No crusade." She swept the carrots into the
stew pot. "It's just time."

What it was time for was a change in
subject. "I don't understand why you have to feed them every night.
How much are they paying you to stay here?" She opened the fridge
and pulled out salad ingredients.

"It's not work if you're doing it for
family."

"Lainie's not family," she pointed out.

"Then why're you helping her?"

Hands on hips, she faced her grandmother.
"How do you know about that?"

Gran shot her a disbelieving look.

"Silly me." Olivia wisely shut up and peeled
a cucumber.

"It's a good thing you're doing."

Olivia looked up from the cucumber.
"What?"

"For Lainie." Gran took a small sheath of
dried herbs hanging above the counter, sniffed it, and put it back,
shaking her head. She picked another one. That one must have been
right, because she plucked some leaves and crumbled them into her
pot. "Not every daughter would be so understanding to want to see
her daddy happy."

"This had nothing to do with him and whether
he's happy. Lainie asked for help, and I took pity on her."

Gran harrumphed.

"It's true." She set a carrot on the cutting
board and whacked the knife down on it so hard the ends flew off
the counter.

"You're more like him than you like to
admit. You'll see," Gran predicted. "One day soon, you'll see."

Olivia picked up a head of lettuce. "Okay.
Next topic please."

"You've been seeing an awful lot of
Michael."

"I have not." She tore the leaves off the
lettuce so savagely she could almost hear them scream.

"Not what I've heard."

She sighed in resignation. "Okay, Gran, you
got me. What have you heard?"

"That Michael visited your store several
times." Gran glanced at her. "And the general opinion is he's not
buying merchandise for himself."

"He could be buying stuff for a
girlfriend."

Gran snorted.

"For all you know, he could have a dozen
women waiting for him in LA."

"Could be, but I doubt it. Most people
believe his girlfriend is you, since you're always with him."

That wasn't true. She
hadn't seen him since he'd apologized to her. "I am
not with him."

A throat cleared from the doorway. Olivia
looked over her shoulder to find Lainie standing there, looking
like she didn't want to intrude.

"Come, Elaine." Gran waved her in. "We could
use another pair of hands."

"What can I do to help, Ms. Pembroke?"

Gran pointed at the cupboard. "Set the
table, dear."

Ducking her head over the bowl as she tossed
the salad, Olivia kept quiet. Maybe if she didn't make a sound,
Gran would forget about her. She didn't need any more talk about
Michael. Especially not before dinner. It made indigestion a sure
bet.

"Is Everett still working?" Gran asked.

Lainie nodded as she pulled out four plates.
"He had to go to the shed for some reason."

Maybe he'll miss dinner, Olivia thought
hopefully.

Though having her father here wasn't so bad.
She'd been consoling herself with the fact that at least Michael
wasn't staying at the farm. Thank God Michael's mother still lived
close. Otherwise, she was sure Gran would have invited him to stay
too. Of course, if he were staying here, she would have had to be
admitted into the state mental facility, so it was a moot
point.

Olivia set the salad bowl on the table.

Lainie glanced at her as she arranged the
silverware. "I hope I didn't interrupt anything."

"Not at all, dear," Gran assured her without
turning around. "Olivia was setting me straight on the rumors going
around about her relationship with Michael."

Olivia gritted her teeth. "Gran, there is no
relationship."

Gran cast a sly glance over her shoulder.
"Awfully strong protests for someone who doesn't care."

"Gran, face it. Michael and I were over
eleven years ago. Even if he wanted to start something up
again—and, trust me, he doesn't—I'm not interested."

Gran turned around with her hands propped on
her hips. "Do you think I don't know you've done your best to avoid
him, just like you have your father? If you weren't interested, it
wouldn't matter he was back, would it?"

Olivia started to make a comeback, only
there wasn't anything she could say, so she shut her mouth and
glared.

Shaking her finger, Gran said, "I know that
mulish look, and I don't like it. If you really want to be free of
Michael, you forgive him."

"How can you suggest that? You saw how he
left me."

"I'm not saying it was right, but you've
convicted him of more than just leaving you and you know it." Gran
gazed at her steadily.

Olivia looked away. She'd never told anyone
about the baby—not until she told Eve. Gran couldn't know.

She sighed. What was she thinking? Gran
always knew, and the signs had probably been there for her to piece
things together. "You know, don't you?" she whispered.

Gran walked over, pushed a lock of hair out
of Olivia's face, and cradled her chin. "When are you going to
learn that I know everything about you? That's why I know you have
to let it go and forgive him. He didn't know, love. You can't blame
him when he didn't even know."

"Yeah, but if I don't blame him, I'll blame
myself," she said, barely audible.

"It was no one's fault, love. It just wasn't
time." She dropped a kiss on Olivia's forehead, just like she had
when Olivia was a little girl and needed comfort. "You have to let
this go and move on. Think about it. Approach this with an open
mind."

Lainie cleared her throat again. "Maybe I
should go get Everett." She started for the back door like she
couldn't wait to escape.

"You stay here," Gran commanded. "Olivia
will go get her father. Since we're clearing the air, I have things
to say to you too."

Olivia cracked a grin at the worried look
that spread across Lainie's face. She jumped up, grabbed a
flashlight, and was out the door before Lainie could utter a
word.

The shed came into view, big and boxy. It'd
been ages since she'd had to come down to it. In the dark, it was
impossible to see, like the peeling paint or the roof that leaned
too severely on one side, but she could picture every detail like
she'd been there yesterday.

As a little girl, she and Michael used to
play there. Usually, they'd pretend it was a movie studio and that
all the tools in there were props for movies. Michael always wanted
to make a pirate movie. She smiled, remembering how she fought to
be a pirate when Michael wanted to cast her as the damsel in
distress.

She reached the shed and lifted her
flashlight to see. The padlock was, of course, hanging unlocked
from its place. The door creaked when she pushed it open.

She heard a rustling from the back and then
the clank of tools falling over. "Hello?" She moved cautiously,
waving the flashlight in front of her to avoid tripping on the
random stuff lying around on the floor.

"Damn it," a masculine voice said.

She swung the light toward the muffled
curse. She blinked, stunned to find a dust-covered Michael scowling
in the beam of light.

Then the door slammed shut
and she heard the unmistakable firm snick of the padlock being snapped
shut.

She frowned at Michael. "I've been set
up."




Chapter Fifteen

 


 


With a sense of trepidation, Lainie watched
Olivia walk into the night. She wasn't sure why Ms. Pembroke wanted
to talk to her but it couldn't be good.

"Sit down, love." Ms. Pembroke sat on a
chair at the table and patted the one next to her.

Lainie would have been more comfortable
sitting across from her but she sat where directed.

"Now," Ms. Pembroke began, "we need to talk
about Everett."

"We do?"

Ms. Pembroke didn't reply. She simply
waited.

Lainie knew this tactic. She'd seen Everett
employ it countless times in the boardroom. And still she was on
the verge of blurting out everything when Ms. Pembroke broke the
silence. "You know Everett was married to my daughter, Lily."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Call me Mae, love."

Lainie nodded, unsure where this was
going.

Ms. Pembroke—Mae—smiled. "Lily would've
liked you, Elaine."

She didn't have much experience in matters
like this, but she doubted any other mother-in-law would be so
gracious to the woman replacing her daughter.

"Lily and Everett loved each other so very
much. Everett was a different man back then. And then when Lily
died, he changed. Overnight." Mae sighed.

"It must have been a hard time for you," she
sympathized.

"It's devastating losing a child, but as
hard as it was for me, it was harder for Everett and Olivia. I
remember how lost Olivia looked when Everett brought her to me."
She turned her sharp gaze on Lainie. "Everett may appear
invincible, but he isn't. In fact, I always thought he was more
vulnerable than most men."

"Everett
Parker?"

"Yes, love, he's sensitive, and I think you
know that."

"Mae, I don't know where—"

"I only wanted to tell you
not to give up." Mae patted her hand. "He's a good man, but he
doesn't see himself that way. He'll fight his attraction to you.
Oh, yes, love, he definitely is
attracted. Be patient. Wear him down gently until
he has no arguments left." The twinkle sparked in her eyes again.
"Olivia can give you lessons on that."

"I don't know what to say."

Mae patted her hand again. "Take care of
him. That's all I ask." She got up and headed for the stove. "Lily
would be happy you love him. She never would've wanted him to be
lonely."

Lainie opened her mouth to say she found it
hard to believe Everett was lonely when the door opened and he
walked in.

"Ladies." He nodded at Mae but didn't spare
her a glance. "Dinner smells delicious. I'll go clean up."

He just ignored me.
She didn't like that. Not at all. Something inside
made her want to make him notice her instead of taking for granted
she'd be there at his beck and call. "Everett."

He stopped and turned to face her.

Lainie wondered if she looked as surprised
at her imperious tone as he did. Only now that she had his
attention, what did she say? "Where's Olivia?" It wasn't going to
make him fall to his knees and beg her for undying love, but at
least he'd have to talk to her.

Everett slowly raised his eyebrow at
her.

"Olivia went to call you for dinner. Where
is she?"

"I must have just missed her. I'm sure
she'll be along soon." He strode from the kitchen, apparently for
his bathroom.

Something was wrong. She had the distinct
impression he wanted to avoid her. Well, she wouldn't stand for
that. "Excuse me, Mae."

Mae's low chuckle followed her out as she
hurried after Everett. She needed to catch up to him before he
locked himself in the bathroom. She made it in time to slap her
hand on the closing door and wedge herself inside with him.

He goggled at her, something between horror
and fascination. She couldn't blame him—she wasn't sure what had
gotten into her either.

That wasn't true. She was here for Olivia.
"What's going on with Olivia?"

"I have no idea what you mean." His eyes
flickered down to the open buttons of her shirt.

"You're up to something."

"Elaine, you do realize you're in my
bathroom."

"It's where you are, so, yes." But she
hadn't noticed how small it was until that moment—or how close he
was to her.

Then he took a step closer. His restrained
energy beat at her like a tangible force. He smelled delicious, and
she wanted to burrow her nose in his neck.

She needed to get a grip.

She needed to throw herself at him and beg
him to love her.

If Olivia were here, she'd tell her to
assert herself. Everett needed someone strong enough to stand up to
him. Both Olivia and Mae thought that was her.

It was her.

She put her hand flat on his chest and
pushed. "Stop trying to intimidate me."

He froze, staring down at her incredulously
as if he couldn't believe a mere mortal dared to touch him. The
important thing was not to show weakness at this point. Any small
evidence of weakness and she'd be through.

She may have been through as it was.

The thought of being fired hurt. That alone
galvanized her into action. She ran her hand up over his shoulder
and down his arm, just like she'd imagined doing so many times.

He place his hand on hers, holding it still.
Her knees weakened at the touch. Looking up, she expected anger,
but he stared at her, rapt.

"This is a side of you I've never seen,
Elaine." He studied her palm before turning it over and running his
thumb over her knuckles.

She warmed all the way to her core.

Then as quickly as he took her hand he let
it go and stepped back. "If you'll remove yourself from my
bathroom, we'll discuss any concerns you have at our morning status
meeting."

Did she blink and miss something?

The change from hot fascination back to his
usual cool, distant regard was so abrupt, she floundered before she
figured out what to say. "What about dinner?"

"I'm having dinner in the city tonight."

Who was he having dinner with? "About
Olivia—"

"Olivia is my daughter. She's not your
concern," he said distinctly. He turned his back to her and turned
on the faucet.

She gazed at his reflection in the mirror.
What just happened?

He concentrated on folding the sleeves of
his crisp white shirt up his forearms.

The sight of the dark hair peppering his
arms mesmerized her. She shook her head to clear it. "But—"

"Elaine," he said, meeting her gaze in the
mirror, "this conversation has ended."

"This conversation
has not ended."
She'd never been on the receiving end of his anger. She'd imagined
she'd collapse into a whimpering heap and die on the spot if it
ever happened.

Not so. Oddly, she felt like shoving him
again. "Olivia's become my friend. I won't see her toyed with."

"You think I'd toy with my daughter?"

"I think you'd do whatever you had to in
order to get what you want."

He turned around again, his arms crossed,
one long finger tapping his chin as he contemplated her. "What I
want right now is my privacy."

She recognized that he was at the end of his
mercy. If she pushed him anymore, she'd be out a job. Actually,
she'd probably have to go to a third world country to find work
because Everett would make sure no one in the modern world would
hire her again.

"Enjoy your evening," she said, really
meaning she hoped he'd get indigestion. She backed out with as much
dignity as she had.

Although if he got indigestion, she'd be the
one to suffer because he'd send her out in the middle of the night
to get him medicine.

The jerk.

She glared at him and whirled out of the
bathroom, closing the door. Marching to the kitchen, she sat down
at the table and began serving herself salad.

She speared her fork into the lettuce and
had it halfway to her mouth when she noticed Mae's amused gaze on
her. "Mr. Parker won't be joining us for dinner."

Mae's eyes twinkled. "Won't he?"

"No." The jerk. She savagely bit into her
greens.

"Then you and I will eat together." She set
the stew pot on the table and sat down.

"Olivia's not back yet?"

"I don't expect Olivia will be back for some
time."

Lainie dropped her fork onto her plate with
a loud clack. "What's going on here?" Mae was obviously in on
whatever it was.

"Elaine, when a person is as stubborn as
Olivia, or her father," she said distinctly, "sometimes she need a
little push to go where she needs to."

Lainie stared at the older woman, who calmly
dished the food and began to eat as if the world wasn't completely
off kilter. "What if Olivia doesn't want a push?"

"Olivia needs to get on with her life." Mae
turned her bright gaze on her. "Olivia needs to have a family. Not
because I want great-grandchildren or because I want her to
leave."

"I don't understand."

"Elaine, Olivia is a nurturer. She takes
people under her wing and mothers them until they can stand on
their own two feet, and then she finds someone else to put her
attention on. She did it with Eve, and Gwendolyn, and now you. And
after you're settled, she'll find someone else to take on."

Lainie frowned. "Is that bad?"

"The act itself isn't bad, the reasons
behind it are. She's doing it to avoid having a family of her own.
She fills herself by mothering other people. She doesn't let
herself feel the need to have her own children to nurture."

"How do you know she wants children of her
own? This is the modern world. Women didn't need to have a family
to be fulfilled anymore."

"She wants children. I know my girl. And
think of the children. Instead of getting a wonderful mother,
there's no telling who they'll wind up with. It's karmic
responsibility, love."

Lainie fidgeted under Mae's not-so-subtle
gaze. That look was anything but subtle. She reminded herself they
were talking about Olivia. Maybe if she kept telling herself that,
she'd believe it eventually.




Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Michael wasn't sure what surprised him
more—Olivia showing up in the shed after dark or the loud click of
what sounded like the lock falling into place. "Tell me that was
just the lock banging against the door."

Olivia snorted. "Right."

Dropping the tools he'd been riffling
through, he opened his mouth to make a retort, but seeing Olivia's
face lit by the indirect light of her flashlight captured his
director's imagination.

She was stunning. He didn't think he'd
realized how gorgeous she was. His memories didn't do her justice.
The shadows sharpened her cheekbones and her eyes seemed a hundred
times more mysterious, like she'd wrapped herself in secrets. He'd
give anything to find out what they were.

He straightened. He needed to get out of
there before he did something stupid. "There's no way we could be
locked in here."

Skirting around her, holding his breath so
he wouldn't inhale her fragrance and careful not to come in contact
with her, he headed for the door. He pushed on it, certain to the
very last moment it was open.

The door didn't budge.

"Damn," he muttered under his breath. He
rattled the handle.

"Breaking it isn't going to help."

He turned around. She was leaning against a
bag of petrified cement, arms akimbo. "It's better than doing
nothing."

"If I didn't know better, I'd say you were
genuinely upset by this."

"What the hell is that supposed to
mean?"

"Who did you have to bribe to lock us in
here?"

He held his hand out. "Wait
a minute. You think I had something to do with this?"

Even in the dim light he could see the
sardonic arching of her eyebrow. "If the padlock fits..."

Michael shook his head, figuring it was
better than shaking her. "I didn't do this. The last thing I want
is to be confined in a small space with you." Okay, that didn't
come out the way he intended, but at least it got her to drop her
casual pose.

"Great," she bit out. "Then we're in
agreement."

Placid, Olivia was beautiful. Livid, she was
a sight to behold.

With a flip of her hair, she whirled around
and cautiously worked her way to the back of the shed. The way her
tight pants fit her entranced him. He bet she wore sexy panties
like the ones she sold in her store.

He snapped out of it in time to catch up to
her before she disappeared around the corner. "What are you doing?"
he asked.

"Getting us out of here. Hold this." She
handed him the flashlight.

He watched her drop to her knees and crawl
alongside the wall, feeling around.

"Hold the beam steady."

He cocked his brow but did her bidding. Then
he realized what she was looking for. "Ah, the secret passage
way."

"About time you remembered. Unless you
deliberately forgot," she mumbled.

He let that pass. Right now, the most
important thing was to let her find the flap they used to call
their secret passage way. In reality, it'd probably been a dog
entrance at one time. He'd never been one to get claustrophobic but
the walls were beginning to close in on him, pressing him closer to
Olivia.

He took a step back.

"Hold the goddamn flashlight steady." She
felt around for another ten seconds before she dropped her hands
and sat back on her heels. "Hell."

"What is it?"

"It's been nailed shut."

"Shit."

She glanced up at him. "You sound like you
mean that."

He raked his hair back, not caring that his
hands were covered in dust and cobwebs. "I didn't plan this,
Olivia."

She studied him for what seemed like ten
minutes before she asked, "What were you doing here?"

"Looking for a couple things we need for the
shoot tomorrow."

"Don't you have lackeys that do that
work?"

"Sure, but Parker sent them off for the
afternoon." The puzzle pieces fell into place. He leaned back
against a full burlap covered sack. "How about you?"

"Gran sent me to call Parker in for dinner."
She gave him a rueful smile. "I guess we were both set up."

"Looks that way."

She looked around. "You think they'll come
let us out soon?"

"Nope."

She sighed. "I didn't think so either."

"Come on." He held his hand out to help her
up.

She eyed it suspiciously.

"Do you know if the batteries in the
flashlight are fresh?" When she shook her head, he said, "Then we
need to find the old lamps and see if there's still kerosene left
around."

He felt a surge of triumph as she placed her
hand in his, but he carefully kept his face expressionless. Her
hand felt warm and soft, and it would have been easy to hold on to
it forever.

Once she got to her feet, she pulled her
hand out of his and cleared her throat. "Do you remember where the
lamps were?"

He looked around. "Weren't they in the
back?"

She shrugged, flicking her hair over her
shoulder. "Your guess is as good as mine." She pushed past him and
led the way.

He didn't mind. He held the flashlight, and
the view was amazing from here.

"Here they are." She lifted a lamp thickly
coated with webs. She handed it to him and wiped her hands on her
pants. "Gross."

"Hold this." He gave her the flashlight and
reached for a bottle that looked like kerosene.

New kerosene. The lamp was covered with
years of dust, but the bottle looked like it was just picked off a
store shelf yesterday. On the same shelf was a new book of matches,
clean blankets, and what looked like a picnic basket.

He shook his head and started filling up the
lantern with fuel. "At least this was a well-planned set up."

"What?" Olivia leaned over his shoulder to
look.

Her hair brushed his neck, and he spilled
some kerosene. If he turned his head a little, he'd be able to kiss
her.

"Someone thoughtfully left us new supplies."
He lit the lamp. "Including clean blankets and food."

"Thank God." She grabbed the basket and
peeked inside. "I'm starving."

He successfully lit the lantern—he wasn't
really surprised to see it had a fresh wick—and placed the glass
shield on it. He turned to face Olivia and found her frowning into
the basket. "What's wrong?"

"The conspiracy is wider spread than I
thought."

"Conspiracy?"

"Yeah. Of course Gran was involved in
setting us up but apparently so was my father." She held up a
champagne bottle. "A 1996 Cristal. Parker's champagne of
choice."

"Son of a bitch," he said as it sank in.

"I can't believe you didn't suspect
something was up. You were always the first to imagine complex
plots when we were kids."

"But I've learned that things are usually
simpler than they seem." He ran his hand through his hair.

"Not this time. Even your mom was involved."
She pulled out a pack from the basket. "Sally's chocolate chip
cookies."

"That can't be true. She warned me to stay
away from you. Let me see." He took the bag of cookies and
sniffed.

Olivia smirked. "Believe me now?"

"Damn."

"Sucks, doesn't it?" She grabbed a blanket,
arranged it on the floor with one hand, and dropped the food basket
on it before sitting next to it.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm eating."

"Right now?"

She shrugged and pulled out a sandwich. "I'm
starving and it doesn't look like we're going to be let out of here
any time soon. Want half? It's turkey and avocado."

He flashed back to the first grade when he
lost his lunch in a bet against River Sheridan and Olivia offered
him half of hers, much in the same way.

Only then it was peanut butter and jelly and
she wore a cookie monster T-shirt with bell-bottom jeans instead of
pants with thong panties underneath.

He plopped down next to Olivia and took what
she offered. "Thanks."

They ate in silence. Olivia mostly avoided
his gaze, but he couldn't take his eyes off her.

Oh man, he was in trouble.

 


 



Chapter Seventeen

 


 


Why was he staring at her like that? Did she
have avocado all over her face? Olivia surreptitiously wiped her
mouth with a cloth napkin she found in the basket.

No, he still watched her.

Refusing to let it unnerve her, she finished
her half of the sandwich, pulled out a cookie, and rummaged through
the rest of the basket while she nibbled on it.

At least Gran had stocked them up in style.
There was an assortment of fruit, several more sandwiches, and some
pastries. At the bottom were champagne flutes.

"Why not?" She picked up the wine bottle.
Knowing this was her dad's contribution, did that mean Lainie
bought it? The thought that Lainie could be a part of this and not
say anything bugged her. A lot.

"Treat would approve," she said to distract
herself as she peeled the foil off the top.

"Who's Treat?" Michael asked sharply, taking
the bottle from her hands.

"A friend."

"Does Lurch know?" He popped the cork like
he did it all the time.

"Stop calling him Lurch. His name is Rick."
She shouldn't feel this inane smugness at his jealousy.

"I can't believe
Rick would approve of his
woman entertaining other men."

She really should tell him Treat was Eve's
husband, but her shoulder devil prodded her into silence. "I'm my
own woman, and Rick knows that." She pulled out the champagne
flutes that were, of course, in the basket as well. "Though he
might make an exception for you."

Michael grunted. "I'm not other men."

No, he wasn't. And—God help her—that was the
problem.

He poured champagne into the glasses she
held out. As he took one from her, his hand brushed hers. She
cursed the goose bumps that rose on her arms. She was tempted to
take a swig to calm down but then remembered the last time she used
wine as an anesthetic and set her glass on the floor after a chaste
sip.

"That's it?"

"Maybe later."

He shrugged. "Suit yourself."

She watched the muscular column of his neck
as he swallowed and her mouth went dry. She crawled to the shelf.
There had to be some bottled water somewhere.

"When do you think they're going to let us
out of here?"

She looked up. If she didn't know better,
she'd swear there was a touch of desperation in his voice. She must
have imagined it. In the dim light of the lantern he looked exactly
like what he was—a confident, virile, successful man.

Olivia frowned. "Why are you here?"

He glanced at her like she'd lost her mind.
He drew it out slowly, like she was having a hard time
understanding the concept. "To make a movie."

She rolled her eyes. "I know that. I mean,
why Mill Valley?"

"You've asked this before."

"And I think it's time you gave me a
straight answer."

"You think I haven't?"

"You always hated Mill Valley. I thought
you'd cut off your nuts before you'd come back here."

"You're right." He chuckled softly. His
laugh touched her deep inside where she hadn't been touched in a
long, long time. He smiled ruefully. He lifted his knee and rested
his arm in it. "I wouldn't have come back on my own volition."

"Well?"

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.
"Your father cut me a deal. If I made this movie, following his
every dictate, he'd let me out of my contract."

"I hope you got that in writing." Parker was
devious.

"Of course. Your father's devious."

She smiled. "Why do you want out of your
contract?"

He stared at her like he was debating how
much to tell her. Finally, he said, "I want more."

He glanced at her like he expected her to
say something. When she waited silently, he continued. "You know
how I always wanted to direct?" She nodded. "Well, I should have
been more specific."

"How do you mean?"

"I don't want to make any
movie." His impassioned voice stirred her blood, just like it used
to when he spoke about something he really cared about. "I want to
make art. I want people to walk away from my work and
think. I want them to be
affected."

"You're not accomplishing this with what
you've been doing?"

"The last few movies I've made have been
crap."

He sounded like a petulant boy and it made
her grin. "Why do you say that?"

"They were typical Hollywood,
happy-ever-after shit."

"I'm sure they were more than that." Sure
they were commercial, but they were skillfully made and the
direction was superb. Not that she'd tell him that. No sense in
inflating his King Kong sized ego.

"Have you seen any?"

All of them. "I think I caught one."

"What did you think?"

"You're talented, Michael. You know that."
Before he could reply, she asked, "So why can't you make the movies
you want at Parker Pictures?"

"I'm indentured. I make what's given to me."
He held his hand out. "Don't get me wrong. Without Parker I
wouldn't be where I am now. I'd probably still be struggling to get
my foot in the door. But I'm ready to move on."

She nodded. "You'll do it. You always
accomplish what you set out to do."

The way he stared at her bothered her in a
warm, squishy kind of way. He reached out and coiled a lock of her
hair around his finger. "You've always believed in me."

She laughed, and even to her ears it sounded
nervous. She tried to pull back, but he wouldn't let her.

"I've missed you, Olivia." His voice was low
and raw, like it pained him to admit it.

She opened her mouth, ready
to make a sarcastic retort, but she couldn't. Gran's words came
back to her. You need to move
on.

He tugged on her hair. She was so close to
him. She could feel heat from his lips. She knew how they'd feel on
hers, scorching and persistent and so right. She knew how they'd
make her feel—breathless, like she was falling through space.

Michael lowered his mouth to hers.

She wanted to protest. She wanted to grab
him and eat him alive.

Moving on didn't mean going backwards. She
shouldn't do this.

That was her last thought before his lips
touched hers and she was lost.

 


 





Chapter Eighteen

 


 


Michael didn't mean for it to happen. In
fact, even as his tongue played hide and seek with Olivia's, he
wondered what the hell he was doing. He only knew there was no damn
way he was stopping.

She tasted delicious—sweet and rich. The
taste of chocolate lingering on her lips was erotic. He'd never be
able to face chocolate chip cookies again without getting hard.

He speared his fingers into her hair at the
nape of her neck and tilted her head. His left hand wrapped around
her ribcage, high enough so it brushed underneath her breast.

"Wait." She pulled back—not completely but
too much as far as he was concerned.

Her lips glistened, her chest heaved, and
her hand rested on his abs, wreaking havoc with his control.
Logically, he knew it was miles away from the danger zone, but the
one-eyed monster down there refused to believe it. "What is
it?"

"Shouldn't we talk?"

"We've been talking." He moved his left hand
till his fingers traced the curve of her breast just above her
bra's wire.

Her eyes became more unfocused. She licked
her lips and asked in a sexy rasp, "I mean, shouldn't we straighten
things out first?"

"First?" He nuzzled her jaw, down her
neck.

Her head fell back and she moaned—long and
low. "Michael, I have something to tell you."

"What?" Without removing his lips, he eased
her back onto the blanket.

Suddenly he was back in time. It was her
sixteenth birthday and they were having a picnic. Just like it was
yesterday, he remembered the look on her face when he gave her the
locket and told her how much he loved her.

He raised his head and looked down at her.
She wasn't anything like the girl he left eleven years ago. A woman
of action. Sultry... He shook his head.

She licked her lips. "What is it?"

He traced a finger down her cheek to her
mouth. "Tell me quick, because I've wanted you too long to wait
much longer."

Olivia studied him for what seemed like eons
before nodding. "Then don't wait."

"But—"

"Don't wait," she whispered against his
lips.

He kissed her. Every cell
in his body screamed Yes!
It felt so right that it would have been scary if
he'd let himself think about it, but the second that thought arose
he shut it down and occupied himself with the feel of her under
him.

He couldn't tell if he was devouring her or
if it was the other way around. Not that he cared. Hell—he'd lie
down and let her have her way with him if she wanted.

He slipped under the layers she wore, under
her bra, straight for the silky softness of her breast.

Arching into his hand, she wrapped a leg
around his to hold him against her. She stole under his shirt and
kneaded her way up his back.

He lifted his head and looked at his hand
under her shirt, rubbing her nipple. He could feel it peak under
his attention, but his eyes were on hers. She watched what he did,
her mouth slightly open.

She gasped, her gaze never wavering. He bent
and took it in his mouth, biting it through her clothing.

Grasping his hair, she pulled. "My turn."
She deftly flipped them around so she was on top.

He hadn't expected this. She hadn't been
passive eleven years ago—she'd always been enthusiastic—but she'd
let him lead.

She pushed up his shirt. "Off."

"You too," he said, tossing aside his top
layers.

Grabbing the bottom, she took her sweater,
tee shirt, and bra off in one motion.

He liked this new, aggressive Olivia.

She bent down, latched onto his nipple, and
sucked.

Correction—he
loved this new
Olivia.

He gripped her hips and rocked into her. He
felt her gasp puff against his chest and wanted to feel her breath
against other parts of him. Wrapping a hand in her hair, he brought
her mouth to his.

She rubbed herself against him and, when he
groaned, she did it again. He could taste her gratified smile. He
reached between them and tugged on the zipper of her pants.

"I'll do it." She gazed at him as she
quickly took them off and tossed them with the rest of their
clothes. She knelt above him, her knees straddling his hips. "Your
turn."

Before he could twitch, she had his pants
undone and was pulling them, and his underwear, down. His cock
sprang up, eager and greedy.

She traced a finger up its length. She
touched the wetness at the top and smoothed it over the head.

His body arched up. "Olivia."

She grinned and slid down over him.

She felt hot and wet and so right it would
have scared him if he let himself think. She put her hands on his
chest and rode him like her life depended on it. He grabbed her
hips, careful not to get in her way.

She moaned and moved faster.

He thrust up into her. "Feel how hard I am
for you, Olivia? I don't think I've ever been this hard in my
life."

She closed her eyes and threw her head
back.

Magnificent.
He couldn't take his eyes off her. She looked like
a pagan goddess, flushed and wild. The lantern lit her from behind,
bathing her in a golden glow.

She tightened around him and he almost lost
it. He reached up and grazed one of her luscious nipples with his
palm. "Come, baby. Come for me."

Her fingernails scratched his chest and she cried
out. Feeling her peak pushed him over the edge.

"Yes." His grip tightened on her hips,
driving both of them higher.

She fell on top of him. Tangling his hand in
her hair, he tilted her head till he could get at her mouth.

She kissed him languidly—long and thorough.
She still pulsed around his cock, almost in time to each lick of
her tongue.

"Olivia," he groaned. He rolled them over
and ground his groin into hers.

More. He needed more.

He pushed higher into her, wanting to bury
himself as deep inside as he possibly could.

"Michael, I'm done. Finished. I couldn't
possibly—"

"Want me to describe how you feel?" He
grinned at how she flushed. "Hot. And wet. And so tight."

"Aw hell." She wrapped her legs around his
waist and prodded him with her heels.

He laughed.

And then she squeezed and he wasn't laughing
anymore.







He'd died and gone to heaven.

If he had the energy, he would have looked
around. Or pinched himself. Anything to determine whether he was
dead or still living.

He was in heaven. It was the only logical
explanation. There was no other way he'd be lying on top of Olivia,
buried inside her.

But he wasn't the kind of guy who'd get past
the pearly gates. He'd done a few things in the past that surely
bought him a one-way pass to hell.

Which left one possibility: he was still
alive and the last hour actually did happen.

He ran his hand down Olivia's side to the
curve of her hip. She was warm and firm with muscles.

His cock stirred.

He was definitely alive.

Olivia sighed and burrowed
closer to him. "I'm having a strong case of deja vu."

"What?"

"Deja vu. This is just like my
sixteenth birthday. Except we're indoors and there aren't any
thistles poking into my back." She caressed his back, alternately
running her fingers down his spine and kneading his muscles. "Do
you ever think about it?"

"About it?"

"About the past. About my sixteenth
birthday."

"Sometimes." He wasn't about to tell her he
carried the locket he gave her in his pocket all the time.

"When you think about it, what comes to
mind?"

He rolled onto his back and scooped her
against his chest. "That I miss having you in my life."

Shit. He didn't mean to say that. She'd take
it the wrong way. Having fabulous, wake-up-the-neighbors sex was
one thing. It was a far cry from getting back together.

He tasted the possibility of being with
Olivia every night. It was scrumptious.

But unfeasible. His life was in LA, as much
as hers was here in Northern California. Their paths didn't mesh.
It would never work and he didn't want to lead her on. The last
thing he wanted was to hurt her.

He shot her a look to see how she took his
comment.

Her brows were furrowed. He resisted the
urge to smooth them out. "That's what I think too," she said.
"Right before I wish I'd never met you."

"Ouch. That was below the belt."

Her lips twisted wryly. "What did you
expect? That I'd be blown away by the sex and fall under your
spell? Again?" she asked. "I don't think so."

"So why are you here?"

"Same reason you are. I was locked in."

"No." Michael pointedly
looked at where she lay against him. "Why are you
here?"

"Temporary insanity. Don't take this to mean
more than it does." She rested her cheek on top of his chest,
rubbing it in like she was trying to nest.

He frowned. What the hell
did that mean? Okay—yes, he admitted he didn't want her to think
this meant a lifetime commitment, but tonight should mean
something.

"Don't get me wrong. It was
really good." She lifted her head and looked at him with a wicked
gleam. "Really good. But it just wouldn't be feasible. You hate Northern
California, and I won't leave. Gran is getting older, and then
there's my business." She shrugged and fell silent.

"So we're on the same page." Then why did he
feel so disgruntled?

He needed to change the subject. "Do you
think they'll let us out tonight?"

"I don't know, but we should get dressed
just in case. I wouldn't want to give Gran the satisfaction of
finding us naked. Not like that'll make a big difference. She'll
probably know anyway."

He shuddered. "Granny Mae is scary."

"Tell me about it. And you don't have to
live with her."

Neither did she, but apparently she didn't
realize it. And she'd probably get out of joint if he mentioned it.
He didn't want to do that. The moment was sweet, and he didn't want
to disrupt it.

Olivia propped her chin on his chest and
gazed at him. "We're going to have to discuss this eventually, you
know."

He sighed.

"We have to be realistic about this. How
much longer are you going to be around?"

The way the movie was going, another three
years. "At least several more weeks."

"Good."

He didn't like the way that sounded.
"Good?"

"If you were leaving tomorrow, we wouldn't
get to have much more sex, would we?" She lifted her head and
looked at him. He couldn't read the expression on her face. "Unless
you don't want more sex."

Not want more sex with Olivia? "That's not
it at all."

She looked relieved. "Good. Great. I'd like
it too."

He should be jumping for joy at the prospect
of no strings attached sex, but he didn't think anyone would find
fault with him for being leery. For one thing, he didn't think
there was such a thing as no strings attached sex. Second, this was
Olivia. Why would she want it? Especially from him. And third, was
she actually talking about no strings attached sex?

Wait a minute—what about Lurch?

He drew her face closer to his. "You want
more sex with me?"

"We obviously have chemistry, and it only
seems to get worse the more we ignore it."

"So this is just a for-the-good-of-mankind
kind of thing?"

Her lips quirked into a smile. "You can look
at it that way."

He wasn't sure how he felt about that. "What
about Lurch?"

She looked confused for a moment before she
rolled her eyes. "His name is Rick, and what about him?"

"Well, if
my girlfriend was having
sex with another man, I'd be a little pissed."

"Rick isn't like that."

Michael stared at her incredulously. "He's
gay then?"

Olivia burst out laughing. When she didn't
show any sign of letting up, he shook her. "What's so funny? He's
got to be gay if he doesn't care if another guy's making on his
woman."

That sent Olivia into another gale of
laughter. Michael could feel tears of mirth slide onto his
skin.

She finally quieted down to the occasional
chuckle and hiccup. She smoothed back his hair. He tried to resist
the placating gesture but he melted at her touch all the same.

"While you're in town, I'll only be with
you," she promised.

That should have made him feel better, but
it didn't. In fact, it only made him feel worse. He didn't want any
other man touching Olivia. Ever. Unrealistic but he couldn't help
feeling that way.

And he didn't want to analyze why that
was.

Her hand, soothing one moment, suddenly
gripped a lock of hair and pulled. Hard. "The same goes for you.
I'll run you down with my car if you so much as glance at another
woman."

Michael pulled her on top of him and kissed
her. His part of the deal wasn't going to be a problem. Olivia was
the only woman who'd turned him on in longer than he cared to
admit.

He didn't think she'd be able to keep her
part though. He trusted Olivia—it was Lurch he couldn't count
on.

Contrary to what Olivia believed, Lurch
wasn't going to understand. In his shoes, Michael knew he'd do
whatever it took to keep Olivia to himself. Lurch would be no
different.

Michael gripped her tighter against him. He
wasn't ready to let her go—not yet. Lurch may fight him for her,
but he had a surprise coming. Michael intended on being the victor.
At least for the short-term.
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Parker slid into the booth. "What do you
have for me?"

Clancy cocked a brow and grinned. "Good
evening to you too. I've been doing great, thanks."

Controlling the unaccustomed urge to snarl
at the man, Parker motioned to the waitress. He needed scotch.
Bad.

"Someone sure got your panties in a twist
this evening," Clancy said, sipping his drink.

He had no interest in talking about anyone's
panties. He looked around the bar. Where was the damn waitress?
"What do you have for me?"

Clancy only grinned harder. "Want me to wait
until you get your drink? You look like you could use it."

An understatement. He didn't need a drink—he
needed the whole bottle. It was Elaine's fault.

"What can I getcha, honey?" the peroxided
waitress asked.

"Your best scotch. Neat."

She nodded and turned an insipid smile to
Clancy. "Getcha anything else, sugar?"

Clancy shook his head. "I'm fine, Molly,
thanks."

Her sneakered feet squeaked on the sticky
floor as she hurried to the bar to get his drink.

He never liked women in tennis shoes. Lily
wore them despite his complaints, daring him to run after an
energetic little girl in three-inch heels. Elaine always wore
sensible shoes, though they were obviously of high quality.

He scowled. What the hell did he care what
kind of shoes Elaine wore?

Where was his drink?

He looked up and noticed Clancy watching him
with amusement he didn't bother to veil. "Your choice of
establishment is—colorful."

"My clients expect to meet me someplace
seedy. They're disappointed if we don't. They feel they didn't get
the full experience of hiring a private eye. The Lockdown
fits."

"Here ya go, honey." The waitress set a
napkin on the table before placing his drink in front of him.

He picked it up and took a swig. Not as good
as he was used to but at the moment he'd be willing to swig hooch
from a jug out back.

He realized Clancy was observing him and
cursed internally. He was off his stride. Damn Elaine.

What had come over her? For seven years
she'd been a competent, perfectly subservient assistant and
suddenly she was barging into the bathroom making demands on
him.

He took another mouthful. He needed to get
himself under control and back to the matter at hand. "What do you
have for me?"

"Can I be frank?"

"That's what I'm paying you for."

"I thought this was going to be a wild goose
chase, but I think you're right."

Parker kept his face impassive, but he
wondered what the hell Clancy was talking about. "Was I?"

Clancy nodded. "Elaine Adams is definitely
up to something."

He felt the compulsion to snort. He'd been
spending entirely too much time with Mae Pembroke. "What did you
discover?" he asked, knowing the PI was barking up the wrong tree.
He couldn't say why he was so sure of it but Elaine would sell out
her own mother before she'd sell him out.

"She's been spending an inordinate amount of
time with Olivia." Clancy pulled out a small notebook. "In the past
week, she's been at Romantic Notions four times, an hour being the
shortest period. And that's not counting the evenings she's gotten
to together with Olivia and Olivia's friends." He pushed the
notebook across the table for him to look at.

Parker frowned at it. He didn't know Elaine
had been spending so much time with Olivia. When was she finding
the time to go to Romantic Notions?

Was that where her selection of lingerie was
coming from? He preferred to think so. Thinking she'd been wearing
such alluring underwear all these years, without him realizing it,
would drive him insane.

"Has she been asking you anything? Anything
related to Olivia and your relationship?"

Parker blinked and brought his thoughts back
to the present. "What?"

"I believe Ms. Adams is going to sell Olivia
out to the tabloids."

"Interesting theory." Part of him wanted to
laugh at that absurdity. The other part couldn't discredit the
notion so quickly given Elaine's strange behavior. "What would be
her motives? Surely she'd make more money selling the behind the
scenes for the movie."

Clancy shrugged. "Who knows what's
motivating her? Perhaps she's out to seek revenge on you. Denied
her any raises in the recent past?"

"Hardly," he replied wryly. Elaine made more
money in a year than most lawyers.

"Any other grudges she might hold against
you?"

"No." Not until tonight when he forced her
out of his bathroom. Though she shouldn't have been in there to
begin with.

"Could she be jealous of Olivia and want her
out of your life?"

"No," he replied definitively. Elaine wasn't
the type of person to resort to petty emotions. That was one of the
reasons he'd kept her around. She was cool and calm at all
times.

Except for tonight.

She'd actually
pushed him.

He could still feel the imprint of her small
hand on his chest, right over his heart. He'd felt her warmth
through his dress shirt. He'd never thought of Elaine as a warm
creature.

"Mr. Parker?"

Parker refocused on the man in front of him.
"Elaine has been championing Olivia as of late. I have a difficult
time seeing her doing anything to harm my daughter."

"Maybe her support is a front to cover up
her activity."

This was absurd. Reminding himself this was
his scheme, he pulled what little patience he had together. "Do
what you need to do and let me know what you find."

"Shall we meet again next weekend? I'm sure
I'll have more information by then."

Clancy set his unfinished drink on the table
and got up. He hovered uncertainly over the table before he asked,
"Mr. Parker, is there anything you'd like to tell me?"

"Such as?"

"I just have a feeling there's more to this
than you're letting on."

"There's absolutely nothing to tell." Damn
it, he wished the man weren't so astute.

Clancy studied him for a split second before
nodding. "I'll be in touch."

Parker watched the lanky man strut out after
a casual goodbye to the man behind the bar.

He needed to resolve Michael and Olivia's
situation before this so-called investigation got out of
control.

He looked at his wristwatch. Nine o'clock.
They'd been in the shed less than two hours.

As Mae pointed out, locking two volatile
people in a small space had to result in some kind of chemical
reaction. He was counting on it—he needed to call Clancy off. If
Elaine found out... After this evening, he wasn't sure she wouldn't
resort to some kind of bodily damage before leaving him.

He blinked, trying to identify the sharp
pang the thought of her leaving him brought on.

He dismissed it. That wasn't going to
happen. He wouldn't let it.

He downed the rest of his drink. Leaving the
bar, he decided to go for a walk around town. The alternative of
going back to Mae's farm and facing Elaine was on par with an IRS
audit.
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Olivia frowned at Michael's sleeping form.
He never said he wouldn't see anyone else.

She resisted the urge to punch him. Of
course he'd declare he didn't want another man to sniff anywhere in
her vicinity while they were seeing each other, but did the same
rules apply to him?

It wasn't like she and Michael were dating.
She'd set the boundary. They'd have sex and that was it. In a few
weeks when he was gone, things would go back to normal. He'd go
back to his life in LA and she'd stay here in Mill Valley.
Alone.

Again.

My choice.
She loved it there. This time it'd be her decision
to stay here.

She studied Michael's face. Even in his
sleep, she could tell the innocent enthusiasm he once had was gone.
Wisdom and experience replaced it.

She traced the outline of his lips with a
finger. Michael leaving was a good thing. She couldn't think why at
the moment, but it was most assuredly a good thing.

Olivia looked around. The kerosene in the
lamp had run out a long time ago. First, they'd been too busy to
refill it and then after they'd been too exhausted. It had to be
close to morning though, didn't it?

She'd spent the night with Michael Wallace.
Never in a million years would she have thought it would happen
again.

She was sure she had Gran and her father to
thank.

She grimaced. Gran probably expected her to
clear the air between them, not get it on like there was no
tomorrow. Gran wasn't going to be happy to find out she didn't tell
Michael about the baby.

Well, she tried to tell him. If he weren't
so eager to get into her panties, he'd know she'd been pregnant
when he left. Though she had to admit having someone be that eager
to get into her panties was pretty damn nice.

"Michael." She tickled the lobe of his ear,
chuckling softly when he scowled and batted her away. "Michael, you
have to wake up."

"Make me," he mumbled before turning around
and burying his face into his jacket, which he used as a
pillow.

She leaned over his shoulder, deliberately
pressing her breasts against his shoulder. "Michael, we have to get
dressed. I don't know what time it is and I don't want Gran or my
father to catch us here like this." She brushed a kiss under his
ear.

He groaned and turned onto his back,
flinging an arm across his eyes.

Grinning, she straddled him. "Oh hello. What
have we here?" She rubbed herself over his erection.

"Leave me alone," he groaned even as he
gripped her butt and arched his hips into her.

She shifted and he slid right in. She
sighed, it felt so right. "It's no good pretending you're still
asleep."

He cracked open his eyes and looked her
over. She wasn't sure what he saw, but whatever it was must have
made him happy because he moaned, sat up, and began saying good
morning to her breasts.

She got lost in the sensation of his tongue
lapping at her. She swiveled her hips in slow circles, mimicking
the motion of his tongue. "I can see why people turn into sex
fiends."

"Hmm."

"I love the way your stubble feels on my
skin."

He answered with a small nip to her
cleavage.

"Maybe you should give up shaving for the
next couple weeks."

He grunted.

"But not if you'll grow a beard. George
Clooney good, Grizzly Adams bad."

She laughed as he flipped her over with a
growl. The tip of his nose touched hers. "Sometimes you talk too
much," he said. His voice was still raspy with sleep and it made
her shiver.

"I don't think I do. In fact—"

He dropped his mouth down to hers before she
got a chance to finish her sentence. Not that she cared. At the
moment, Michael's method of communication was much more
compelling.







"Need help with that?"

Olivia looked up. "Michael, that was almost
a complete sentence, and this early in the morning."

"It's not nice making fun of people before
they've had coffee."

She tugged her underwear up her legs and
reached for her bra. "I'm just saying I'm a little surprised."

He pushed her hands aside. "I want to do
it," he said in his rough morning voice.

He hooked her bra and slowly pulled up her
straps, as if he were savoring the feel of her skin under his
fingertips.

She shivered.

"Are you cold?" He didn't wait for an
answer. Dropping a kiss between her shoulder blades, he grabbed her
shirt from the pile on the floor and pulled it over her head. He
lifted her hair out before guiding her arms through the sleeves.
Turning her around, he kissed her belly button before lowering the
shirt. He gave her legs the same attention as he helped her into
her pants.

She never realized being dressed could be as
seductive as being undressed. It left her speechless—touched in a
way she didn't want to be.

Michael looked just as uncomfortable as she
felt. He cleared his throat. "Olivia—"

Aw hell. This was the part where the regrets
began. What could he have to regret? She thought she made it clear
this was just about sex.

"I know it's a little late for this, but we
didn't use any condoms."

Oh—no wonder. After her brief pregnancy,
she'd gone on birth control. There was no way she was ever taking
chances again. "I've got it covered."

He looked relieved with a capital R. "Okay.
And so you know, I'm safe. I've been careful with all the women
I've—well, except you."

Hearing about his sexual conquests over the
years wasn't what she wanted after a night of spectacular sex.
"Don't worry about it," she said coolly. Then cruelly, she added,
"But I've practiced safe sex with all my partners too."

The lock outside clicked loudly. Olivia and
Michael looked at each other and then rushed to the door. They
reached it just as it swung open.

Olivia wasn't sure who looked more
surprised—Michael and her or the guy standing in front of them. By
the looks of him, he was movie crew. She'd certainly never seen him
before.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-one

 


 


The first thing Olivia saw when she walked into
Grounds for Thought was her traitorous father reclined in a chair,
legs crossed, staring at Elaine, who sat across from him typing
intently. She had no idea what they were doing there, but it was
just as well. She had a bone to pick.

Squaring her shoulders, she marched across the room
to their table. "Fancy seeing you here," she said crisply.

Elaine looked up, pushing her glasses up her nose as
a smile spread across her face. "There you are. I was worried about
you. I didn't see you come back last night and no one would tell me
where you'd gone." She shot an arch look at her boss.

Olivia frowned and studied her. Sincerity shined
back, and Olivia knew without a doubt that Lainie wasn't
involved.

She sighed internally, and a knot untwisted from her
gut. The thought that Lainie had manipulated her had been
surprisingly painful. The relief that she hadn't was almost
euphoric. Which meant just Gran and Parker were involved. She could
deal with that.

She turned to him. "Were you worried about me
too?"

"You're capable of taking care of yourself. You've
always been the first one to point that out."

Olivia feigned shock. "How amazing you remember
that."

"Is there a point to this, Olivia? Elaine and I were
in a meeting." He calmly sipped his coffee but his eyes never
strayed from hers.

She felt rage boil in her blood. The urge to scream
at him was powerful but Eve wouldn't appreciate a scene in her
cafe.

She yanked a chair out and dropped into it. Leaning
forward, she glared at him and said softly, "Stay the hell out of
my life."

She heard Lainie gasp but she didn't take her eyes
off Parker's. It was like watching a cobra—the second she turned
her back she knew he'd strike. She didn't want to be caught off
guard.

He set his cup down and regarded her with his cold,
intense gaze. Just as softly, he replied, "Like hell I will."

She clutched her hands at her sides to stop their
shaking. "What are you getting out of this?"

"Maybe I'm doing this for my daughter."

"Ha! That was a good one."

"Is that so hard to believe?"

"I believe you have a hidden
agenda. The only thing that motivates you is your work. Not once in
my life have I seen you do anything not related to getting ahead in
Hollywood. You care more about that than you do me. You always
have, you always will. What or how I feel has never been a consideration, as
evidenced when you dumped me on Gran after mom died and when you
took Michael away after high school."

Lainie gasped again. "What?"

Olivia turned to her with a bitter smile. "Didn't
you know that? Michael and I would probably be married now if my
father hadn't offered him the chance of a lifetime. He stole
Michael from me." She faced her father. "Good thing Mom died, huh?
One less complication in your grand design to get ahead."

As soon as she said the words she wished she could
take them back. She covered her mouth, horrified at herself.

Pain flashed in his eyes, but he masked it just as
quickly as it'd flared. "You sound bitter, Olivia. Frankly I
expected better from you."

Anger rose. Why did he have to do that all the time?
"Yes, well you never made a secret of how I disappointed you."

"Stop it," Lainie hissed, slapping her palm down on
the table. "I've had enough. You two should be ashamed of
yourselves. This is hardly the forum for a discussion like
this."

"Well, it can't very well take place at home since
he"—she pointed a finger at him—"turned it into a zoo. Not that
it's surprising. He doesn't care about anything other than
work."

Lainie frowned at her. "That's enough, Olivia. I
won't let you talk about your father that way."

"You won't?" he asked.

Lainie ignored him. "Your father is a caring man.
His methods may not be ideal"—she shot him a reproving look—"but he
means well."

"He's out to get something, Lainie. He forced
Michael into shooting the movie at the farm." She turned on him. "I
don't do manipulated anymore. I control my own life, and you can
damn well keep your bloody hands out of it."

Elaine sighed. "Olivia—"

"He locked Michael and me in the shed together. All
night long."

That stopped her cold. She faced Parker. "Is that
true?"

Her unflappable father fidgeted uncomfortably. "I
hardly see that it signifies."

"Of course it signifies. Olivia is a grown woman.
Her life is her own. She's right. You have no right to interfere in
her business."

"I—"

"No, Everett, you don't." Lainie pointed at Olivia.
"And no gloating from you. This is enough. It's time you two
declared a truce."

Olivia snorted. From the expression on Parker's
face, she could tell he wanted to as well.

Lainie rolled her eyes. "Did any good come out of
being locked with Michael?"

Olivia blushed, remembering the orgasms and how each
one was more powerful than the next. That probably wasn't what
Lainie meant though.

Lainie nodded. "So can't you forgive your father for
his methods?"

"I've got to go. I'm late opening the store." She
stood up, not caring if he could see through her excuse. She just
needed to get away. Space to think.

"Olivia."

She looked over her shoulder at Parker.

"I do care, you know," he said quietly.

"Yeah, but is that enough?"

Before he could reply she left, thoughts of a latte
and scone abandoned. Food was the last thing on her mind right
now.

 


 


Olivia lay in bed, watching the moonlight dance on
the walls. She was exhausted but sleep was elusive.

Her bed felt so empty.

Just when she started to doze, a tapping on the
window stilled her awake. She turned to look, reaching for
something to use as a weapon, but then she saw who it was.

"Michael," she said in shock as she climbed out of
bed.

"That's harder than I remembered it to be." He
grinned and pointed at her weapon as he climbed in. "What were you
planning to do? Bore your intruder into submission?"

She looked at the copy of
Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion
in her hand and shrugged. "It was that or lubing
you to death with my moisturizer."

"That sounds promising."

She shook her head, watching him close the window.
"You're insane."

"At one time I'd have disagreed." He stood before
her and grazed her bottom lip with his forefinger. ""But, yeah,
you're right. I'm out of my mind."

Sinking both hands into her hair, he tilted her head
back and traced her lips with his tongue.

Dropping the book on the floor, she pulled his head
down for better contact. She heard someone moan and was surprised
to realize the sound came from her.

Panting, he broke their kiss. His thumbs caressed
her cheekbones before sliding down her neck to rest on her
shoulders.

"Your hands are cold." She shivered but she knew it
was more from his touch than the coldness of his hands. His hands
may have been chilled but his gaze as he looked her over was
scorching.

"You can warm them up." He fingered the spaghetti
strap of her tank top. He dropped to his knees, hands around her
waist, and nipped a path around her belly button to her
piercing.

"I didn't get to do this last night, and I've been
dying to since I came back," he said, and then he sucked the tiny
hoop into his mouth, tugging lightly.

She clutched his shoulders, dazed by the shock of
pleasure shooting through her body.

He placed a kiss on each of her hips before placing
one in the center. He gazed up at her, his thumbs rubbing back and
forth. Slowly, his eyes still connected to hers, he pressed his
lips right over where she throbbed most. As he nibbled her over her
underwear she thought for sure she was going to die.

She gasped, her hips arching forward with a will of
their own. His teeth worked her gently but persistently.

"Take it off," she commanded.

He yanked down her panties and sank his tongue into
her.

She didn't know who was taken by more surprise by
her orgasm—him or her. She cried out, dizzy as each wave crested
through her.

He lifted his head and scooped her in his arms. He
kissed her, walking blindly toward her bed. She tasted herself on
him and moaned into his mouth.

He followed her down onto the mattress and covered
her with his body. "Is this the same bed? Because if it is, next
time you can sneak into my room instead. At least my mattress
doesn't sag."

"Shut up." She bit her way up the muscular column of
his neck. He smelled so good—familiar but different and exciting at
the same time.

"You may not be concerned now, but in the morning
when your back is kinked up you'll realize I was right."

"I'll give you kinky." She rolled over, toppling
both of them onto the floor.

"Oof!" was all he said when she landed on top of
him.

"Nice hard support for your back." She sat up and
stripped off her top. "You should be fine now."

Underneath her, Michael went still. The amusement in
his eyes faded, leaving behind heat so intense she was afraid she'd
get burned.

"I have too many clothes on," he pointed out.

"I was noticing that myself." She unzipped his
leather jacket, grabbed each side of his button down shirt, and
pulled. Fabric ripping was punctuated by buttons pinging off the
hardwood floor.

Olivia bent down and kissed her way across his
chest, earning her a sharp gasp. "Shh," she chided, not bothering
to look up. "We need to be quiet, remember?"

Not that it mattered. Her room was on the other side
of the house from the others. No one would be any wiser. As long as
they didn't scream at the top of their lungs.

Which, at this point, was a definite
possibility.

"Quiet. Right." He hissed as she unsnapped his jeans
and slid her hands inside.

She stopped when her fingers met bare hard flesh.
"No underwear?"

He gave her a crooked grin. "Seemed excessive
tonight."

"Good thinking." She pushed down his pants, staring
at the long length of him.

Shimmying down, she took him all the way in her
mouth before she sucked the tip. By the way he groaned and clutched
her hair, she figured he liked it, so she did it again. And
again.

"Olivia." He wrapped his hand in her hair and
tugged. She lifted her head. "Later I want you to do that to me
again, but for now I want inside you."

"I want that too." She straddled him and maneuvered
him deep inside.

He brought some of her hair forward so it draped
over her torso. He brushed her nipple with the hair. Sighing, she
dropped her head back and offered her breasts to him.

He didn't hesitate. Sitting up, one hand gripping
her hip to control her grinding movements, he sucked her nipple
into his mouth. She cried out.

He murmured against her skin. "We have to be quiet,
remember?"

"Do we?"

He grinned as he scraped his teeth against the taut
peak of her breast. "Yeah. Or I can stop."

"Bastard." She squeezed herself around him.

"Okay, maybe I won't stop," he said, panting.

"I thought you might change your mind."

He placed his hand on the small of her back to guide
her rhythm. He sucked right below her ear where her pulse beat
wildly. "Olivia, I can feel you gripping my cock so tight. You're
going to come, aren’t you? I can feel it."

He covered her mouth a split second before she
shrieked. She plunged head first into a deep abyss of
pleasure—sinking, swimming, lost to everything except the feel of
him going harder and exploding inside her as his tongue mated with
her mouth.

She melted against him and he flipped her around so
he was lying on top of her. Hooking her right leg in the crook of
his arm, he thrust into her. She wanted to tell him to stop—there
was no way she was going to come again. Another thrust and she
decided she could be ready soon. By the third she was an active
participant.

He brushed her hair out of her face and cupped her
jaw. "Look at me. I want to watch you as you come."

She laughed breathlessly. "Keep it up and you won't
have to wait long."

He grinned. "I don't think that'll be a
problem."

It wasn't.

 



Chapter Twenty-two

 


 


By the next morning, Olivia decided she could
forgive Gran and Parker for their meddling if it meant another
couple weeks of head banging sex.

She oozed through the door into Grounds for Thought,
she was so boneless from Michael's visitation the night before. She
grinned like a fool but didn't care. She sashayed to the counter.
"Hey girlfriend!"

"Hey yourself. You have good timing." Eve pointed to
a tray of scones. "Fresh out of the oven."

"I'm good with timing." As evidenced with Michael.
She'd never had sex that was so on before.

Eve began making her drink. "You look like you've
lapped up a big bowl of cream."

"Or something." Olivia's grin widened.

Eve leaned across the counter. "You want the first
degree with your latte or before?"

"How about I sit over there"—Olivia pointed to a
small table in the corner—"and you bring over the latte and I'll
fill you in."

"Deal. Give me juicy details and I'll throw in a
pastry."

Olivia laughed. "You drive a hard bargain."

Eve was over at the table in record time with
Olivia's drink and scone. She faced a chair toward the door, to
keep an eye out for customers Olivia assumed, and sat down. "Okay,
I'm ready."

Olivia hid her grin behind her drink, making a
pretense of leisurely sipping it just to drive her friend
crazy.

Eve exhaled in frustration. "Okay, fine. I can
probably guess what happened anyway."

"Go ahead."

Eve folded her arms across her chest and pursed her
lips. "You and Michael obviously spent last night together. By the
look in your eyes, I'd say you did more than just talk."

Olivia popped a piece of scone in her mouth.

"If I had to guess, I'd say last night wasn't the
first time since he's been back."

She grinned. "Maybe."

"So did you tell him?"

"Tell him what?"

"Don't play dumb." Eve rolled her eyes. "Did you
clear the past between you two?"

She groaned. First her grandmother and now Eve.

"I'll take that to mean no."

"It's not important."

"Yes, it is as long as it still haunts you."

"It's not haunting me." Not much anymore, in any
case.

Eve arched her eyebrows.

"It's not." She'd stopped holding Michael
responsible for her miscarriage—there was no reason to dredge it
all up. Besides, Michael cared about his career, not a baby he
never wanted.

Eve sighed. "Just be careful, okay?"

"I can read the writing on the wall. He's going back
to LA in a few weeks. I know this." She shrugged. "It doesn't mean
I can't have fun in the meantime."

"You don't want more?"

"I can't want more."

"Olivia, sometimes the heart doesn't listen to
logic." Her friend squeezed her hand and went to serve a
customer.

Leaving Olivia alone. She took another sip of her
latte, trying not to think about a past she couldn't change and
wishes that were never going to come true.


Chapter Twenty-three

 


 


Michael tapped his fingers on his thigh and stared
out the front window of Grounds for Thought. Down the street,
Olivia was in her store, playing with sexy underwear.

Okay, so he didn't know that for a fact, but he bet
that's what she was doing. He could see her setting out the little
bits of lace, smoothing out silky panties...

"Michael."

"Yeah?" Maybe he should go over there and help her
break into one of those jars of chocolate sauce. Chocolate tasted
killer on Olivia.

"Michael."

Fingers snapped next to his ear and he jumped.
Scowling, he looked across the table at Parker, who frowned
mildly.

"This is highly unlike you, Michael."

No kidding. But he couldn't seem to help it. He
combed his hair back with his fingers. "I'm just a little
tired."

Parker's frown deepened. "Trouble on the set?"

Only if you called a horny actress who threw herself
at you at every turn trouble. Not to mention a director who
couldn't keep his mind off his high school sweetheart. "Nothing I
can't handle."

"I can't stress how important it is for you to bring
this project in on time—"

"Yeah, yeah. I know." His whole future hinged on
it.

The only glitch was the sooner he wrapped up the
movie, the sooner he'd get to go back to LA. Which meant the sooner
he'd have to leave Olivia again.

He harbored no delusions about the future. It wasn't
in the cards for him and Olivia to be together. But—damn it—he'd
like to enjoy as much of her as he possibly could.

"You're not yourself, Michael," Parker said.

"I don't know what you mean."

"I've never seen you this distracted. If you don't
think you can finish this project—"

"You'd love that, wouldn't you? You'd get to keep
your claws deep in me?" A light flipped on in his head. "That's why
we're here, isn't it?"

"Here?"

"Quit the act, Parker. You're setting me up to fail.
I knew there was a reason we had to shoot up here. You're using
Olivia as a distraction." As the implication of that hit him, he
felt something inside him seethe. "What kind of man are you that
you use your own daughter as bait?"

Parker didn't even bat an eye. "I think once you
calm down you'll be able to see reason."

"Fuck reason. I know I'm right."
Michael lowered his voice, conscious of the stares they were
attracting. He leaned across the table, staring into his boss's icy
pale eyes. "You're a bastard to do this to Olivia. Me, I can
understand. I'm just a commodity. But Olivia? Play your Machiavellian games
with me, Parker, I can give as good as I get. But stay away from
Olivia."

Parker cocked a brow at him. "You do realize she's
my daughter."

"I realize it. I just don't think you do." Michael
got up and strode out. He took a deep breath when he was outside.
The crisp fresh air was cleansing. It almost got the bitter taste
out of his mouth.

He needed to talk to Olivia. He needed to tell her
what her father was up to and break it off with her.

He reached into his pocket and rubbed her
locket.

He knew she'd hate to be a pawn, and frankly he
couldn't jeopardize his future. He'd fallen into Parker's trap. He
was so caught up with this thing with Olivia that he couldn't focus
on anything else, much less the movie.

He had to get free of Everett Parker. He knew she'd
understand that and why they couldn't see each other.

He crossed the street and opened the door to
Romantic Notions. He paused in the doorway, waiting for the
delicate fragrance of the store to hit him. Lavender? It seemed
more than that, simple and sweet but complex at the same time.

Like Olivia.

"This is a surprise."

Michael looked up to see Olivia gliding toward him.
She wore a tiny red leather skirt, her long luscious legs were
encased in sheer black stockings, and her black shirt had the top
few buttons undone. She stopped close enough to him that he caught
glimpses of the black lace underneath.

Closing his eyes, he prayed for strength.

He felt her hand on his arm. "Michael, are you
okay?"

Okay? He wanted to push her against the door, and
slide his hardening cock all the way into her. He wanted to hear
her gasp and laugh. He wanted to have the right to hold her hand
and kiss her whenever he wanted.

He opened his eyes and saw concern in her warm eyes.
He'd never noticed how rich and chocolaty they were. He should have
known that.

How was he going to tell her they had to call it
quits?

"Michael?" Her lips were the same red as her
skirt—deep, fuck me red.

"Aw hell," he muttered and gave in. He brought her
flush against him and lightly bit her lower lip before angling his
mouth to hers. She gasped into his mouth and melted against him,
her hand working its way under his jacket.

He released her just as abruptly. Her lipstick was
smeared and she gazed at him through lowered eyelids.

She cupped his jaw and rubbed around his mouth with
her thumb. "This shade of red just isn't you."

The huskiness of her voice made his gut clench. "I
don't know. I think it suits me."

She gave him a look he couldn't decipher and stepped
back. "I didn't think I was going to see you this morning. To what
do I owe the pleasure?"

He didn't know what caused her to draw away from
him, physically as well as emotionally, but he didn't like it. He
pulled her closer because he needed her there. "I missed you," he
said, surprised to realize it was true.

She thawed noticeably. "Don't you have to be on the
set?"

"I had a meeting between scenes."

Her brow furrowed. "Out here? Who was the meeting
with? Parker?"

This was the perfect opportunity to tell her. It was
practically an invitation to dump it out. All he had to do was open
his mouth and tell her they couldn't see each other anymore because
her father was manipulating them to ensnare him for the rest of his
creative life.

He opened his mouth and said, "Just a small issue.
It's not important."

Olivia smoothed the tension in his temples with her
fingers. "Well, if you want to talk about it, I'm here."

"Thanks." He smiled, hating himself for not being
honest with her.

"I have to get back." She waved toward a customer in
the back, who was covertly gawking at them.

"Right. I have to get back to work too." He dropped
a kiss on her lips, lingering longer than he intended. "Have dinner
with me tonight," he whispered against her.

He loved the way her mouth curved under his.
"Okay."

"I don't know when I'll be done."

"Okay."

"And it's not like any restaurants in Marin will be
open that late."

She laughed softly. "I'll take care of dinner. Just
call me when you know what time you can come over."

"Wear this outfit." He brushed her cheek. "Later,
baby."

He exhaled deeply after he closed the door behind
him. That didn't go exactly as he'd envisioned. He looked back at
Romantic Notions. Parker knew his quarry. Michael was royally
screwed.


Chapter Twenty-four

 


 


Hands on her hips, Olivia glared at the clock. Where
was he? She paced her room, careful not to tread on top of the
picnic she'd laid out on the floor.

Pathetic. She dropped onto her bed. Here she was,
still wearing her work clothes, waiting for some guy she didn't
trust to show up.

Okay, he wasn't just some guy. He was the love of
her life.

"Former love of my life," she corrected herself.
This fling was going to cure her of their past.

And—damn it—she wasn't waiting any longer. Bending,
she plucked a grape from the picnic and began to unbutton her
blouse.

The window slid open and Michael's head popped in.
"You're late," she said curtly.

"I know. And you're angry, but I'll make it up to
you." He swung his leg over the frame and closed it when he was all
the way in. "Nice outfit."

She crossed her arms across her chest.

He strode to her, took her in his arms, and dropped
a kiss on her forehead. "I'm sorry I'm late. I had a good
reason."

"What?"

Michael dug in a jacket pocket. "I needed to stop to
get this. You wouldn't believe the trouble I went through to get
it. I thought it'd be an easy stop at the drugstore but I had to
stop at four stores before I found what I was looking for."

She looked at the hand he held out. Nestled on the
center of his palm was a small yellow duck.

"Your rubber ducky." Michael smiled at her but it
was tentative and reminded her of the Michael of her youth.

"A rubber ducky," she repeated.

"For your baths."

"I gathered."

"I got this too." He pulled out a small mason jar
from another pocket. He didn't make a move to touch her, but the
heat from his eyes was more tangible than any touch would be.
"Chocolate sauce. I craved dessert."

Her smile widened into a grin. Taking the two steps
to close the distance between them, she put her hand on the nape of
his neck, tangling her fingers in his hair, and kissed him
soundly.

She heard the soft thump of the jar dropping onto
the bed and in the next second his arms were around her, holding
her as if he never wanted to let her go.

He lifted his head. "Not angry at me anymore?"

"Depends." She nuzzled his neck, her lips lingering
over the spot where she could feel his heart beating so
strongly.

"On?"

"How good the chocolate is."

He grinned and steered her until the backs of her
legs hit the bed and she toppled backwards onto it. "I think the
chocolate is going to be the best you've ever had."

"That sure, are you?"

"Damn right, baby."

She loved the way he ate her with his eyes. She
scooted back and stretched. Crossing her legs, she wiggled her foot
to draw his attention to her high heels and stockinged legs. She'd
never figured out why men loved stockings and heels so
much—probably because they didn't have to wear them—but she'd
gladly use them to her advantage.

She moaned as he slipped off her shoe and rubbed her
foot. His thumbs worked out the tightness from wearing the shoes
for too long.

She moaned again. "Heaven."

He moved on to her other foot. "We might have to
make you more comfortable before I go on."

"I'm yours to command."

"I never have a tape recorder when I need one."

"Don't push your luck." She prodded him with her
foot. "More."

"Exactly."

She watched his hands as they unbuttoned her dress
shirt. He did it slowly, drawing it out until she waited for each
button to pop open with her breath held. His hands never brushed
her body. Her nipples tingled with need and she had to keep herself
from arching up to make him touch her. "Are you doing that on
purpose?"

"What?"

"Trying to drive me crazy."

"Is it working?"

"Hell yes."

"Good." He pushed her shirt open, running the back
of his hand down her neck to the top of her breasts and then down
her abdomen to brush over her lacy thong. "There are advantages to
owning a lingerie store, aren't there?"

"I have an arsenal, and I'm not afraid to use
it."

"Thank God for that," he said fervently before he
peeled the bra straps down her arms. "Help me with this."

She reached behind her and unsnapped it. He pulled
it off her and tossed it across the room. Her panties quickly
followed.

Olivia lifted her right leg to roll her stockings
down but Michael's hand stopped her. "No. Leave that."

She raised her brow but didn't argue. She was much
more intrigued with what he was going to do with the chocolate in
the jar he'd retrieved and was unscrewing.

She arched when she felt his fingers drag down the
center of her chest. She caught her breath as he added dobs on top
of each nipple. Each deliberate stroke chocolate stoked the fire
he'd started with the first kiss.

Olivia gasped, clutching the comforter under her. "I
don't know how much more of this I can take."

"I can stop."

"I'm not sure that would be any less painful."

"Then how about if I do this." He bent his head and
licked up her belly all the way to her neck, following the line of
chocolate he'd painted on her. "Delicious," he murmured against her
throat.

"I'm going to die." She groaned and speared her
fingers in his hair as he laved a particularly sensitive spot on
her throat.

He chuckled. "You always did love that."

She did? He did it again. Yep, okay, she believed
him. Even if she couldn't remember.

He dipped his head and took a nipple in his mouth,
sucking until all the chocolate had to be dissolved and gone and
then sucking some more. It felt like an eternity before he moved
onto her other nipple, which was taut and begging for his
attention.

"My turn." She lifted her hips and rolled him over
so she was on top.

"But this is my fantasy."

"Deal with it." Reaching for the jar, she dipped her
index finger inside and smeared a long line down his cheek to his
mouth and throat. She paused, staring at the spot under his ear
where his pulse beat and wondered if he'd be as sensitive there as
she was.

She shrugged again and added an extra dollop. They
were about to find out.

 


 


Rick squirmed in his seat. He needed to put the
binoculars down. He knew any red-blooded man would be watching,
especially when it was part of his job. For a PI like him, being a
voyeur was second-nature.

Only in this case it was Olivia, and it felt
wrong.

He cursed again. He needed to focus. He was here on
business.

Rick swung his binoculars around, adjusting the
knobs so he could refocus on his subject.

Elaine Adams was slowly walking in circles around
Olivia's grandmother's garden like it was some kind of labyrinth.
At night, when it was freaking cold out.

Ms. Adams started back toward the house. Rick sighed
in relief. If she was going in, he could pack up and go home, and
then he wouldn't be tempted to intrude on Olivia's privacy.

But then Ms. Adams veered, heading toward Olivia's
window.

A thread of unease unraveled in the pit of his
stomach.

Maybe he was overreacting.

He grunted. "Right."

Sure enough, Ms. Adams stopped right in front of the
brightly lit window. Anyone greeted with the scene of a
mostly-naked woman smearing gunk on a mostly-naked man would
stop.

In this case, watching wasn't an innocent thing.
Rick could almost hear Adams take notes.

"Shit." He was surprised she didn't feel him boring
a hole through her skin he was watching her so intensely.

He calculated the chances on this ending up in this
week's Enquirer. "Fair to certain," he muttered, his hands
tightening on his lenses.

What the fuck was Olivia thinking? Couldn't she have
drawn the curtains? Of course not. Olivia was trusting. She'd never
expect someone to be spying on her, waiting to sell her out.
Especially not someone she'd taken under her wing.

Rick scowled as he watched Elaine Adams reluctantly
leave the brightly lit window and go inside the farmhouse. Ms.
Adams was going to regret taking on Olivia. He'd make sure of
it.


Chapter Twenty-five

 


 


The little burgundy bag on the floor taunted
her.

It was now or never.

Lainie dumped out the contents of the Romantic
Notions bag on the bed. With a deep breath, she resolutely pulled
the white negligee over her head, letting it pool down her body
like a whisper.

She turned around and gawked at her image in the
mirror. She couldn't go out there in a transparent gown, no matter
what Olivia thought. She slipped into the matching robe and looked
at her reflection again.

Marginally better, but still awfully translucent.
Was that the outline of her nipples?

She blushed, but one thing was certain: if Everett
saw her like this, she'd know whether he was interested or not.

What choice did she have? Cower behind her desk for
the rest of her life?

Shaking her head, she strode out of her room. She
reached the kitchen and sighed when she saw it was empty.

Not bothering with the light, she went to the
cupboard, pulled out a glass, and filled it with water from the
tap. She downed it, wishing it was some of Everett's fine scotch
instead. Filling it again, she drank a second glass, more slowly
this time.

She rinsed her glass out and set it to dry. Well,
she'd just have to try to run into him again tomorrow night.

She turned around and gasped.

Everett leaned in the doorway, arms folded. His face
was lost in the shadows, but she could imagine his enigmatic look.
She could feel the way his eyes took in her clothes, or lack
of.

"I didn't hear you come in." She congratulated
herself for the evenness of her voice.

He said nothing but kept watching her. He finally
broke the silence. "You've changed your hair."

Her hand darted to her freshly styled head.
"Yes."

He dropped his casual pose and stalked over to her.
He stopped in front of her, close enough that she could see the way
his pale eyes burned even in the darkness. He touched a strand of
her hair, rubbing it between two fingers. "I've never seen your
hair down."

"No, you haven't."

His eyes traveled down the length of her body. She
shivered at the intensity and felt her nipples tighten almost
painfully.

He pulled away. "If you're cold, you should take
care to put something on your feet. Or wear something more
substantial."

She gaped at him incredulously. "Everett Parker, for
a man of your intellect and shrewdness, you are awfully ignorant.
If you'd open your eyes and take a look at me maybe you'd see I'm
not cold." She lowered her voice. "I've never been cold around
you."

Satisfied at the way he was gaping at her, she
turned to leave. But what had she accomplished? The loss of her job
most likely.

She stopped in her tracks. She
was not going to
lose her job for nothing. If she was going to be unemployed, it'd
be because she grabbed what she wanted most in life.

Him.

She whirled around and marched back to Everett.
"Take me out to dinner."

His forehead wrinkled in confusion. "Excuse me?"

"Take me out to dinner," she repeated through
clenched teeth.

"We always go out to dinner," he said slowly, like
he was trying to reason with a five year old.

She pointed a finger at his nose.
"Yes, we always have dinner together. Several nights a week for the
past seven years. But for once, I want you to take me to dinner. Just the two of us.
Someplace romantic. Tomorrow night."

He stared at her, his eyes inscrutably blank.

Panic
gripped her stomach. This was it—this was where he'd tell her she
was delusional and that she should pack her bags and move to
Siberia.

"Tomorrow night, then." He watched her for another
long moment before brushing past her and disappearing down the
hall.

Lainie covered her mouth with her hand and collapsed
against the kitchen table, trembling, her body boneless. "Oh
my."

She did it. She was going on an official date with
Everett Parker.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-six

 


 


His old bed creaked ominously when Michael dropped
onto it. "Kill me now and put me out of my misery." He covered his
eyes with an arm and tried to relax.

He couldn't, and it was Olivia's fault.

Where the hell was she? He'd been trying to reach
her all evening. He called her store but there was no answer. He'd
called the farmhouse and left a message for her there. Then he'd
called twice more. The knowing amusement in Granny Mae's voice
prevented him from calling again.

He frowned at the Princess Leia poster still taped
on the ceiling over his bed. He needed Olivia. The day had been
hell, and all he wanted was her drugging kisses and to feel her
come apart in his arms.

He didn't want to think about where she might be.
Only the force of his will stopped him from imagining her in
Lurch's company.

His window squeaked.

Hope spiked in his heart. He looked over to see an
elegant leg hike over the ledge, followed by the gorgeously
striking face that haunted his dreams.

Olivia grinned at him. "That's okay. I don't need a
hand."

He watched her, bemused, as she climbed in and
closed the window behind her. "I didn't think I'd see you tonight,"
he said.

"I know I didn't call." She stopped abruptly. "Do
you want me to leave?"

"No. Hell no." He rushed to her and
pulled her close. As soon as he touched her, the tension faded and
relief flooded into its place. He knew that should have worried
him, but all he could think of was the way Olivia fit so perfectly
into his body. In her heels, he didn't even have to bend down to
kiss her. So convenient. "God you taste good."

Her lips curved under his. Instead of replying, she
gave him more of herself. How did she know what he needed?

He gripped her tighter. "I'm glad you're here," he
whispered against her lips.

She pressed her hips into his. "I can see that."

"More than that."

"Have a bad day?"

Suddenly the day didn't seem that bad. "I missed
you."

She leaned back enough to look into his eyes. She
smoothed his hair back and simply said, "Good."

He pulled her against him again. "I called you but I
couldn't find you."

"You did?"

"Mmm." He nuzzled the side of her neck. "Your store
and then Granny Mae's."

"I was out."

He pulled back and frowned at her. "That was
vague."

She shrugged. "Girl business. If I told you I'd have
to castrate you."

"You wouldn't like that."

"Hell no," she agreed fervently. "That's your best
feature."

He laughed, running his hand through her long hair.
But he stopped laughing when he felt something cold snap around his
wrist. "What the—"

Before he could say another word, she captured his
other wrist too. Michael looked down to find his hands securely
cuffed. He tugged them apart. Real handcuffs, not chintzy
fakes.

She pushed him back toward the bed until he toppled
over onto it. She straddled him and took off her jacket to reveal a
harlot red tank top. It was lace and see through and she wore
nothing under it. "Can you handle it?"

"I'll certainly give it my best."

She reached over him and secured the cuffs to the
bed with a scarf. Where she pulled the scarf from, he had no
idea.

"What other tricks do you have up your sleeves?"

"I have no sleeves. Maybe you didn't notice." She
stood up and shucked her jeans to reveal matching lace panties that
sat low on her hips and showed the succulent curve of her ass
cheeks. Her belly button piercing winked at him in the light.

He loved that belly ring.

"I hope you're taking notes," Olivia said as she
climbed on top of him, sat on his thighs, and unbuttoned his
shirt.

"Notes?" he rasped. He could feel her heat through
his jeans, which were uncomfortably restricting. He wanted to ask
her to ease him out, but given her mood he was afraid she'd leave
them on longer just to torment him.

"If you're going to break into someone's room, this
is the way to make the most of it."

He swallowed a groan when her hand rested casually
over his fly. "You aren't dressed like a pirate."

Her laugh was low and husky. "You
always did have a thing for pirates. At least this time
I get to be the marauding
one. It used to piss me off when I had to play the kidnapped
princess." She dropped a kiss on the hollow of his throat and her
hair caressed his chest.

"I was a fool," he said with a gasp. "From now on,
you're the pirate."

"About time you saw the potential." She teased his
lips with her teeth.

"Call me slow." Michael arched up, trying to capture
her lips.

"Baby, you haven't seen slow yet." She bit the lobe
of his ear and began to show him how slow they could go.

 



Chapter Twenty-seven

 


 


"Where do you think she is?" Olivia flipped the sign
on her door to "Closed" and peeked out the window. When there was
no reply, she turned around with a frown to find Eve sprawled in
one of the stuffed velvet chairs, her eyes shut. "Hey, are you
asleep?"

"I wish. I'm exhausted."

"Treat keep you up all night? Or was shopping for
Lainie tiring?"

Eve grinned but didn't open her eyes. "All of the
above. Plus we've been insanely busy lately. I love that Lainie
asked me to provide the pastries for the movie's wrap party, but
it's a lot of work."

Olivia dropped the bra she was rearranging and
stared at Eve. "The movie's wrapping up?"

Eve sat up straight, her brow furrowed. "You didn't
know. I'm sorry."

"Not a big deal." She turned her back and fussed
with a display. She needed something to do with her hands. Since
Michael wasn't here to strangle, fixing her display seemed a good
second choice.

"Are you sure it's not a big deal?"

"Of course it's not. We all knew this was temporary.
It was only a matter of time before Michael went back to Los
Angeles."

"It'd be nice if he could stay longer though."

She could feel Eve boring a hole in her back. She
forced a casual shrug. "It won't make any difference really. It's
good that he's leaving now before things go any further."

"Is it?"

No. Her heart felt like it was being ripped out of
her chest. She pasted a smile on her face and turned to face Eve.
"Sure it is."

Eve didn't look convinced but fortunately Lainie
chose that moment to rush in. "Sorry I'm late. We had a production
meeting that ran overtime. With the filming just about done, there
were a lot of loose ends to wrap up."

Of course Lainie would know the movie was just about
done. It seemed like everyone knew except for her. Damn
Michael.

Why hadn't he said anything to her? It wasn't like
he hadn't had a chance. Their intimacy seemed cheapened or fake in
light of this information.

She felt a hand on her arm. She raised her eyes to
find Lainie's face, lined with concern, peering at her. "You didn't
know?"

It took conscious effort to smooth out her
expression. This was Lainie's night. She'd deal with Michael later.
"It's fine. Let's get started. We don't have long to get you ready.
You said your reservation was for seven o'clock?"

"Yes."

Olivia felt a stab of envy at the way Lainie shined.
The older woman was at the beginning of her romance.

She shook her head to clear her thoughts. "Eve,
where's the dress?"

"I hung it in the first dressing room."

Lainie frowned. "Dress?"

Eve smiled. "You didn't expect fairy godmother
Olivia to let you go off on this date without the proper attire,
did you?"

"But—"

"No buts." Olivia pointed to the dressing area. "Go
change."

Lainie tipped up her chin. "I expect to pay you back
for the dress."

Olivia rolled her eyes. At least she didn't have to
worry about Lainie not being stubborn enough to stand up to Parker.
"Of course. We aren't running a charity, after all."

A grin spread across Lainie's face and she hurried
like a child running to open Christmas presents. Several minutes
later there was a squawk.

"You okay in there?" Olivia called back. This was
the part where Lainie declared she couldn't wear the dress and they
had to convince her she looked marvelous in it.

Lainie came out of the double doors with a slightly
shocked look on her face. She stopped in front of a mirror and
stared wide-eyed at herself.

The dress could almost be called modest. It wasn't
tight, it had long sleeves, and the hem hit only a couple inches
above Lainie's knees.

But the plunging neckline and slit on the side that
revealed to her hip made the dress sassy, as did the crimson color.
It was a dress to seduce.

Lainie turned around, her gray eyes sparkling. "I
love it!"

Olivia blinked. "You do?"

"It's perfect. I can't thank you two enough for
finding it for me." She smoothed the silk on her hips.

Olivia stared at her critically. Hair was good,
lipstick needed touch up. "You are wearing some of your new
underwear, right?"

Lainie gave her a suffering look. "Yes."

"Freshen your lipstick and let's get you home."

"I'm meeting Everett at the restaurant," she said as
she rifled in her purse.

"He's not picking you up?" Olivia asked
indignantly.

Lainie shook her head. "I thought it'd be easier to
meet him there." She pulled out her lipstick and went to a mirror
to put it on.

"Next time, make him pick you up."

"Yes, ma'am." Lainie grinned at her from in the
mirror. "Wish me luck."

"You don't need it," Eve assured her. "He's going to
drop to your feet."

"You two are the best." Lainie gave them brief,
enthusiastic hugs and strode to the door, which opened right before
she reached it.

Michael held out his arms to keep Lainie from
running into him. "Whoa. Elaine. You look stunning."

She blushed and smiled at him. "Thank you."

"You're going to break hearts tonight." He kissed
her on the cheek and held the door open for her.

For a moment, Olivia warmed at the way he put Lainie
at ease. Then she remembered the bastard didn't tell her he was
almost done with the movie. Her jaw tightened until she thought the
muscles would snap.

"Well, I've got to get home." Eve stood up. "Give me
a call tomorrow, Olivia."

"Sure thing."

"Bye, Michael." Olivia could see a hint of pity in
the smile Eve gave him.

Michael nodded but his eyes never left her face. She
could feel his confusion. The door clicked shut before Michael
said, "What's wrong?"

She didn't beat around the brush. "When were you
going to tell me you're almost done shooting the movie?"

He grimaced and ran a hand through his hair. "We
still have a bit left to do. We haven't shot the opening scenes,
and then the promotional shoot—"

He stopped abruptly. Probably
because of the look on her face that said like I give a fuck. 

He heaved a sigh. "Olivia, you knew this wasn't
going to last."

"That's not the issue. I just thought I'd hear it
from you rather than everyone else."

"Olivia." He reached for her and she reluctantly let
him pull her into his arms. He ran a hand over her hair, down to
the nape of her neck, which he rubbed soothingly. "I'm sorry I
didn't tell you. I should have, but it just seemed like if I
didn't—"

Her forehead felt drawn tight. "What?" If he didn't
he wouldn't have to deal with it?

He shook his head and kissed her, so softly it was
like a whisper against her lips. "Let's not ruin the time we have
left by fighting, okay?"

She started to tell him to shove it but he quickly
covered her mouth with his. Before she realized it, she was kissing
him back with matched fervor.

Much later back in his room, she lay in his arms,
listening to him breathe peacefully in his sleep and remembering
the giddy look of happiness on Lainie's face. The lucky woman was
just starting her romantic adventure.

For Olivia, it was the beginning of the end.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-eight

 


 


Parker sipped his scotch, his eye trained on the
door. He glanced at his watch. Ten minutes till she arrived.

He felt an unfamiliar twinge around his midsection.
After some reflection, he realized it was nerves.

He shook his head and took another calming sip. He
hadn't felt nervous since he first started in the movie industry
thirty-seven years before. He hadn't even felt anything remotely
anxious the first time he ran into Lily—literally. When he met
Lily, he'd just felt a calm sureness that she was meant to be
his.

With Elaine he felt anything but calm.

He didn't know what possessed her to demand to be
taken out, but he hoped after this evening she'd snap out of this
strangeness and go back to being the efficient, unobtrusive
assistant he relied upon. Not that she wasn't still efficient, but
she was far from unobtrusive. She'd taken permanent residence in
his mind. Even when she wasn't around he wondered where she was and
what provocative thing she was wearing now.

The door opened and she walked in. Her hair was
rumpled from the wind. Even when they worked well into the night on
a deadline her hair was always picture perfect. Now, it looked soft
and touchable like she'd just rolled out of bed.

He shot back the rest of his scotch. One thing he
didn't need to do was think about what Elaine looked like just out
of bed.

He watched her as she scanned the restaurant. When
her gaze fell on him, she smiled.

His gut clenched. He couldn't remember anyone
smiling at him like that. Not in twenty-five years since Lily
died.

"Hello," she said when she reached the table. Her
voice sounded the same as always, a little low and husky, but
tonight it grabbed him and refused to let go.

He stood up. "You're early."

"So are you."

He helped her out of her coat and handed it to the
host who waited patiently beside their table. He pulled out her
chair and froze as he noticed what she was wearing.

Her dress was red silk, simple and elegant. It
revealed quite a bit of cleavage, which he could have dealt with on
its own. After all, he'd been dealing with it for weeks now. But
when she sat down, the skirt fell away, revealing a length of
creamy skin almost to her hip. His mouth went dry and he felt a
strange dizziness he attributed to drinking his scotch too fast on
an empty stomach.

She was devious. She'd been hiding this side of her
from him and he didn't like it one bit. Then he looked down and saw
her shoes—the sensible, quality shoes she always wore—and felt
relief. It was comforting to know that underneath the seductive
Elaine the Elaine he was most familiar with still existed.

He sat down, feeling like he was on more stable
ground than before. "Can I order you a drink?"

"A glass of wine would be nice, thank you."

He gazed at her while he waited for the server to
come, noticing for the first time Elaine's nervousness. It was in
the way her brows creased and the tension in her shoulders. He was
shocked at the impulse to take her hand and reassure her so he
could see her smile again.

"Your dress is lovely."

He was as surprised to hear himself say it as Elaine
appeared to be. "Thank you."

"Red becomes you. You should wear it often."

She blushed charmingly. "Olivia tells me the same
thing."

Ah. So it was his daughter who was making this
profound difference in Elaine. He wasn't sure yet if he should
thank her or curse her. "You and Olivia have gotten close."

"It wasn't difficult. Olivia is wonderful. You're
fortunate to have a daughter like her. She'll realize how much you
love her and come around," Elaine said sagely. "Just give it
time."

Her gaze seemed to see right through him. It made
him uncomfortable. He wanted to tell her this was a mistake. He
wanted to leave, to go back to LA and establish the old
boundaries.

Then her hand covered his. It was slightly chilled
and he instinctively reversed their grip so he could warm it.

Elaine's eyes widened, pure beautiful gray. She
smiled at him. When she smiled at him like that he could almost
believe he could be a better man.

The waiter unobtrusively brought them menus. "Can I
bring you anything to drink?"

"We'd like a bottle of—" Parker studied Elaine. He'd
thought a cool bottle of white would suit her best, but now he was
tempted to order something darker and spicier. "A bottle of Chateau
Margaux. The 1969."

"Yes, sir."

Parker felt the waiter slip away but his attention
remained focused on the woman across from him.

"Is this a special occasion?" Her thumb rubbed a
soothing path on his palm.

"That remains to be seen." The measuring look she
gave him, simultaneously open and coy, caused a thrill of
excitement to course through him.

The waiter returned. As he opened the bottle for
inspection, he rattled off the specials for the day. To get rid of
him, Parker quickly ordered for the two of them. He wanted Elaine
alone so he could puzzle her out.

She pulled her hand out of his. He frowned but
didn't say anything until the waiter left. "Is something the
matter?"

"Let's get one thing straight." She lowered her
voice and leaned closer to him across the table. Her cheeks were
flushed and her eyes glittered. "You may be my boss in the office,
but on personal time, we are equal. I'm capable of ordering for
myself."

"Elaine, I had no idea you were so—"

"What?"

Passionate. "Pro-feminism."

"Being treated respectfully has nothing to do with
feminism."

He tipped his head in concession. "Agreed. I
apologize if I offended you."

He could practically see the ire drain out of her.
"Just don't do it again."

"A toast?" He raised his glass up. She followed
suit. "To the unexpected."

He saw the momentary surprise on her face when the
wine hit her palate. He watched the surprise turn to general
enjoyment and then pleasure. "You like it."

"You knew I would." She dabbed her lips with her
napkin.

"Do you know me so well?"

She gazed at him thoughtfully. Finally she asked,
"Truthfully?"

He cocked a brow. "You don't think I want the
truth?"

She laughed softly and he felt it in the pit of his
stomach. "Not if it's something you disagree with."

Touche. "Tell me."

"I know you better than anyone else."

He was saved from having to digest that tidbit by
their salads arriving. He directed the rest of the conversation
carefully. He didn't need any more revelations, not until he could
think about what she said.

At the end of dinner, he helped her into her coat,
his hands lingering on her shoulders longer than necessary. With a
touch on the small of her back, he guided her through the
restaurant and out the door.

The wind whipped at them and Parker
instinctively pulled Elaine close to block her from it. She faced
him. As she stared into his eyes, he could read her thoughts like
they were broadcast. Kiss me.

"What are we doing here, Elaine?"

He wished he hadn't asked when her smile faded. She
tried to pull away but he held her next to him. He needed to see
those clear gray eyes.

"I just thought—" She broke off and stared at him.
Finally, she whispered, "Don't you want to be here?"

No, he didn't want to be here. He wanted to be in a
big bed with her under him.

Her hair tickled his chin and he pulled her closer.
She smelled like wildflowers. He didn't expect that. Wildflowers
were unrestrained and hedonistic.

"How is it you've escaped my notice for so long?" He
traced the edge of her hairline and caressed her cheek with the
back of his fingers. Soft.

Her mouth dropped open as he brushed her lower lip,
but she said nothing.

He shook his head. "This is impossible."

"What is?"

"How can I resist you when your eyes are begging me
to kiss you?"

In her guileless way, she asked, "Why resist?"

He studied her. "Why indeed?"

The first taste of her lips felt refreshing, the
second was intoxicating. He watched her eyes close as she twined
her arms around his neck and gave herself to him.

He stood in shock for a moment, taken away by how
selflessly she gave herself. He wanted to push her away and berate
her for opening herself up to such danger. At the same time, he
wanted to hold her tight and keep her to himself.

He felt something he hadn't in a long time: humbled.
He closed his eyes and savored the moment.


Chapter Twenty-nine

 


 


"Ms. Adams, where should these hors d'oeuvres
go?"

"The hors d'oeuvres table would be the best spot."
Lainie pointed to one of the tables lining the far right wall.

"Okay. Thanks."

She smiled at the server. Incompetent questions
couldn't get her down today. Not even the fact that Sophie
Martineau, star of the movie and the belle of the ball, hadn't
shown up yet, could burst her bubble. Life was good and she
intended on reveling in it.

The wrap party was in full swing, cast, crew, and
select locals mingling merrily. Lainie surveyed the crowd, seeking
out Everett. She found him talking to a couple of the minor cast
members. Tonight he wore a tuxedo and looked more dashing than Sean
Connery.

And he was hers.

At least, she was working on it. They'd gone out
several more times and each time was better than the last. He was
everything she ever thought he'd be—gallant and fascinating and
attentive. During the day, he was circumspect, ever the demanding
employer. At dinner when they went out, he was different. And the
way he kissed... She rubbed at the goosebumps that rose on her bare
arms.

She'd been a nervous wreck the day after their first
kiss outside the restaurant. They'd gone home separately. Actually,
she went home and he went someplace else. She heard him come back
an hour after she did. She lay in bed and listened to him move
around the house. She wanted to crawl into his bed and wait for him
but she just couldn't. Even if she were bold enough she knew it
would be a tactical error. Subtle, Olivia would tell her. Make him
fall to his knees.

The next day, he gave no indication that the kiss
had ever happened and she'd been beside herself. But that night
he'd taken her out to dinner again—just the two of them. They
weren't out of the restaurant three steps before he drew her to him
and kissed her. Really kissed her. And then they went to the car
and kissed some more.

She sighed happily. Everett lifted his gaze and met
hers, cocking his brow. His eyes flickered over her quickly before
he returned his attention to his conversation.

There was promise in his gaze. She felt a flush
creep up her chest to her face even as she tingled on the
inside.

They hadn't progressed beyond their steamy kisses
and a few masterful caresses on his part. She stopped him before
they got very far. She didn't want to ruin this by going too
fast.

Sometimes she wanted to say to hell with caution.
But there was more at stake here than momentary pleasure.

"Elaine, wow! You look great."

She turned to smile at the director of photography,
who was dressed in his customary jeans and heavy metal band
T-shirt. "Thank you, George." She smoothed her dress over her
hips.

His whistled appreciatively. "I mean—wow. I've never
seen you in anything like this before."

She smiled. There wasn't much call to wear strapless
dresses to the office.

"Can I get you a drink? Maybe a glass of
champagne?"

"Okay," she said, a bit puzzled. He wasn't coming on
to her, was he? He was a good ten years younger than her.

He squeezed her hand warmly. "I'll be right
back."

She looked up to find Everett scowling at her. She
tipped her head inquiringly and the frown lines around his mouth
deepened.

She blinked. Could he be jealous?

"Here you go, Elaine." George handed her a glass
with a smile. He touched his glass to hers. "Here's to getting to
know you better."

What did that mean? She was puzzling it out when she
felt a solid wall move in behind her. She stilled, recognizing the
magnetic force.

Everett took her elbow. Possessively. "George."

George took one look at the way Everett was holding
her and stepped back, giving them a measuring look. He lifted his
glass to Everett in salute. Everett acknowledged him with a lift of
his brow. George bowed, turned on his heels, and disappeared into
the crowd.

Lainie faced Everett. "What was that about?"

"He was about to fall face first into your
decolletage."

Her cheeks burned. The dress
was a little indecent. It
was red, strapless, tight, and barely covered her breasts. Olivia
insisted it looked great on her. "That concerned you?"

Everett didn't move, but suddenly it felt like they
couldn't get any closer. "I don't share, Elaine."

His voice was low and rough and made the goose bumps
come back with a vengeance.

She cleared her throat and looked away. Didn't he
know if he kept staring at her like this that she wouldn't be able
to refrain from throwing herself at him? "The party is a success I
think. Everyone's mingling nicely."

When he didn't reply, she went on nervously. "The
caterer did a great job. And we were lucky to find a band that can
play such diverse music. Not many can go from Duke Ellington to
salsa so seamlessly."

"Dance with me."

"Excuse me?" She couldn't have heard correctly.

"I want you to dance with me." Not waiting for her
answer, he steered her toward the makeshift dance floor where
people were swaying to a slow, romantic tune. He gathered her close
and masterfully glided her around.

Lainie sighed and settled into his
arms. It felt right to be there. She wasn't sure how much longer
she'd be able to hold out. It was torturous being so close to him
without being close to him.

He pressed his hand against the small of her back,
bringing her close enough to whisper. "You look stunning tonight,
Elaine."

"Thank you."

"Red suits you. I'm surprised you never wore much of
it before."

"You noticed?"

"I can't believe I didn't notice more." He tightened
his grip on her. "We need to—"

A commotion at the front door caught their
attention. Sophie walked in, resplendent in peacock blue, followed
by her entourage. Sophie required her assistants to wear only
black. Lainie once heard her say black made the best backdrop for
her.

Sophie Martineau may be one of the businesses most
difficult actors but no one could deny how stunning she was. Men
all succumbed to her sweet blond radiance, not seeing the claws she
kept so well trimmed. Lainie didn't know of any man who wouldn't
want to be with Sophie.

She glanced at Everett, wondering if he found Sophie
attractive. He looked impassive but she could see a hint of
impatience in his regard.

Then he frowned.

Lainie followed his gaze. Sophie homed in on
Michael, clinging to his arm like a parasite. From the way Michael
ran his hands down her back, he didn't seem to mind.

"Oh no." Lainie searched the room, hoping Olivia,
who'd come in with Michael, was in the restroom.

No such luck. Olivia stood off to one side, alone,
watching Michael and Sophie through narrowed eyes.

She shook her head. "This isn't good."

"Agreed." Everett propelled her forward. "Shall I
intercept Sophie while you take care of Olivia?"

"Yes." She stopped him with a hand on his forearm.
"You're a good man, Everett Parker."

For a moment, he dropped his guard and she could see
beyond his careful shell. His eyes were full of emotion—surprise,
pleasure, and hope. She ached to show him how good he really was,
to prove it so he believed it as fervently as she did.

Throwing caution to the wind, she got up on tiptoes
and kissed him softly on his lips. "Go. I'll look after your
daughter."

As she turned to go to Olivia, he tugged her back.
Without a word, he dropped his mouth to hers and gave her a hard
kiss that curled her toes. He broke it as suddenly as he initiated
it, satisfaction written on his very male features. "Remember that
for later," he said before he stalked away.

She watched him, bemused, running her fingers along
her lips. She felt imprinted by him and as unliberated as it was,
she loved the feeling.

Later. She couldn't wait.

But first things first. She needed to diffuse
Olivia. By the look in her eyes, Olivia was a moment away from
ripping Michael apart with her bare hands.

Not that she could blame her. Lainie glared at
Michael as she rushed to Olivia's side. She'd be willing to
help.

Eve and her husband reached Olivia before she did.
Eve's hand rested on Olivia's arm—whether to comfort or hold her
back, Lainie wasn't sure.

Eve's husband, Treat, nodded at her when she joined
their party. Lainie had only met him a few times but she'd liked
him immediately. He was a lot like Everett—virile, manly, and sure
of himself, only with longer hair.

Eve was talking softly to Olivia. "—sure you're
okay? Because you don't look it."

Olivia frowned but her gaze stayed on the spectacle
Sophie was making. "What do I look like?"

"Like you could take Mike Tyson single-handedly,"
Treat said.

She tore her gaze away from Michael, noticing for
the first time the small posse surrounding her. "What are you guys
doing? You're corralling me like I'm a rabid animal."

"We're not corralling. We're lending support." Eve
scowled in Sophie's direction.

Lainie nodded. "We're just concerned about you."

"Well, I'm fine." Olivia flipped her hair over her
shoulder.

How could Michael want Sophie over Olivia? Looking
at Olivia now, Lainie didn't understand it. Sophie was pretty in a
pouty, little girl way but that type of beauty always faded in
time.

Olivia was striking. Her hair was loose and parted
in a way that made the thick blonde highlights stand out. When they
went shopping, Olivia had chosen a two-piece outfit reminiscent of
what a harem girl would wear. The long gauzy skirt sat low on her
hips and tangled in her long legs as she walked. She wore a choker,
dozens of bracelets on her arms, and rings on her fingers as well
as her toes. The top was a single band that covered her breasts,
leaving her midriff bare and her belly button ring glittering.

Lainie wondered what Everett would say if she got a
piercing.

"So." Olivia smiled but it was tight and forced.
"Are you guys enjoying your evening?"

Eve sighed and slipped her hand in Treat's. Treat
grinned at Olivia. "It certainly is an entertaining party, isn't
it?"

"I'm definitely engrossed by the sideshow." Olivia
glared at Michael.

"I'm sure Michael is just talking business to
Sophie," Lainie lied.

"Yeah. Monkey business," Olivia said under her
breath. She shot back the contents in her wine glass. "Treat, want
to cut a rug?"

"Love to." He exchanged a look with Eve before he
led Olivia to the dance floor.

She and Eve exchanged their own look before watching
Treat lead Olivia around the floor.

Good thing she hadn't ordered fireworks for the
evening. Elaine glanced at Everett, who was trying to break in on
Michael and Sophie's tete-a-tete. Fireworks would have been
redundant.

 


 


Parker cut through the crowd with singleness of
purpose, barely acknowledging the comments directed to him on the
way. He had Michael to deal with.

The rage he felt at Michael was surprising. He
glanced at the tight expression on his daughter's face and felt a
wave of black fury flow through him. He wanted to drag Michael
outside and beat sense into him.

Maybe he'd been wrong. Maybe he shouldn't have
forced Olivia and Michael together again. It seemed like they'd
been doing well. Guilt and uncertainty—two emotions he wasn't well
acquainted with—fueled his anger.

His face devoid of expression, he stopped in front
of Michael and cleared his throat. Michael managed to tear his gaze
from Sophie's face.

Sophie looked up and smiled with
catlike cunning. "Everett. Enchantee de
vous voire." She stepped away from Michael
long enough to kiss the air on either side of Parker's cheeks
before cuddling next to him again. Michael didn't look put out by
her clinginess in the least. In fact, he pulled her
closer.

"Sophie. Michael." Everything he was holding back
from showing on his face came through in his voice.

And Michael heard it. "Great party, Parker. Elaine
outdid herself."

"You should be sure to mention that to her." He
turned to Sophie. "I hear your performance was unparalleled. There
are some people from the media who would love to talk to you."

"Reporters?" Her blue eyes lit up. "Where?"

Parker felt grim satisfaction. He knew exactly what
her weakness was and felt no compulsion in exploiting it. The
clueless woman unwittingly put herself in the wrong person's path.
"Why don't you get a glass of champagne and I'll have Elaine send
them over to you."

"I adore champagne." She batted her false
eyelashes at Michael. "Coming, mon
chou?"

"I need to talk to Michael." Parker smoothly removed
her hand from Michael's arm and steered her toward a waiter with a
tray of drinks. "Since he's leaving Parker Pictures at the
completion of this film there are details we need to discuss."

She pouted and batted her eyes. "You didn't tell me
that."

Michael raked back his hair. "Guess it never came
up."

"Then I'll leave you men to it." She slanted her
eyes at Michael from over her shoulder. "Find me when you're
done."

Parker resisted the urge to retch at her sugary
command. By the look on Michael's face, he was in the same
boat.

"Are there really reporters here tonight?" Michael
watched her slither away.

"Yes." He just declined to mention
the man was from the Marin Independent
Journal.

Michael faced him. The stiffness of his jaw and
clenched fists made it apparent he was expecting a fight. "So
what's this about?"

"You really don't know?"

Michael's eyes darted to where Olivia was dancing
with a sharply dressed man with a ponytail. "I can probably hazard
a guess. Though I can't imagine why you'd care."

"She's my daughter."

"Fine way to show your filial affection. Force her
to face the one man she's hated for years." He glanced at Parker.
"Make that two men."

"Enough." He'd had all he was going to take. "I've
always had Olivia's best interests at heart—"

Michael snorted.

"—which is more than I can say for you."

That got the younger man's attention. "What the hell
does that mean?"

"It means your behavior tonight was unconscionable.
You acted not only with blatant disregard for Olivia's feelings but
complete disrespect for her as well." Parker motioned toward the
room. "How do you think it makes Olivia look, having the man she's
been romantically linked to playing footsy with another woman?"

"We weren't playing footsy," Michael protested
half-heartedly.

"Michael, stop fucking with her.
Move on if that's your intention, but make a clean break." Parker
leaned closer to him and lowered his voice. "And once you go,
don't ever step
foot near her again. Or I will personally see to it that not even
McDonald's will hire you."

On that note, Parker left. Better to leave Michael
to his thoughts. He certainly had a lot to think about.

Parker searched the room until he found Elaine. His
heart beat furiously at the sight of her. It was that dress. He'd
be tempted to give his empire to see her out of it, but tonight
wasn't the night.

He did owe her another dance though. He weaved his
way trough the crowd, intent on claiming his partner.


Chapter Thirty

 


 


Olivia glanced at Michael and wanted to snarl. If
that woman clung any closer, she'd be grafted into his side.

"I could break his legs for you."

She considered Treat's offer. "I'll keep that in
mind." She became aware he swept her around the dance floor
skillfully. "I didn't know you danced, Treat."

"Ballroom dance classes were required growing
up."

"It's heavenly dancing with a man who doesn't knock
his knees against mine. Or step on my feet."

"Maybe you need to get out more."

"You might be right."

"Eve tells me that all the time."

Olivia laughed. "I'm sure she does."

"She's worried about you."

"Eve's a worrier."

He tipped her chin up, not very much since in her
heels they were almost the same height. "Does she have reason to
worry this time?"

She shrugged. "I'll get over it. It won't be the
first time."

He sighed and tucked her head into his shoulder. "My
offer stands open. In fact, I'm sure Rick will want to help."

He stroked her hair slowly and the tension drained
from her body. Her father used to soothe her this way when she went
to bed. The memory made her tense again.

"Where's Rick?" she asked to distract herself.

"His case has him wrapped up, but he's supposed to
show up tonight. He said he had one thing to take care of before
coming."

"Hmm." She watched her father insinuate himself into
Michael's intimate circle. Frowning, she wondered what he said to
get Sophie to leave Michael's side so eagerly.

Not that she cared. Not really. She was just mildly
curious.

And what was her father saying to Michael? Whatever
it was, it was intense judging by their body language. Michael
looked like he wanted to put his fist through something and, though
her father's face was devoid of expression, his eyes burned with
repressed ire so she could see it even at this distance.

Something to do with the movie? Most likely. Work
was all either of them cared about.

She felt a tug on her hair.

Treat regarded her with faint amusement. "You
slipped into another world."

"I wish." The song ended. "Let's go. Your wife is
probably going through withdrawal and I need a drink."

They wound their way through the crowd to Eve and
Lainie. "Eve, not only does Treat have the best ass in town, but
he's also a great dancer. I asked him to run away with me but he
refused me."

"Thank God." Eve beamed up at Treat and slipped her
arm around his waist. "What would I do if I had to cook for myself
again?"

"Ah. The devil arrives." Treat nodded toward the
entrance.

Olivia looked up to see Rick walk into the room. His
tall, lanky form made him easy to spot. He was dressed in black
like always, but somehow it looked menacing tonight. Maybe it was
the fierce scowl on his face.

He strode quickly through the crowd to her side.
With a dark look at Lainie, he pulled her aside. "Olivia, I need to
talk to you."

She glanced at Lainie, who looked baffled, and then
frowned at him. "What's the deal?"

He tugged at her. "I need to talk to you.
Privately."

"Whatever you have to say, you can say here. I have
nothing to hide from Eve, Treat, or Lainie."

Rick scowled at her. "You don't know what I have to
say."

"Because you won't tell me." She became conscious of
the stares they were attracting from the people around them and
lowered her voice. "Stop being so goddamn stubborn."

"You're the one who's goddamn stubborn."

"What's going on here?" Parker asked, joining
them.

Olivia noted he took Lainie's side protectively. At
least something was going right tonight.

"Good," Rick said shortly. "I need to talk to you
too. Let's step outside."

"Wait a minute." Olivia grabbed Rick by his jacket
before he could move. "How do you know him?"

The look Rick and Parker shared did not give her
warm fuzzies. In fact, it made her suspicious.

"Maybe we should move this to someplace a little
more private as suggested."

Olivia snorted. Her father—the voice of reason.
"Fine. There's the office downstairs."

She turned and headed toward the narrow stairs
through the kitchen, not caring whether anyone was following her.
She wanted to get this over and done with so she could go home and
crawl into bed.

Rick caught up to her in the staircase. She glanced
at him hovering like a gargoyle at her side and rolled her eyes.
She couldn't imagine what this was about but she doubted it could
be as bad as he was making it out to be.

They walked into the small office and Olivia flipped
on the light. Folding her arms, she leaned her hips on the desk.
"Okay, spill it."

He shook his head. "Let's wait for your dad."

They didn't have to wait long. Parker strode in like
it was his throne room. "What's the meaning of this, Clancy?"

"You were right. I found this tonight." Rick handed
him a piece of paper. Parker quickly scanned it before he looked up
with a frown.

Rick nodded. "I want to know what you're going to do
to protect Olivia from the backlash."

"Okay, wait a minute." Olivia propped her hands on
her hips and regarded the two men. "Someone needs to explain to me
what's going on here."

"There's a mole at Parker Pictures. Someone's been
selling information to the press. Your father hired me to
investigate a possible suspect."

"Why would he hire you?" It didn't make sense from
her standpoint. Parker had to have a team of people in Los Angeles
who handled these types of issues. He was a shrewd businessman—he
always made sure all his bases were covered.

"It was more conducive for me to follow the suspect
as she was up here for the shoot."

She? Frowning, she asked, "What does this have to do with me? I
don't have anything to do with the production company."

"You're the daughter of the owner and the lover of
its top director."

She studied Rick with a frown. How did he know about
her and Michael? Maybe one of her friends had mentioned it in
passing? She shrugged mentally. Rick collected information like
some people collected stamps. He picked up on even random
information.

Parker stepped forward. "Clancy, there's a
misunderstanding here."

"I don't see how there is. You had suspicions, which
I've investigated and proven. Now we just need to insure Olivia's
protection." Rick crossed his arms and gave him a narrow look. "I
want to know what you plan to do."

He eyed Rick with something that resembled respect.
"Olivia's in no danger. There's nothing that can be revealed about
her that would cause harm."

"Isn't there?" Rick turned to her and stared her in
the eye.

He knew. She wasn't sure why she was so certain of it suddenly, but
there was no doubt in her mind that Rick knew about her
baby.

She imagined it being splashed across newspaper
headlines. She felt the blood drain from her head. She quickly
plopped down on the desktop to steady herself.

Rick moved to her side and took her hand. "I'm
sorry."

She looked into his eyes and knew he was apologizing
for more than being the bearer of bad news.

"What does he mean, Olivia?" Parker pushed back her
hair but was careful not to touch her otherwise.

"I—" She gaped at him in confusion. Was that concern
on his face?

"Your stool pigeon has undoubtedly found out that
Olivia was pregnant eleven years ago," Rick said. "According to
those emails, I'd say she's about to leak the story to the
press."

"Who is she?" Olivia couldn't imagine anyone
being that cold hearted. A light clicked on in her head. Except
Sophie Martineau, who quite obviously wanted Michael. She looked to
Rick.

"Elaine Adams," he said grimly.

She blinked. "Lainie?"

There was a gasp from the doorway. All three of them
looked up to find Lainie standing there, pale as a sheet. Michael
stood behind her.

How long had he been there? Olivia gripped the desk.
But by the look in his eyes she knew he'd heard. He stared at her
coldly, as if she'd killed his puppy.

Anger gripped her. What right did he have? He was
the one who left her without a backwards glance eleven years ago.
And he was about to do it again if that scene with Sophie was any
indication.

She faced Rick and put a hand on his. "You must have
gotten something confused. Lainie's my friend. I don't believe
she'd do anything malicious to me."

Rick shook his head. "I didn't believe it at first
either, but the proof is there. Can you deny that she's wormed her
way into your life? What better way to collect information? Your
father obviously thought so. Why else would he ask me to
investigate her?"

Lainie inhaled sharply. "Everett, what's he talking
about?"

Her father looked more tired than
she'd ever seen him. He looked old. Olivia felt a leap of panic in
her at the realization that he was as human as anyone
else.

He rubbed his face and then gestured toward a chair.
"Sit down, Elaine. I have some clarifications to make."

Her brows drawn together, Lainie sat primly where he
indicated. Michael loomed in the doorway, arms crossed tightly.

Parker took Elaine's hand. "I owe you an
apology."

Olivia would have laughed at the shock on Lainie's
face if she weren't so surprised herself. Everett Parker never
apologized.

"Six months ago they found a tumor in my brain," her
father said.

Olivia froze. That was the last thing she was
expecting.

He continued. "They operated and found it benign,
but it caused me to reevaluate the choices I've made in my
life."

"The mysterious trip you took last spring," Lainie
mumbled.

Parker nodded at her before turning to Olivia. "You
made it clear you didn't want me in your life but I thought if I
made up for the past you might reconsider."

Olivia frowned. "How could you ever do that?"

"I brought Michael back to you."

"What?"

He nodded. "I never meant for you to break up. I
just wanted you to explore the opportunities available to you
before settling down. But you misunderstood—"

"You conniving bastard." Michael pushed away from
the door frame. He stalked towards Parker, fists clenched, but Rick
stepped in front of him.

Parker's gaze never wavered from her face. "I
thought if I facilitated your reconciliation with Michael you might
forgive me."

"Didn't it occur to you to just ask?"

He cocked his brow. "Would you have listened?"

He had a point there. "So everything's been
calculated, hasn't it? You staying at the farm, the filming
there—everything." He didn't have to say anything. She could see
the answer in his eyes. "Where does Lainie fit in this?"

His eyes darted to Lainie before forging on. "When I
found out you were dating Clancy, I asked him to investigate the
source of information leaking to tabloids. With him busy, you and
Michael would have a better chance at reconciling. I told him
Elaine was the source of the leak."

"But Rick and I weren't dating."

"You weren't?" Parker and Michael both asked at
once.

Rick shook his head. "Then what about the emails I
found? The print out I gave you clearly shows Elaine Adams getting
in touch with the press."

"I asked her to contact them." At least Parker had
the grace to look abashed. "Olivia, I—"

She held out her hand to forestall him. "I need to
think." She got up and walked toward the door. She forgot Michael
was blocking it. She expected him to let her pass but he didn't
budge.

"We have to talk," he said tightly.

"Not now." She tried to push past him but he grabbed
her arm and held her fast.

Rick was suddenly in his face. "Back off,
Wallace."

Michael's jaw was so tight Olivia thought it'd snap.
"This is between me and Olivia."

"What's between us, Michael?" She jerked her arm
from his grip and glared at him. "We've got nothing, as you so
obviously demonstrated tonight."

He leaned toward her. His eyes blazed so bright with
anger it was almost painful to look at. "Whose baby was it?"

She recoiled. A slap in the face would have been
less painful.

"Idiot," she heard Rick mutter.

Drawing herself up, she replied with as much cold
dignity as she could muster. "Yours. Good thing she died so she
wouldn't have to know what an asshole her father is." She shoved
him aside and walked out the door.

Wait a minute. She stopped. She wasn't finished, and
damn if she was going to let him get away again without speaking
her piece.

She whirled around and strode back
to him. "I should have told you about the baby. I can't change that
now. But I didn't want you to make some sort of martyred sacrifice
on our behalf. I wanted you to stay because you wanted
me, not because you felt
trapped into staying. But you needed to go and you didn't want me
to go along. I may have been wrong in not telling you, but you
didn't want to hear it either."

He leaned casually in the doorway, his hand fumbling
in his pocket. She wanted to rail at him for his nonchalance but
then she saw the strain lining his mouth and relented.

She squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them,
she gazed straight into his. "I'm sorry, Michael. Take care of
yourself."

She walked away this time. She could feel his gaze
following her up the stairs.

She heard Rick say, "Good going, Einstein."

"Shut up," Michael snarled.

And then she was out of hearing range. Taking the
back entrance to avoid running into anyone, she skirted around the
building to her car. As she slammed the door, it started to
rain.


Chapter Thirty-one

 


 


"That didn't go swimmingly, did it?"

Lainie glanced at Rick. She agreed but she couldn't
bring herself to say anything. She supposed shock did that to a
person.

He'd been spying on her for who knows how long. She
ought to feel angry at him for the invasion of privacy, but he was
only doing his job. Anyone could see he'd acted out of concern for
Olivia. Besides, Everett was the one who hired him.

How had Rick accessed her emails? She shook her
head. She didn't want to know.

She could feel Everett studying her carefully. What
did he think she was going to do? Go into hysterics? Or maybe he
thought she'd just overlook this little gaffe and continue to see
him.

As if, Olivia would say.

Rick folded his arms and stared coolly at Michael.
"I knew you were an idiot but I didn't quite grok the extent of
your idiocy."

"Fuck you, Clancy."

Lainie winced at Michael's tone. She'd never heard
him sound so raw. She looked at him pityingly, wondering why he
wasn't going after Olivia.

Apparently, Rick was too. He shook his head
incredulously. "I can't believe you aren't going after her. Olivia
is one of the most amazing women I've ever known. She's beautiful,
smart, fun, sexy as hell—"

Michael growled. "Stay the fuck away from her."

"That's what makes you such an idiot. You'd think
you'd notice that she doesn't want me. She wants you." With a
disgusted shake of his head, he stalked off.

Michael stared after him for a second and then left
too.

Leaving her alone with Everett.

She took a deep breath and faced him. He'd composed
himself. The emotion that had for once leaked into his eyes was
hidden again. He watched her with the cool gaze of a predator.

And it really made her mad. She jumped up to her
feet. "I hope you're happy."

"Happy isn't the word that comes to mind."

"You are so infuriating." She didn't realize how
hard her hands were clenched until her nails bit into her palms.
"What were you thinking?"

She had to give him credit for not slinking away
with his tail between his legs. He stood facing her, his gaze never
wavering from hers. But then again, Everett wasn't that kind of
man.

He rubbed his chin. "I only had Olivia's best
interests in mind."

Her heart melted at the fatigue etched on his face.
She'd never seen him so tired, not even after several all-nighters
when they were buying out another production company.

She frowned. She wasn't going to let him soften her
up. She had backbone. She wasn't going to cower in passiveness.
"Well, you have a funny way of showing it."

He reached out to her. "Elaine—"

"Don't." She stepped back. If he touched her she'd
be lost, and she had things to say to him. "What you did was
despicable. I know you love Olivia and want what's best for her,
but you were wrong eleven years ago and you're doubly wrong
now."

His eyes narrowed coolly. "You have no right—"

"Yes I do. I love Olivia. She befriended me and
helped me when I needed it. No questions asked and without regard
to her own feelings." She stepped closer, her anger making her
bold. "When she figured out I was in love with you, she didn't
throw me out or point out your bad qualities—which I'm very well
aware of, by the way."

He opened his mouth but she cut him off with a jab
of her finger to his solar plexus. "She just said she'd help me if
you were what I really wanted."

"Am I what you want?"

She shivered at the low huskiness of his voice. She
closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and faced him again. "You're
what I wanted, but now I'm not so sure."

The way he blinked at her made her wonder if any
woman had ever turned him down. She sighed. No woman in her right
mind would.

Right now, she qualified as certifiable. "Everett, I
can't believe you manipulated everyone like you did. Did you expect
to get away with it?"

He didn't have to answer. She could see that he
did.

She got right under his nose and glared. "You know
the worse part of it all? That you had someone spy on me. That's
just awful."

She turned and walked out, the clicks of her heels
echoing in angry staccato.

"Elaine." He grabbed her arm and spun her around.
She lost her balance and tripped into his chest.

Beneath her hand, his heart pumped strong and fast.
She savored the rhythmic beating, knowing she'd never feel it
again.

"Everett, I quit."

He gaped at her.

She smiled grimly. She'd finally caught him off
guard.

She pulled back. "I'll head back to LA in the
morning to make necessary arrangements. Under the circumstances I'm
sure you'll agree it's best if I leave right away rather than
observe the typical two weeks notice."

She got up on tiptoes and pressed her lips to his
cheek. She inhaled his scent one last time, deeply so she could
remember it when she lay in bed alone at night. "Goodbye,
Everett."

She thought for sure the tears would fall as soon as
she walked away. But they didn't fall. Even later, curled under the
comforter in Mae's house, there wasn't a trace of moisture on her
cheeks.

Her heart, on the other hand, felt like it was
bleeding dry.

 



Chapter Thirty-two

 


 


First thing the next morning Olivia ran into the one
person she didn't want to see.

Gran looked up from her cup of coffee. "You're up
early."

"I'm going to the gym." She poured herself a cup.
While she added a generous amount of sugar, she debated sitting
down with her grandmother. Chances were the woman already had the
full scoop on what happened last night. Gran's gossiping network
was legendary.

She'd have to face Gran sooner or later. Might as
well bite the bullet now. "You knew what was going on. You helped
him."

Gran didn't bother to deny it. "The man loves you.
He only wants to set the past right."

"Kind of a weird way to show love if you ask me."
She grimaced as she scalded her tongue.

"He manipulated the situation to get to you, but how
is what you did any different? You manipulated things too."

She frowned. "I did not."

"What do you call the game you and Lainie have been
playing?"

She struggled not to squirm under her grandmother's
too-knowing stare. "I was just helping Lainie."

"And he was just helping you. You needed something
to help you break out of your rut. Isn't it time you let go of the
past and moved on?" Gran slowly pushed up from the table and rinsed
out her mug. She turned around before she walked out to tend her
gardens. "And, love, any attempt to win back your affection is
better than nothing, don't you think?"

Olivia pouted into her cup. What if Gran were right
and Parker was trying to get back in her life?

She shook her head. She couldn't think about it
right now. What she needed was a sweaty workout to help her
focus.

For the first time in over a month, the gym was
fairly empty. She knew most of the movie crew was heading home
today.

She glanced around furtively and sighed, satisfied
Michael wasn't there this morning. She hadn't really expected him
to be—he probably had a million things to do with the filming
wrapped up—but she'd wanted to be sure. She didn't think she could
handle another confrontation with him. She was still chafed from
last night.

Olivia headed automatically for the elliptical
machines. She climbed onto the track, pushed the buttons to the
correct settings, and pumped her legs.

Usually doing her cardio was a meditation. This
morning, she couldn't get her mind to still enough to get any
peace. Scenes from the night before played and replayed, one after
another, inside her head.

She closed her eyes. God, it was a disaster. It
wasn't the way she'd envisioned ending things with Michael. This
time, they were supposed to make a clean break. Civilly shake hands
and wish each other well in their life.

Even in the darkness behind her closed lids, she
could still see the stricken expression in his eyes when he heard
about their baby.

She waited for the pang that followed any thoughts
of the little girl she'd lost. It came, but for the first time ever
it wasn't so sharp it pierced straight through.

Olivia opened her eyes.

She would have spared Michael the pain of finding
out, especially like that. Even if he deserved it. She remembered
the way he'd let Sophie cling to him.

The bastard.

The hour dragged by. She almost sobbed in relief
when the machine beeped that she was done. She'd never felt this
tired in her life. Except for maybe eleven years before.

Forty-five minutes later she was dressed,
make-upped, and ready to go to the shop. She took special care to
look good, which meant she had to use half a tube of cover-up to
mask the dark circles under her eyes.

As per her morning ritual, she stopped at Grounds
for Thought for a Nutella latte. "Hey, girlfriend," she called out
to Eve, pasting on a smile so big it hurt.

Eve looked up from what she was doing, a frown
marring her smooth forehead. Olivia almost expected her to pull out
a magnifying glass, Eve was studying her so hard.

"How's it going?" To anyone who didn't know Eve, the
question would have sounded casual.

Olivia knew better. "I've been better."

Eve wordlessly began making Olivia's latte. Once
done, she took the mug, nodded to her barista, and came around the
other side of the counter. "Let's sit so you can tell me what
happened last night."

"What didn't happen?" Olivia said as they walked to
an empty table in the back. "I found out my father engineered this
whole situation because of some misguided attempt to get back into
my good graces. Gran was in on it of course."

"That's sweet," Eve said, sitting down across from
her. "Strange, but sweet. My father would never have gone to the
trouble."

Olivia gripped the latte. "I reserve judgment on the
sweet part, but it definitely wasn't the most strange thing. It
turns out Parker hired Rick to investigate Lainie. He told Rick
Lainie was the cause of valuable information leaking to the press.
Rick thought the next info she was going to sell was about my love
child with Michael. I believed it for a split second before I
dismissed it as bogus. I feel bad that I even believed it for that
long."

"Rick knows about the baby?"

"Everyone knows about the baby now."

"Are you okay?"

"Yes." She was surprised that she meant it. "Yes, I
think I am."

"What did Michael say?"

"The bastard asked if it was his."

Eve's mouth dropped incredulously. "No!"

"He thinks I aborted it. I didn't bother to clarify.
It doesn't matter anyway."

"What do you mean?"

"Eve, Sophie Martineau was draped all over him last
night. You saw it. Do you really think I'm interested in sharing?
She can have him."

"Are you sure?"

"Damn right I'm sure." She leaned across the table
and patted Eve's hand. "I mean it. If Michael doesn't want me, he
doesn't deserve to have me, does he? And if he thinks I could abort
my baby, he never knew me at all. I think that hurt the most,
because he was my best friend and your best friend is supposed to
know you inside and out, right?"

Eve studied her. "You're taking this very
calmly."

"Actually, I wasn't, but I finally realized that
what I wanted didn't exist where I thought it did." And it didn't
mean she didn't really wish it still did. She'd probably miss
Michael all her life.

Another person entered the cafe. Both Olivia and Eve
looked up.

A grim looking Lainie strode toward them. "Good
morning," she said, though her tone said that it clearly
wasn't.

Olivia patted the seat next to her. "Sit."

"I don't have long. My flight leaves in a couple
hours, and there's the drive to the airport." But she sat down
nonetheless. "I just couldn't leave without thanking you both for
everything you've done."

A whirlwind with purple-streaked hair rushed through
the cafe and plopped down in the only remaining seat at the table.
"Having a quorum? What did I miss? And how was the party?" asked
Gwen brightly.

"You missed the event of the decade," Olivia
deadpanned.

Eve chortled and Lainie just looked grimmer, if that
was possible.

Gwen, of course, was oblivious to the subtle
sarcasm. "Tell me."

"Well, Michael and his leading lady put on quite a
show for everyone. Then there was the news that Rick has been
investigating Lainie. To be outdone by my father, who's
single-handedly orchestrated everything."

Gwen blinked owlishly. "Huh?"

"Exactly."

Lainie cut in at that moment. "I was just telling
Olivia and Eve that I appreciate everything you've all done for me.
I'd like to stay friends, if that's possible." The question
included them all but it was Olivia she stared at.

Olivia shook her head. "You don't need to ask. We
expect you to keep in touch."

Lainie murmured her promises as she hugged each of
them. She held onto Olivia the longest.

They didn't notice Rick come in until he towered
over them. He wore an unsure look that didn't suit him at all.
"Good morning, ladies."

"You have some nerve showing your face around here."
Gwen hissed at him, looking like she was about to jump up and
claw.

He scowled at her.

Lainie edged away. "I was leaving anyway. I'll call
you, Olivia."

Rick put a hand on her arm. "Wait a minute. Before
you leave, I wanted to apologize. I—"

"You were protecting Olivia, and you were misled."
Lainie covered his hand with hers. "There's no fault in that. I
really have to go now." With a faint smile at them, she briskly
left.

Surprisingly, Olivia felt sad for Parker. He'd lost
the best thing that had happened to him in thirty years.

Gwen and Rick's bickering brought her back to the
moment. "I'm outta here," she said loudly, cutting in. "I have a
store to open."

Walking her out, Eve glanced back at the quarreling
couple. "What's with those two?"

"Repressed sexual tension." Olivia left, Eve's warm
laugh following her out the door.

Olivia let herself in Romantic Notions. She left the
door unlocked. It was close enough to opening time to not bother
with it. She started her routine of straightening the store while
the credit card machine and register booted. She was getting out
the cash from her safe when she heard someone walk in.

Frowning, she emerged from the back to find Parker
looming in the doorway. He was thoroughly cataloguing every detail
of her store.

She felt herself puff up, ready to defend what she'd
worked so hard for. But before she could open her mouth, he turned
to her and said, "Elaine was right. What you've created is
impressive."

She snapped her mouth shut. What could she say to
that?

He walked toward her, cautiously, as if he didn't
want to scare her in flight. His pale eyes watched her, and in them
she could read determination. And loneliness.

She hadn't planned the next words that fell from her
mouth. "Why did you leave me with Gran?"

He stopped. Silence stretched uncomfortably between
them. She didn't think he was going to answer when he finally said,
"You're very much like your mother."

She frowned. That wasn't an answer. She was about to
protest when a memory from her childhood flashed in her mind.

She must have been four years old or so. Her parents
were in the kitchen. It was past her bedtime, but she was thirsty
and wanted some milk. She pretended she was Catwoman, slinking to
the doorway. She peered around the corner. Her dad's hands were in
her mom's long, blonde hair. He looked up and saw her. Her breath
caught in her throat. He winked at her and hugged her mom tight.
She knew she was supposed to go back to bed, but she turned around
one last time to catch him caress her mom's face before he tipped
her head back for a kiss.

Through child's eyes, a kiss was a kiss. Now,
replaying the memory, she saw the kiss for what it was—the deep,
all-encompassing love of a man for a woman. Complete rapture.

Like what she felt for Michael. And she knew first
hand what it felt like to have it ripped apart.

She stared at her father, for once seeing past her
own hurt to his. She hated it when her grandmother was right.

She took a deep breath and took the plunge. "I don't
know what you want from me."

"Just another chance."

"I won't be manipulated again. Try it and I'm gone,
faster than you can say 'take two.'"

"Fair enough."

She shook her head. She'd spent so many years angry
at him. "I'm not sure I can do this."

"Olivia, I'm only asking you to meet me
halfway."

It was the earnestness in his eyes that got to her.
She nodded. She could manage halfway.

She stood there, unsure of what to do next. It
seemed like they should close the deal somehow, but a handshake
seemed cold and a hug was too intimate too fast.

He reached out and ran his thumb down her cheekbone.
Just like he used to do when she was little. Her heart began to
thaw, and she thought maybe it wouldn't be so hard after all.

 



Chapter Thirty-three

 


 


Lainie looked out into the sea of people. She
couldn't find Olivia.

It didn't make sense. She'd talked to Olivia just
that morning to confirm her arrival time. Olivia wouldn't forget
her.

Someone jostled her from behind. Clutching her
carry-on, she moved out of the way.

She scanned the crowd again, looking for a tall
brunette with a bold sense of style. Her eyes widened when she
found someone of that description.

Everett.

She turned to the wall, pressing a hand to her
chest. She was going to hyperventilate.

"Elaine."

Collecting herself, she turned around slowly.
"Hello, Everett. I didn't expect you here."

Actually, she hadn't expected to ever see him
again.

He examined her with a vague frown. "Are you
alright? You look pale."

"I always looked pale."

"No." He brushed a finger down the side of her face.
"You're usually creamy."

She knew she had to be goggling at him but she
couldn't help it. His hand cupped her chin and tilted her head
up.

"Elaine, forgive me."

"Why?" Blunt, yes, but she wasn't going to let him
play games with her again.

"Because I need you. More than I ever imagined." His
thumb rubbed her lower lip.

She cleared her throat and pushed up her glasses.
"You finally realized this now? After seven years?"

"I'm a slow learner." He lifted her glasses, folded
them carefully, and put them in his pocket. His hands framed her
face. His thumbs rubbed under her jaw so she wanted to purr. "The
past couple weeks without you have been hell. More than not being
where you're supposed to be, you've haunted me. I tried to get rid
of your scent from my office but nothing would cover it."

"You did?"

"Foolish, I know. I should have realized I had the
wrong solution."

"You did?"

"The clear answer was to bring you back."

"Do you want me back?" Hope filled her chest—or
maybe it was love.

He gazed at her earnestly and smiled. "With all my
heart."

 



Chapter Thirty-four

 


 


Olivia looked at the clock for the hundredth time.
It was four o'clock. Lainie's flight arrived fifteen minutes
ago.

She suppressed a frisson of guilt and told herself
everything was going to be fine. After all, it wasn't like she
abandoned Lainie at the airport—she'd sent a reliable ride in her
place. She just hoped Lainie wouldn't turn and run at the first
sight of her father. She hoped Lainie would forgive her
meddling.

Olivia glanced at the clock again. She may have
planned this, but it was up to her father to carry it off.

She crossed her fingers.

Stepping out from behind the counter, she walked to
the door to flip the open sign over. Closed. And she wouldn't be
opening back up for a while.

"Olivia, dear, I think I need a bigger size in this
contraption."

Olivia grinned at the distress in Peachie Johnson's
voice. After fifty-some years of wearing only cotton undergarments,
albeit high-end, Peachie wanted to surprise her husband with
something special. "To put the kick back into things," she'd
whispered to Olivia.

"Be right there." Olivia grabbed a larger size in
the peek-a-boo bra from the back and took it to the fitting room.
"Here you go, Peachie."

The older woman cracked open the dressing room door.
"You're a sweetheart."

Olivia heard the front door open and close.
Frowning, she started for the floor. "I'm sorry. We're closed—"

She broke off abruptly as she saw Michael in the
doorway of her store. Stunned, she stood there and stared.

"Hello, Olivia."

She closed her eyes and let his voice rumble through
her. She waited to feel anger, bitterness, disappointment. All she
felt was longing and sadness.

She'd missed him.

But it was too late.

She opened her eyes. "I'm surprised to see you. What
are you doing in San Francisco?"

"Olivia—"

"Olivia, dear, this is the one. Harry is just going
to keel over when he sees me in this." Peachie halted abruptly. "Oh
dear."

"I have just the thing to go with this too." Olivia
took the lingerie from the woman's hand and quickly rang her
up.

As she was leaving, Peachie leaned close to Olivia.
"Honey, you wear something like this"—she patted her goodie bag
with a wink—"and that boy won't stand a chance."

Olivia bolted the door behind her. She turned around
to find Michael closer than she expected. Much closer.

"Why are you here?" She wished her voice wasn't so
husky but she couldn't help it. From this close, she could smell
the leather of his jacket mixed with the scent of him and it was
driving her crazy. She wanted to pin him down and nuzzle his neck
to get closer to it.

He took another step so they were toe to toe. "To do
this."

She only had time to think
his eyes are so blue before his lips touched hers. The instant they met, her arms
automatically went around his neck. His hands slipped under her
sweater, warm against her skin and she arched into them.

She broke away from him abruptly, stepping back so
she could breathe. His lips glistened and his eyes were hot with
passion.

Passion was good but it wasn't enough.

She shook her head. "I can't do this again."

"I know."

"You do?"

"Yes." He raked his hair back. "I didn't come here
for this."

"You didn't?" She tried not to pout.

His lips tipped up just a little. "No. I came to
give you this." He reached in his pocket and pulled something
out.

Her breath caught when she realized what it was. A
locket. She looked closer. It couldn't be—

It was. It was her locket.

Tears filled her eyes and the glittering necklace
blurred. She covered her mouth with her hand and stared at it.

"I've carried it with me ever since you threw it
back at me." He wrapped a lock of her hair around his finger.
"Lurch was right. I've been an idiot. I was an idiot eleven years
ago. And then I was given another chance and I blew it. Big
time."

She nodded. "Yes, you did."

"I wanted to tell you"—he drew her to him—"I wanted
to tell you I'm sorry. For what I did and everything I said. I was
a prick. And I wanted to tell you that I love you."

Her head wasn't as easily pacified by the words.
What did they mean really? He supposedly loved her before but he
still left her. "What do you want, Michael?" she asked again.

"You." He kissed her lips—a butterfly kiss—and
looked into her eyes. "I want us to start again. Fresh. I miss you,
Olivia. I went back and nothing was good without you. I had what I
thought I wanted, only I discovered I wanted the wrong thing." He
touched his forehead to hers, his eyes blazing into hers. "I want
my best friend back. I want you in my life forever."

She squeezed her eyes shut, afraid to hope. There
was no guarantee he'd stay. He may talk big now, but when the next
too-tempting project came along how was she to know he wouldn't be
out the door? As she fully expected him to be.

She felt the gentle pressure of his lips on her
eyelids. "Say something."

She reluctantly opened her eyes. She needed to see
his when he answered her question. "What about your work? You can't
give it up."

"You're right. I can't. But I can be picky about the
projects I accept. And I can take you with me. If you'll go." He
gazed at her, part hopefully, part warily, unsure of her
reaction.

She narrowed her eyes. "You'd live in Northern
California? You hate it here."

"I thought I hated it here. But it's changed." He
grinned sheepishly. "Okay, maybe I've changed. I'm willing to
compromise, or commute, or whatever. As long as I can be with
you."

"I'm leaving," she blurted out.

He blinked. "What?"

"I'm going to Paris. For a few
weeks. Vacation. I needed to get away." She frowned. "I don't know
why you thought I couldn't leave here. I love it here, but I don't
need to be here all the time."

His grin was large and relieved. He pulled her
against him. "Maybe I could meet you there," he whispered against
her lips.

She shrugged, pretending to be casual when her pulse
was beating triple time. "Maybe."

His hands tightened on her waist. "Maybe we could go
together."

She bit her lip as his mouth grazed her neck.
"Maybe."

He nibbled her before looking her in the eyes.
"Maybe it could be our honeymoon."

"Maybe." Her grin was swallowed by a slow, thorough
kiss.




Epilogue

 


 


Parker reclined on the settee and smiled. "You're
going to wear out your soles before the ceremony if you keep pacing
like that."

Michael swiped back his hair. "Easy for you to say.
You already claimed your bride."

Parker's smile widened. Yes, he had.

"No need to gloat." Michael's scowl deepened. "When
is this wedding going to start?"

"Nervous?"

"Are you kidding? Hell no." He dropped onto a chair
and crossed his legs. "I think I've been waiting all my life for
this moment."

Parker relaxed. That was what he wanted to hear. As
much as he wanted to repair the rift between his daughter and
himself, it hadn't occurred to him that he could be pushing her in
a direction she wasn't prepared to go. Elaine had had to point that
out to him.

He smiled, thinking of all the ways
Elaine had made a difference in his life. He was
content. He shook his
head. He'd never been content before. In those early years with
Lily he'd been driven to make Parker Pictures succeed. He'd been
happy, of course, but now he felt settled. As if he'd arrived
exactly where he belonged.

He still couldn't believe how blind he'd been in
regards to Elaine.

He cocked a brow at Michael, who tapped his fingers
rhythmically on his thigh. "You aren't acting like a calm man."

"What do you expect? I haven't seen my fiancee in
several weeks thanks to your insane post production schedule."

Yes, that was unfortunate but it couldn't be helped.
"You didn't see her yesterday when you arrived?"

Michael snorted. "You know how those women are."

He did know. The day before he and Elaine were wed
he almost broke the door down to get to her, which earned him a
severe scolding from Mae. That wasn't an experience he cared to
repeat.

The door opened and Elaine popped her head in.
"Everett, we're ready."

Michael jumped up. "Thank God. I'll go wait on my
spot." He practically mowed Elaine down on his way to the
altar.

Elaine grinned. "Eager, isn't he?"

Parker's chest tightened. Damn, she was so
beautiful. She wore a dusky rose silk sheath. It was what she had
on underneath that intrigued him. Lace the same color as her dress
and thigh high stockings.

He fingered a strand of her hair that had come loose
from the intricate twist. Later he was going to take great pleasure
in slowly letting her hair down.

As if she could read his mind, her cheeks flushed
and her gray eyes melted. Her body swayed into his. In her high
heels she fit perfectly against him. "Everett, there's no time
now."

He nuzzled her neck, inhaling her clean scent that
drove him crazy. He whispered in her ear, knowing how it affected
her. "I want to see you in nothing but your stockings and
shoes."

Her hand snaked between them to check how aroused he
was. She looked up at him mischievously. "Olivia's waiting for
you." With a squeeze, she turned and slowly sashayed out the
door.

He adjusted himself. Later she'd pay for that little
bit of teasing, and they were both going to enjoy it.

He strode down the hall to Olivia's room. As he
opened the door, he was assailed with feminine laughter.

Eve raised her champagne flute. "To everlasting love
and eternal happiness."

The pixie one—if he remembered correctly her name
was Gwendolyn—lifted her glass. "To hot men who know what to do
with chocolate sauce."

The women guffawed and tinked their glasses
together.

Parker cleared his throat to let them know he was
there. There were just some things he didn't need to know about his
daughter. "Excuse me. I believe it's time."

Gwendolyn gave Olivia a thumbs up. "Break a
leg."

Eve rolled her eyes. "Come on, Gwen. We should take
our seats." She squeezed Olivia's hand and smiled at him as she
dragged the other woman out.

His first unobstructed view of his daughter rendered
him speechless. For a moment he was back thirty years and seeing
Lily coming down the aisle to him. Only now, the memory was full of
joy instead of pain.

Olivia fingered the simple tulle skirt. "It's mom's
dress."

"Yes, and you look as beautiful in it as your mother
did." Like a fairy princess, Lily would have said. "She'd be so
happy for you."

Olivia tipped her head and studied him. "For you too
I think."

Yes, he imagined. Lily, the incurable romantic,
would have been thrilled on both counts. If he were whimsical, he
might even believe she orchestrated the whole affair from
beyond.

He walked to Olivia and brushed his fingertips along
her jaw. "Ready?"

"Is Michael out there?"

"He should be under the canopy waiting impatiently
as we speak." Parker smiled wryly. "He practically ran down
Elaine."

She grinned. "Let's go put him out of his misery
then."

He tucked the hand she offered him into the crook of
his arm. They walked outside, down the path someone had lined with
rose petals, to the open field beyond Mae's gardens.

There was a sea of people and at the end the lacy
canopy where the minister and Michael waited.

Parker and Olivia paused at the crest, waiting for
the wedding march to start. Everyone turned around, beaming, and
the hum of conversation stopped.

Parker glanced at his daughter. Elaine may believe
he meddled in their lives, but he couldn't feel sorry about it. In
fact, he felt damn satisfied.

The music started. Olivia squeezed his arm. "Thank
you, daddy," she whispered, her eyes trained Michael.

He smiled, patted her hand, and walked his little
girl to her man.
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