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          About This Book

        

      

    

    
      Luanna Deveneax dreams of designing couture fashion. But when she loyally refuses to tell her employer about her side job—secretly sewing custom women’s clothing for high-powered LA crossdressers—her high fashion dreams flush right down the toilet.

      With his rakish grin, dark, flashing eyes, and tiny gold hoop earring, producer and writer Derek Acosta looks like a sexy pirate. He kisses Luanna’s hand, making her weak in the knees…and offers her a job designing costumes for his first movie.

      Far from her dream job—and you know what they say about mixing business with pleasure. But in the wild world of Hollywood, dreams come true in the most unexpected ways.

      Sophie Mouette expertly weaves a seductive tale of desire, dresses, and delightful romance in Love, in Stitches, the second novel in the steamy and wacky Hollywood Spice series.
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      If Luanna Devenaux had known what kind of day she was going to have, she would have worn a different blouse.

      More than a year in southern California and she still couldn’t get a handle on the weather. She was a Southern girl born and bred, but even the South cooled down some in autumn and winter.

      With the arid Santa Ana winds sucking the moisture out of her very eyeballs and nearly eighty degrees at 9 a.m., her choice of three-quarter sleeves and a rayon-linen blend that apparently had more rayon in it than she recalled meant she was sweating like a whore in church, as her daddy would say.

      She sighed with relief when she stepped into Luscious Couture’s blessed air conditioning and sighed again with sheer joy (and some astonishment) that, more than a year later, she had a fashion design job here.

      The sound of Los Angeles traffic was replaced by the hubbub of the warehouse. The two-story industrial ceiling meant all the discussions the designers had about their ideas had to be at a higher volume or their words would be swallowed by the space. Plus Tad, one of the other junior designers, always insisted on having Pandora radio on his favorite station, an unsettling mix of modern pop, Mexican pop, and Asian pop, and they had to raise their voices over that as well.

      Luanna loved it.

      She loved the smell of fabric, draped across mannequins or on bolts along one wall: sweet silk and sheepy wool and crisp linen.

      She loved the enormous mood board that took up much of another wall, a crazy collage of fabric swatches and color chips and sketches and inspirational pictures.

      The announced colors for two years hence—because next year’s designs were already being produced—were Directoire Blue, Seashell Pink, and Mirage Gray.

      Luanna privately thought of them as Barbie’s Eyeball Blue, Hoohah Pink, and Confederate Gray, because by God, that gray was the official true gray of the fine soldiers of the South.

      So the pictures, torn out of magazines or printed off the Internet, included ocean and sky and cornflowers for the blue, seashells and babies’ bottoms and cats’ noses for the pink, industrial punk and old pewter dishes for the gray.

      The whole place thrummed with a creative energy that jittered her up better than crack. Not that she’d ever tried crack—she just didn’t think she’d ever need drugs as long as she could shoot this crackling artistic energy into her veins.

      She dropped her purse in a bottom drawer of her drafting table/desk and wished, not for the first time, that the vending machine in the break room dispensed real honest-to-God sweet tea. Not that weak lemony swill every else thought constituted proper iced tea.

      Still, that was the only thing she didn’t love about working at Luscious.

      Before she could sit down and review the sketches she’d done yesterday in preparation for a mockup today—yay for getting to do some hands-on sewing!—she heard her boss’s voice cut through the hum of work.

      “Luanna, may I see you in my office?”

      The hum stopped as everyone else pretended to be focusing on work when they really wanted to hear the gossip.

      Diane, Luanna’s boss, stood on the metal catwalk that provided access to the offices lining the upper half of one wall. She’d had the sense to wear a sleeveless sheath dress in royal blue. With her spectacularly slim figure and jet-black hair, middle-aged Diane could’ve passed for half her age.

      Luanna wanted to be Diane when she grew up. Only curvy and blond, because there wasn’t much she could do about her curviness, and she liked being blond.

      Without waiting for a response, Diane disappeared into her office. Luanna trudged up the metal staircase to the offices that lined the upper half of one wall. She might be in blissful air conditioning, but she was still wilted from the walk from the parking garage to the studio through the Santa Ana hellwinds.

      Diane usually worked on the floor with the junior designers, but as a senior designer, she warranted an actual office, which she went into only when she needed to make a phone call or do some computer work.

      Luanna knew she wasn’t late, knew she’d gotten raves at her one-year review, so she was only mildly unsettled—until she stepped into the office and saw someone else there. That guy from HR. What was his name? Hernando? Something like that. All she knew was that she’d seen Tad and Hernando, who’d clearly had a little too much to drink, stumble out of the electrical closet at last year’s holiday party looking adorably mussed.

      It was never good to find HR waiting when you’ve been summoned to your boss’s office.

      Diane, now behind her chic black metal desk, said, “Close the door behind you, please.”

      Luanna mentally straightened her spine. Whatever it was, she was confident it would all get sorted out, so she fell back on her Southern politeness, which called for her to comment on the weather.

      “Whoo!” she said, sitting down in the padded chair across from Diane. The office was so tiny that her knees knocked against the back of Diane’s desk, and she could smell Hernando’s too-sweet aftershave because he was so close to her that if he tripped, he’d be in her lap. “It’s hotter than Satan’s housecat out there, isn’t it?”

      Diane normally loved Luanna’s “Southernisms,” as she called them, but not this time.

      Hernando didn’t crack a smile. Dayum.

      “Luanna,” Diane said, “we’ve got a situation that needs addressing. I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding, something we can get cleared up quickly, but I do need to remind you of the legal forms you signed when you came to work for Luscious Couture.”

      She put a hand on a green manila folder on her desk, which Luanna guessed was her employment file.

      “Of course,” Luanna said, remembering the confidentiality agreement and raft of other forms she’d run by her best friend Chloe Montiero’s brother Curt the lawyer before signing. They’d all been pretty straightforward; nothing she’d had a problem with.

      So what was the problem? Why did Diane sound as if she were reading from a script? They’d always gotten along well, Luanna thought.

      “It’s come to our attention that you might be doing some design work on the side,” Diane said, “which would violate the noncompete clause you signed.”

      Luanna felt her stomach spin faster than a NASCAR crash.

      Now she knew what this was about.

      She wasn’t, in fact, doing any wrong. She was sewing on the side, and it was for money, but it wasn’t couture design.

      And it wasn’t anything she could ever, ever tell Diane, or anyone else.

      She might’ve signed a confidentiality clause with Luscious Couture, but her oath to the famous and high-powered crossdressing men she made women’s clothing for went deeper than legalese.

      She’d made them a promise. She’d made her friend Ray Stark—beefy action hero Ray Stark—a promise. And Luanna Devenaux would sooner sell her momma to the devil than break her promises.

      “Oh, no,” she said truthfully, “I’m not working for any other designer or company. I just do a little sewing for friends, you know, for pin money, and because that’s what you do for friends. My best friend, Chloe—she came out with me from Boston—just got engaged, and of course I told her I’d make her wedding dress. Probably the bridesmaids dresses, too, because Lord knows I don’t want to be caught in one of those hideous off-the-rack monstrosities. But I’ve never used any supplies from here, or sewn for friends on company time.”

      She suspected she had crossed the line into “talking too much to cover up your hedging the truth.” She suspected Diane knew it, too. Diane was no fool.

      Hernando probably wasn’t, either, except when he had too much to drink. But who didn’t do foolish things then?

      Diane drummed her manicured nails on the file folder, black flashing against the green. “Luscious has a very narrow view of what constitutes a noncompete violation. We’re going to need to see everything you’ve made, and a list of who you’ve sewn anything for.”

      Luanna felt like that time the horse she’d been riding had bolted.

      She hated that out-of-control feeling more than anything in the world.

      Blinking her big baby blues sometimes worked with men, and some particularly inclined women—she hated stooping to that, but if it got her out of a parking ticket, so be it—but she knew it wouldn’t work with Diane, who was married and straight as a road in Kansas, nor Hernando, because, office indiscretion with Tad, duh.

      Stuck between a rock and a hard place, that’s what she was.

      Screwed was another way of putting it. Seriously screwed.

      She licked lips gone as dry as her eyeballs in those hot, arid winds. “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she said. She was about to say more but stopped. Every word she added would bring her closer to dropping a hint about why she couldn’t say anything, about whom she couldn’t say anything.

      Slippery slope.

      And Lord knew, slippery slopes always ended you up ass-first into a swamp, eye to eye with a hungry gator.

      She tried again. “Diane, I can assure you—I can swear on a stack of bibles a mile high—that I’m not doing anything that violates any of the agreements I signed with Luscious. You know me, you’ve worked with me for more than a year now. I’m asking you to go on my word and my honor.”

      That was how the world should work, anyway.

      Diane glanced at Hernando, then shook her head, and Luanna saw regret in her soon-to-be-former boss’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Luanna, I truly am,” Diane said. “You’re clearly a talented designer. But Luscious, like any professional designer, has to protect its brand, and we have no choice but to let you go, effective immediately.”

      No choice? Even when the bear had you backed up against the tree and your shotgun had jammed, there were options.

      “A check to cover this pay period and any unused vacation days will be mailed to you within two weeks,” Hernando said.

      “Thank you,” Luanna said, because she was raised to be polite and because she wasn’t really listening anymore. Her brain was already trying to figure out how she and Evenrude, her Welsh corgi, would keep from starving.

      Diane’s words, “like any professional designer,” were loaded ones. Getting fired from a couture firm—fashion was a cutthroat and yet tight industry—would make it difficult to get a new job. Luanna could spin her leaving any number of ways, and HR wouldn’t be allowed to give specifics, but Hernando’s tone of voice could convey everything.

      Hernando was highly unlikely to sound perky when he confirmed the dates of her employment. Even if Tad was…

      Nope, not gonna go there.

      “And again, I’m sorry, but I’m required to say this,” Diane went on. “You’re still bound by the confidentiality clause. If any Luscious designs show up somewhere, you’ll be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.”

      Luanna tamped down her panic, stood, and held out her hand. “I understand. Thank you, Diane. It’s truly been a pleasure working with you.”

      Diane followed her out of the office and stood at the railing. Luanna made her way down the stairs, followed closely by Hernando. As he watched—and her colleagues all pretended not to watch—she got her big gooshy purse out of the drawer and dumped her personal belongings into it. The framed photo of Evenrude and her beloved peacocks. The Paula Deen bobblehead, a gift from Chloe. The packet of ramen, which would’ve made Chloe shudder if she knew.

      It made Luanna shudder, in truth, but she believed in being prepared, and she never knew when she’d have to pull an all-nighter. Or when there’d be an earthquake, but if she were trapped by an earthquake, the microwave probably wouldn’t work. She could crunch the noodles, though.

      She hadn’t really brought any other personal effects to her workspace because every inch had been taken up with sketches and fabric swatches and pens and pins.

      She looked longingly at her most recent sketch, the one she’d planned to mock up today, and pressed her lips together to keep them from trembling. Then she squared her shoulders and left her dream job behind as she went back outside into the hellish heat to figure out how to get her ass out of the swamp before the alligator chomped on it.

      [image: ]

      The heat slowed Luanna’s steps, like an inappropriate faux-fur stole edged with lead weights dragging her down. The fabric shops, their wares spilling out onto the sidewalk, pushed bolts of orange and black and skulls and spiderwebs.

      Halloween might have been her favorite holiday when she was growing up—oh, the costume opportunities!—but in this heat, it seemed ridiculous.

      As in, you had to trick-or-treat as a surfer or bronze-bikini Leia just to stay cool.

      She tried to take a deep, calming breath in through her nose, then remembered why that wasn’t the best of ideas.

      This part of Los Angeles never smelled good. Even though the streets were wide—two lanes in each direction—cars always clogged the streets, and the tall buildings trapped the exhaust. Combined with something unidentifiable she didn’t want to think about (it wasn’t the cleanest section of town), there was always a funky cast to the air.

      Luanna fought off her churning emotions by focusing on the next step: get to her car and crank the AC.

      One thing at a time.

      She was tempted to stop at Starbucks, a familiar one between the parking garage and Luscious Couture, but the usual barista didn’t know how to make proper sweet tea, and technically Luanna couldn’t even afford a bottle of water right now. Tap water for this girl, damn the contaminants, full steam ahead.

      Tears prickled behind her eyes (where had she found the moisture?), but she fought them back, pressing her lips firmly together and straightening her back. Her parents wouldn’t approve of her getting hysterical in public, though they’d have different reasons for it. Daddy would remind her that she’d made the honorable choice, even if it was hard, and that meant there was no point in crying. He’d also recommend a bourbon and branch water once she got home to make the hard choice easier to swallow.

      She was more of a margarita girl herself, but the general principle was sound. It would be noon in Louisiana by the time she made it home.

      Momma, on the other hand, was the queen of making scenes, but she’d point out that Luanna was in the middle of Los Angeles, surrounded by strangers; with no one to hug her or fuss over her distress, it wasn’t worth ruining her makeup. (Not that Luanna ever wore Momma-level makeup, with mascara on the false eyelashes, but again, the principle was sound.)

      And thinking of Momma brought the briefest of smiles. Luanna’s mother was, under her fluffy, flamboyant, big-haired costume, one of the smartest and toughest people Luanna knew, but she was an old-school Southern belle and mostly used her brains to get Daddy and other men to do her bidding.

      She reached the parking garage, trudged up the cement stairs to the roof. And that’s when she started to crumble again.

      The way the rooftop garage worked was that early arrivals (for example, employees) got boxed in by later arrivals (for example, shoppers looking for fabric bargains). So Luanna had to stand in the heat—the flaming ball of evil pounding down in the cloudless blue expanse of hell—while the attendant found her car, moved the one in front of it, moved hers to escape position, and returned with her keys.

      Waiting screwed up the plan of Get to her car and crank the AC. Waiting gave her time to think.

      This was a poor time to think. No good could come of it.

      By the time the attendant rescued her car and handed her her keys, she was practicing every deep breathing exercise she knew and a couple she’d made up on the fly.

      She slid into the front seat of her beloved hunter-green Mini, and when the air conditioning, ancient but loyal, kicked in, the tears threatened again.

      Next step: drive home.

      It would have been an easy step except for the blurring tears and overall distraction, which meant that as she eased the Mini down the tight, narrow turns of the garage, she might have just drifted the tiniest bit toward the center, and when the driver of the car zooming up the ramp leaned on their horn, she probably jerked to the right a little too suddenly.

      The fender of her car slammed into the steel post looming out of the concrete, placed to point drivers down the ramp. She hadn’t been going fast, but the sudden jolting stop still had a whiplash effect, and her head bounced off the headrest, making the world spin for a moment.

      The crunching of metal made her stomach lurch.

      The other driver zoomed past, and if Luanna hadn’t been such a positive person, she was sure she would’ve seen the driver flashing her the bird.

      Not terribly charitable, but maybe they were having a worse day than she was.

      Luanna rested her forehead against the steering wheel. Not likely.

      Especially not when she tried to drive away, and her wheels wouldn’t turn.

      Okay, this was now officially the Worst. Day. Ever.

      Luanna decided to blame the blouse.
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      The only tiny positive factor to Luanna’s day was that it was a Monday, which was Chloe’s day off from the restaurant.

      Hearing her best friend’s voice on the phone saying of course she’ll come and pick Luanna up, don’t you worry, nearly sent Luanna into another bout of tears.

      Chloe was there for her when the tow truck arrived and the driver had to hammer on the poor Mini to get the fender away from the tire so that the car could be coasted down the ramp to the truck outside.

      In fact, Chloe was the one who stood at the curve in the ramp and directed cars so nobody had a head-on collision, while Luanna waited outside (in the shade of a shop awning, clutching the cold bottle of water Chloe had brought for her) for the tow truck.

      And because Chloe was constitutionally incapable of not taking care of everyone around her, Chloe was also the one who insisted on stopping at the grocery store on the way home to pick up the fixings for margaritas (although she offered to get bourbon). Luanna stayed in the Nissan and indulged in a brief bout of weeping, partly in gratitude.

      She was finished and powdering her nose by the time Chloe crossed the parking lot again. Chloe, her curly dark hair piled on her head, her short, curvy form poured into a sleeveless white-with-red-polka-dots sundress, was a force of nature, and Luanna adored her.

      “When you called to say you were leaving work, I was afraid you were sick,” Chloe admitted as she eased her new-to-her car onto the 405 freeway. She and Luanna had driven the Mini from Boston to Los Angeles, but now they both had to drive to work. (Well, until today, that was.) Traffic was moving, but a bit slow; lunchtime in Los Angeles, yippee. “I’m so glad you’re not sick. Sandrine’s been reading WebMD—God only knows why—and if she found out you were sick, you know she’d quarantine us. And then forget that she did it, knowing her.”

      That choked a laugh out of Luanna, because Chloe wasn’t really exaggerating all that much. Sandrine Moss, on whose estate they lived, was what Chloe termed “fruit-bat crazy.” (Although Chloe had been trying to break herself of that habit, because she was engaged to Sandrine’s older brother, Brand Mossiman. While Brand might not disagree with the description, refraining was the polite thing to do.)

      In truth, Sandrine was a sweetheart. A little nutty, sure, but deep down she had a heart of gold. When you were one of the highest-paid actresses in Hollywood, you had a right to be a little eccentric.

      Luanna was from the South: eccentric was practically what you aspired to be.

      She’d already told Chloe about being fired—Chloe also already knew about Ray’s proclivities and Luanna’s side job, although she didn’t know the other men Luanna made women’s wear for—and about how her car insurance would be shooting up thanks to her little fender bender.

      “So how’s your day been so far?” she asked, deflecting Chloe away from being sympathetic and helpful. Luanna didn’t think she could take much more of that.

      They were going slowly enough that Chloe could take her hands off the wheel and fling them into the air.

      “Sandrine called at four a.m. because she forgot about the time difference, wanting to give some wedding suggestions.” Chloe made a sound, something like a strangled moan. From that noise alone, Luanna figured Chloe might need the margaritas as much as she did.

      “What now?” Luanna asked.

      “She wanted to talk about the wedding theme,” Chloe said, and Luanna was pretty sure her friend was clenching her teeth. “We haven’t even decided whether to have it here or in Rhode Island, but Sandrine’s already talked to some friend of hers, Valerie, who’s some sort of socialite party planner. There was talk of clowns.” She drew in a deep breath through her nose. “I do not want clowns at my wedding. The idea of clowns at my wedding just makes me want to elope.”

      “You don’t have to have clowns at your wedding,” Luanna said, projecting as much soothing as she could. “Sandrine will understand.”

      “Oh, I know she will, in the end,” Chloe said. “I just wasn't ready for the clown suggestion at effing four in the morning. And I know I have an enormous family and all, but I guess I never thought my wedding would be so…enormous. Or complicated.”

      “Your wedding should be what you want it to be,” Luanna said. “Big or small.” Southern weddings tended to be complicated, and Luanna had to admit she loved the dramatic aspect of them, but that didn’t mean it was what Chloe wanted.

      More’s the pity. Luanna was on Sandrine’s side about this one.

      Well, within reason. She was kind of horrified about clowns, too.

      “You’re right, of course.” Chloe sighed, but she was smiling. “After that call, I had about five seconds when I thought about eloping to Vegas. We’d never do it—weddings should involve your families, and the estate really is a dream venue. It’s just challenging at times.”

      “Darlin’, just give me a heads-up if I have to make spangly Elvis jumpsuits for everybody,” Luanna said.

      Chloe snorted as she took the freeway exit. “It’ll never happen. For one thing, I am way too short to rock an Elvis jumpsuit.”

      Now they were on the shaded, quiet streets of Beverly Hills, home to the stars who were Really Stars and had more money than sense.

      They stopped at the ornate, twisty wrought-iron gates, and Luanna looked out at the tall, leafy, black cottonwood trees with their rough, gray bark, similar enough to the poplars of Louisiana that they made her a little homesick.

      “Oh, dear sweet Lord in heaven,” Luanna said.

      Chloe punched in the gate code and pulled her head back in. “What’s wrong?”

      “I cannot tell my parents about this. About any of this.”

      Chloe patted her hand and put the car in gear. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. You’ll have a new job before you know it.”

      “I don’t want to think about it anymore,” Luanna admitted. “Not for the rest of today, at least.”

      “Perfect,” Chloe said. “We’re going to have our own personal spa day.” She pointed out the window at the Arabian Nights fantasy of the estate pool and cabana. “We’ll lounge by the pool, sit in the hot tub, drink margaritas, and convince Lance to make us something spectacular and decadent to eat.”

      Actually, what sounded even better was stripping off all her sticky clothes and diving into the cool blue water of the pool. Except other people lived on the estate, so Luanna knew it behooved her to actually put on a bathing suit first.

      “Didn’t Lance ban you from the kitchen?” Luanna asked.

      Chloe rolled her dark eyes. “It was a misunderstanding.”

      The whole reason they lived on the estate—Luanna still in the guest house, and Chloe recently almost-completely-moved into the gatehouse where Brand lived—was that Chloe had been Sandrine’s personal chef.

      Well, to be honest, Sandrine had kind of blackmailed Chloe into being her personal chef. Semantics.

      But when Chloe got the chance at her dream job, working at M. DesJardins’ new restaurant, Sandrine had graciously released her from her contract and promptly hired a startled Lance, who’d helped as a sous chef a couple of times.

      Young Lance, still wet behind the ears, with his tattoos and piercings and bad-boy swaggering, hadn’t seemed the type to put up with Sandrine’s admittedly wacky eating habits (which changed on a near-daily basis), but he’d settled in surprisingly well.

      It had just taken Chloe a little while to get used to the fact that Sandrine’s kitchen was no longer “her” kitchen.

      Still, Sandrine never minded when Lance made a little extra food for his friends, because they were her friends, too.

      Luanna shook her head. Friends with the Sandrine Moss. Who would’ve thunk it?

      If Sandrine weren’t on location in Romania, she’d probably have joined them for drinks by the pool.

      She would even have brought them all tiaras to wear. Sandrine did like her tiaras.

      Chloe pulled up in front of the guest house. “Go change into something more comfortable. I’ll do the same and be back in a few minutes.”

      “You know you still have clothes here, right?” Luanna said as she got out, her purse and the bag of margarita fixings in hand.

      “Yeah, I know, I’m sorry. Thank God Brand and I are going to look for a bigger place after the wedding. This living in two places is driving me a little bonkers.” Chloe sighed. “É o que é.”

      It is what it is. Luanna had learned that much Portuguese because it was Chloe’s mantra.

      Chloe pulled away and Luanna bent to scritch Evenrude behind the ears. The corgi was on a long lead so she could get from the shaded, relatively cool patio around to the grassy area on the side of the cottage to do her business. The two estate peacocks, Brad and George, who had some sort of platonic ménage romance with Evenrude, dozed on the lawn chairs.

      The guest cottage was about three times as big as the apartment Luanna and Chloe had shared when they first moved to LA, and it was a hell of a lot nicer, too. Luanna kicked off her shoes by the front door and let the gushy-soft hunter-green Berber carpet perform better pressure-point massage than any shiatsu master. She set the liquor store plastic bag on the coffee table—a faux-distressed off-white piece with a glass top that was the farthest from Luanna’s style, but Sandrine had decorated—next to the cereal bowl she’d neglected to put away this morning.

      She took two steps toward her small bedroom, one of two in the place (she’d turned Chloe’s old room into a sewing studio), and stopped dead in her tracks, quivering like a hound dog who’d sniffed out a coon.

      Sandrine might be a friend, but Luanna was living rent-free in her guest house, a situation that had come about when Chloe worked for Sandrine. Chloe no longer worked for Sandrine, and was planning to move off the estate entirely, which left Luanna with no real reason to be mooching off Sandrine.

      So on top of everything else, she might have to find a place to live, too.

      She swore she heard an audible chomp and a swish of air as the alligator just missed chowing down on her ass.

      She turned back, twisted the top off the tequila, and took a long swig.

      Then she peeled off her unlucky, sweaty, evil blouse and tossed it in the direction of the kitchen trash.
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      Several months later, things were not better.

      Things were dire.

      But it was New Year’s Eve, and she was determined to enjoy it.

      She got to the party late—it had been relatively cheaper to fly on New Year’s Eve, so the shuttle from LAX dropped her off at the estate close to 11 p.m. She quickly dropped her bags in the guest house, refreshed her makeup, and slipped into a glittery silver, low-necked top that did wonders for her cleavage and clung to her curves. She paired it with black capri pants and silver slip-on ballet-type shoes, because the festivities were being held outside, around the pool area.

      Just a casual get-together for Sandrine and Ray and fifty or so of their closest friends, although Brand had friends in the area, too, and Chloe had invited a few people from work.

      Luanna would’ve mentioned it to some of her co-workers—if she’d had a job, that is.

      She shook her head and flicked her fingers to release the negative energy.

      New Year’s Eve. A time for celebration. A time to reboot and start fresh, dammitall.

      She stepped out onto the patio. Cool air brushed her bare arms, but there would be heat lamps around the pool, and body heat, and hot food and warming alcohol.

      Evenrude gazed up at her with hopeful, liquid eyes, and she dropped to her knees to hug her stupid, lovable Welsh corgi.

      “No, you can’t come with me, darlin’,” she explained, scratching behind Evenrude’s ears. “Too many people to trip over you—and we can’t have you y’all getting loose again.”

      She tried not to feel guilty for being in Louisiana for the holidays when Evenrude decided to go frolicking with the peacocks…and forgot she couldn’t fly like the peacocks, which meant she’d ended up in the cactus garden. As in, cactus spines in her. Chloe and Brand had rushed her to the emergency vet, and Evenrude was pretty much already all healed up.

      Still, Luanna felt something awful for not being there.

      “You celebrate here with Brad and George,” she added.

      Brad the peacock fanned out his tail upon hearing his name. George chose to scream, and Luanna screamed and fell back on her ass.

      “Dammit, George.” She stood up, checked to make sure her capris were fine. “I’ll be bringing back a treat for Evenrude”—the corgi thumped her tail against the tile—“and Brad, but not for you, you loud bastard.”

      George made an annoyed clucking noise and fluttered up to the back of a lawn chair.

      Luanna gave Evenrude one last affectionate rub and headed to the party.

      The noise greeted her before anything else: a frothy champagne bubble of voices, the big-band swing music from an incredibly good sound system.

      Then lights. Strings of fairy lights draped everywhere, creating a magical sparkle on the Arabian Nights fantasy of the cabana, all brightly colored tile and minarets.

      She spotted Chloe and Brand, headed their way. Chloe squealed and ran up to hug her, almost knocking her off her feet. Chloe might be five-foot-nothing, but she made up for it with enthusiasm.

      Brand had his cell phone to his ear, giving someone the gate code, so Chloe grabbed her arm and dragged her a few steps away.

      “I’m so glad you’re back,” Chloe said. “How was Louisiana? How’s your family?”

      Luanna had promised herself she wouldn’t complain, wouldn’t even think about it all, not on New Year’s Eve, but Chloe’s take-care-of-everyone superpower loosened her tongue.

      “Oh, dear Lord,” she said. “We were all playing cribbage one night, and we’d all had one too many drinks—cribbage just isn’t worth it without alcohol—and Grand-mère asked me how Luscious was, and I accidentally might have made some remark that might have led them to figure out I was no longer employed by that lofty establishment.”

      “What did you say?” Chloe asked, her brown eyes wide with sympathy.

      “I said Luscious could kiss my fine Southern ass.”

      “Oh,” Chloe said. “Oops.”

      “Oops is right.” Luanna closed her eyes, trying not to remember everybody’s faces. “So of course they spent the rest of the time trying to convince me to come home, that there were perfectly good design jobs in Baton Rouge. My family is exceptionally good at guilt.”

      “Yours and mine both, sister.” Chloe hugged her again. “Come on, let’s get you some champagne—although whisky is traditional on New Year’s Eve, if you want something stronger. Are you hungry? There’s a ton of food.”

      “I can manage to get myself food, darlin’.” Luanna smiled, loving how much her friend loved to make everyone feel at home.

      “I know, but I thought I’d check to make sure we weren’t running out of—”

      “You don’t work here anymore,” Luanna reminded her.

      “But Lance—”

      “I’ll wager you dollars to doughnuts he’s doing just fine. You go find your sweetie. It’s bad luck if you miss kissing him at the stroke of midnight.”

      “Yeah, where did he go off to?” Chloe left in search of Brand.

      Lance was, in fact, competently dealing with the buffet of food in the outdoor kitchen, which was almost the size of the guest house. Heated serving dishes lined up on white-cloth-covered tables, with cold food arranged on the granite prep space. Candles in punched-metal lanterns gave the covered area a cozy feel.

      “Hey,” Luanna said, grabbing a plate.

      “Hey yourself, gorgeous,” Lance said, winking. Flirting was like breathing for him, and Luanna was used to it. His spiky hair, normally bleach-tipped, glowed electric blue in the lantern-light. Apparently that was his idea of dressing to the party theme. He wore his usual tight jeans and T-shirt combo; Luanna doubted anyone would ever talk him into chef’s whites.

      Something smelled both delicious and familiar, making her stomach rumble even as it panged for the South she’d just left. “Hoppin’ John!” she exclaimed, making a beeline for the pork, beans, and greens dish.

      “Sandrine, via Olive, gave me a list of traditional New Year’s Eve dishes from around the world,” Lance said, mentioning Sandrine’s extraordinarily efficient and unflappable personal assistant (she’d have to be, working for Sandrine, who changed plans faster than it took to drive a lap at Talladega). He pointed. “Hoppin’ John and cornbread from the South. Fresh fruit is Mexican, although the pomegranate is…Turkish, I think. Noodles are an Asian custom, big surprise.”

      “What’s this?” Luanna pointed her fork at something that did not smell good.

      “Pickled herring,” Lance said. “A tradition of people from the land of crazy.”

      Luanna filled her plate with the edible food, then snagged a glass of champagne. It was cool and tart and bubbly, and she wasn’t at all surprised to need a second glass almost immediately. Wisely, she then went in search of a place to eat that wasn’t next to the champagne fountain.

      She found herself smiling again. The food was tasty, the mood was infectious, and the champagne helped numb the nagging worry in her belly.

      Fact was, she still hadn’t found a job. Her car insurance had gone up, only for her car to be pronounced unfixable. (Brand, who fixed classic cars as a hobby, said the suspension was borked. Well, he’d used a more technical term, but the bottom line was that fixing the Mini would cost well more than the car was worth.) Chloe said she didn’t need to be paid back for Evenrude’s emergency vet, because Evenrude was practically her dog, too, but Luanna’s parents had taught her never to owe money to friends. Speaking of parents, she’d racked up her credit card flying home for the holidays.

      None of the design firms had openings. Or it was possible Hernando from HR was adopting a frosty tone when anyone called about a reference. Fact was, she didn’t have any good current references, because Luscious had been her first real design job. Her favorite professor had retired to a small village in Italy and was hard to get hold of.

      She’d even applied for a spot on Project Runway, but hadn’t heard back from them. Yet. There was always hope.

      A busboy swept away her plate and cutlery, and she went back for a third glass of champagne—this one she intended to save for midnight, which she was pretty sure would be soon. She’d left her phone in the guest house, and there were no clocks out here in fantasy pool land.

      Rank the positives, that’s what her daddy would say. Okay. She was healthy, her family was healthy, Evenrude had recovered. She had never been convicted of a felony. She had all her own teeth. And…

      And oh, my goodness gracious, but that was a fine specimen of manhood also reaching for champagne.
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      Luanna looked past the champagne fountain to the man standing across from her, and her body fizzed as if she’d been dunked in champagne.

      She’d like to dunk him in champagne…

      Dark, nearly black hair, neatly cut. Swarthy and Latin-looking, but with intensely blue eyes instead of the deep brown the rest of his coloring suggested. His jaw—a strong jaw, but not Superman-square—sported a hint of stubble, not like he hadn’t shaved, but like his beard was just that determined. A small gold hoop earring glinted in the lantern light, making him look like a tasteful pirate.

      Luanna had always been fond of pirates.

      His button-down shirt was deep red, and while Luanna’s fashion-oriented brain would have normally picked out the price range, the fiber content, and which big-name designer had been dimly imitated in its creation, she couldn’t get beyond the way it draped across his broad shoulders and how great the color was against his dusky skin. The sleeves were rolled up. He had muscular arms, dusted with dark hair.

      Yo ho ho, y’all.

      She gestured with her champagne flute. “Having trouble choosing?” Along with his own champagne, he held a short glass of what looked like a fine whisky.

      He glanced down as if he’d forgotten he was a two-fisted drinker. Then he laughed, a sound like the honeyed whisky she’d had in a British pub once. “Oh, this? I was planning to be the first-footer. Not that there’s a doorway to come through, of course.”

      “That’s a Scottish custom, right?” she asked. “It’s good luck if a dark-haired man is the first person through the door after midnight, especially if he’s got whisky.”

      “You’re correct. I knew a Scottish exchange student in college who taught me the mysteries of her lands.” He winked, and it was a completely different wink from Lance’s.

      Lance was young, cocky, and even flirted with middle-aged, married, scary-efficient Olive. Hell, Lance practically flirted with Evenrude. It was just automatic for him.

      Luanna’s pirate, on the other hand, winked in a way that made her feel as if she were the only person at the party. That wink was for her and her alone, and it was confident, not cocky. It promised things…seductive, naughty things the pirate knew he could deliver.

      Well. Whew. She resisted the urge to fan herself. If she fanned herself, she might very well accidentally flutter her eyelashes, too.

      Luanna had no place in her life right now for a relationship. It would just complicate things that were already way too messy and uncertain.

      As much as her body yearned in that direction, she was probably too jet-lagged and in too much of a state of upheaval to even invite him back to the guest house for a fun romp.

      But she liked meeting new people, and he seemed like a smart, mouthwateringly gorgeous (stop that) guy, and the perfect distraction on New Year’s Eve so she didn’t think about how her life felt like the ground did when an earthquake rolled through.

      “I’m Luanna,” she said, holding out her hand.

      He set down the whisky and took it. “Derek,” he said. “I’m friends with Brand Mossiman.”

      She laughed. “Get out,” she said. “My best friend, Chloe, is Brand’s fiancé. You and Brand went to UCLA together, right? I’ve heard some stories.”

      “Only the good parts are true. Besides, it was a long time ago.”

      She smiled what she hoped was a knowing, slightly flirtatious grin. Given the combination of jet lag, exhaustion, and just enough champagne that without the first two factors she’d just be feeling pleasantly relaxed, it was probably either demented or leering, but with luck he’d take it as teasing. “Part of what I heard about you involved a guys’ night out last week. You’d just gotten back from…somewhere.”

      “I’d been doing a lot of travel for work, and then went home to New Mexico for the holidays.” He looked grave, briefly, but then the pirate gleam returned to those intense blue eyes. “As for the guys’ night, only a little mayhem resulted and everyone got home safely.”

      “Nothin’ wrong with a little mayhem, sugar. No worse than Chloe and I would be if we had a few months to catch up on. But since you’re friends with my best friend’s fiancé, I feel entitled to tease you.”

      “Well, it does make us practically cousins,” Derek said, and crooked his arm. “Shall we find a place to watch the fireworks?”

      She didn’t want to think of him as a cousin. Unless you counted kissing cousins. That, she could get behind.

      No, she reminded herself, you have no time for such foolishness.

      Her body ignored her brain’s reminders, to the point of blowing a virtual raspberry.

      They settled on the low, wide, brightly tiled wall that bordered the pool area. It wasn’t high enough to keep anyone out (except maybe Evenrude, who along with having short legs was a bit on the stout side), but rather served as a visual delineation and a place to put towels and sunglasses and other swimming paraphernalia.

      “Actually,” Derek said, swirling the whisky in the lowball glass before setting it down next to him, “I’m also celebrating tonight. Our Kickstarter campaign funded this evening, which means my production company is officially making a movie.”

      “Well, congratulations to you!” Luanna held out her flute, and they clinked and sipped. “Tell me more.” Gorgeous and an entrepreneur. She was a sucker for the combination of sexy and brainy.

      “Well, Graham and I are producers, and I wrote the screenplay,” he said. His eyes unfocused a little. Luanna recognized the look: Chloe got the same expression when she was planning a menu. “It’s about the Civil War.”

      “Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit!” Luanna said. “I’m all over the Civil War like white on rice.” She pointed a thumb at herself. “Louisiana, born and bred.”

      “I had a feeling, from your accent,” Derek said. His smile made her insides fizz again. “But enough about me. What do you do, friend of a friend’s fiancée?”

      “I’m not even going to try to parse that,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m in fashion.”

      It wasn’t a lie, not exactly. She was in fashion. It wasn’t as if she said she worked in fashion. With any luck, that would be true very soon. Fingers, toes, etc., crossed.

      “Huh,” Derek murmured, half to himself. “Brand said something to Graham about—”

      But before Luanna could learn what the menfolk had been chatting about, everyone else shouted “Ten!”

      They were not, in fact, judging ice dancing. The countdown to midnight had begun.

      Luanna and Derek stood. He was close enough to her that she could feel the heat of him, even though they weren’t touching. He smelled like the sun-kissed ocean, and she wondered if he tasted salty.

      Stop that.

      “Seven!”

      “I believe it’s also a tradition,” Derek said, “and good luck to kiss someone at midnight.”

      “Four!”

      Luanna turned to him. They locked eyes. It seemed to take a long time for the other partygoers to shout “Three!” and “Two!” and, in fact, she thought they’d never get to one.

      She didn’t have a place in her life right now for this kind of involvement.

      But she really, really wanted Derek to kiss her.

      The fireworks banged and popped and whistled, but she had no eyes for the multicolored display of lights.

      Derek took her hand in his, still watching her, and raised it to his lips.

      And then this rakish pirate of a man kissed the back of her hand, gallant and yet undeniably the sexiest dayum thing anyone had ever done to her.

      It was just the press of his lips against her flesh, but he took his time, never breaking his gaze.

      There was that promise again. The promise of what those lips would feel like elsewhere on her body.

      Luanna quivered; her legs started to melt out from under her.

      Screw her uncertain life.

      He lowered their hands but didn’t let go yet.

      “Happy New Year, Luanna,” he said, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Here’s to a sensational start to the year.”

      Before she could say anything, someone shouted “Happy New Year!” and Brand walked up accompanied by a stockily built red-haired guy—stocky in a solid, appealing way but not built right for the skinny black jeans he sported—with impressive sideburns that were either straight out of the nineteenth century or the latest hipster thing, a faux-vintage sports coat several shades more red than his hair, and an affable face with a smile that wasn’t hipster-sardonic at all. (The empty cocktail glass he gripped
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