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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


JULIA MARLOWE’S HANDS clenched the steering
wheel, heart lodged in her throat like a chunk of chicken. A piece
of scrap wood, one edge broken to a sharp point, fell off the
pickup truck in front of her. With all the places it could have
landed—it took direct aim on her tire. No time to think, only
react. Ease up on the gas, pull off the road, and find a safe place
to stop her Lexus SUV. Uncertainty chased her like a dog after its
tail, nerves jittering like water on a hot skillet. Naturally, the
truck driver sped off without a backward glance. No thought to
helping fix the damage he’d caused.

Could this be an omen she’d made the wrong
decision? Maybe she shouldn’t have insisted that joining the
scriptwriting team had to be part of her book-turned-to-movie deal.
With the studio insisting she add more action scenes to showcase
the athletic prowess of the star and focus less on the emotional
development of the character, she felt compelled to make sure she
was there to defend her work. Why hadn’t writing the book been
enough? What did she have to prove? She swallowed hard and put a
hand to her flip-flopping stomach. She knew exactly what was at
stake.

Closing her eyes, she calmed herself.
Inhaling deeply through her mouth and exhaling slowly through her
nose, her death grip on the steering wheel gradually loosened, but
left an imprint on her palms. Her decision was all about stepping
outside her comfort zone, challenging herself, becoming the strong,
confident woman she had to be. An introvert by nature, she’d never
been very assertive. Her family’s future now rested squarely on her
shoulders. Opening her eyes, she checked her surroundings.

Through the metal security gates, Julia
caught a fleeting glimpse of sweeping lawn, perfectly manicured
gardens, and just a hint of the impressive home that lay beyond the
high stone wall. Her writer’s imagination wasted no time adding
characters to the scene. A Hollywood power couple, devastatingly
attractive, wheelers and dealers, money flowing through their
fingers like confetti would own this home. They’d be kind of
people, that unless she toughened up, would eat her alive.

Unlike the characters she created, Julia
preferred to hang out with plain, ordinary folks, the kind who
didn’t suck all the oxygen out of a room. Prior to her husband’s
death, she’d been perfectly happy leading a nice predictable life
surrounded by nice predictable people. The past two years without
him had taught her, safe and predictable didn’t prepare a person
for life’s upheavals. She’d been reminded again last month that
change was her master. Just thinking about Beth’s and Joe’s
upcoming move—her best friends who had lived with her since Brian’s
death—sent tremors of anxiety rumbling through her system. She
squared her shoulders. Letting others take the lead was stopping
here and now.

“Enough,” she announced to
the world in general. “No more doddling.”

Now what? Brian would have known and taken
care of it. It was her turn. She needed a plan. Julia flipped open
the glove compartment and rummaged until she found the owners’
manual. Leafing through the table of contents, she traced her
finger down the column. There it was, ‘changing a tire.’ How
difficult can this be?

“Number one, make sure the
car is on level ground,” she read out loud. Glancing out the window
she surveyed the terrain surrounding the car. “Got that. Number
two, do not crawl or work under the car while it is raised on the
jack.” That won’t be a problem. “Three, make sure the car is in
park.”

A slender hand with practical, close-cropped
fingernails absently wiggled the gear shift and checked the parking
brake. “Block one of the wheels on the opposite side of the car
from the jack.” Following directions meant that one actually had to
understand them. That last sentence might as well have been written
in Greek. She whipped out her phone and searched for a suitable
how-to video.

When she opened the door,
she slowly swung her long legs to the ground and stood in one
graceful, flowing movement. Stepping back, she assessed the
situation. The jack needed to be placed at the flat tire, so she’d
need to block one of the tires on the opposite side of the car. But
which tire? Front? Rear? What should she block it with? A rock? How
big? Maybe she should call roadside
assistance instead of trying to tackle this
herself. That would mean waiting for who
knew how long and she really wanted to get home today. If she
waited too long, the traffic would go from simply crazy to outright
berserk and the normal ninety-minute drive could turn into four
hours.

Moving toward the back of the car she caught
sight of her reflection in the window. She wrinkled her nose. A
wood nymph stared back at her. Even though winsome suited her ready
smile, quick wit, dark red hair, and big green eyes, it wasn’t what
she wanted to be. She wanted to be... what? Sophisticated?
Glamorous? No, definitely not that. She sighed and shook her head.
Turning from her reflection, she lifted the rear hatch.

 


****

 


“HEY JASON, EXPECTING
company?” asked Pete Jackson. He sat with his feet propped on a
desk circled by security monitors.

“No. What’s up?” asked
Jason MacKenzie striding into the large room off the kitchen. He
looked every inch the tall, dark, action hero film star he
was.

“Come see for yourself.”
Pete motioned with his thumb at one of the monitors. His feet
thumped to the floor so he could lean in for a better
view.

Jason handed Pete one of the beers and bent
over the closed-circuit monitor to see for himself. His cell rang
and he glanced at the number and then at Pete. “Security.” He
swiped the phone and listened. “No I’ll take care of it. Thanks for
checking before calling the police. Yeah, she is cute.”

Both men watched, fascinated, as the woman
bent into the interior of the car and started rummaging around. Her
shorts pulled tautly against her nicely rounded derriere.

Pete whistled softly. “Why
don’t women like her land at my
front door?”

“Some of us got it and some
of us don’t.” Jason clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “That
front tire looks as flat as my mom’s pancakes.”

“You’re welcome to look at
whatever you want, but I’ll focus on those legs. A guy could get
lost in legs like that.” Pete glanced speculatively at his friend.
“Since you’ve sworn off women, if you’re not planning to help her,
I’ll be happy to volunteer.”

“She’s on my property, so
she’s mine.” Jason rubbed his hands together. “I can put off
reading those scripts you brought over until tomorrow.”

“Think you’re going to be
busy tonight?” Pete raised his eyebrows. “Cocky
bastard.”

“What the heck?” Jason
jerked back then leaned close to the monitor again. “I don’t
believe this.” Folding chairs, towels, a soccer ball, bats, toy
trucks, a cooler, and who knew what else cascaded onto the
driveway, like a miniature Niagara, as the woman unloaded the back
of her car. Pete snorted as she looked at the book in her hand and
then lifted the piece of carpet on the floor, obviously
confused.

A twitch tugged at the corner of Jason’s
mouth. “I’m guessing she has no idea what she’s doing.” The twitch
faded and his lips pressed into a thin line. “Or maybe she does.
It’s amazing what women will do to get my attention.” They all
wanted something and offered little in return except shallow
compliments and occasionally their bodies—as if either could
replace talent and sincerity.

Pete pretended to play a violin. “She might
not know whose house this is. Not every woman is ready to fall at
your feet.”

“I have a right to be
suspicious.” Jason pointed his finger at Pete. “Women stand outside
my gate and wave at the camera all the time. If I’m lucky,
that’s all they
do. I’ve had the police out more times than I care to count,
hauling them off my fence when they get stuck or pulling them out
of the trees.” Jason paused for a breath. “So if I question
people’s motives, bite me.”

“Yeah, I remember the one
that got in before security alerted the police. What a mess. I’m
glad you weren’t home. What was she carrying out when the police
caught up with her?”

Jason rolled his eyes. “You know damn good
and well—my underwear. You can stop laughing now. It was creepy,
someone fondling my stuff.”

“Your stuff? I’m not even
going to go there.” Pete held up his hands as he tried to wipe the
smile off his face. “Truce, back to this,” his thumb jerked toward
the monitor. “She doesn’t look like she’s trying to break in and it
does look like she could use some help.”

Jason’s gaze swung back to the monitor for
another look. “Maybe she’s legit. If she’s just playing games...”
He rubbed a hand along his jaw. “By the way, I haven’t sworn off
women. I’m divorced, not brain dead.” He nodded toward the monitor,
“Besides, I have an image to maintain. If I don’t go out there and
rescue a woman in distress, what kind of action hero would I
be?”

Pete shook his head, “Don’t try and fool me
pal, I know you too well.” He put his hand on his Jason’s shoulder,
“Barbara wasn’t the right woman for you so stop beating yourself up
and move on.”

Jason shook his head,
“Yeah, I know you’re right, but I’d always been so sure of my
decisions before. Now I wonder.” Barbara had done a number on him
and he had no intention of repeating that mistake. If he ever
decided to get serious again—and that was
a big if—there’d be no more women who
thought he was their own personal piggy bank or stepping stone to
stardom.

 


****

 


JULIA KICKED A stone with her foot. “Man, I
am not looking forward to living in LA for the next four months.
This place is a madhouse. I can’t wait to get home.” The crowds,
the smog, the traffic—but a necessary evil in order to learn what
she needed to learn to be successful in this business. In addition
to being on hand while the book-to-movie script was filmed, she’d
also start collaborating on an original script with an old friend
from college.

She started the video again, but after 10
seconds stabbed her phone with her finger. “Pause, you stupid
thing.” Maybe this was going to take longer than expected and she
wouldn’t make it home tonight.

The security gate swished quietly open.
Engrossed in her dilemma, Julia didn’t notice the tall, dark, and
drop-dead gorgeous man who stepped past the gate and leaned
nonchalantly on the stone fence. Arms crossed against his
well-muscled chest and legs crossed at the ankle.

Arm extended, gaze averted, Julia lifted the
floor hatch like she expected a creepy-crawly critter to escape.
When nothing jumped out at her, she removed the small toolbox.
Underneath it she discovered the whereabouts of that pesky spare
tire. Standing beside the open hatch, idly rubbing a black smudge
on her hand, she surveyed the situation and muttered, “What
demented engineer placed the thing way down below the floorboard?”
She ran the video for a few more seconds and glanced between it and
the manual. She was supposed to use some long, skinny gizmo to
lower the tire to the ground? “Whoever designed this should be
shot,” she announced to the birds in the trees.

She tossed the manual and her phone into the
car and crouched down on all fours. Maybe viewing the tire from a
different angle would help her figure out how to get the darn thing
down to the ground. She might have to call roadside assistance
after all. Admitting defeat left her feeling deflated.

A low, very masculine chuckle told her she
wasn’t alone. Great, here I am with my butt in the air, looking
like a complete idiot. She peeked under her arm and spotted a pair
of sandaled feet of the masculine variety.

Julia sucked in a breath and her shoulders
hunched. “Is this your driveway? I am so sorry if I’m in your way.”
Even though it wasn’t her fault, she hated inconveniencing people.
The heat of embarrassment crept into her cheeks.

“No problem. You’re not in
my way. I’m not going anywhere.”

She only heard amusement in his resonate
voice—no concern, no empathy, certainly no offer of help.
Regardless, a tingling sensation swept down her spine and came to
rest in the pit of her stomach.

“My afternoon was boring.
Thank you for providing some entertainment… and the view’s not bad
either.”

“And here I thought
Neanderthals were dead?” Julia rasped through clenched teeth as she
backed inelegantly away from the car and rose to her feet. There,
that sounded more like she had a backbone.

Considering her reaction to his voice, good
sense warned her to ignore him and carry on as best she could.
Temper, to match her fiery hair, shoved common sense out the door.
Turning, hands on hips, she found herself face-to-face with the
most drool-worthy piece of humanity she’d ever had the pleasure to
confront. Wow, was the most her brain synapsis could process. Julia
recognized the male perfection lounging just a few feet away and
his films only hinted at his raw sexual power. The way he was
looking at her with those dark eyes, made her want to squirm.

“Jason MacKenzie,” she
groaned, clapping a hand to her mouth. I meet an honest-to-gosh
hunk and I’m down in the dirt on my hands and knees. There is no
justice in this world. Color once more crept up Julia’s neck and
heated her face, but a mischievous smile tugged at her mouth.
“Honestly? Nice view? Women respond to that line?”

“Usually.” He tipped an
invisible hat and pushed away from the wall. “So, what would you
like me to do?” He sauntered over, looking far too self-assured for
Julia’s comfort. Cat eyeing a mouse came to mind.

She bit her tongue so the first—highly
inappropriate—words that popped into her head didn’t spill out.
Best not let him know that her libido had come out of hibernation
and she had some interesting ideas about what he could do. Time to
gather herself and climb into her big girl panties. “I think I’m
out of my element with all this and was getting ready to call
roadside service. If you know how to change a tire, I’d be grateful
for your help.” She shrugged, palms raised to her sides.

She blushed again when she realized her gaze
had remained on his well-muscled chest and arms, clearly visible
through the thin cotton T-shirt. Then her incorrigible eyes had the
audacity to keep on looking as she admired the splendid length of
Adonis-like legs exposed by a pair of thin nylon jogging
shorts.

Julia whirled away hoping he hadn’t noticed
her staring. “This tire, over there in my car, in that floor
thingy. I guess you’re supposed to use a skinny gizmo that I
haven’t been able to find, I hope I have one…” She took a breath.
“I’m babbling.” She looked down, shielded her eyes with her hand,
and gave in to the laughter bubbling up from her, ‘if she’d written
this scene, no one would have believed it,’ sense of humor.
“Couldn’t you have put on a pair of sweatpants and baggy shirt?
Dressed like this,” her finger flicked up and down, “you tend to
short circuit a woman’s brain.”

Had some evil doppelganger taken over her
body? She was never this bold. Maybe abstinence had kicked her
hormones into overdrive. Or maybe, the fact that she’d seen this
man so often on the big screen, he didn’t seem like a stranger.

“Am I making you nervous?”
he asked, hands on hips, a small smile lifting those tempting lips.
“Has anyone ever told you that you have the kind of laugh that can
reach in a grab a man’s soul?”

She wondered why his eyes widened as she
stepped out into the sunlight extending her hand in greeting. “You
have quite a way with words, Mr. MacKenzie. Hi, I’m Julia
Marlowe.”

Whatever had surprised him, he quickly
recovered his composure. “Jason MacKenzie, and please, call me
Jason.” He bent in a formal bow, bringing her hand to his lips for
a soft, brushing kiss. He reached for one of the soft, auburn
strands. “Spun gold.”

Two pairs of startled eyes met. Were the
same firecrackers going off in his brain as hers? Julia withdrew
her hand and rubbed her arm to chase away the pricks of excitement.
She wrote about alpha males but had little real-life experience
dealing with them. She feared this man would swallow her whole if
she gave him a chance.

His eyes narrowed and he scowled at her like
she’d stepped on his toes.

“Is it something I said?”
she asked, her hand to her chest. Quickly reviewing their
conversation, she couldn’t for the life of her figure out what she
might have said to upset him.

“No, I’m waiting to find
out why you’re really here and what you want.”

She cocked her head,
positive that the confusion she felt was all over her face. “Uh,
I’m here because a piece of wood fell off some idiot’s truck and
now I have a flat tire.” Her hand went on her hip and her mouth
pursed. “What I want is to get this tire fixed and get out of here.” Was the man
really so distrustful?

“If you say so.” The
gruffness in his voice told her he didn’t believe her.

Jason turned and approached the car with a
stride that meant business. In one, smooth motion he reached in,
inserted the tool into the slot and quickly lowered the spare to
the ground. Well-conditioned muscles rippled under his shirt. Julia
utilized every ounce of willpower she possessed to unglue her eyes
from this icon of physical perfection puttering around her car.
Instead, she watched a sparrow land in a nearby bush, but she
couldn’t keep her gaze diverted for long. She edged closer to see
what he was doing.

“What’s the matter? Am I
making this look too easy for you? Would it help if I grunted and
groaned a little?”

Seems Jason had the actor’s talent of
reading people. “Yeah, I feel like such a wimp,” she sighed. “When
I see how simple it is, I can’t imagine why I couldn’t figure it
out.”

“How many tires have you
changed in your life?” he asked. Those strong, capable hands that
had effortlessly assembled that puzzle of a jack, placed it into
position, now started the car on its upward journey.

“None,” she admitted
reluctantly. “Aren’t you supposed to block the tire on the other
side of the car with something?” A finger pointed in the general
direction of the front end of the car.

“Look, if you want to take
over, be my guest.” Jason started to rise, then settled back into
his squat. “Would you go over there and sit down out of the way.”
He motioned to a large rock a few feet away.

“Well I never!” Julia
flounced to the spot he indicated and sat. “I just happened to read
that safety tip in the owners’ manual. Just don’t come crying to me
if you get hurt.” She couldn’t believe how hurt she felt at being
relegated to the corner.

“Lady, with you bending
over me, those lush breasts brushing against my back, your breath
tickling my ear—you’ll find out all too quickly where my thoughts
were heading.” He twisted to face her. “You stay over there, I can
finish this without embarrassing myself, and we can continue to
have a civil conversation.” He turned his attention back to the
tire.

“Oh.” She cringed at the
squeak in her voice.

“You don’t live around
here.” Jason posed it as a statement not a question.

“How did you know that?”
Did she look so out of place? She’d been sheltered all her life,
but she wasn’t completely unsophisticated. She’d traveled to a
number of foreign countries and knew which fork to use at a dinner
party.

His chuckle stopped her. “You were grumbling
about hating LA and wanting to go home when I came out to see if I
could help.”

“You heard that?” She
grimaced. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disparage where you live.
I’m sure LA can be a lovely place.” His assessing gaze made her
want to find the nearest cave and hide.

“No offense taken. I have
those same thoughts occasionally myself.” He tossed his head to
flip his hair off his forehead. “I wasn’t born knowing how to
change a tire. I got lots of practice in my less affluent, gas
station days.”

His smile turned her insides all fluttery
while a hint of panic scurried around the edges.

He pushed down on the lug wrench and
loosened the nuts. “Besides, I’ve got at least 100 pounds on you
and just shy of a foot in height. That makes a big difference when
you’re trying to manhandle a tire.” His voice touched her like a
soft caress. “You probably would have managed just fine on your
own. So where do you live?”

“In a small valley north
and inland from Santa Barbara. Can’t wait to head back to the peace
and quiet.”

Jason laughed, “In case I missed it before,
what you’re trying to tell me is that you don’t much care for the
Mecca of the west.”

“Big cities are okay, but I
like knowing who my neighbors are.” Her elbows rested on her knees,
her chin supported by her hands.

“I do know who my neighbors are.
I bought one of those, ‘homes of the stars’ maps.” He glanced
over at her. “There’s that smile I was looking for.”

Finished, Jason turned, dusted his hands on
his shorts, and gave her a speculative look. She wondered what was
going on behind those dark, brown eyes. Turning, he proceeded to
raise the flat tire into the wheel well and disassemble the jack.
“Don’t forget to have that flat repaired or you could find yourself
stranded somewhere.”

Was that concern she saw in his face? Why
did men always feel the urge to protect her? Did she really come
off as a complete incompetent? “Thanks. I won’t forget.”

“Julia, would you like to
come in for a drink?” Her suspicion must have been apparent because
he added, “Homemade lemonade—the best way to quench your thirst on
a hot summer day. I might even be able to throw in a couple of
cookies.”

He struck her as a man who went after what
he wanted, but the offer of lemonade seemed harmless enough. “That
would be nice,” she paused. “Secret? When I got the flat, I
fantasized about how much fun it would be to go inside and look
around. I love seeing what other people have done with their homes.
I’m on a twelve-step program to break the habit. ‘Hi, I’m Julia and
I’m a snoop’.” She shrugged and felt foolish for sharing such silly
information.

“You are something else,”
he laughed. “Why don’t you pull your car up to the front door?” He
punched the code into the gate and climbed in beside
her.

 



CHAPTER TWO


 


JULIA PULLED THE car to a stop in the broad,
cobbled drive that curved in front of his house. By the time she’d
set the brake and put her shoulder to the door for the customary
shove to open it—Jason was there. He yanked the door open and she
tumbled sideways. She would have face-planted on the ground if he
hadn’t caught her in his strong arms.

“I’ve got you,” he said,
pulling her against his thigh to steady her.

“Yes, you have,” was all
that squeaked from Julia’s suddenly dry throat. She grabbed the
steering wheel to steady herself. Her eyes went wide and her heart
went thump when she found herself staring into his
waistband.

Jason guided her back into her seat. “Are
you OK?”

Julia’s head bobbed up and down. Words
eluded her. He acted and sounded sincere. She took a deep breath
and said, “You can let go of me now. I promise not to fall on my
face.” Humiliation shriveled her composure like a prune.

“You sure you weren’t just
trying to fall into my arms?” Mischief sparkled in his dark
chocolate-colored eyes.

“Pretty sure.” Did she have
to blurt out the first thing that popped into her head? Julia
lowered her head and sighed. “Please pretend you didn’t hear that.
You’re a bad influence on me.”

“I certainly hope so.” His
mouth quirked as he offered his hand to help her from the
car.

Julia straightened her back, raised her
chin, swiveled her legs to the ground, and rose with as much
dignity as she could muster. The man was incorrigible. “Would you
stop laughing at me?” she said, but her mock severity gave way to
laughter. She played self-deprecation like a virtuoso.

“Welcome to my humble
abode,” Jason said, jogging up the two steps. Like lord of the
manor he pushed open one of the massive carved wooden
doors.

Julia followed him inside. Humble didn’t
begin to describe either the man or his house. The foyer, ringed
with windows, jutted out from the main body of the house. Sunshine
filled the space and a profusion of rainbows tumbled gaily from the
delicate, crystal chandelier hanging overhead. Past the foyer,
sweeping dual staircases flanked the walls. They curved gently
upward, reminiscent of a swan’s wings unfolding for flight, the
tips touching at the second-floor landing.

Jason placed his hand at the small of her
back and nudged her forward. Sparks, like fireflies, flitted up her
spine. Curiosity pulsed through her and she itched to open every
closet and peek in every room. She felt like a kid in a candy
store.

Through a doorway to her right she glimpsed
a formal dining room and to her left a book-filled study. Julia’s
steps slowed when she spotted the wonderful collection of paintings
adorning the walls. She hesitated, uncertain. Part of her wanted to
stay and study the art—the other longed to follow Jason. A woman
could follow a man like that to the ends of the earth. She stopped
that thought process just short of a sigh. Good grief, the smog
must be softening her brain. When she decided to dip her toe in the
dating pool again, it definitely wouldn’t be with a man like Jason.
She moved into the living room where Jason waited.

“Please sit down, make
yourself comfortable and I’ll go and get the lemonade,” he paused,
“or would you prefer iced tea?”

“Tea would be nice. No
sugar.” She gave him a thoughtful look. “Have you ever considered
doing Shakespeare?”

“Not really, but I’ll pass
that suggestion along to my agent. Seeing how well the Bard’s done
at the box office recently, I’m sure he’ll be thrilled. Not that
box office returns control my decisions anymore.”

She heard the defensiveness in his tone. She
tried to squish down the habitual meekness and be bold, but her
inner peacemaker won the battle. “Not that there’s anything wrong
with what you’re doing, but you have a hypnotic voice.”

“Sorry, you hit a sore
spot.” He shoved his fingers through his hair. “Once you’ve been
labeled as an action hero, it’s hard to break out of the mold. We
all like to think we choose our roles because they mean something
to us. In reality, slip a few box-office flops under your belt and
you are yesterday’s news.” He shrugged. “On the other hand, it
might be fun to shake things up.”

“If you decide to do it,
I’ll be the first in line for tickets.”

“I’ll send you front row,
center seats.” His deep chuckle felt even better than curling her
toes into warm summer sand at the beach.

“By the way, do you take
lemon in your tea?”

“Yes, please, just squeeze
gently. I hate it when the pulp and seeds end up in the tea.” He
cocked his eyebrow. Julia felt a hot flush creep up her neck. She’d
given him a wonderful opening with that one.

“I always squeeze just
right, or so I’m told.” He took a step toward her, danger written
all over that slow, easy smile. “Should we test my squeeze to be
sure? I wouldn’t want to be responsible for ruining your tea.”
Jason made no attempt to keep the challenge out of his eyes as he
prowled squeezing distance close.

“MacKenzie.” Her eyes
narrowed and she put her arms out in front of her, “Back
off.”

Her heart pumped like a steam engine. Heat
flowed through her limbs and into her core. She must be reacting to
his charisma—or whatever it was that movie stars possessed and the
rest of us didn’t—and not the fact she’d actually stood up to
someone as powerful as Jason.

“Someone needs to lighten
up.” The twinkle in his eyes had heat rushing to her
cheeks.

She crossed her arms and scowled at him.

“One glass of iced-tea with
gently squeezed lemon, coming up.” He sounded more predatory than
gracious. Sandaled feet tapped a staccato rhythm against the tile
as Jason crossed the room, exiting through an arched
doorway.

Julia sagged onto the nearest sofa. She
needed time to scoop up the remains of her poise which currently
puddled around her feet. The man was as touchy as nitroglycerin.
She placed her hand against the tight knot in her stomach and
couldn’t wait for him to reappear. Crazy. Certifiable. Confused.
There was something invigorating about sparring with him.

She stood up to get a better look at her
surroundings. Her head turned slowly, her body pivoting to follow.
Her eyebrows arched in surprise. Julia had expected either a
pompous display of wealth or that sterile-looking, monotone decor
so popular with fashionable interior design gurus.

Instead, Jason’s home exuded quiet elegance.
The marbled floor in the foyer had given way to gleaming, beige
Italian tile. Two overstuffed, leather sofas in a soft brown faced
each other. A wall of windows opened the room to a covered terrace.
A massive, beehive-style fireplace dominated another wall of the
high-ceilinged room. Under her feet between the sofas lay a plush,
oriental area rug in shades of red and cream. Several padded
leather swivel chairs, looking like voluptuous coffee beans, joined
the sofas to form a ‘U’ in front of the fireplace.

A magazine tossed
carelessly here, a pair of reading glasses—reading glasses?—an
empty coffee mug there, gave the place a relaxed, lived-in look.
Imagine, the great Jason MacKenzie might just be human after
all.

Her gaze moved on to the walls. Paintings
everywhere, each carefully placed and lit for best viewing. She
moved forward for a better look. Wonder if he liked art or if this
was all for show? Julia whistled softly. An amateur art buff, she
toured galleries and museums wherever she happened to be. She
recognized works by Degas, Cassatt, and Pissarro. Scattered
throughout were works by more contemporary artists. There was one
in particular that caught her eye. She squinted but couldn’t
decipher the signature. They were good, filled with bold colors and
a tangible sense of life and movement.

She opened the French doors and stepped out
onto the wide, bricked terrace. Beyond the balustrade she saw a
large pool and formal gardens. To the right of the terrace, a path
led to a small cottage and to the left she saw tennis courts. What
a great place to sit and have morning coffee.

“Hi, who are you? Haven’t
seen you here before, although most of the women Jason sees, he
doesn’t bring here.”

Julia whirled around and came face-to-face
with what could only be described as a force of nature. The energy
emanating from the sparkling eyes and brilliant smile of the petite
woman would put a whirlwind to shame. Julia had been scrutinized
before, but this little lady made her feel like the prize heifer at
the cattle auction.

“I’m Julia Marlowe.” Her
hand inched out not sure if this sprite might turn it into
air.

“Pleased to meet you. Call
me Maddy.” The woman had a surprisingly firm grip and pumped
Julia’s hand up and down like an old-fashioned butter churn. “Bout
time my son entertained a down-to-earth woman. What do you do? Want
children? You wouldn’t be after him for his money like those other
gold-diggers? Love your hair. How long have you been seeing Jason?”
She fired off questions machine gun style. Julia knew she was
staring and hoped she didn’t look like a
deer-in-a-headlight.

The tinkling of ice against glass signaled
Jason’s return. Gratefully she turned, grasping for the lifeline he
offered. He entered bearing gifts like a Greek god—a tray laden
with the promised iced tea and cookies plus sandwich fixings. His
warm smile shifted to long-suffering upon spotting the petite
inquisitor standing beside Julia.

“I looked at the clock and
thought something more substantial might be in order.” He set the
tray on the nearest patio table. I see you’ve met my mother.” He
hugged the diminutive woman and gave her a quick kiss on the
forehead.

“Mom, what did Dad say
about using those binoculars to spy on me? And what did I say about
giving my guests the third degree?” He gave her another
affectionate squeeze, then pulled out
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