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Chapter One

Liz stood on the beach, staring
at the sunset as the waves carried white foam on the top of the
crests toward her. The wind blew her long dark hair causing it to
dance around her head to an unheard tune. Even lost in thought, a
part of her consciousness still sensed the man jogging towards her
from the right. He stopped just a few feet away. He didn’t speak,
which should have unnerved her, but his presence chased away a
lonely feeling she hadn’t realized, until that moment, was
there.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Liz asked, catching him
off guard by the tensing of his body. Secretly she hoped he might
stay for a few minutes.

“Breathtaking,” he breathed. Liz couldn’t tell
if it was because he was out of breath or if the sunset was taking
his breath away.

Turning, she instantly recognized him. She
looked him straight in the eye and smiled to cover her sudden
unease. “Sunset is my favorite time of day Mr. Michaels. It’s
therapeutic watching the slow descent of the sun and glimpsing the
last kiss of it against the horizon. It’s like it’s carrying away
the worries of the day. It’s even more relaxing with the sound of
the ocean at my feet.”

“It’s a wonderful time of day,” Taylor agreed,
desperately trying to place her face. He’d seen it, but he had no
clue where. She recognized him; however, that wasn’t that odd. He
was an actor, after all. “Forgive me, have we met?” Surely, he’d
remember a face like hers. She had perfect skin, a small nose
models would go through painful surgery to achieve, high cheekbones
tinted the slightest shade of pink, and full rosy lips that begged
for a kiss. Her eyes—he had never seen anyone with eyes the color
of hers—were so blue they were violet.

“I don’t believe so,” she said, smiling again as
she tucked some dancing strands of hair behind her ear. Her hair
was black, but the sunset had kissed it with fiery red highlights.
“Elizabeth White.”

“Elizabeth White?” he repeated while searching
through his memory bank of beautiful women, “Elizabeth J.
White? The author?” Taylor asked, emphasizing the middle initial as
he extended his hand to her.

She laughed, “Yes.” She spoke with the slightest
southern accent—even less than Drew Gibson’s fiancée Kenzie had—and
as she accepted his hand for a handshake she said, “I prefer Liz
though.”

“Liz. I know where I recognize you from. I saw
the back cover of one of your books my mother had when she visited
me last week.”

She turned to face the ocean again, catching the
final spark of light as the sun finally slipped behind the horizon.
He suddenly felt like a schoolboy about to ask out his crush for
the first time. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know how to
act. How could he, Taylor Michaels, playboy, actor, womanizer, not
be able to think of a single thing to say to this woman standing in
front of him?

Suddenly she laughed. It sounded like tinkling
bells. What in the hell was wrong with him?

“Mr. Michaels, if you continue to stare at me in
such a manner, I believe you’ll bore a hole through the side of my
head.”

Liz felt him staring at her and didn’t know what
else to say to him. She’d always been the shy one when it came to
men and let them lead the way in relationships. She appeared calm
on the outside, but she was shaking inside. TAYLOR MICHAELS!
her mind screamed. I can’t believe I’m standing here talking to
him, teasing him. It truly was a fan-girl moment.

“I apologize. Your pictures don’t do you
justice,” he complimented and watched as a blush stained her
cheeks. “And please call me Taylor.”

“Hmmm. Taylor do you always walk on the beach in
the evenings staring holes into the side of women’s heads?” she
asked as she turned to face him again and smiled. With that full
smile, he felt a punch to his gut. The smile changed her from
beautiful to breathtaking. It lit up her eyes with a sparkle he
couldn’t describe. Damn, if only he could capture that on
screen.

“No, or at least I don’t regularly,” he
chuckled. “I like to jog on the beach when my schedule allows.”
Suddenly, as if everything fell into place, he found his sense
again. He felt more like himself. He’d sensed something about her
as he approached. He got the feeling she’d been lonely. He had no
clue how he knew that, but he asked, “How about some company?”

Liz felt drawn to this handsome, raven-haired
man with grey eyes that danced in amusement now. He was tall with
broad shoulders, and even though he was wearing a t-shirt, she
could see the definition of his pecs and a clearly defined six-pack
when the wind plastered the thin fabric against his skin. Now he no
longer looked uncertain as he had a few moments ago; in fact, his
eyes went from a stormy grey to liquid silver when he smiled. He
had a strong chin with the slightest dent in the center that almost
disappeared when he smiled.

“Company might be nice for a change,” she
replied softly as she turned and took a step in the direction he’d
been running.

They walked in silence for a few moments before
Taylor said, “I’ve seen you out here before staring at the
water.”

“Really?” She wasn’t aware that anyone noticed
her out there.

“I thought about walking up to you several
times, but you seemed so focused, I didn’t want to intrude.” It
wasn’t a lie. He’d seen her, but everything he sensed those times
said don’t intrude. He listened to that instinct.

“Now, that, I find hard to believe.” Liz knew of
the countless stories of his womanizing ways, and believed only a
few of them, but still this was Hollywood. She was sure some of
them had to be true.

When he didn’t respond right away, she glanced
at him, and it surprised her to see that he looked hurt. “I’m
sorry. That was rude of me. I know the stories are seldom
true—”

“Oh, most probably are,” he interrupted. “People
always stir up things that aren’t true or take the truths and
elaborate on them until the truth is nowhere close to what’s
circulating.”

From there they walked for about an hour down
the beach and then turned back after the darkness settled around
them. The only light was from the full moon, glittering stars, and
occasional lights from the beachfront homes occupied by the famous
and wealthy. They talked easily about acquaintances they had in
common, mostly producers, or other executives in the movie
business. As they neared her home again, she found courage she
didn’t know she had, “Would you like to come in for a drink?”
What am I thinking? She thought he wouldn’t—

“I would very much,” he smiled, interrupting her
internal monologue, and his eyes sparked for a moment and her heart
skipped a beat. “But I can’t. I’m due on the set in a few hours.
See you around, Liz,” he said and turned away.

“Thank you for the company, Taylor,” she
called.

He turned and smiled as he jogged in place. “I
enjoyed it and thank you.”

She turned up the walkway to her beachfront
home, thinking how unlikely a meeting that was. “Wow,” she
whispered, thinking about the spark in those silver eyes. “Doubt
I’ll sleep now.”

As predicted, Liz couldn’t sleep that night. She
finally got out of bed at midnight, deciding to make more
productive use of the time and do some research since she couldn’t
sleep. Since writing books required fresh ideas for each book, she
scoured online newspapers for ideas, partial names, and potential
story lines. Firing up her laptop, she opened the current book and
jotted down a few ideas and then opened her favorite search engine
and started combing through the headlines. She stumbled across an
article about Taylor Michael’s recent tryst with his co-star. No
surprise, it ended badly. He’d been on her mind most of the night.
When she reread what she’d written before beginning her research
she realized she’d given a side character in her book his features.
Nevertheless, she liked it; his features lent themselves well to
the handsome, scandal-ridden senator. At about four in the morning,
Liz finally turned off the laptop and went to bed dreaming of
silver eyes dancing with amusement.

***

Outside Liz’s house there was a car parked with
a very interested person making note of when the lights went off,
when they came back on and how long they stayed on, then a final
note of when they went out again. The driver started the car and
moved down the street. It would be best to prevent someone noticing
the car remained in one place too long with someone sitting in it.
The driver also noted when Taylor had left for the studio hours
before and wanted to see when Taylor returned.

While Liz and Taylor walked on the beach, the
driver watched as they talked. The driver only noted the woman he
was talking to because they’d walked down the beach together. He
shouldn’t talk to her. This situation was worth watching. But
first, a cup of coffee since it was likely Taylor would be a few
hours yet. Starting the car again, the driver used the cul-de-sac
in front of Taylor’s house to turn around and headed off to an
all-night diner.


Chapter Two

Liz awoke the next morning to
the distant ringing of a phone. Groaning, she turned over to glare
at the alarm clock and foggily wondered where her cell phone was.
It was ten o’clock. Throwing the covers off, she remembered she
left her phone on the kitchen counter last night when she went to
get something to drink. Her thoughts distracted her; she never left
her cell phone like that. But work didn’t distract you, Taylor
distracted you, her conscience corrected her.

She reached the kitchen before her phone stopped
ringing. At the sight of the strange number on the screen, she just
let it go to voicemail. If the person needed her, they would leave
a message, and she’d call them back. That was the routine for
anyone who called her for the first time from a new phone number.
She hadn’t answered numbers she didn’t know in almost over a
year—the harassing phone calls had been more than enough to teach
her the importance of screening her calls. She went about making a
cup of hot tea instead of coffee when her phone chimed, telling her
the caller had left a voicemail. While she pushed the button on the
one-cup brewer for a cup of hot water, she reached for the phone
and pressed the button for her voicemail.

“Liz. Hi, it’s Taylor.” She dropped the phone
out of surprise but could hear his deep voice still talking. She
caught the phone just before it clattered to the countertop.

“Damn,” she said as she pressed the button to
restart the message from the beginning. Taylor used some connection
to get her phone number. His casual comment of “see you around”
might not have been as casual as she thought. “Take a deep breath,”
she ordered herself as she dropped a tea bag into the cup hot
water.

“Liz. Hi, it’s Taylor.” His voice was much
deeper on the phone. “Mick Mason told me you wouldn’t answer, but
to be sure I left a message, and you would call me back. I was
wondering if you had anything planned for this evening and if you
didn’t, if you’d like to have dinner with me. Since I got here at
two this morning, I’m wrapping around noon for the day and I’m
going home to take a nap, but I’d really like to see you again.” He
sounded so calm, and in contrast, Liz’s heart was racing. “You have
my number, so call me back. Hope to hear from you soon. Bye.”

She listened to the message three more times
before she took a deep breath and called him back. He didn’t
answer. “Hi Taylor. Dinner sounds lovely. Just let me know what
time and where to meet you. Oh, it’s Liz,” she quickly added and
hung up. As she entered his phone number into the list of contacts
on her cell phone, she reached for a spoon to stir the honey she
added to her tea. Right after Taylor’s name was one of her best
friends, Wendy. She thought about calling her and telling her about
the dinner date with Taylor but decided against it should the
evening turn into a disaster. The fewer people who knew, the
better.

She finished fixing her tea and went to work on
her manuscript for a few hours and then she could allow herself to
debate about all the girly stuff like what to wear, how to do her
hair, etc. Two hours later, she received a text message from Taylor
saying he would like to pick her up at six for dinner and
apologized that he couldn’t call because they were still shooting.
She responded that six worked, and she looked forward to seeing
him. It was just after noon, and her stomach protested loudly as
she attempted to get back to working on the book.

Deciding she was at a good stopping point she
paused in her writing and went to make herself a salad. She needed
to work a little longer before starting the cumbersome bathing
ritual in which she had to cover the bandage that wrapped her right
leg from her ankle to her hip in order to bathe. Maybe a sponge
bath would do today rather than dealing with the ritual to shower.
She’d washed her hair yesterday and dry shampoo was one of her best
friends. She turned on the noon news while she finished preparing
her salad. When it ended, she watched the entertainment news that
started immediately followed while she ate. Suddenly she found
herself looking at Taylor and a gorgeous blonde on the screen. The
reporter was rehashing the six-month-old scandal between Taylor and
Natalie Swanson, his co-star from the last film. “Apparently there
isn’t any other gossip worth discussing,” she muttered to the
television. The reporter smiled straight in the camera and shared
information on the story saying Taylor’s representatives deny any
relationship between the two and Natalie says Taylor proposed to
her when the movie wrapped. After a few more interesting tidbits
about both actors’ newest projects, the reporter moved onto the
latest celebrities to enter rehab. “Really?” she asked the
television, “Nothing better?” and she turned off the show.

Moments later, her cell phone rang again. It was
Taylor.

“Well, hello.”

“Liz. I’m glad you answered. How do you feel
about dinner in tonight instead?” he asked, well he actually half
groaned it.

“Well….” she drawled.

“I didn’t propose to that woman!” he exclaimed.
“And I don’t want to pull you into it. No matter where we go
tonight, it’ll be all over the news tomorrow and somehow Natalie
will turn that in into something to fuel this ridiculous
story.”

Taken aback by the sudden explosion in temper,
she considered what to say. “Taylor,” she paused, still trying to
find the right words and went with simplicity. “I’m sorry. Dinner
in sounds great.”

“I’m sorry Liz. I didn’t mean to snap at you.
It’s just infuriating that she’s doing this. The press doing this
is one thing. That was her first feature film! I’m sorry. I’ll be
over it by the time I get to your place. How about six-thirty
instead and what do you like on your pizza?” he said trying to calm
down. He’d had enough of this situation and ordered his driver to
take him straight to his attorney’s office to see what he legally
could do. So much for the afternoon nap he’d planned. What
frustrated him was he met a woman he was genuinely interested in
and even though he’d spent just a few hours with her, and she
infatuated him. Her smile, violet eyes, and her slight southern
accent had been on his mind all day. She distracted him to the
point of having to re-shoot several scenes many times because he
flubbed something. It was like some silly romance movie and
something he’d never experienced before in his entire life.

“Sounds good and I eat any of the usual pizza
toppings but anchovies. And Taylor?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, beautiful, but thank you
and I’m sorry too. I’ll see you soon. Okay?” His driver pulled up
in front of his attorney’s office and he was waiting to get out of
the car until after he got off the phone.

“I’ll be here,” she smiled, absorbing the
compliment—even if it was an unconscious endearment.

“Bye Liz.” He hung up, opened the limo door, and
walked determinedly in to meet with his attorney to diffuse this
situation as quickly as possible. He walked out three hours later
with a game plan and several things already accomplished. He hated
damage control, especially damage control based on lies. He threw
himself into the back seat of the limo while the driver held the
door open. “Zach, please take me home,” he told the driver, with a
silent prayer of thanks he used the driver on days when he had
ridiculous shooting schedules and slept the forty-minute drive back
to his Santa Monica home.

While Taylor was walking into the building, Liz
decided to bathe right after she finished her salad and then
continue to work until Taylor was to arrive. She padded barefoot
across the hardwood floor to her bedroom and untied the belt of her
silk ankle-length robe. She had an appointment in two days to
remove the bandage, hopefully for the last time, and shed the
constant reminder of her attack and be able to wear something other
than skirts and wide leg pants. She had difficulty bending the knee
enough to put on much else, and the bulk of the bandage didn’t help
either. Deciding not to dwell on the past and to focus on the
evening ahead, she continued undressing in her dressing room, then
headed into her spacious bathroom where she filled one sink in the
double vanity with warm soapy water.

She’d spent a lot of time with the architect
designing this house—especially the bathroom. She wanted something
spacious, but usable. In between her bedroom and the bathroom was a
dressing area with dark cherry shelving, dark bronze hanging rods,
drawers of varying sizes to house her clothing, and shelves for her
shoes. The dark cherry cabinets were a contrast to the light
travertine floor that extended into the bathroom. The bathroom
floor was cool under her feet, but if needed, she had radiant heat
under the floor in both rooms; not that you usually needed it in
California, but it was still nice to have.

The double vanity had an ivory granite
countertop that had peach undertones and under-mounted sinks. Over
each sink was an oval mirror encased in a deep cherry frame.
Directly across from the vanity area was a large ivory and peach
travertine walk-in shower that had an entrance on either side of
the wall that protected the rest of the bathroom from the spray of
the multiple showerheads. The towel bars hanging on the wall
separating the bathroom from the shower were dark bronze with
perfectly folded dark brown towels.

The masterpiece of the bathroom was a light
peach and ivory marble soaking tub. The tub itself was deep and had
smooth and rough patches on the outer wall, giving it a unique
exterior finish. The water controls were the same deep bronze as
the towel bars. The same peach and ivory travertine in the rest of
the bathroom surrounded the tub. In the ceiling were three solar
tubes that allowed an abundance of natural light during the
daylight hours. The regular light switches were on dimmers so she
could control the lighting to the level she wanted in the evenings.
It was a girl’s dream bathroom. She couldn’t wait to soak in that
tub!

After tying her hair up out of the way, she
reached over to the panel on the wall and turned on the music part
of her home automation system. The system allowed her to listen to
music anywhere in the house through discretely placed
speakers—mostly in the ceiling. She splurged on the system when she
built the house but viewed it as a wise investment. From every
panel she could operate and view the cameras and manage the
security system, which she also checked to be sure was still armed.
The other neat feature was she could view who was at the door
without going to the door. If a person rang the doorbell, that
camera automatically displayed the person on all the screens in the
house. In addition, she could control every light inside and
outside of the house from these panels. As she scrolled through her
playlists in her music library, she admitted technology was
wonderful. Twenty minutes later she was working the dry shampoo
through the few oily spots in her hair.

An hour after setting her hair in hot rollers,
she wore an ankle length wrap dress—to cover most of the bandage
when standing—, had her makeup applied and was sitting back at her
desk working. Inspiration struck as she bathed and now her fingers
flew across the keys as she tried to capture each thought racing
through her mind. The pounding beat of the commonly so-called big
hair bands was playing in the speakers over her head, but she
barely noticed when one of her favorite songs started because of
her focus.

Wisely, she set the alarm on her cell phone
after she finished rolling her hair. Startling her, it went off as
she proofed her afternoon’s work. It was 5:30, and she still needed
to take out the rollers before Taylor arrived. She only had two
pages left to read of the close to thirty—yes, thirty! — she’d
written. It was a productive afternoon. She finished reading those
last two pages, saved the document again, and then turned off the
laptop. Just as she stood, she received another text message from
Taylor saying he was fifteen minutes away. She hastened to remove
the rollers and applied the final touches to her makeup.

When she stepped out of the bathroom and started
through her bedroom, the doorbell rang. “Well, that wasn’t fifteen
minutes,” she said aloud to the panel on the wall showing Taylor
standing at the front door and glanced at the clock to confirm she
was correct. She quickly changed the playlist to some easy
listening music and turned on the speakers in the living room and
dining room.

When she opened the front door, Taylor had one
shoulder propped against the doorframe with a pizza box balancing
on top of his palm and a six-pack of craft beer dangling from the
fingers of his other hand. He gave her a smile that sent her pulse
racing.

“Hi.”

“You’re early,” she smiled and opened the door
further for him to come into the house.

“It didn’t take as long as I thought, and since
I didn’t get a full nap… well we won’t talk about that now,” he
said stepping into the house. “The stone is beautiful,” he said
nodding towards exterior rock walls.

“Thank you. I saw a house made of it in South
Carolina before I started building and fell in love with it.”

“So that’s the slight accent I hear,” he smiled
as she took the pizza box from him. “Show me the rest of the
house?”

“Okay,” she said, placing the pizza box on the
dining room table that sat twelve.

Her house was a simple one story with a bonus
room over the attached three-car garage. The entire house had an
outer layer of rock rather than brick, siding, or the stucco that
was so
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