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      Hot, wealthy and charming Seth Ventura holds the key to Lily Astor's career as an artist, but he's also the ex-boyfriend of the woman who was Lily's downfall six years ago. Can she trust her artwork-- and her heart-- to this man who says he's changed?

      Seth hasn't thought twice about the young artist whose artwork was thought to be plagiarized, but seeing her again makes him wonder how he'd ever overlooked her. He can't get enough of her laughter now. He'll give anything for a chance to earn her love.
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      He was late. Only five minutes, though. Since that was a good fifteen minutes earlier than he usually arrived, technically he was early. But he doubted his sister would see it that way. His meeting with one of their gallery managers had run long, and he didn’t think his presence was necessary every time his sister met with a new artist, yet he knew Mina would be pissed.

      Seth Ventura swung his car into the next parking aisle, searching for an empty space. Out of nowhere, a tiny woman with a huge box in her arms stepped into his path. He hit the horn and swerved to his right, slamming on the brakes.

      He jumped out of the car and ran to her. “Are you all right?”

      She didn’t answer as she bent to pick up the pile of brightly colored crocheted items scattered at her feet. Without warning, she straightened and kicked his front tire. “Move your big-ass meathead gas hog off of my shawls!”

      She hopped and shook her foot, never looking his way.

      He got back in the car and inched it back, avoiding her feet. Then he walked up behind her, staying far enough away to avoid that angry foot of hers. “Are you okay? I didn’t see you until almost too late.”

      “Look at this,” she cried, holding up a fuchsia and green shawl, her back still toward him. “You left tire marks. Do you know how many hours it took to make this? To dye the roving and spin it, then crochet the shawl?”

      Seth glanced at the pink and green thing in her hands, but couldn’t keep his eyes from traveling down her frame to the kitten heels below her low-waisted skirt, and back up to the straight black hair hanging just below her shoulders. It was a short trip, even with his hesitation at her curvy ass. With her arms raised, her top was pulled up, baring an inch or so of tanned skin, the strings of her thong resting just above the waistband.

      He realized she continued to berate him, and was relieved that she appeared more concerned over the things in her box than any injury she might have received. He kept his voice in what he hoped were calming tones. “Look, I’m sorry. You scared the life out of me when you stepped out in front of me.”

      “I can’t show ’em these now. They’ll never let me in the exhibit. I’m toast. God, why did you have to ruin so many?” Her voice wavered between tears and anger. She picked at some of the strands of yarn in the shawl as if she could scratch the dirt off.

      His gut clenched. This had to be Lily Astor, the fiber artist his sister had spent the past year nagging him to book in their gallery. The person he was supposed to meet in about fifteen minutes. Mina would never forgive him for ruining Lily’s stuff, much less running the risk of her deciding not to enter the mixed media art exhibit starting next month. Lily had to sign a contract or he’d end up getting into yet another argument with the family.

      Lily still ranted, her voice thicker, as if she were fighting tears for real now. Great, that’s all he needed. With three sisters, he was a sucker for waterworks. He had to get Lily into the gallery before she lost control and he bought her entire collection himself. “Look, I’ll pay to have them cleaned. It’s just surface dirt for the most part, it appears, so a good brushing might take care of them.”

      She turned, absently wrapping the crocheted thing around her hand and clutching it to her chest. For the first time, he noticed a tattoo on her left upper arm, a sort of tribal band of woven lilies done in greens and the palest vanilla white.

      He wondered if she had other tattoos hidden beneath her tank top, which led him to wonder about body piercings…

      “Hello, eyes up here!” She fisted her hands on her hips and glared. “Don’t stress yourself about my shawls. Dry cleaning solutions are too harsh for the fibers. I’ll take them home and do it myself so I know they won’t be damaged. I’d better get these inside, I’m going to be late for my appointment.”

      Inside, right. He could carry her box inside, maybe appease her that way. He could admit to her right now that he owned the gallery and just tell her to bring the stuff back in time for the exhibit—no discussion needed. Something in the daggers shooting from her eyes told him he’d better keep his mouth shut and let his sister do the talking. “Well, then. I’m glad you’re okay. Can you make it inside with that?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got it.” She straightened the lid, lifted the carton and teetered for a moment on her heels.

      Seth flung an arm out to be sure she didn’t lose her package again, then slunk back into his Charger and told the car’s wireless phone to call his sister. “Look, Mina, that Lily person is headed inside and here’s how I need you to handle her.

      “First, don’t mention me at all. Second, sign her. I don’t care if you look at her stuff before you do. Just keep her happy. Offer to have the damaged ones cleaned, whatever.”

      “Damaged ones? What are you talking about? Seth, what did you do?” Mina’s voice rose into those sharp tones she tended to use when he’d done something stupid. Which, of course, he had.

      “I’ll fill you in later. Just make sure she leaves with a smile on her face.” He disconnected the call before she could question him more, and he pulled into a parking space. He would wait for Lily by her car, if he could figure out which it was.

      He couldn’t say why, but it was suddenly important that Lily have a good opinion of him. If she were anything like his sisters, she wouldn’t appreciate knowing he’d said to sign her without reviewing her handwork. Now he just needed to keep his eyes above her neck. That would be a good start, but her tiny waist and that pear-shaped ass begged him to look. And savor. To wonder if her tan was painted on and how low the lines, if any, sat.

      He swore under his breath and rubbed his palms over his slacks to quell the itch to find out just how soft her skin was. She wasn’t even in front of him but he couldn’t keep his mind off her curves. On the other hand, he didn’t know anything about her other than she was his sister’s favorite fiber artist, so there was nowhere else for his thoughts to go.

      What was it his sister had told him about Lily? He couldn’t remember. He needed to get to know her, and quickly. Then he could get her out of his head.

      After about twenty minutes, the tip-tap of her heels announced her return. They had a light clip, not an angry stomp. Good sign. He straightened and walked toward the car she stopped at. “How did it go?”
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      Lily looked up with a start to find the macho car driver waiting for her. She suddenly recognized who he was, and swallowed back the burning acid that rose again in her stomach. What were the odds that Seth Ventura would be here to ruin her day? Talk about her career coming full circle. She squinted as she studied him, shifting her carton on one hip to unlock the car. “Fine.”

      “So they liked your stuff.”

      “Yeah.” Good thing she hadn’t recognized him before going inside. L.A. Artisans was one of the Ventura Family Galleries, so he probably had a vote on whether her work was accepted. After the way she’d carried on about the damage to her work, he would have voted no, she was certain.

      He couldn’t be worried she’d report him for hit and run if he didn’t wait around to be sure she was okay, so why was he there? He hadn’t even hit her, just startled the crap out of her when his horn blared. After setting her shawls inside the back of her car, she closed the hatch and turned to check him out.

      Her stomach quivered the way it had the first time she’d seen him six years ago, and she allowed her gaze to travel up his lean, GQ model length. Tall, almost too tall. She’d have to stand on a stool to kiss him. Wouldn’t be a problem if they were lying down, though… Stop that. There was no point encouraging fantasies she didn’t plan to follow through on.

      His white button-front shirt was tucked neatly into khaki-colored slacks. He wore business casual as though he’d designed it. His hair—thick, a rich brown with just enough wave to make her long to run her fingers through it—sparkled gold where the sun hit. His eyes looked pale, maybe hazel. He wasn’t model-pretty, his strong features too commanding, intense. He smiled, and she took back the model thought. That smile could sell granny panties to the tabloid starlet of the month.

      He cleared his throat. “Uh, are you sure you won’t let me pay for cleaning the ones that fell?”

      She noticed the earnest set to his brow, his lips now pressed tightly together. Was he afraid she’d gotten his license plate number? “Look, you don’t need to pay for anything. I wasn’t hurt, nothing has any permanent damage and you didn’t ruin my day.” Yet.

      “Then will you let me buy you a drink to celebrate your exhibit?”

      He stepped closer and the breeze carried his scent to her. Damn. He smelled so yummy. Clean, unadulterated, one hundred percent male. No perfumey stink. She could imagine how he’d smell all worked up in bed.

      No, she wasn’t getting into bed with anyone. Life was going too well. She didn’t want to mess it up with entanglements. “I really don’t—”

      “I don’t bite, snore or squeeze the toothpaste from the middle.” He moved another foot closer, but his essence surrounded her, wrapped its arms around her and caressed her.

      She inched back. “Toothpaste? I thought you were offering drinks, not a sleepover.”

      “Sorry, I’ve been told I move too fast when I see something I want to acquire.”

      Lily rose to her full five-foot-two-in-heels height. “I’m not for sale. Now please move so I can get in my car.” Her thumb slid over the panic button of the alarm remote on her keychain.

      Backing beyond the driver’s door, arms raised in a calming gesture, Seth persisted. “Look, I promise to keep my lame sense of humor in check, but I would really love the chance to sit down and talk with you.”

      That stopped her. It wasn’t a come-on, just plain, honest interest. No threats of attachment. No promises of a good time. What could it hurt to have a quick meal with the guy? It was obvious he didn’t remember her.

      With a sigh and a roll of her hips, she opened the door and stepped one foot into the car. “Okay. Mauricio’s on Riverside, do you know it?”

      His grin took ten years off the mid-thirties she guessed his age to be. “Sure do. See you there.”
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      On the short ride to the restaurant, Seth tried to remember what he’d heard about Lily. For his sister to know who she was, she had to be making some kind of splash in the L.A. art scene. How had he missed her?

      Would she still want to see him if she knew he owned the L.A. Artisans Gallery? Or would she be concerned about sleeping with the boss? Because if her personality was anything like her body, they’d definitely be getting naked, and not for art’s sake. He decided to play it by ear, find the right moment to fill her in about his identity.

      She stood waiting by the restaurant door when he pulled in. The late afternoon sunlight through the trees hit her like a spotlight. She smiled when he walked up, after giving him the once-over. She’s interested. He tried to keep the gloating grin off his face as he led her inside, fighting the urge to reach up and toy with her thick, black hair. She didn’t seem the touchy-feely type, at least not toward guys who’d just run her down in the parking lot, so he kept his hands to himself.

      “I’m Seth,” he said as he held her chair for her. He dropped into the one opposite her at the small table and signaled the server.

      “I’m Lily.”

      “I know.”

      Her gaze snapped up from the menu, but her thoughts were unreadable.

      “My family owns the L.A. Artisans Gallery. That has nothing to do with our being here, and being here has nothing to do with your participating in the exhibit.”

      She sat back in her chair, but didn’t speak.

      “Did Mina offer you the contract?”

      “Yes…”

      “She’s excited about your work. She’s been talking about you for at least a year now.” He tried to tear his gaze from her and decide what he wanted to order. Forget about food, he wanted her. After ordering drinks and mozzarella stick appetizers, he again apologized for his earlier mishap.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I should be able to clean the one that landed under your tire. The others will be fine, for sure. I was just so afraid I had lost my chance to show them. There is no way I could make more in time for the opening.”

      “Maybe you could tell people it was part of the design.”

      “Not likely.” She moved her hands to her lap when the busboy brought water glasses. “The tire mark creates a shadow on the highlighted area of a rose.”

      He grunted and decided to change the subject, if he could only think of something intelligent to say. Hell, even something stupid would be better than sitting here with his tongue hanging out, wishing she’d lean forward so he could see just how loose the neckline of her shirt was.

      What was it about this woman? He felt like a high school kid around her. Can I hold your hand? Can I touch your boob? Grow up! He stalled by taking a drink of ice water. “Do you do anything besides your craft? For a living, I mean.”

      “Yes, I’m a school secretary. It gives me a couple of months in the summer to travel around to arts and crafts shows to sell what I make. I also sell painted silk scarves and clothing in a boutique near here.”

      He dropped his eyes to her shirt, this time noting the fabric, the fluid blend of mauves and dark greens. “Is that one of yours?”

      “Uh-huh.” As if his gaze were a solid touch, she brought her arms together, folding them on the edge of the table to shield her breasts. Her neck reddened and she cleared her throat. “So, you work at the gallery?”

      “I handle promotions, PR, marketing, that kind of thing.” That was what he loved, bringing in the customers and sending them home as the happy owners of a new piece of art. His sister Mina researched the Los Angeles art market for upcoming artists, and Sylvia, the youngest, was the family accountant. Only Gail, the oldest, had not stepped into the family business.

      “Sounds stuffy.”

      “No, not if you do it right. It’s about people. Finding out what people want and where to reach the ones you want to sell to.” He pushed the plate of mozzarella sticks her way when they got down to the last one.

      “I used to do a small amount of that myself, but then realized I need to create what’s inside me, not what I think will sell.”

      He leaned forward. “But you still have to find the right market.”

      Her eyes cast down and her smile softened. “After today, I’m hoping the market has found me.”

      She looked like a little girl who still believed in the possibility that dreams could come true. His gut tightened. There were no tears involved, this time. Her words alone made him want to ensure she experienced those dreams.

      Seth continued to try to draw her out of her shell as they ate, getting frustrated when her answers were brief. The longer he sat there, the more he needed to find out what made Lily Astor tick. What was her favorite food? What kind of movies did she like? Had she ever explored the beaches of Mexico?

      He was in unfamiliar territory. The ability to draw people out was his livelihood. How else could he guarantee a successful showing, and know both the artist and the customer were getting what they wanted?

      Why couldn’t he talk to Lily?

      She toyed with her empty glass before she set it down and reached for her purse. “I should be going. Thank you for this.”

      He jumped up to pull out her chair. “Thank you for trusting me with your time.”

      She glanced up at him with a shy smile, then pulled her purse strap over her shoulder and walked toward the door.

      When they stepped outside, he looked for signs she was interested in him. Acting as if he were certain she was, he said, “I want to see you again.”

      “You will, at the exhibit.”

      “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      They reached her car door and she turned to face him. She searched his eyes for the longest moment and he held his breath.

      “I have so much going on right now.”

      “So much, as in you’re involved with someone?”

      “No, no relationship.” Still she hesitated.

      “You can’t work all the time, even when you are on the brink of breaking into superstardom.” He stroked her arm. When he saw gooseflesh spread from his touch, he moved in and brought his fingers to her chin, lifting her brown eyes to meet his gaze.

      Seth brushed his lips across hers, and another light touch, then sucked in a deep breath and captured her small gasp. His tongue slipped in to dance with hers. She tasted indefinably sweet, with the warm tang of her drink. Heat shot through him.

      His hands grasped her arms, fighting to keep from exploring her curves in such a public place. He deepened the kiss, his tongue stroking hers. The blend of her light scent and sweet taste drove him on.

      Lily’s fingers curled around his biceps, neither drawing him in nor pushing him away. She stretched on her toes, allowing him deeper in her mouth. His breathing became shallow, short panting bursts. He needed to stop.

      He lifted his head and pulled her tighter against his chest. His hand tangled in her hair. “I shouldn’t have done that, but I couldn’t resist. Say you’ll go out with me.”

      She nodded against his chest. “Okay.”

      Loosening his grip on her and her warmth, he pulled away. “There’s a reception at the Third Street Gallery in Santa Monica on Saturday. Grace Slick will be showing some of her paintings.”

      “The Grace Slick? Of Jefferson Starship?”

      He laughed. “And Airplane before that. Yes, that’s the one. Would you be interested in going?”

      “Yes!” She laughed, then said in a composed voice, “I mean, that sounds fun.”

      “I’ll pick you up at five, and we can grab a bite after the reception.”

      Lily dug in her oversized purse, slid a business card out of the case and handed it to him. “I’ll see you then.”

      He took the card and gave a little tweak on the tip of her nose before he walked away.
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