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To Kaycee MacKenzie, 

who created beauty in the world she touched, 

including the title of this book. 

She was a woman who died too young.
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​Chapter 1
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Mandy dumped her discontent and walked into the Costanoa Grill for her evening shift. Waitressing in an upscale restaurant in a beach town in the summer was a decent job. One she was lucky to have in this economy.

As she entered the staff room, Carolyn, a fellow waitress, tapped her on the shoulder. “Good looker just sat down at table nine. He was here last week, too. No wedding band. Jill says he’s a good tipper. Lucky you.”

Mandy smiled. Big tips meant more money in her savings account. Her Subaru was still running, but the high mileage made her nervous. “If the tip is really big, I’ll share, but I’m not interested in anything else.”

“You should be. You’re not getting any younger.” Carolyn tossed her coffee cup in the overflowing trash and went back to work.

Twenty-five isn’t old.

Mandy glanced at the man seated at table nine. His lean profile and square jaw were classically handsome.

If I were in the market for a man, this one would do just fine.

Plucking a sweating water pitcher from the tray, she made her way through the scattered tables to a two-seater by the window. As she picked up his glass to fill it, she smiled at him and said, “Hi, I’m Mandy, and I’ll be your server this evening. Would you like anything to drink besides water?”

His lips curled into a grin, revealing the straight white teeth of a Hollywood smile, a smile that went all the way to his sea-green eyes. The wrap-around sunglasses perched on his sun-blond hair gave him a casual elegance belied by the Rolex on his tan wrist.

Her heart beat a little faster.

Good thing I’m a professional.

She put the water glass down without spilling a drop. “We have an excellent wine list if you’d like to see it.”

“How do you know I’m a wine connoisseur and not a Bud man?” he challenged.

She gestured to his pressed short-sleeve shirt. “A Bud man wouldn’t be caught dead in that.”

He laughed. “You’re right about that!”

Heat rose in her cheeks. “I’ll get you that list.” She brought the water pitcher back to its tray, hoping her face cooled on the way.

Moments later she was back with the thick, imitation-leather-bound book. “I don’t know if you realize this, but you’re at the edge of one of the oldest wine regions in California. We have a nice selection of local beverages on our menu. The Santa Cruz Mountains appellation is particularly known for Chardonnays and Pinot Noirs, although there are a few outstanding Cabernet vineyards, too.”

She snapped her mouth shut, wishing she could cut down on her ability to over-share.

“Glad to see your enthusiasm for your job.” He gestured to the purple streak in her hair. “Neat color.”

“Thank you. I’ll return in a few minutes.”

She checked in with her other diners, all the while trying to squash her awareness of the masculine vibe emanating from table nine.

He was exactly the type of man she wanted to avoid—too handsome, self-important, and probably involved in a career that would expose him to women who had no care for the feelings of wives. The same type of man her father had been.

Not the kind she wanted at all. Her ideal was a man with a nine-to-five job, who coached Little League in the summers—a man who’d be true to her and to their family.

The memory of her mother’s tears as she told Mandy of her father’s final infidelity pained her. How could men be so unfeeling? This table nine guy was probably the same as every other man with money and power. Thought he could do anything he wanted.

By the time she got back to the table, she’d worked herself into a solid anger. How dare some Southern California snob come into her restaurant and sit at her table?

“What can I get you?”

Her indignation must have seeped into her voice, because he frowned before answering.

There goes my tip.

“I’ll have the Ridge Cabernet,” he said.

Might as well get dinner started, so he’d finish and leave, and she could begin again.

“Are you ready to order or do you need a few more minutes to decide?”

“Have I done something to offend you?” he asked.

“No. The specials are—” She rattled them off, then waited a few seconds, tapping her pen against the bill folder. “Well?”

She internally winced at the snippy tone in her voice. He didn’t deserve this—he seemed like a nice-enough guy. Once again, she was letting her anger over her past control her present.

He set down the menu and held out his hand. “We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot here, although for the life of me, I don’t understand why. I’m James Lubbock.”

Automatically, she shook his hand, and electricity raced up and down her spine. He had the strong grip of a man in charge. For a moment she wasn’t sure she’d be able to breathe again.

This was so not good.

She jerked her hand back. “What can I get you, James?”

“Was it the hair?”

“What?”

“Was it the remark I made about your hair that got you so mad?”

“No. No. It has nothing to do with you.” Her behavior shamed her. “What brings you to Costanoa?” She made an effort to add warmth to her voice.

He grinned at her. His damn teeth sparkled so much she expected a flash, like she’d seen in commercials for whitening strips.

“I’m an assistant locations manager. I’m working for a company filming a movie up toward Davenport,” he said.

Yep. She’d been right. He was a Hollywood guy. Just like dear old dad. “Oh.” She warred with her returning displeasure.

He leaned forward. “Do you think I could get my wine now?”

“Sure.” She fled the table and made a beeline for the polished redwood bar.

“Who’s the stud?” Lynn asked as she poured the wine.

“Nobody.”

The bartender chuckled. “Like him that much, do you? He might be good for a fling, you know. You can be as kinky as you want, and the rumors will leave when he does.”

Mandy’s cheeks flamed again. If the scuttlebutt about Lynn was true, her activities would make an erotic writer blush. Mandy’s sex life, when she had one, was far from walking on the wild side. She was too busy focusing on her side business, Momentous Meals by Mandy. Didn’t movies need caterers? The marketing book she’d read said to pass business cards out to anyone she met.

She settled the drink on James’s table and attempted to repent for her rudeness. “What does an assistant locations manager do?” She gave him one of her best smiles.

He returned it.

“Get permission to use a location, permits, and supplies, arrange for catering, that kind of thing,” he said.

Without thinking, she pulled a card from the pocket of her apron. “I’m a caterer.” She positioned her card next to his glass. “When I’m not working here, that is.”

“Sorry, we’ve got all the help we need right now.” He glanced at the card, grinned, and slid her business card in his shirt pocket. “Ambitious name. I’ll keep you in mind if a job ever opens up.” He picked up the wine glass. “Cheers.”

She pursed her lips and turned away from the table. What had she been thinking? The last thing she needed was to be anywhere around a movie set. She’d had enough of actors, directors, and hangers-on the first thirteen years of her life.

For the next few minutes she bustled around the small restaurant, deftly avoiding the twinkle-lit ficus trees, crowded chairs, and other tray-laden waitresses while her mind whirled.

Despite turning down her catering offer, he’d been nice to her, and she’d been rude. The man couldn’t help what he did for a living. He wasn’t responsible for her mother’s mental problems or her father’s infidelity. Mandy needed to stop treating every good-looking man as an enemy.

She straightened her spine, plastered a smile on her face, and stopped at table nine. “Are you ready to order now?”

“I’ll have the peppercorn steak.” He looked at her warily, as if trying to gauge if her mood had changed in the last five seconds.

“Good choice!” Mandy tried perkiness.

He chuckled.

“Soup or salad?”

“Salad.”

“Dressing? We have ranch, blue cheese, vinaigrette ... ” Fortunately, her tongue remembered the selections, because her mind was snagged by a random thought of what it would be like to kiss the man from Hollywood.

Movies. Remember he’s in the business.

With James’s choices safely written down, Mandy escaped to the kitchen.

An influx of diners, famished after a long day of playing in the summer sun, kept Mandy focused. While she checked on table nine every few minutes, as she did for all her tables, the man was blessedly occupied with his meal and a magazine.

“What do you do when you’re not waitressing or catering?” James asked when she dropped off a dessert menu.

“I make breakfast at Sarah’s Inn. Dessert?”

He shook his head. “I’ll take an espresso.” As he handed her back the menu, he said, “About that inn. Do you know if they have openings? I’m going to be here for a while, and I’m getting tired of hotel living. I could use some home-cooked meals.” His grin was back.

“The inn only serves breakfast.” She did not need this man underfoot.

“I see.” He pulled her card from his pocket. “What’s the name of the inn?”

“I’ll bring you the inn’s business card with your coffee.” Mandy gestured toward the reception desk. “Sarah keeps a stack here.”

“That’d be great.” He stuffed her card back in his pocket.

After she delivered his coffee, Mandy concentrated on another wave of customers who’d arrived—a party of ten, including five animated children.

Mandy was wistful as she seated them. Would she ever get the chance to have some of her own? When was she going to meet the man of her dreams?

She glanced at table nine. He was the man of someone’s dreams.

Not hers.

She dropped his bill off and quickly walked away, concentrating on keeping the rest of her customers happy. She doubted she’d get a big tip from Mr. Hollywood after the way she’d treated him, so she needed to work the others for theirs.

The next time she looked over, he was gone.

She stormed over to the table. Had he done the unthinkable and left without paying?

No. Some cash stuck out from the folder.

She opened it and counted the bills, almost dropping them to the floor when she realized he’d left her a twenty-dollar bill for her tip.

Maybe James Lubbock wasn’t typical Hollywood after all.

# # #
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THE FOLDED YELLOW CARDBOARD pretending to be an omelet lay motionless on James’s plate.

I really need to find a new place to stay.

He opened his wallet and pulled out the two cards he’d gotten at dinner the night before. As he did so, the image of Mandy, the mercurial waitress, came to mind and he smiled. She’d been a decent, if eccentric, waitress.

Her breakfasts could be equally unconventional.

He looked down at the congealed egg on his plate. It had to be better than this. And his life could use some spicing up. Ever since he’d implemented his plan, his life had been in control, but dull.

After eating the fruit, he went back to his industrialized motel room. Outsiders might have a glamorous view of the movie industry, but bean-counters ran the studios like every other corporation in the country. The low man on the totem pole lived no better than a traveling vacuum salesman.

But James was on his way up. Nothing, especially an adorable waitress with a purple streak in her hair, was going to distract him from his life plan. He’d made the mistake of getting seriously involved with Theresa. Never again.

Still, Mandy teased his senses like the tang of a freshly sliced lemon. For no reason he could determine, he wanted to see her again.

James clicked the business cards on the motel room desk as he stared, unseeing, at the late June foliage outside his window. If Mandy was starting her own business, waitressing, and preparing breakfast at the inn, she probably didn’t have time for much else, but perhaps she’d be open to a friendship with benefits, the only kind of relationship he indulged in these days, while he was in town.

Taking out his cell phone, he dialed the number on the inn’s card.

“Sarah’s Inn,” a chipper voice answered. “This is Sarah speaking.”

James cleared his throat. “I’m looking for a room to rent for a few weeks’ stay. Do you have anything available?”

“Well ...” Papers shuffled in the background. “Can you hang on a moment?”

“Sure.”

While he waited, he set up his tablet and keyboard. A few scheduling details required his attention.

The phone clicked back on. “I think we can make it work. When do you want to come see it?”

He told her he’d be over before lunch and got directions to the inn.

Around eleven, when he ventured out on Highway 1, he was relieved to find the traffic less snarled than normal. Finding decent lodging while filming in a resort town in the summer was a major headache, but this was the location the director had insisted she wanted, and what Beth Ann Colbert wanted, Beth Ann Colbert got.

His tires crunched as he pulled into the inn’s gravel driveway. He parked under a huge oak, got out of the car, walked to the door, and hesitated. Should he go in or knock?

Erring on the side of politeness, he rapped.

The door swung open and a golden retriever dashed outside, almost knocking him down in the process. The woman standing in the doorway was heavily pregnant.

“Daisy!” the woman shouted. She smiled and shrugged. “Sorry about that. You must be James.” Holding out her hand she added, “I’m Sarah. Come on in.”

He followed her as she waddled down the entryway. Daisy slipped in behind him.

A beautiful Victorian hallstand caught his eye. “What a gorgeous piece! Where did you find it?”

She turned and smiled. Stroking the burnished wood, she said, “My boyfriend Hunter made it. He’s starting a business making fine furniture and cabinets.”

“If I ever strike it rich, I’ll keep it in mind. I’d love to have something like that.”

“Didn’t you say you were in movies?”

He laughed. “Movies and rich are not synonymous, no matter what the tabloids would have you believe.”

“I see.” She started up the staircase. “You don’t mind stairs, do you?”

“Not at all.” He followed as she laboriously ascended. “When are you due, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Besides not soon enough? My due date is in July, less than one month away, but they say first babies are often late. Do you have any children, James?”

“Nope.” The lie came easily now, although a twinge of regret for the decision he’d made years ago always accompanied the falsehood.

Sarah led him to a room at the top of the stairs and pushed the door open.

The room was decorated in cool gray colors with solid-looking furniture. He walked to the large mullioned window at the far wall. A view over a vegetable garden to the mountains beyond provided good light. The room was homey and comfortable, not that he’d be spending much time here.

“When do you serve breakfast?”

“We don’t have many guests except for the weekends. That’s when Mandy—she’s our chef—does a lot of the cooking. During the week she sets out a variety of bread, fruit, yogurt, and cereal.” A frown creased her forehead. “Is a big breakfast during the week important to you?”

“As long as I can get something before I leave, which will be early in the morning, I’ll be fine. I’m looking forward to tasting Mandy’s cooking, though. I met her last night at Costanoa Grill.”

“Oh. I see.”

That makes one of us.

Sarah gestured across the hallway. “That’s Mandy’s room over there.”

His throat tightened. “I didn’t know she lived here.”

Sarah nodded. “It’s part of the arrangement.” The frown reappeared. “Is that a problem?”

“No, no. Not at all.” Proximity made it easier to see if she’d be open to a brief fling.
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​Chapter 2
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By early that afternoon, James had moved his belongings to the inn and was on his way to meet the movie caterer he’d hired before he left LA, someone he’d worked with frequently. One less hassle in his life. Sally had the sense of humor needed to deal with actors’ high-strung nerves.

She’d arrived from Southern California with her rig the night before. When he drove into the motel parking lot, she was waiting for him outside the catering truck, dressed in her traditional Hawaiian shirt and mid-calf pants. Long purple earrings contrasted to her short iron-gray hair.

He pulled up to her and popped open the locks on his car. He’d learned long ago that Sally clutched her independence like a country woman with her purse in the city. Gentlemanly niceties made her cranky.

Cranky interrupted the flow of a well-disciplined day. Something to be avoided at all costs.

“Thanks for coming up early,” he said as she settled into the front seat of his Ford Explorer. He headed the car north.

“Always a good idea. I’ve been up here before, so I know a lot of the local grocers and where the farmer’s markets are, but things are constantly changing.” She rolled her head and her neck cracked. “I’m getting too old for this gig. Retirement is sounding good.”

He laughed. “You’ll never retire, Sally. You’d miss all this fun and excitement.”

She shook her head. “My sister has a place in Hawaii, and she’s been bugging me for years to come stay with her. Sounds good to me.”

Tension squeezed his shoulder muscles. If Sally left the business, it would be a blow to his carefully orchestrated career path. Over the years, he’d developed a roster of people he could depend on. Sally was one of the best movie caterers he knew.

Dank odors from fields of Brussels sprouts wafted into the car. Beyond the odiferous vegetables, waves crested into outlying rocks.

“Sure is pretty up here.” Sally stared toward the ocean for a few minutes.

“Yeah.”

They were silent for a few more miles. Sally had something on her mind. He could feel it, but he knew better than to press. She’d let him know what it was when she was ready.

A little south of Davenport, he made a left onto a narrow, paved road. “By tomorrow this road will be blocked with signs that read ‘Locals Only.’ I figure you can set up your truck at the end of the pavement by the path to the beach. There’s an empty lot we can use for the canteen tent. The crew will be here Sunday, and the actors will arrive Monday.”

“Glad we don’t have any big stars or finicky eaters on this shoot,” she said. “That last gig we did down by Santa Barbara was a graduate-level course on misery.”

“Good thing you had Julie working for you,” he said. “She lets everything roll off her back. She going to be with you this time?”

Sally cleared her throat.

What’s bugging Sally must have something to do with her top assistant.

“Julie’s getting married in a few weeks. She quit and moved to Seattle for her husband’s new job.”

“Who’d you replace her with?”

Sally shook her head. “Couldn’t find anyone. Seems like everyone is doing a movie this month. I think I can handle it on my own, but ...”

She let the sentence trail off, leaving him to figure the rest of it out for himself, as she often did.

He pulled the car to a stop. “You want me to see if I can find a local caterer to fill in.”

“It’d be good training for someone,” Sally said as she opened her door. “If you can handle a movie crew, you’re ready for most anything. ’Cept maybe an extreme bridezilla.” She shuddered. “I’d never do weddings.”

Would Mandy be interested? With her other obligations the movie catering might be too much. He needed someone reliable. There was also the matter of her moods.

James trailed Sally to the end of the pavement. She stared at the land for a few minutes then nodded. “It’ll work. How soon can I get in?”

“Tomorrow. The tent and tables will be set up Saturday afternoon to be ready for Sunday’s crew.”

“Good. I’ll prep between now and then. Be good if I had some help.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

# # #
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“YOU DID what?” Mandy asked, her voice growing louder with each word.

“I rented a room to the film guy you met last night—the one you waited on.” Sarah plucked a ripe tomato from the vine and handed it to Mandy.

“Why?”

Sarah pressed her fists into the small of her back and stretched. “It’s what I do, Mandy. Rent rooms. Don’t forget you’re the one who gave him my business card.”

“Darn.” Mandy yanked a carrot from the ground.

“What’s with you? He seems nice enough.”

“He’s from Hollywood.” Mandy went for another tuber.

“So what? He’ll only be here for a few weeks, and then he’ll be out of our lives. Besides, what do you have against people from Hollywood? I thought you were from New Jersey.”

“Lola lives in New Jersey.” Mandy grasped another leafy top.

“So your mother isn’t the problem. Your father lives in Hollywood. I forgot.”

As Mandy lunged for another green, Sarah held up her hand. “Stop with the carrots. We have enough.”

“I thought I was the chef.” Defiantly, Mandy yanked one more.

“I have learned to make a salad. No cooking involved. No chance of burning the inn down.” Sarah laughed and held out her hand for the carrot. After Mandy gave it to her, she dangled it in the air. “Poor defenseless little vegetable. You shouldn’t be taking out all that anger on it, should she, Daisy?”

The golden retriever sniffed the carrot and walked away in search of more interesting aromas.

Why the hell had she given the inn’s card to the man? Now she’d have to see him every day and pretend she wasn’t attracted to him.

Sarah picked up the basket loaded with red tomatoes, carrots, deep green peppers, and pale lettuce. “Come inside and tell me what’s bugging you so badly.”

Mandy grabbed the basket from her friend and led the way to the kitchen.

Her nerves tensed like they did when she was standing guard over a coddled egg to insure it didn’t harden.

What was going on with her? She resented working at the grill, had been rude to James, and she’d just yelled at her seven-months-pregnant friend for no good reason. It was so stupid.

Sarah slumped into the kitchen chair, Daisy at her feet.

Mandy dumped the vegetables in the sink and clunked the kettle on the stove.

“This baby better come soon,” Sarah said. “She’s getting far too big for the summer heat, and it’s not even that hot on the coast. Not like it used to be at Davis.”

“Yeah, the whole Central Valley sucks this time of year.”

“Sit down, Mandy. You’re making me nuts. What is with you?”

Mandy sat. “I dunno.”

Sarah shook her head. “Not good enough. You’d never let me get away with that answer.”

Mandy gave a feeble smile. “No, I wouldn’t.” She sat up straighter and tried to fake disinterest. “It’s no problem for me if James lives here. He seems nice enough. If he isn’t, your ex-Marine boyfriend will take care of him.”

Sarah laughed. “That’s for sure.” She peered at Mandy. “You like him!”

“Do not.”

“Uh-huh.” Sally leveraged herself up, walked to the sink, and began to wash the vegetables.

Mandy stood. “Let me do that.”

Sarah waved a soapy hand. “It’s okay. No matter what position I get in, I’m uncomfortable. I may as well be useful. You can make the tea.” She looked over her shoulder. “While you’re doing that you can tell me why liking James is such a bad thing.”

“I told you. I don’t like him.”

“But you do find him attractive.”

Mandy opened the tea cabinet. “What kind do you want?”

“Peppermint.”

The kettle whistle blew, and Mandy pulled it off the stove. Explaining her aversion to James meant talking about her childhood—which was akin to having surgery without anesthesia.

Mandy prepared the tea and set it on the table before she arranged gingersnaps on a dessert plate. Maybe if she told a sanitized version of the story Sarah would buy it.

They sat at the table.

Sarah stirred sugar into her tea. “Well?”

“Lola and Dana met in college when they were theater majors. Lola wanted to become a Broadway actress, and Dana wanted to direct. Lola finally got a part that was opted for a movie. They moved to LA. I was born. They split. Lola moved back east so she could go back to theater. The end.”

The hiss of running water was the only sound in the kitchen for a few moments.

“You call your parents Lola and Dana?” Sarah asked.

“Sure.”

“Your childhood was that bad?”

“Yeah.” Mandy sipped her tea.

“Why did they split?”

“They were egotistical, just like everyone else in Hollywood. I know everything I need to know about movie types, and how their lives play out in the tabloids.” The memory of her mother’s face featured on every supermarket checkout stand newspaper was still vivid in her memory. She took another sip of tea. “Therefore, I cannot like James Lubbock.”

“But you do.”

“Nope.”

“Want to tell me more?”

“Nope.”

Sarah ate a cookie. “How about a movie tonight? Hunter’s got a few more days down at surf camp in Pismo Beach.”

Mandy smiled. “Sounds like a plan.”

As long as it isn’t a movie starring Lola Parker.

# # #
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MANDY WAS SETTING UP the breakfast tray when James walked into the inn’s kitchen.

“You’re up early.” She forced a smile, poured a cup of coffee, and handed it to him.

“Comes with the territory. Thanks for this.” He took a sip and smiled. “Nice blend.”

Mandy, talk to the nice man. Be polite. Don’t be so difficult. Lola’s voice echoed in her head.

“Why do you have to be up so early?” She pulled cranberry nut bread from the oven and set it on a rack to cool.

He settled into one of the kitchen chairs.

Couldn’t he take his Southern California good looks somewhere else?

“The perils of being an assistant location manager. I have to be at the site before anything starts, and I’m the last one to leave at night.” He smiled at her. “Doesn’t leave much room for a social life.”

Dangerous territory. She didn’t need any kind of a social life involving James Lubbock.

“You don’t have to sit in the kitchen. Guests usually prefer the dining room.” She gestured with the knife she had in her hand.

“But there’s no one as pretty as you in there.” He stood and peered into the dining room. “In fact, there’s no one in there at all. Nope. Much prefer it in here.” He sat down again. “That smells yummy.”

The man was flirting with her. She hadn’t noticed a wedding band, but, like some men, he may not wear one.

“Is there a Mrs. Lubbock?”

“Direct, aren’t you?”

“Well?” Mandy poured milk into a cut glass pitcher and set it next to its matching sugar bowl on the silver tray. She refused to look him in the eye.

“No time for a Mrs. Lubbock.”

“Afraid of commitment?”

“Ouch.” Irritation shaded his voice.

Crap. She’d offended him.

You’ll catch more flies with honey than vinegar.

Lola’s sayings were annoying. And amazingly stuck in Mandy’s head.

Still, she’d promised Sarah she’d be nice. “Sorry. It’s not you. It’s what you represent.” She sliced a piece of cranberry bread, put it on a blue Fiesta plate, and set it before him.

“Hollywood?”

She nodded.

He took a bite of the bread, chewed, and swallowed. “Oh, my. That’s as good as it smells. How long have you been catering?”

“Not too long. My first big job was Annie and John’s wedding last month.”

“Annie and John?”

“Annie is Sarah’s mother’s best friend.”

“I see. Anything else?”

Why does he want to know all this?

“A couple of graduation parties.” She plunked down in the chair opposite him. “It’s the marketing. I’m terrible at it. But I am a good cook.” She pointed at the bread. “You like it, don’t you?”

He nodded.

“How bad is your aversion to Hollywood?” he asked.

“Pretty bad.” She stood and sliced the rest of the bread before arranging it on a plate.

“So, you wouldn’t be interested in a job as an assistant caterer for my current movie.”

“No, I wouldn’t. Wait, did you say caterer? And job?” Mandy sat down again, and leaned across the table.

He chuckled. “Does that mean you might be interested?”

A real catering job.

With actors.

“How long is it? What would I need to do? How much would you pay me?”

“The job means pretty much what you think. Long hours over the next two weeks, but you’d get to work for Sally Minor, one of the few women in the movie catering business. She’s an amazing cook in her own right. As for pay, how does fifteen hundred for the two weeks sound?”

She stood and swept imaginary crumbs off the table. Fifteen hundred dollars? That would be a healthy start toward a new used car.

But ...

She sat down again. “What are the hours? I still have a waitress job and making breakfast here.”

“Breakfast may be a problem, because you have to be there early for set up, but you’d probably be done by three.”

“Most of my shifts at the grill are nights, so that should work. Saturdays and Sundays may be a problem. Sarah’s got three couples coming in the weekend after next. They need one of our signature breakfasts.” She smiled to mask the churning acid in her stomach.

The money was good. An opportunity to learn something new. And it was only for two weeks.

She glanced at James.

Two weeks around him.

The acid in her stomach increased.

“Let me talk to Sally and see if we can work around weekend mornings,” he said. “You free today?”

“Until three. That’s when my shift starts at the grill.”

He nodded. “You can come over to the location this morning to meet Sally, if that’s okay with you.” He ate the last bit of bread before standing and heading to the coffee pot.

“I’ll get that.” Mandy started to rise, but he held up his hand.

“I can pour my own coffee, thanks.” He headed for the door. “After we go to the location, I’ll take you to lunch. I found this great little restaurant in Davenport.”

He walked from the room.

Mandy stared at the open doorway and wondered if she’d lost her mind.

She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down to think. The story she’d told Sarah yesterday was such a gloss of the truth it was ridiculous. She had some vague memories of her parents being happy, but the fights were more firmly etched in her mind. Her father—no, Dana—had made his final exit when she was five, and she hadn’t seen him since.

Her mother had always reminded her of a boozy Judy Garland in A Star Is Born. Manic happiness followed by crashing dishes. Mandy was grateful when her mother was working—babysitters were more reliable.

When Mandy was thirteen, Lola was committed to a mental institution for six months. After she was released, medications, when she took them, made Lola tolerable to live with, but didn’t make her any more of a mother than she’d been before. Instead, Mandy became Lola’s maid, secretary, and liar.

When she was eighteen, she’d left home. At twenty-one she’d put three thousand miles between them.

Would working on a movie entangle her back into Lola’s web?
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​Chapter 3
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Around ten that morning, Mandy headed north on Highway 1. Following James’s directions, she turned left just before Davenport. The summer sun threaded through the leaves of the live oaks and madrone, adding a dappled shade to the road.

A modified RV with a purple Vespa strapped to its back occupied the edge of a side lot at the end of the street. Mandy parked her aging Subaru wagon behind it and got out. She spotted James talking to a short, roundish, gray-haired woman. Her purple capris and striped mauve shirt gave her an arty flair.

Mandy walked over.

“Hi, Mandy,” James said. “This is Sally Minor. Sally, this is the gal I’ve been telling you about.”

“Pleased to meet you. Hope you can help out. James says you’ve never been on a movie set before. Tell me what you’ve done.”

Mandy gave the woman a brief recap of her cooking experience, which sounded pitifully small.

Sally’s hooded gray eyes studied her. “Why do you want this job?”

Mandy swallowed. “I ... I really don’t ... um ...”

James shifted beside her.

She took a deep breath. I can do this.

“For the experience. You’re right, I’ve never catered a movie before. Actually, aside from a wedding and a few graduation parties, I haven’t catered much at all. I only launched my business a few months ago, but I graduated from culinary school in New York.” She forced herself to stop talking.

At Sally’s frown, she revved up again. “I know my way around a kitchen. And ... I do have some experience with Hollywood and actors. My parents are Lola Parker and Dana Russell.”

“Dana Russell?” James raised his eyebrows. “The same guy who was nominated for an Oscar last year?”

“Yeah. That one.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t think we’d known each other long enough to share that kind of information.”

Sally said, “I’ve known Dana Russell for close to thirty years. He’s a good guy.”

She must mean a different Dana Russell from the man Mandy knew as her father. She shrugged. “I haven’t seen him since I was five. Wouldn’t know.” A threat of unexpected tears stung her eyes.

Sally stared at her for a few seconds. “I’m willing to give you a try. This is a pretty good group as these folks go.”

James cleared his throat. “Not totally. Beth Ann called me yesterday.” He turned to Mandy. “Beth Ann’s the director.” He looked back at Sally. “She had to replace one of the actors. She hired George Stubbins.”

Sally took a step toward James and stuck a finger in his face. “It’s your job to make sure he stays away from this girl. I won’t have my staff harassed.”

“Staff?” Mandy’s pulse quickened. “Does that mean you’re hiring me?”

“It’s only for a few weeks,” Sally said. “How much can go wrong in a few weeks?”

# # #
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WHILE SALLY AND MANDY worked out the details of the job, James explored the location Beth Ann had selected for this section of the movie shooting. She’d chosen the spot because of the craggy rock formations and deep coves. She thought it added to the impending doom of the woman’s literary fiction adaptation she was filming.

God, he hated women’s literary fiction. What a downer. He’d take a chick flick romance any day over depressing deep thinking. But Beth Ann had won several awards for her films, so she must know what she’s doing.

James climbed back up the beach to the path leading over the crest. Once the crew got the set pieces onto the beach, he’d have someone smooth the path to make it easier to navigate. He didn’t need anyone getting hurt.

As he walked the location, he made notes, but half his mind was on Mandy’s revelation. Lola Parker and Dana Russell. Who would have imagined?

From her reaction, having the two as parents hadn’t been a stellar experience. He’d have to tread lightly, especially since Russell was on his personal short list of producers to approach about assistant positions when the time was right.

Sally and Mandy were exiting the rig when he walked onto the empty lot an hour after he’d left them. Both had smiles on their faces.

Good. This might work out.

“Ready for lunch?” he asked Mandy.

“I don’t know. I really should be getting back. I’ve got a lot to arrange before tomorrow.”

Sally poked her in the ribs. “Go. Once Monday arrives you won’t have time to breathe, much less go to lunch with a good-looking guy.” She chuckled. “Even if the guy is too pre-occupied with work to give a pretty girl much attention.”

James groaned. “Don’t listen to a word she says. The women I date are very happy with me.”

Sally turned on him. “Date. You go out with the same woman no more than five times before you drop her. You never get beyond that. You’re commitment-phobic.”

“You want me to marry you, Sally?”

The older woman burst out laughing and poked his shoulder. “In your dreams! You’re not man enough to handle a woman like me!”

James forced a laugh. “We’ve got things we need to talk about,” he said to Mandy. “We can take my car. I’ll drop you off here after lunch.”

“Okay, I guess.” She followed him to the car.

He helped her into the Explorer. Her touch sparked a current in his body. Maybe he could introduce the thought of a casual fling during lunch.

Would she be open to that? She stared out the passenger window, chewing on her thumb nail. She looked about ten.

His usual style of love ’em and leave ’em might hurt her, especially if she’d had a rough childhood. He didn’t want that on his conscience.

“What kind of movie is this?” Mandy asked as they pulled out onto the highway.

“Beth Ann refuses to direct romantic comedies, which is where most women directors wind up. Instead, she does a lot of dark women’s fiction. You know, the kind of film that wins prizes at Sundance and Toronto.”

“I think I prefer romantic comedies,” Mandy said.

He grinned. “Me, too.”

“Men don’t usually go for froth.”

He grinned. “Women like them. When I take a date to a romantic comedy instead of a guy action movie, she appreciates it.”

“I see.” Her voice had an edge of chill.

“I didn’t mean that to come out the way it sounded.”

She waved a hand. “It’s okay. I’m sure Sally was right.” She took off an earring, examined it, and put it back on her ear.

Had Sally deliberately tried to prevent anything from happening between him and his newest hire? His irritation with his movie caterer grew.

Road noise echoed uncomfortably through the car for the next few miles.

James pulled into the parking lot next to a three-story brick building with a large sign declaring “Davenport Cash Store.”

“Have you been here before?”

She shook her head. “I don’t go out much—too busy. Sometimes I go to dinner with Sarah and Hunter, but we stick pretty close to home.”

“One of the fun parts of coming to this place is finding out the market specials. They source from local farms.”

They walked to the building, and he held the door open for her.

She hesitated for a moment, eyeing him like a wild animal expecting the worst, then entered the building while he followed.

A riot of colorful knick-knacks, dolls, and pottery filled the front part of the restaurant. A hostess in a gauzy shirt, crinkled skirt, and sandals led them to their table which was set with the same colorful pottery displayed in the store.

Their server walked over to fill their water glasses as soon as she left. “Would you like anything to drink besides water?”

“Wine?” James asked.

Mandy shook her head. “I have to work later, remember. I’ll have an iced tea.”

“Make that two.”

The server made a notation on her pad. “Our special today is a grilled salmon fillet with sautéed fresh local vegetables in a savory sauce.” She looked up at them. “Do you need a few minutes to decide?”

“Are you ready? Remember, I’m buying, so feel free to choose whatever you want.”

She hesitated as if trying to determine true price of the meal. “I’d love to have the salmon.”

James smiled and looked at the waitress. “Make that two.”

Once the waitress left he said, “It seems we have similar tastes.”

“At least with food.” The smile was tentative, but it was there.

“Why did you want to become a caterer?”

She traced the droplets of water on the outside of her glass. “When I was eighteen I would do anything to spite my mother. She wanted me to learn publicity and marketing so I could help her with her career.” Mandy wrinkled her nose like a small child served broccoli. “I hate marketing.”

“So you’ve said.”

Lola sounded self-centered. No wonder her daughter was leery of actors.

“So,” Mandy continued, “I did the thing I figured would upset her the most. I went to culinary school.” She smiled at James. “Lola was livid.”

“Did you like it?”

Her smile broadened. “That’s the fun part. I loved it! Cooking is artistry, blending flavors and textures together like paint.”

The waiter put their plates in front of them. “Enjoy!”

James forked off a piece of salmon and put it in his mouth.

Mandy did the same and closed her eyes as she chewed and swallowed.

“What do you think?” he asked.

She kept her eyes closed. “Very fresh. While that’s mostly true on the coast, sometimes a chef tries to cut corners and overly seasons the fish to disguise the fact that it’s Atlantic farmed salmon. Whoever did this has a light hand with the marinade—very nice.”

She ran her tongue around her lips as if searching for the last flavor.

He almost groaned aloud.

“I would have added some crushed green peppercorns though.” She opened her eyes and looked at him. Then her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What were you thinking?”

Shit. “Um. Just caught up in your description—that’s all.”

Their eyes held for a moment.

She knew he was lying. Her expression told him she knew exactly what he’d been thinking.

Of course. As a young, good-looking waitress, she must be hit on all the time. She had an intriguing quality about her—a combination of vulnerability and playfulness that made him want to protect her from bad side of life.

From slime like George Stubbins.

He searched for a safe subject. “How long have you lived in Costanoa?”

“About three years. Moved here a few months after I finished school.” She stabbed a green bean, then looked up at him as she twirled it on her fork. “So what about you? What’s your story, Mr. Lubbock?”

“I’m the middle child. Parents are still happily married and my dad owns a factory that creates gear for the military. Michael is some upper muckity-muck in Silicon Valley. The other one’s a doctor. Over-achievers, both of them. I’ve always been fascinated by movies and went to school at UCLA for film. My parents weren’t thrilled. They wish I was in a stable career, but they’re coping. They want me to be happy.”

A flicker of sadness shadowed her features for a second.

“Ironic, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Your parents want you out of show business, and my mother wants me hip-deep in hers.”

“We can’t live for our parents, Mandy.”

She swallowed. “I suppose you’re right.” But the tone of her voice suggested the opposite.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4
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Early Saturday morning, Mandy drove up Highway 1 to the catering location, a thermos of coffee beside her. The night had been interminable. Every time she woke, she’d stare at the clock to make out the time, only to find a measly hour had gone by.
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