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				To Kasey Michaels,
because Jackie is a heroine she’ll understand.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				The minute Jackie saw the house, she was in love. Of course, she acknowledged, she did fall in love easily. It wasn’t that she was easily impressed, she was just open, wide-open, to emotions—her own and everyone else’s.

				The house had a lot of emotion in it, she felt, and not all of it serene. That was good. Total serenity would have been all right for a day or two, but boredom would have closed in. She preferred the contrasts here, the strong angles and arrogant juts of the corners, softened occasionally by curving windows and unexpectedly charming archways.

				The white-painted walls glittered in the sunlight, set off by stark ebony trim. Though she didn’t believe the world was black-and-white, the house made the statement that the two opposing forces could live together in harmony.

				The windows were wide, welcoming the view from both east and west, while skylights let in generous slices of sun. Flowers grew in profusion in the side garden and in terra-cotta pots along the terraces. She enjoyed the bold color they added, the touch of the exotic and lush. They’d have to be tended, of course—and religiously, if the heat continued and the rain didn’t come. She didn’t mind getting dirty, though, especially if there was a reward at the end.

				Through wide glass doors she looked out at the crystalline waters of a kidney-shaped tiled pool. That, too, would require tending, but that, too, offered rewards. She could already picture herself sitting beside it, watching the sun set with the scent of flowers everywhere. Alone. That was a small hitch, but one she was willing to accept.

				Beyond the pool and the sloping slice of lawn was the Intracoastal Waterway. Its waters were dark, mysterious, but even as she watched, a motorboat putted by. She discovered she liked the sound of it. It meant there were people close enough to make contact but not so close as to interfere.

				The water roads reminded her of Venice and a particularly pleasant month she had spent there during her teens. She’d ridden in gondolas and flirted with dark-eyed men. Florida in the spring wasn’t as romantic as Italy, but it suited her just fine.

				“I love it.” She turned back to the wide, sun-washed room. There were twin sofas the color of oatmeal on a steel blue carpet. The rest of the furniture was an elegant ebony and leaned toward the masculine. Jackie approved of its strength and style. She rarely wasted her time looking for flaws and was willing to accept them when they jumped out at her. But in this house and everything about it she saw perfection.

				She beamed at the man standing casually in front of the white marble fireplace. The hearth had been cleaned and swept and was a home for a potted fern. The man’s tropical-looking white pants and shirt might have been chosen for precisely that pose. Knowing Frederick Q. MacNamara as she did, Jackie was sure it had been.

				“When can I move in?”

				Fred’s smile lit up his round, boyish face. No one looking at it would have been reminded of a shark. “That’s our Jack, always going on impulse.” His body was rounded, too—not quite fat, but not really firm, either. Fred’s favorite exercise was hailing—cabs or waiters. He moved toward her with a languid grace that had once been feigned but was now second nature. “You haven’t even seen the second floor.”

				“I’ll see it when I unpack.”

				“Jack, I want you to be sure.” He patted her cheek—older, more experienced cousin to young scatterbrain. She didn’t take offense. “I’d hate for you to regret this in a day or two. After all, you’re proposing to live in this house by yourself for three months.”

				“I’ve got to live somewhere.” She gestured, palm out, with a hand as slim and delicate as the rest of her. Gold and colored stones glittered on four fingers, a sign of her love of the pretty. “If I’m going to be serious about writing, I should be alone. Since I don’t think I’d care for a garret, why shouldn’t it be here?”

				She paused a moment. It never paid to be too casual with Fred, cousin or not. Not that she didn’t like him. Jackie had always had a soft spot for Fred, though she knew he had a habit of skimming off the top and dealing from the bottom.

				“You’re sure it’s all right for you to sublet it to me?”

				“Perfectly.” His voice was as smooth as his face. Whatever wrinkles Fred had were carefully camouflaged. “The owner only uses it as a winter home, and then only sporadically. He prefers having someone in residence rather than leaving it empty. I told Nathan I’d take care of things until November, but then this business in San Diego came up, and it can’t be put off. You know how it is, darling.”

				Jackie knew exactly how it was. With Fred, “sudden business” usually meant he was avoiding either a jealous husband or the law. Despite his unprepossessing looks, he had constant problems with the former, and not even a prepossessing family name could always protect him from the latter.

				She should have been warier, but Jackie wasn’t always wise, and the house—the look, the feel, of it—had already blinded her.

				“If the owner wants it occupied, I’m happy to accommodate him. Let me sign on the dotted line, Fred. I want to unpack and spend a couple of hours in the pool.”

				“If you’re sure.” He was already drawing a paper from his pocket. “I don’t want a scene later—like the time you bought my Porsche.”

				“You failed to tell me the transmission was held together with Krazy Glue.”

				“Let the buyer beware,” Fred said mildly, and handed her a monogrammed silver pen.

				She had a quick flash of trepidation. This was cousin Fred, after all. Fred of the easy deal and the can’t-miss investment. Then a bird flew into the garden and begin to sing cheerily, and Jackie took it as an omen. She signed the lease in a bold, flowing hand before drawing out her checkbook.

				“A thousand a month for three months?”

				“Plus five hundred damage deposit,” Fred added.

				“Right.” She supposed she was lucky dear cousin Fred wasn’t charging her a commission. “Are you leaving me a number, an address or something so I can get in touch with the owner if necessary?”

				Fred looked blank for a moment, then beamed at her. It was that MacNamara smile, charming and guileless. “I’ve already told him about the turnover. Don’t worry about a thing, sweetie. He’ll be in touch with you.”

				“Fine.” She wasn’t going to worry about details. It was spring, and she had a new house, a new project. New beginnings were the best thing in the world. “I’ll take care of everything.” She touched a large Chinese urn. She’d begin by putting fresh flowers in it. “Will you be staying tonight, Fred?”

				The check was already stashed in the inside pocket of his jacket. He resisted the urge to add a loving pat. “I’d love to hang around, indulge in some family gossip, but since we’ve got everything squared away, I should catch a flight to the coast. You’ll need to get to the market pretty soon, Jack. There’re some essentials in the kitchen, but not much else.” As he spoke, he started across the room toward a pile of baggage. It never occurred to him to offer to take his cousin’s bags upstairs for her, or for her to ask him to. “Keys are there on the table. Enjoy yourself.”

				“I will.” When he hefted his cases, she walked over to open the door for him. She’d meant her invitation to spend the night sincerely, and she was just as sincerely glad he’d refused. “Thanks, Fred. I really appreciate this.”

				“My pleasure, darling.” He leaned down to exchange a kiss with her. Jackie got a whiff of his expensive cologne. “Give my love to the family when you talk to them.”

				“I will. Safe trip, Fred.” She watched him walk out to a long, lean convertible. It was white, like his suit. After stowing his cases, Fred scooted behind the wheel and sent her a lazy salute. Then she was alone.

				Jackie turned back to the room and hugged herself. She was alone, and on her own. She’d been there before, of course. She was twenty-five, after all, and had taken solo trips and vacations, had her own apartment and her own life. But each time she started out with something new it was a fresh adventure.

				As of this day . . . was it March 25, 26? She shook her head. It didn’t matter. As of this day, she was beginning a new career. Jacqueline R. MacNamara, novelist.

				It had a nice ring, she thought. The first thing she was going to do was unpack her new typewriter and begin chapter one. With a laugh, she grabbed the typewriter case and her heaviest suitcase and started upstairs.

				***

				It didn’t take long to acclimate herself, to the South, to the house, to her new routine. She rose early, enjoying the morning quiet with juice and a piece of toast—or flat cola and cold pizza, if that was handier. Her typing improved with practice, and by the end of the third day her machine was humming nicely. She would break in the afternoon to have a dip in the pool, lie in the sun and think about the next scene or plot twist.

				She tanned easily and quickly. It was a gift Jackie attributed to the Italian great-grandmother who had breached the MacNamara’s obsessively Irish ranks. The color pleased her, and most of the time she remembered the face creams and moisturizers that her mother had always touted. “Good skin and bone structure make a beauty, Jacqueline. Not style or fashion or clever makeup,” she’d often declared.

				Well, Jackie had the skin and bone structure, though even her mother had to admit she would never be a true beauty. She was pretty enough, in a piquant, healthy sort of way. But her face was triangular rather than oval, her mouth wide rather than bowed. Her eyes were just a shade too big, and they were brown. The Italian again. She hadn’t inherited the sea green or sky blue that dominated the rest of her family. Her hair was brown, as well. During her teens she’d experimented with rinses and streaks, often to her mother’s embarrassment, but had finally settled for what God had given her. She’d even come to like it, and the fact that it curled on its own meant she didn’t have to spend precious time in salons. She kept it short, and its natural fullness and curl made a halo around her face.

				She was glad of its length now, because of her afternoon dips. It took only a few shakes and a little finger-combing to make it spring back to its casual style.

				She took each morning as it came, diving headfirst into writing after she woke, then into the pool each afternoon. After a quick forage for lunch, she went back to her machine and worked until evening. She might play in the garden then, or sit and watch the boats or read on the terrace. If the day had been particularly productive, she would treat herself to the whirlpool, letting the bubbling water and the sultry heat of the glass enclosure make her pleasantly tired.

				She locked the house for the owner’s benefit rather than for her own safety. Each night Jackie slipped into bed in the room she’d chosen with perfect peace of mind and the tingling excitement of what the next morning would bring.

				Whenever her thoughts turned to Fred, she smiled. Maybe the family was wrong about Fred after all. It was true that more than once he’d taken some gullible relative for a ride down a one-way street and left him—or her—at a dead end. But he’d certainly done her a good turn when he’d suggested the house in Florida. On the evening of the third day, Jackie lowered herself into the churning waters of the spa and thought about sending cousin Fred some flowers.

				She owed him one.

				***

				He was dead tired, and happy as hell to be home at last. The final leg of the journey had seemed interminable. Being on American soil again after six months hadn’t been enough. When Nathan had landed in New York, the first real flood of impatience had struck. He was home, yet not home. For the first time in months he had allowed himself to think of his own house, his own bed. His own private sacrosanct space.

				Then there had been an hour’s delay that had left him roaming the airport and almost grinding his teeth. Even once he’d been airborne he hadn’t been able to stop checking and rechecking his watch to see how much longer he had to hang in the sky.

				The airport in Fort Lauderdale still wasn’t home. He’d spent a cold, hard winter in Germany and he’d had enough of the charm of snow and icicles. The warm, moist air and the sight of palms only served to annoy him, because he wasn’t quite there yet.

				He’d arranged to have his car delivered to the airport, and when he’d finally eased himself into the familiar interior he’d felt like himself again. The hours of flying from Frankfurt to New York no longer mattered. The delays and impatience were forgotten. He was behind the wheel, and twenty minutes from pulling into his own driveway. When he went to bed that night it would be between his own sheets. Freshly laundered and turned back by Mrs. Grange, who Fred MacNamara had assured him would have the house ready for his arrival.

				Nathan felt a little twist of guilt about Fred. He knew he’d hustled the man along to get him up and out of the house before his arrival, but after six months of intense work in Germany he wasn’t in the mood for a houseguest. He’d have to be sure to get in touch with Fred and thank him for keeping an eye on things. It was an arrangement that had solved a multitude of problems with little fuss. As far as Nathan was concerned, the less fuss, the better. He definitely owed Frank MacNamara a very large thank-you.

				In a few days, Nathan thought as he slipped his key into the lock. After he’d slept for twenty hours and indulged in some good, old-fashioned sloth.

				Nathan pushed open the door, hit the lights and just looked. Home. It was so incredibly good to be home, in the house he’d designed and built, among things chosen for his own taste and comfort.

				Home. It was exactly as he—no, it wasn’t exactly as he’d left it, he realized quickly. Because his eyes were gritty with fatigue, he rubbed them as he studied the room. His room.

				Who had moved the Ming over to the window and stuck irises in it? And why was the Meissen bowl on the table instead of the shelf? He frowned. He was a meticulous man, and he could see a dozen small things out of place.

				He’d have to speak to Mrs. Grange about it, but he wasn’t going to let a few annoyances spoil his pleasure at being home.

				It was tempting to go straight to the kitchen and pour himself something long and cold, but he believed in doing first things first. Hefting his cases, he walked upstairs, relishing each moment of quiet and solitude.

				He flipped on the lights in his bedroom and stopped short. Very slowly, he lowered the suitcases and walked to the bed. It wasn’t turned down, but made up haphazardly. His dresser, the Chippendale he’d picked up at Sotheby’s five years before, was crowded with pots and bottles. There was a definite scent here, not only from the baby roses that had been stuck in the Waterford—which belonged in the dining room cabinet—but a scent of woman. Powder, lotion and oil. Neither strong nor rich, but light and intrusive. His eyes narrowed when he saw the swatch of color on the spread. Nathan picked up the thin, almost microscopic bikini panties.

				Mrs. Grange? The very idea was laughable. The sturdy Mrs. Grange wouldn’t be able to fit one leg inside that little number. If Fred had had a guest . . . Nathan turned the panties over under the light. He supposed he could tolerate Fred having had a companion, but not in his room. And why in hell weren’t her things packed and gone?

				He got an image. It might have been the architect in him that enabled him to take a blank page or an empty lot and fill it completely in his mind. He saw a tall, slim woman, sexy, a little loud and bold. Ready to party. A redhead, probably, with lots of teeth and a rowdy turn of mind. That was fine for Fred, but the agreement had been that the house was to be empty and back in order upon Nathan’s return.

				He gave the bottles on his dresser one last glance. He’d have Mrs. Grange dispose of them. Without thinking, he stuffed the thin piece of nylon in his pocket and strode out to see what else wasn’t as it should be.

				Jackie, her eyes shut and her head resting on the crimson edge of the spa, sang to herself. It had been a particularly good day. The tale was spinning out of her head and onto the page so quickly it was almost scary. She was glad she’d picked the West for her setting, old Arizona, desolate, tough, dusty and full of grit. That was just the right backdrop for her hard-bitten hero and her primly naive heroine.

				They were already bumping along the rocky road to romance, though she didn’t think even they knew it yet. She loved being able to put herself back in the 1800s, feeling the heat, smelling the sweat. And of course there was danger and adventure at every step. Her convent-raised heroine was having a devil of a time, but she was coping. Strong. Jackie couldn’t have written about a weak-minded woman if she’d had to.

				And her hero. Just thinking about him made her smile. She could see him perfectly, just as if he’d popped out of her imagination into the tub with her. That dark black hair, thick, glinting red in the sun when he removed his hat. Long enough that a woman could get a handful of it. The body lean and hard from riding, brown from the sun, scarred from the trouble he never walked away from.

				You could see that in his face, a lean, bony face that was often shadowed by the beard he didn’t bother to shave. He had a mouth that could smile and make a woman’s heart pump fast. Or it could tighten and send shivers of fear up a man’s spine. And his eyes. Oh, his eyes were a wonder. Slate gray and fringed by long, dark lashes, crinkled at the corners from squinting into the Arizona sun. Flat and hard when he pulled the trigger, hot and passionate when he took a woman.

				Every woman in Arizona was in love with Jake Redman. And Jackie was pleased to be a little in love with him herself. Didn’t that make him real? she thought as the bubbles swirled around her. If she could see him so clearly, and feel for him this intensely, didn’t it mean she was doing the job right? He wasn’t a good man, not through and through. It would be up to the heroine to mine the gold from him, and accept the rough stones along with it. And boy, was he going to give Miss Sarah Conway a run for her money. Jackie could hardly wait to sit down with them so that they could show her what happened next. If she concentrated hard enough, she could almost hear him speak to her.

				“What in the hell are you doing?”

				Still dreaming, Jackie opened her eyes and looked into the face of her imagination. Jake? she thought, wondering if the hot water had soaked into her brain. Jake didn’t wear suits and ties, but she recognized the look that meant he was about to draw and fire. Her mouth fell open and she stared.

				His hair was shorter, but not by much, and the shadow of beard was there. She pressed her fingers to her eyes and got chlorine in them, then blinked them open. He was still there, a little closer now. The sound of the spa’s motor seemed louder as it filled her head.

				“Am I dreaming?”

				Nathan’s eyes narrowed. She wasn’t the rowdy redhead he’d pictured, but a cute, doe-eyed brunette. Either way, she didn’t belong in his house. “What you’re doing is trespassing. Now, who the hell are you?”

				The voice. Good grief, even the voice was right. Jackie shook her head and struggled to get a grip on herself. This was the twentieth century, and no matter how real her characters seemed on paper, they didn’t come to life in five-hundred-dollar suits. The simple fact was that she was alone with a stranger and in a very vulnerable position.

				She wondered how much she remembered from her karate course, then took another look at the man’s broad shoulders and decided it just wasn’t going to be enough.

				“Who are you?” The edge of fear gave her voice haughty, rounded tones her mother would have been proud of.

				“You’re the one who has questions to answer,” he countered. “But I’m Nathan Powell.”

				“The architect? Oh, I’ve admired your work. I saw the Ridgeway Center in Chicago, and . . .” She started to scoot up, no longer afraid, but then she remembered she hadn’t bothered to put on a suit and slumped back again. “You have a marvelous flair for combining aesthetics with practicality.”

				“Thanks. Now—”

				“But what are you doing here?”

				His eyes narrowed again, and for the second time Jackie saw something of her gunslinger in them. “That’s my question. This is my house.”

				“Yours?” She rubbed the back of her wrist over her eyes as she tried to think. “You’re Nathan? Fred’s Nathan?” Relieved, she smiled again. “Well, that explains things.”

				A dimple appeared at the corner of her mouth when she smiled. Nathan noticed it, then ignored it. He was a fastidious man, and fastidious men didn’t come home to find strange women in their tubs. “Not to me. I’m going to repeat myself. Who the hell are you?”

				“Oh. Sorry. I’m Jack.” When his brow rose, she smiled again and extended a wet hand. “Jackie—Jacqueline MacNamara. Fred’s cousin.”

				He glanced at her hand, and at the glitter of jewels on it, but didn’t take it in his. He was afraid that if he did he might just haul her out onto the tiled floor. “And why, Miss MacNamara, are you sitting in my spa, and sleeping in my bed?”

				“Is that your room? Sorry. Fred didn’t say which I was to take, so I took the one I liked best. He’s in San Diego, you know.”

				“I don’t give a damn where he is.” He’d always been a patient man. At least that was what he’d always believed. Right now, though, he was finding he had no patience at all. “What I want to know is why you’re in my house.”

				“Oh, I sublet it from Fred. Didn’t he get ahold of you?”

				“You what?”

				“You know, it’s hard to talk with this motor running. Wait.” She held up a hand before he could hit the off button. “I’m, ah . . . Well, I wasn’t expecting anyone, so I’m not exactly dressed for company. Would you mind?”

				He glanced down automatically to where the water churned hot and fast at the subtle curve of her breast. Nathan set his teeth. “I’ll be in the kitchen. Make it fast.”

				Jackie let out a long breath when she was alone. “I think Fred did it again,” she muttered as she hauled herself out of the tub and dried off.

				Nathan made himself a long gin and tonic, using a liberal hand with the gin. As far as homecomings went, this one left a lot to be desired. There might have been men who’d be pleasantly surprised to come home after an exhausting project and find naked women waiting in their sunrooms. Unfortunately, he just wasn’t one of them. He took a deep drink as he leaned back against the counter. It was, he supposed, just a question of taking one step at a time—and the first would be disposing of Jacqueline MacNamara.

				“Mr. Powell?”

				He glanced over to see her step into the kitchen. She was still dripping a bit. Her legs were lightly tanned and long—very long, he noticed—skimmed at the thighs by a terrycloth robe that was as boldly striped as Joseph’s coat of many colors. Her hair curled damply around her face in a soggy halo, with a fringe of bangs that accented dark, wide eyes. She was smiling, and the dimple was back. He wasn’t sure he liked that. When she smiled she looked as though she could sell you ten acres of Florida swampland.

				“It appears we’re going to have to discuss your cousin.”

				“Fred.” Jackie nodded, still smiling, and slipped onto a rattan stool at the breakfast bar. She’d already decided she’d do best by being totally at ease and in control. If he thought she was nervous and unsure of her position . . . Well, she wasn’t positive, but she had a very good idea she’d find herself standing outside the house, bag in hand. “He’s quite a character, isn’t he? How did you meet him?”

				“Through a mutual friend.” He grimaced a little, thinking he was going to have to talk with Justine, as well. “I had a project in Germany that was going to keep me out of the country for a few months. I needed someone to house-sit. He was recommended. As I knew his aunt—”

				“Patricia—Patricia MacNamara’s my mother.”

				“Adele Lindstrom.”

				“Oh, Aunt Adele. She’s my mother’s sister.” It was more than a smile this time. Something wickedly amused flashed in Jackie’s eyes. “She’s a lovely woman.”

				There was something droll, a bit too droll, in the comment. Nathan chose to ignore it. “I worked with Adele briefly on a revitalization project in Chicago. Because of the connection, and the recommendation, I decided to have Fred look out for the house while I was away.”

				Jackie bit her bottom lip. It was her first sign of nerves, and though she didn’t realize it, that small gesture cleared a great deal of ground for her. “He wasn’t renting it from you?”

				“Renting it? Of course not.” She was twisting her rings, one at a time, around her fingers. Don’t get involved, he warned himself. Tell her to pack up and move out. No explanations, no apologies. You can be in bed in ten minutes. Nathan felt rather than heard his own sigh. Not many people knew that Nathan Powell was a sucker. “Is that what he told you?”

				“I suppose I’d better tell you the whole story. Could I have one of those?”

				When she indicated his glass, he nearly snapped at her. Manners had been bred carefully into him, and he was irritated at his oversight, even though she was hardly a guest. Without speaking, he poured and mixed another drink, then sat it in front of her. “I’d appreciate it if you could condense the whole story and just give me the highlights.”

				“Okay.” She took a sip, bracing herself. “Fred called me last week. He’d heard through the family grapevine that I was looking for a place to stay for a few months. A nice quiet place where I could work. I’m a writer,” she said with the audacious pride of one who believed it. When this brought no response, she drank again and continued. “Anyway, Fred said he had a place that might suit me. He told me he’d been renting this house. . . . He described it,” Jackie explained, “and I just couldn’t wait to see it. It’s a beautiful place, so thoughtfully designed. Now that I know who you are, I can see why—the strength and charm of the structure, the openness of the space. If I hadn’t been so intent on what I was doing, I’d have recognized your style right away. I studied architecture for a couple of semesters at Columbia.”

				“That’s fascinating, I’m sure. . .  LaFont?”

				“Yes, he’s a wonderful old duck, isn’t he? So pompous and sure of his own worth.”

				Nathan raised a brow. He’d studied with LaFont himself—a lifetime ago, it seemed—and was well aware that the old duck, as Jackie had termed him, took on only the most promising students. He opened his mouth again, then shut it. He wouldn’t be drawn out. “Let’s get back to your cousin, Miss MacNamara.”

				“Jackie,” she said, flashing that smile again. “Well, if I hadn’t been really anxious to get settled, I probably would have said thanks but no thanks. Fred’s always got an angle. But I came down. I took one look at the place, and that was that. He said he had to leave for San Diego right away on business and that the owner—you—didn’t want the house empty while you were away. I suppose you don’t really just use it as a winter home sporadically, do you?”

				“No.” He drew a cigarette out of his pocket. He’d successfully cut down to ten a day, but these were extenuating circumstances. “I live here year-round, except when a project takes me away. The arrangement was for Fred to live here during my absence. I called two weeks ago to let him know when I’d be arriving. He was to contact Mrs. Grange and leave his forwarding address with her.”

				“Mrs. Grange?”

				“The housekeeper.”

				“He didn’t mention a housekeeper.”

				“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Nathan murmured, and finished off his drink. “That takes us to the point of your occupation.”

				Jackie drew a long breath. “I signed a lease. Three months. I wrote Fred a check for the rent, in advance, plus a damage deposit.”

				“That’s unfortunate.” He wouldn’t feel sorry for her. He’d be damned if he would. “You didn’t sign a lease with the owner.”

				“With your proxy. With whom I thought was your proxy,” she amended. “Cousin Fred can be very smooth.” He wasn’t smiling, Jackie noted. Not even a glimmer. It was a pity he couldn’t see the humor in the situation. “Look, Mr. Powell—Nathan—it’s obvious Fred’s pulled something on both of us, but there must be a way we can work it out. As far as the thirty-five hundred dollars goes—”

				“Thirty-five hundred?” Nathan said. “You paid him thirty-five hundred dollars?”

				“It seemed reasonable.” She was tempted to pout because of his tone, but she didn’t think it would help. “You do have a beautiful home, and there was the pool, and the sunroom. Anyway, with a bit of family pressure, I may be able to get some of it back. Sooner or later.” She thought about the money a moment longer, then dismissed it. “But the real problem is how to handle this situation.”

				“Which is?”

				“My being here, and your being here.”

				“That’s easy.” Nathan tapped out his cigarette. There was no reason, absolutely no reason, why he should feel guilty that she’d lost money. “I can recommend a couple of excellent hotels.”

				She smiled again. She was sure he could, but she had no intention of going to one. The dimple was still in place, but if Nathan had looked closely, he would have seen that the soft brown eyes had hardened with determination.

				“That would solve your part of the problem, but not mine. I do have a lease.”

				“You have a worthless piece of paper.”

				“Very possibly.” She tapped her ringed fingers on the counter as she considered. “Did you ever study law? When I was at Harvard—”

				“Harvard?”

				“Very briefly.” She brushed away the hallowed halls with the back of her hand. “I didn’t really take to it, but I do think it might be difficult and, worse, annoying to toss me out on my ear.” She swirled her drink and considered. “Of course, if you wanted to get a warrant and take it to court, dragging cousin Fred into it, you’d win eventually. I’m sure of that. In the meantime,” she continued before he could find the right words, “I’m sure we can come up with a much more suitable solution for everyone. You must be exhausted.” She changed her tone so smoothly he could only stare. “Why don’t you go on up and get a good night’s sleep? Everything’s clearer on a good night’s sleep, don’t you think? We can hash through all this tomorrow.”

				“It’s not a matter of hashing through anything, Miss MacNamara. It’s a matter of your packing up your things.” He shoved a hand into his pocket, and his fingers brushed the swatch of nylon. Gritting his teeth, he pulled it out. “These are yours?”

				“Yes, thanks.” Without a blush, Jackie accepted her underwear. “It’s a little late to be calling the cops and explaining all of this to them. I imagine you could throw me out bodily, but you’d hate yourself for it.”

				She had him there. Nathan began to think she had a lot more in common with her cousin than a family name. He glanced at his watch and swore. It was already after midnight, and he didn’t—quite—have the heart to dump her in the street. The worst of it was that he was nearly tired enough to see double and couldn’t seem to come up with the right, or the most promising, arguments. So he’d let it ride—for the moment.

				“I’ll give you twenty-four hours, Miss MacNamara. That seems more than reasonable to me.”

				“I knew you were a reasonable man.” She smiled at him again. “Why don’t you go get some sleep? I’ll lock up.”

				“You’re in my bed.”

				“I beg your pardon?”

				“Your things are in my room.”

				“Oh.” Jackie scratched at her temple. “Well, I suppose if it was really important to you, I could haul everything out tonight.”

				“Never mind.” Maybe it was all a nightmare. A hallucination. He’d wake up in the morning and discover everything was as it should be. “I’ll take one of the guest rooms.”

				“That’s a much better idea. You really do look tired. Sleep well.”

				He stared at her for nearly a full minute. When he was gone, Jackie laid her head down on the counter and began to giggle. Oh, she’d get Fred back for this, make no mistake. But now, just now, it was the funniest thing that had happened to her in months.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				When Nathan woke, it was after ten East Coast time, but the nightmare wasn’t over. He realized that as soon as he saw the muted striped paper on the wall of the guest room. He was in his own house, but he’d somehow found himself relegated to the position of guest.

				His suitcases, open but still packed, sat on the mahogany chest under the garden window. He’d left his drapes undrawn, and sunlight poured in over the neatly folded shirts. Deliberately he turned away from them. He’d be damned if he’d unpack until he could do so in the privacy of his own room.

				A man had a right to his own closet.

				Jacqueline MacNamara had been correct about one thing. He felt better after a full night’s sleep. His mind was clearer. Though it wasn’t something he cared to dwell on, he went over everything that had happened from the time he’d unlocked his door until he’d fallen, face-first, into the guest bed.

				He realized he’d been a fool not to toss her out on her pert little ear the night before, but that could be rectified. And the sooner, the better.

				He showered, taking his shaving gear into the bathroom with him, but meticulously replacing everything in the kit when he was finished. Nothing was coming out until it could be placed in his own cabinets and drawers. After he’d dressed, in light cotton pants and shirt, he felt in charge again. If he couldn’t deal with a dippy little number like the brunette snuggled in his bed, he was definitely slipping. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to have a cup of coffee first.

				He was halfway down the stairs when he smelled it. Coffee. Strong, fresh coffee. The aroma was so welcome he nearly smiled, but then he remembered who must have brewed it. Strengthening his resolve, he continued. Another scent wafted toward him. Bacon? Surely that was bacon. Obviously she was making herself right at home. He heard the music, as well—rock, something cheerful and bouncy and loud enough to be heard a room away.

				No, the nightmare wasn’t over, but it was going to end, and end quickly.

				Nathan strode into the kitchen prepared to shoot straight from the hip.

				“Good morning.” Jackie greeted him with a smile that competed with the sunshine. As a concession to him, she turned the radio down, but not off. “I wasn’t sure how long you’d sleep, but I didn’t think you were the type to stay in bed through the morning, so I started breakfast. I hope you like blueberry pancakes. I slipped out early and bought the berries. They’re fresh.” Before he could speak, she popped one into his mouth. “Have a seat. I’ll get your coffee.”

				“Miss MacNamara—”

				“Jackie, please. Cream?”

				“Black. We left things a bit up in the air last night, but we’ve got to settle this business now.”

				“Absolutely. I hope you like your bacon crisp.” She set a platter on the counter, where a place was already set with his good china and a damask napkin. She noticed that he’d shaved. With the shadow of beard gone, he didn’t look quite as much like her Jake—except around the eyes. It wouldn’t be wise, she decided, to underestimate him.

				“I’ve given it a lot of thought, Nathan, and I think I’ve come up with the ideal solution.” She poured batter onto the griddle and adjusted the flame. “Did you sleep well?”

				“Fine.” At least he’d felt fine when he’d awakened. Now he reached for the coffee almost defensively. She was like a sunbeam that had intruded when all he’d really wanted to do was draw the shades and take a nap.

				“My mother’s fond of saying you always sleep best at home, but it’s never mattered to me. I can sleep anywhere. Would you like the paper?”

				“No.” He sipped the coffee, stared at it, then sipped again. Maybe it was his imagination, but it was the best cup of coffee he’d ever tasted.

				“I buy the beans from a little shop in town,” she said, answering his unspoken question as she flipped the pancakes with an expert hand. “I don’t drink it often myself. That’s why I think it’s important to have a really good cup. Ready for these?” Before he could answer, she took his plate and stacked pancakes on it. “You’ve a wonderful view from right here.” Jackie poured a second cup of coffee and sat beside him. “It makes eating an event.”

				Nathan found himself reaching for the syrup. It wouldn’t hurt to eat first. He could still toss her out later. “How long have you been here?”

				“Just a few days. Fred’s always had an excellent sense of timing. How are your pancakes?”

				It seemed only fair to give her her due. “They’re wonderful. Aren’t you eating?”

				“I sort of sampled as I went along.” But that didn’t stop her from plucking another slice of bacon. She nibbled, approved, then smiled at him. “Do you cook?”

				“Only if the package comes with instructions.”

				Jackie felt the first thrill of victory. “I’m really a very good cook.”

				“Studied at the Cordon Bleu, I imagine.”

				“Only for six months,” she said, grinning at him. “But I did learn most of the basics. From there I decided to go my own way, experiment, you know? Cooking should be as much of an adventure as anything else.”

				To Nathan, cooking was drudgery that usually ended in failure. He only grunted.

				“Your Mrs. Grange,” Jackie began conversationally. “Is she supposed to come in every day, do the cleaning and the cooking?”

				“Once a week.” The pancakes were absolutely fabulous. He’d grown accustomed to hotel food, and as excellent as it had been, it couldn’t compete with this. He began to relax as he studied the view. She was right—it was great, and he couldn’t remember ever having enjoyed breakfast more. “She cleans, does the weekly grocery shopping and usually fixes a casserole or something.” Nathan took another forkful, then stopped himself before he could again be seduced by the flavor. “Why?”

				“It all has to do with our little dilemma.”

				“Your dilemma.”

				“Whatever. I wonder: are you a fair man, Nathan? Your buildings certainly show a sense of style and order, but I can’t really tell if you have a sense of fair play.” She lifted the coffeepot. “Let me top that off for you.”

				He was losing his appetite rapidly. “What are you getting at?”

				“I’m out thirty-five hundred.” Jackie munched on the bacon. “Now, I’m not going to try to make you think that the loss is going to have me on the street corner selling pencils, but it’s not really the amount. It’s the principle. You believe in principles, don’t you?”

				Cautious, he gave a noncommittal shrug.

				“I paid, in good faith, for a place to live and to work for three months.”

				“I’m sure your family retains excellent lawyers. Why don’t you sue your cousin?”

				“The MacNamaras don’t solve family problems that way. Oh, I’ll settle up with him—when he least expects it.”

				There was a look in her eyes that made Nathan think she would do just that, and beautifully. He had to fight back a surge of admiration. “I’ll wish you the best of luck there, but your family problems don’t involve me.”

				“They do when it’s your house in the middle of it. Do you want some more?”

				“No. Thanks,” he added belatedly. “Miss—Jackie—I’m going to be perfectly frank with you.” He settled back, prepared to be both reasonable and firm. If he’d known her better, Nathan would have felt his first qualms when she turned her big brown eyes on him with a look of complete cooperation. “My work in Germany was difficult and tiring. I have a couple of months of free time coming, which I intend to spend here, alone, doing as little as possible.”

				“What were you building?”

				“What?”

				“In Germany. What were you building?”

				“An entertainment complex, but that isn’t really relevant. I’m sorry if it seems insensitive, but I don’t feel responsible for your situation.”

				“It doesn’t seem insensitive at all.” Jackie patted his hand, then poured him more coffee. “Why should you, after all? An entertainment complex. It sounds fascinating, and I’d really love to hear all about it later, but the thing is, Nathan”—she paused as she topped off her own cup—“is that I kind of see us as two people in the same boat. We both expected to spend the next couple of months alone, pursuing our own projects, and Fred screwed up the works. Do you like Asian food?”

				He was losing ground. Nathan didn’t know why, or when, the sand had started to shift beneath his feet, but there it was. Resting his elbows on the counter, he held his head in his hands. “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

				“It has to do with my idea, and I wanted to know what kind of food you liked, or particularly didn’t like. Me, I’ll eat anything, but most people have definite preferences.” Jackie cupped her mug in both hands as she tucked her legs, lotus-style, under her on the stool. She was wearing shorts today, vivid blue ones with a flamingo emblem on one leg. Nathan studied the odd pink bird for a long time before he lifted his gaze to hers.

				“Why don’t you just tell me your idea while I still have a small part of my sanity?”

				“The object is for both of us to have what we want—or as nearly as possible. It’s a big house.”

				She lifted both brows as his eyes narrowed. That look, she thought again. That Jake look was hard to resist. Nathan’s coming back when he did might have been the sort of odd bonus fate sometimes tossed out. Jackie was always ready to make a grab for it.
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