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Chapter 1

“Sophia Hartland, put that tray down and come with me right now!” Poppy hopped from one foot to another, her face agitated.

“But Hannah said they need more shrimp.” I tried to carry the heavy-laden tray past her.

“Oh, bother Hannah!” Poppy grabbed the tray out of my hands and shoved it into the hands of a passing waiter, hired for the night. “Pedro, take these out to the main buffet table and replace the empty.”

The surprised Pedro nodded and headed back out into the throng of party guests.

“Here, put some of this on.” Poppy handed me a tube of lip gloss from her pocket. She reached behind my head, and, undoing the alligator clip, allowed the heavy, dark tresses to fall down my back. She ruffled the locks with her fingers.

“What are you doing?” I stood with an opened tube of gloss in my right hand and tried ineffectually to grab with my left the clip Poppy had removed from my hair and attached to her pants. “I need that! It gets too hot with my hair down.”

She grabbed me by the shoulders, and, with a hearty shake, got my full attention. “Sophie! Ian O’Connor wants to meet you!” Her hazel-green eyes bore into me.

“Okay. Who’s Ian O’Connor and why does he want to meet me?”

“What! Are you kidding? Do you live in hole? Ian O’Connor! You know, Eeeaann Oh-Coonnneerr.” She said it like I was deaf and could read her lips if she spoke nice and slow.

I shook my head, completely lost.

“He’s one of the hunks on the hottest new cop show this year, LA Heat. It was a mid-season replacement in the spring, and it’s been picked up for a full season this fall. He’s so smokin’ hot, women throw their bras at him. You know, he plays Ryder McKay.”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “Sorry. Not one of the shows I watch. Why does he want to meet me?”

“He said he liked the painting in the front hall and asked who did it. I was pseudo-stalking him, and thus in hearing distance, so I cozied up and explained all the credit went to you, my best friend and interior designer,” Poppy said in a rush. “And he said he’d like to meet you sometime. And I said, ‘well she’s here tonight’ and if he was serious I could introduce you two.” She bounced up and down like a rabbit and squealed, “And he said, ‘sure.’”

I rolled my eyes, always the cynic. “Poppy, he probably happened to mention it in passing, and then when you attacked, he was just being nice. This guy has likely made a beeline to another part of the house by now to get away from you, crazy stalker woman. We’ll be lucky if he didn’t already bolt from the party.”

I loved Poppy dearly. She was my best friend in LA, and as the owner of Poppy’s Party Planning, she gave me jobs that helped supplement my income when times were slow, and I was between design contracts. I met my intelligent, crimson-haired friend at a party six years ago, early in her career. This job was for a director’s birthday party, and Poppy had come up with the idea of going old Hollywood and asked for my help with the party décor. I decided nothing screamed old Hollywood like art deco and created an entire theme around it. Unfortunately, Poppy had a quirky tendency to fall in and out of love with TV and movie actors as often as she changed her socks. I feared Ian O’Connor was her latest fixation.

“Please tell me we aren’t doing two a.m. drive-bys with this Ian fellow.”

“Sophie!” she exclaimed. “You have it all wrong. Ian’s not my latest crush. Seriously, he wants to meet you. Do you have one of your business cards?”

I always carried business cards with me, especially to Poppy’s Hollywood parties. I hoped to break into the A-listers and dreamed of becoming the “it” designer. So far, my business saw mild success, but I had yet to work on a big director’s or actor’s home.

Pulling a card out of my pocket, I fluttered it in front of her face. “Okay, stalker lady, if this guy is still around, take me to him.”

“Here. Use this on your nose. It’s shiny.” Poppy handed me a small compact and to please her, I powdered my straight nose, wiped a black glob of mascara from beneath my blue-eyed lashes, and slicked on strawberry-flavored lip gloss. My dark hair was ruffled, giving me a slight bedhead look.

“Have you got a comb? My hair is a mess.”

“It looks good. You know, sexy messy, like one of those Victoria’s Secret models.”

I rolled my eyes again. I was about as far from a Victoria’s Secret model as you could get. My wavy hair fell just above my bra line when it was down, which was rarely. I was about five seven and currently wore a size eight, which was thin for me. However, in LA, a size eight was pretty much comparable to a rhinoceros when a majority of the women prancing around wore a size two. Poppy, her patience finally at an end, snapped the compact shut, grabbed my hand, and dragged me into the party mob to search for the elusive Ian.

Ian apparently wasn’t that elusive; Poppy ran him to the ground at the bar. All I could see was a head of dark, wavy hair and an incredible set of broad shoulders. His back was to us, and he was engaged in a conversation with a sylph-like creature barely wearing a white dress.

I jerked back from Poppy’s grasping hand. “I don’t think now is a good time. He’s busy talking with someone. Maybe I’ll meet him later tonight.”

“C’mon. Don’t be a chicken. Mr. O’Connor. Ian, yoohoo.” Poppy waved a hand, her bracelets jingling merrily.

Ian turned and caught Poppy’s eye. She crooked her black polished finger, and, much to my surprise, he disengaged himself from the sylph and strolled our way.

Taking a gander at Ian from the front was even better than seeing him from the back. He was one of the many “beautiful people” inhabiting the LA-Hollywood scene. I couldn’t see the color of his eyes in the gloom, but the face was well worth looking at. A chiseled jaw and strong cheekbones flexed as he took a drink from the dark beer bottle and licked his lips. He clearly worked out on a regular basis, because his pectorals were perfectly formed and part of a tattoo peeked out from beneath the tight blue T-shirt, which clung to a rock-hard bicep. The air pressure surrounding me dropped, and my mouth went arid as his six-foot-plus frame approached.

“Ian O’Connor, meet my good friend Sophia Hartland, designer extraordinaire.”

I blushed at Poppy’s intro and subtly wiped a sweaty hand on my pants before taking his warm, caressing grip.

“It’s lovely to meet you, designer extraordinaire.” He spoke with a slight Irish brogue. He held my hand a moment longer than necessary.

Oh, lord, it wasn’t enough that the looks made my heart speed up; the accent was going to put me over the edge. I could see why Poppy was crushing on this dude. I cleared my throat. “You, too, Mr. O’Connor. Poppy’s a big fan of your show. She was telling me all about it.”

“What about Sophia Hartland? Do you watch my show?” He flashed a perfect, white, toothy Hollywood grin.

I shook my head. “No, I don’t care for cop shows.”

That got a rumbly laugh. “Ouch. You’re the quite the foil to an actor’s ego.”

Oh, geez. I grimaced. Twenty seconds with this guy and I’d insulted him. I was completely thrown off my game and saying whatever popped into my head. Generally, I had more tact. I knew better at these swanky parties. I needed to be all smiles and ingratiating to get more clients. Unfortunately, toad-eating didn’t come naturally to me.

“Sorry. What network is it on? I’ll set my DVR to record it. I’m sure I’ll love it.” I glanced around for Poppy to save me from myself.

She must have wandered off or been called away. Suddenly, I was in a crowded room one on one with this handsome Irish thespian, making an utter fool of myself.

“No, no. Don’t apologize. Your first answer was best.” His chuckling died down.

“Umm … listen, Poppy said you liked the art deco theme I put together. So … um … here’s my card.” I thrust the little piece of cardstock at him. Yikes, this was so unusual for me. I never lost my cool over a guy, especially an actor. I mean come on, an actor? What was it was about this dude that was making me behave like a stuttering idiot?

“That’d be grand. I just moved into a new place and figure it needs a lady’s touch, so I could have a fancy party like this.” His Irish accent pulled out the a’s and rolled around in a singsong lilt.

I was relieved to be on a topic where I couldn’t fail. “Sure. I’d love to see your place and work with you to create a luxurious space that makes you feel comfortable and yet is great for entertaining. If you want to give me a call, we can set up an initial consultation. I can see your home, and we can determine your style.”

He smirked. “Not sure I’ve got a style, luv.”

Back on my A-game, I put on my ingratiating business smile. “Oh, everyone has a style. Sometimes it just needs to be developed and refined. Maybe you’re right, and a lady’s touch is just what you need.” I lightly tapped his solid forearm.

A very tall, very thin Barbie doll blonde with long, flat-ironed hair, wearing a strapless red dress and five-inch heels minced up and cooed at us. “Ian, honey, a group of us are gathering in the billiard room to play pool. Come play with us.” She pouted. The way she hung on Ian’s arm shouted possessive girlfriend, and the glare she sent my way declared, “hands off.”

“Who’s this?” Barbie simpered.

“Tanqueray, this is Sophia.”

Tanqueray? Really? I did a mental head slap.

Tanqueray thrust an empty champagne glass into my hand. “Sophia, why don’t you be a sweetheart and get me a refill. Can you bring it to the billiard room?”

“Hold up, Tanqueray. Sophia’s an interior designer. She’s not the waitress.”

Barbie doll eyed my black pants, sturdy black shoes, and tailored white button-down, which clearly identified me as one of the wait staff. Her eyebrow rose in disdain.

I stuck on a honeyed smile. “Actually, I am working tonight. I help Poppy when she’s short on staff.” I laid the champagne glass on a passing waiter’s tray and shifted my gaze back to Tanqueray, speaking directly to her with my faux smile.

“Tanqueray, Tommy the bartender is right behind you,” I pointed over her shoulder. “He can get you whatever you need.”

She made a tsking sound as her jaw dropped. Dismissing her, my eyes locked back to Ian. A muscle twitched at the corner of his mouth, and an eyebrow rose. Oh crap. I couldn’t tell if he was irritated or amused by my dismissal of his girlfriend. I decided I’d better try to make nice and get the hell out of his presence before producing any further faux pas.

“Mr. O’Connor, why don’t I put together a tray from the buffet and have it sent to the billiard room? It was nice meeting you.” With that, I turned on my heel and strode out of sight.

Ten minutes later Poppy found me in the kitchen banging my head against the pantry door.

“Hey, Soph, what’s wrong? Why are you abusing the pantry?”

“I royally screwed that up. This could have been my big chance to get into the Hollywood crowd.”

“Uh-oh. What happened?”

“I allowed Ian’s girlfriend to get under my skin and I was rude to her, right in front of him. I don’t think he was impressed.” Clunk, clunk went my head.

“Okay, honey. Stop that. You’re going to leave a bruise on your forehead.” She pulled me away. “C’mon. It couldn’t have been that bad.”

I explained our conversation.

“Ugh. Tanqueray? Seriously?” Poppy peered at me.

“Seriously.”

“Gee whiz, I would’ve given Ian more credit than to date a woman named Tanqueray. I mean really, who the hell names their kid after a bottle of gin?” Her throaty laugh lightened my mood.

“It’s probably a stage name. She looks like a slasher.” Slasher is the title Poppy and I’d given to the hundreds of wannabe model slash actresses who crawled the streets of LA like cockroaches.

“Don’t beat yourself up over it. There are other Hollywood schmoozers here. Why don’t you take half an hour to do some networking? I’m sure you’ll score a new client.”

So, I handed out five more cards. Two were to Hollywood spouses, one to the wife of a producer and the other to a director. The rest ended up in the clutches of trophy girlfriends, what Poppy and I called hangers-on, also known as “entourage” to bigwigs, the people actually making the money. I didn’t hold high hopes of obtaining an actual client out of anyone except possibly one of the trophy girls.

Poppy sent me home around two in the morning when the party had wound down to about two dozen older guests. All the young starlets and actors gathered their entourages around midnight and moved onto the latest “it” club to see and be seen. The maneuverings of the Hollywood grind made me glad I wasn’t trying to become a slasher. There was too much relying on looks, weight, and whether or not you were liked by certain producers and directors. I was content to have my business, good friends, and my dog. Anything else was overrated. Or at least that’s what I liked to tell myself.


Chapter 2

Monday morning I sat in front of my computer doing the thing I hated most about my job: paperwork. Paperwork consisted of tracking all my receipts, inputting hours, and billing clients. It also meant reviewing my subcontractors’ hours and paying them. Math wasn’t one of my stronger subjects in school, and I thanked God on a regular basis for calculators and computer programs that tabulated everything into precise little columns for you. With a sigh, I typed in the last numbers and closed out of the program. My reading glasses clattered on the black lacquered table as I flipped them off and rubbed my eyes. Stretching, I leaned back in my ugly ergonomic desk chair, put my bare feet up, and rubbed my neck to release the tension knots.

The peace was interrupted by my cell phone ring, and I answered automatically without looking at the caller ID. “Hello, Hartland Interior Designs.”

“Sophia, luv, is that you?” The sexy Irish accent played across the phone lines, sending shivers down my spine.

My chair slammed back down onto four legs, and I promptly dropped the phone. Crap! “Ian! Just a minute!” I fumbled, shoving the chair back, and scrambled to get the cell, which had skidded along the hardwood floor underneath my desk. Sirius, my black Lab, sensing a game, jumped up to get in on the action. Tail wagging and barking, he thrust under the desk next to me in search of the toy. “Ian, I’m coming! Minor technical difficulties. Don’t hang up!” I shoved Sirius back, taking a few excited licks along the way, and finally found the red mobile in the far corner behind the wastebasket. “Hello, are you still there?” I held it to my ear. Fortunately, it hadn’t landed upside down and hung up on him.

“Still here, luv.”

As I clambered out from underneath the desk, I came up too early and cracked my skull on the underside. “Oof!”

“Is everything okay? Maybe I should ring back later.”

“No, no. It’s fine.” When did my life turn into a Lucy skit? Rubbing my head, I gave up trying to play it cool and decided to level with him. “Sorry about that. The phone slipped out of my hand and slid into the deepest dark corner under my desk, and I’m such a klutz I whacked my head crawling out from underneath it.” I sucked in a breath and worked to get my act together. “Enough about me, what can I do for you, Mr. O’Connor?”

“Why so formal, Sophia? I prefer you call me Ian.”

I swore I heard laughter in his voice. Great, he probably thinks I’m a total dork.

“Okay, Ian, then please call me Sophie. Only my mom calls me Sophia, and when she does, it usually means I’m in trouble.”

“Are you trouble, Sophie?”

The opening was the size of a Mack truck, and I drove on through. “I can be trouble. Are you looking for some?” I said in a sultry voice.

“Are you flirting with me?”

I sat up straighter. What was I thinking? This is a potential client, not a date! An actor for crying out loud.

“I apologize. That was inappropriate. Are you calling to set up a consultation?” I crossed my fingers.

There was a pause. “Ah, back to business I see. Very well. Yes, I’d like to set up a consultation.”

“Great” I kept my professional voice on while bouncing like a kid in my chair. “When were you thinking? I have some dates open next week.” I swiveled back to the desk and tapped open the calendar on my iPad.

“Well, the sooner the better. My manager told me to hire a publicist. When the publicist came by the other day, she said I need to fix the house so it looks like a grown-up lives here.”

“Ouch. Did you hire her?”

His laughter tumbled across the line, sending shivers across my shoulders. “No. She’s right, though. I moved from a three-bedroom flat I shared with another bloke, and I don’t have much furniture. Now I have this big house, I guess I need to fill it with the required toggery. Isn’t that the American way?”

I smiled at that. “Yes. You’re right. We Americans like our stuff.”

“So, where should we meet?”

“I’ll come to your house. We’ll look at what needs to be done. I’ll bring my portfolio so you can see some of the things I’ve designed. We’ll discuss my fee structure, and if you’re interested in what I have to say, I’ll start drawing up the plans.”

“Sounds good, luv.”

My toes curled at the way he called me love. “How about next Wednesday? Say six?”

“Can you make it seven?”

“Seven it is. Why don’t you text me your address?”

“Sure. See you on Wednesday … Sophie.” He rang off.

I stared at my phone for a few minutes, still unable to believe Ian O’Connor actually called me, and I was going to meet him. He could be my next client. Booyah!

Uh oh, I forgot to apologize for insulting Tanqueray. I smacked my forehead. Undoubtedly, I would to run into her. It was even possible that she’d have a say in Ian’s decorative choices. Criminy, I was going to have to play nice. It really chapped my ass, having to pretend to respect people like that. Was I ever going to survive in this skinny, botoxed, lip-inflated town?

I called Poppy to tell her the good news.

She answered on the third ring. “What’s up, girlfriend?”

“Ian O’Connor called, and I have a meeting with him next week. If he likes my ideas, he might hire me,” I said in one big rush.

“Ian, the guy from the party whose girlfriend you insulted? The hottie on LA Heat?”

My mood deflated slightly at the girlfriend insult reminder. “Yes, the hottie on LA Heat.”

Poppy squealed on the other end. “When are we doing a drive-by?”

“Poppy! He’s a potential client. We’re not stalking him.”

“But you have his address.”

“He texted it to me. We’re meeting at his house.”

“So, we could accidently drive by.”

“He lives in the hills of Bel Air. There’s no way we’d just be ‘driving by.’”

“You’re no fun. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“I left my sense of adventure behind after my stinkin’ ex-husband cheated on me.” I sighed, “Sorry, girlfriend, it’s strictly business with Ian. This is one drive-by we aren’t doing.”

“Have you watched his show at least?”

“Crap. No, I forgot. I should probably do that. What night is it on?”

“I can’t believe you haven’t watched it yet. His Ryder character is a tough as nails, former Navy Seal with a deep conflicted past. It’s on Friday nights at nine. You should check it out.”

“I’ll set the DVR so I can have an idea what he’s doing.”

“He’s totally hot right now. I read in one of the rags that Ian’s being considered to play the next James Bond.”

I let that one stew in my brain for a moment. “Wouldn’t it be cool if I could say I decorated a James Bond house? I wonder if he likes it shaken or stirred.”

“I’ll be he likes it hot and heavy and up against the wall.”

“Poppy!” I giggled. “You’re so crude.”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about getting into that boy’s pants. I watched your reaction to him at the party. I don’t blame you. He’s one fine-looking man.”

“I hate to burst your bubble, but it’s strictly business. Besides, I don’t have time for games with a player like him.”

“Girlfriend, one of these days you’re going to have to get back onto the dating wagon. You know, if you don’t get some action, things’ll shrivel up down there. I read about it in a magazine.”

A gurgle of disbelief burst out. “You’re so full of it. My lady parts are just fine. Don’t you worry about me.”

She snorted. “Whatever. This could be your ticket into the big leagues.”

“So, basically, what you’re saying is, I’d better not screw this up?”

“Exactly. Which means you’ll have to play nice with that Barbie character.”

“Tanqueray. Don’t remind me. I wonder if she’ll be at the meeting.”

“I don’t know. Listen, I’ve got to run, but you owe me a drink. I’ve got Sunday night open, how does that work for you? We can plan your strategy to deal with the skinny, blonde Tanqueray.”

I scrolled through my calendar. “Sunday sounds good. Where should we meet?”

“Tres Hermanos. Seven thirty.”

“See you then.”

• • •

Sunday arrived sunny and warm, reaching the low seventies. I luxuriated in my Sundays since it was the only day of the week I refused to work. The difficulty with having a home business was it was easy to become a seven-day-a-week workaholic. About three years ago, I was working every day and almost forgot my sister’s wedding. If my mom hadn’t called the night before the rehearsal dinner to find out what time I was arriving, I would have missed my flight. As it was, I rearranged two client meetings, threw clothes in my bag, and purchased a wedding gift on the way to the airport. So now client meetings were off limits. If I shopped, it was for my own pleasure, and I never answered the phone or e-mails. Everything waited until Monday. In the morning, Sirius and I took a long walk through our mid-century community in Lake Balboa. He sniffed and peed on everything from mailboxes to trees. I grocery shopped in the afternoon then lazily lounged on the back brick patio painting my toenails and reading a trashy romance novel. The shadows grew long and the light waned. I had decompressed and was ready to enjoy my evening out.

It was Sirius’s fault I was late to the restaurant. He chose my fuchsia peep toe pumps for dinner over doggie kibble. It took me an extra fifteen minutes to find a shoe that would satisfy my outfit. In the end, my red jeans and fluttery blue top were paired with lime green wedges, and Sirius was banished to the backyard while I went out.

The scent of sizzling fajitas assailed my nose as I bypassed the hostess station and headed straight for the bar. I approached an open space and my eyes ping-ponged back and forth, searching for Poppy. However, my normally punctual friend wasn’t bellied up to the bar, margarita in hand. I parked my stuff, claiming two seats at the far end, and sent a finger wave to the bartender; then I dug around in my purse, searching for my phone to see if Poppy had left a message.

“Excuse me.” A petite, dark-haired waitress tapped me on the shoulder.

“Yes?”

“Are you Sophie?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Your redheaded friend has a table for you, if you’ll please follow me.” She gestured over her shoulder.

Well, this was unusual. Normally we declined the tables and spent the evening at the bar, eating chips and drinking our dinner. I followed the hostess around the corner to an area separated from the main seating.

“Surprise!”

Startled, I stepped back and put a hand to my chest.

A table for eight was set up with party streamers, two pitchers of margaritas, a few open beer bottles, and a Mexican inspired table-scape with a colorful sombrero as the centerpiece. Poppy was wrapped around her latest boyfriend, a biker named Angel, who looked anything but his moniker. He had wild dark hair, brooding eyes, and was perpetually decked out in leather, denim, and black T-shirts. My design assistant, Michelle Murphy, a petite brunette with brown eyes, was a recent college graduate with a degree in English who came to Hollywood with “The Dream” and soon found reality. Although Michelle bore a certain prettiness, her temperament was too sweet, and she couldn’t compete with the cut-throat LA starlets. Next to Michelle stood my electrician, Enrique Vargas, with his wife, Sancha, both Puerto Ricans with dark skin and eyes. However, where Enrique’s hair was thick and black, Sancha insisted on dying hers red, which faded into magenta tones soon after coloring. Enrique’s squat, solid girth came up to my nose and his acne-scarred face held a rugged attraction. Sancha, a round apple-cheeked Latino, stood a few inches shorter than Enrique and taught high school Spanish. Speaking to Sancha were my lanky, sandy-haired general contractor and carpenter, Jack Blumberg and his rotund, bleached blonde wife, Jodie. Jack and Jodie were in their mid-thirties, and Jodie was a stay-at-home mom raising three kids, ages six, eight, and ten. Getting out for an adult evening was a treat for her.

Enrique, or Ricky as I called him, and Jack were indispensable to my business. Ricky had been with me for five years and Jack almost four. They were excellent at their jobs, and on more than one occasion, had bent over backward to meet a time-crunched deadline to satisfy a picky client.

Poppy strode over, handed me a bowl-o-margarita and gave me a one-armed hug to keep our drinks from spilling. “Happy Birthday, Soph!”

“Did we surprise you, niña?” Sancha elbowed Poppy out of the way. Her plump be-ringed hands pulled me down to her height for a smack on the lips.

“Yes, you did.” I grinned over her head at Poppy. “You really pulled it off this time, my friend. I had no idea.”

“I know it’s not your birthday yet, but I’ve got a wedding and a bat mitzvah back to back next weekend, and I figured holding the party early would throw you off the scent.”

My thirtieth birthday wasn’t until Saturday, and to be honest, I wasn’t looking forward to it. Originally, I hoped it would pass quietly into the night without fanfare. However, I appreciated Poppy’s effort. This was a fun group of people with whom to celebrate another year.

The waiter appeared with a loaded tray.

“Okay, everyone, take a seat. Dinner has arrived,” Poppy hollered above the din of conversation. She placed me at the head of the table and sat directly on my right, with Angel on her other side. Jack sat on my left, and everyone else shuffled into a spot while the waiter laid steaming platters of food down the center of the table. We shared the meal family style. Poppy had ordered a variety of dishes, ranging from quesadillas, tacos, and a massive bowl of refried beans to enchiladas and chile rellenos, all rounded out with fresh chips and salsa. I couldn’t have asked for a better surprise party.

Once we filled our plates, I turned to Jack. “Hey, I thought you should know I have a new client consultation planned for Wednesday. It’s an actor by the name of Ian O’Connor.”

He nodded. “Poppy was telling us about it before you arrived. She says it’s the guy who plays Ryder on LA Heat. Is that true?”

“Yup. Poppy introduced us at one of her parties.”

Jack whistled. “This could be really big for the company.”

“I know. What does your schedule look like over the next month?”

“We have a few one- to two-day carpentry jobs on the horizon, and in about two weeks, one of my painting crews will be out of a job if I don’t find something soon.”

“I’m sure we’ll be painting, so I’ll get in touch after the consult to let you know.”

“That would be great. I hate when I don’t have work for the guys.” As a general contractor, Jack supplied me with carpenters, painters, dry-wallers, plumbers, and flooring installers.

Jodie, sitting on the other side of Jack, said, “Hey, hey, this is a party. No more work talk. I want to know about Ian, though. That man is smokin’. If you end up working on his house, you better get me an autographed photo.” She elbowed her husband.

Jack shook his head, affronted. “I’m not getting my wife some photo of a Hollywood hunk.”

“Sophie will get one for me, won’t you, Soph?” Her overly made-up eyes glared at her husband as she leaned around him toward me.

Sancha, who sat across from Jodie, spoke up. “Who is this Ian? Why do you want his photo, Jodie? You have a handsome husband. Why you need photos of another man?”

“He’s the main character on LA Heat.”

“The cop show?” Her dark eyes sparked with recognition.

Am I the only one who doesn’t watch the show?

“Yes,” Jodie responded.

“Which one is he?” Sancha asked.

Poppy leaned past Angel to answer Sancha. “He’s the main detective. You know, the hot one, the one with dark hair and blue, blue eyes.”

“The one who comes out of the ocean wearing nothing but water and swim trunks during the opening credits,” Jodie mooned.

Sancha started fanning her face with a dinner napkin. “Oh my. Ese hombre es varonil y muy sexy. Sophie,” she said, “Can you get me a photo, too? Maybe without his shirt on, eh?” She winked.

Ricky, who sat at the foot of the table, got in on the conversation. “Hey, why you need pictures of a half-naked man? You have a handsome husband, too!” He playfully threw Sancha’s words back at her.

We laughed, and I promised to get autographed photos for all the ladies.

After dinner, the plates were removed and our waiter brought out a colorful cake. Along with four of his compatriots, they sang “Happy Birthday” in Spanish. At least, I think it was “Happy Birthday.” Margaritas flowed down my throat like a river, and at the end of the night, after prolonged hugs and confessions of undying love to all my friends, Enrique and Sancha drove me home.

I vaguely remembered lying in the backseat of Sancha’s Toyota singing “These Shoes Were Made for Walking,” while doing a soft shoe on the window. In the rear of my mind, I knew the next morning would be painful, but the margaritas accomplished their job well, and I just didn’t care. All of a sudden, thirty wasn’t looking so bad. I had outstanding friends, and a yummy looking potential client who could help me make it into the big leagues.


Chapter 3

The doorbell tolled through the 1960s architecturally styled home, and I subconsciously wiped a palm down my black linen pants. Gripping a red iPad case, I shifted my Coach tote higher up on my shoulder. It was cool under the covered portico, but nerves made me sweat.

“Get a grip,” I whispered down to my pink toenails peeping out of black sandals. I sucked in a lungful of air and consciously made an effort to slow my heartbeat. I was about to do a breath check when the door popped open. My eyes zoomed up to meet Ian’s lash-fringed azure gaze. He wore jeans and a snug black T-shirt that outlined the perfection of his chest, and his feet were bare. He held a cell phone to his ear.

“Sophie, excellent timing! C’mon on in. Listen mate, my new decorator showed up, so I’ve got to bugger off.” Ian stood aside to allow me to enter. “Of course she’s beautiful, but she’s also trouble.” Ian winked at me. “She told me so herself. Gotta dash. I’ll ring you tomorrow.”

My cheeks burned.

“Go find your own decorator, mate. Sophie’s mine.” He chuckled and hung up. “Cheeky fellow.”

The air shifted, and as I passed by, his musky male scent played havoc with my senses. However, the shocking design calamity that met my eyes as I walked through the foyer into the main living space was enough to draw my attention away from the marvelous male specimen sending me a heart-dropping smile. The kitchen had been recently renovated. It held modern stainless appliances, European style cabinetry with clean lines, and recycled green and gray glass countertops. It flowed into a large great room with vaulted ceilings and floor-to-ceiling windows that provided a stunning vista of rocky hills. Unfortunately, the vile color combination was tough to get past. The kitchen was painted neon orange, and when combined with the aqua and red striped wall in the great room and the lime green in the dining room, it was enough to give an epileptic a seizure.

With straight-faced tact I asked, “So, Ian, did you choose the paint colors?”

I always asked new clients this question before making any sort of observations about the current décor. Early in my career, I made an off-hand comment about an unattractive ocher yellow in a client’s kitchen; I was mortified when she told me she had chosen it. The client wasn’t best pleased with me, and her manner remained chilly throughout the rest of the job. It was a learning experience I refused to repeat.

“Lord luv you, no. After a while, the color gives me a headache. Clearly it’s the reason I’m desperate for your help.”

“It does seem to be a bit over the top. I wonder what kind of furniture the former owner put with these colors?”

“Wouldn’t know.” Ian shrugged. “The house was empty when I looked at it. I got a great deal because it had been sitting on the market for a couple of months.”

I nodded. “I imagine the color palette was a deterrent to buyers.”

“I bought the house because the kitchen was new and because of what’s out back. Let me show you.”

Ian lightly gripped my upper arm. Tingly feelings shot directly to my belly. He led me through a nine-foot sliding door to reveal a kidney-shaped pool with attached hot tub and splashing river rock fountain. The curved terracotta stained concrete patio was stamped to resemble tile, and it was complemented by an outdoor kitchen complete with grill, sink, double burners, and granite countertops. The kitchen was shaded by a second floor deck. Palm trees and native landscaping completed the resort-inspired oasis. The only furniture on the vast courtyard consisted of a green plastic table with two chairs and a ratty aluminum lounger set up near the pool. How did it hold together under Ian’s weight? The new patio seemed at odds with the modernist architecture of the 1960s home, with its sharp lines and blocky construction. However, upon further consideration, the curvature of the pool and veranda softened the angular edges and created a pleasing juxtaposition.

“It’s beautiful.” I wandered over to the pool, disturbing the water with my fingers. “I assume you want to design an outdoor space for entertaining?” I shaded my eyes as I looked at him.

Ian scratched his five o’clock shadow. “Yes. Do you think we can do something like that?”

“Of course.” I smiled. “That’s what I’m here for. Why don’t we go back inside and talk about what you want, and I’ll look over the house and see what we can do.”

Ian led me back into the great room. I took a seat on the well-worn couch as he headed into the kitchen.

“Do you want a beer?”

“No, thank you.”

“Soda? Orange juice?” He bent over, searching the fridge, while I sat mesmerized by a pair of well-fitting jeans that outlined his fine backside. Ian caught me staring and shot a roguish grin over his shoulder.

My face burned and I dragged my eyes away. “Orange juice will be fine.”

While Ian fixed the drinks, I steadied my nerves by getting down to business. I pulled a notebook and pen out of my case, fired up my iPad, and began a rough sketch of the space. Furniture was sparse. Besides the couch, the great room comprised of a stained wooden coffee table, a pathetic standing lamp, and an enormous flat screen TV that sat on a squat, unattractive stand in front of the fireplace.

“Does that fireplace work?”

“I think so.” Ian handed me a drink. The couch shifted as he took his seat, and I slid closer to him.

I cleared my throat and put on my professional façade. “I assume the first thing you want is paint.”

“Absolutely.”

“I see the kitchen cabinetry and appliances are new. Do you want to leave them?”

“Yes.”

“As for the great room, you need paint, furniture, lighting, and possibly a built-in for your TV.”

“Sure.” Ian took a long drink of beer, and my eyes followed his Adam’s apple as it bobbed up and down.

“Curtains?” I whispered, cleared my throat, and tried again. “Curtains?”

He nodded. “If you say so.”

I smiled. “Let’s take a moment to figure out your style, shall we?”

“Like I told you at the party, I don’t really have one.”

“Well, the kitchen is fairly stylized. Looking beyond the hideous color, do you like its clean, modern lines?”

Ian squinted. “Sure.”

“Okay, tell me about this couch; this is not a modern style.”

“It’s comfortable.” He shrugged.

“So you like the comfort of the couch. Do you prefer material or leather sofas?”

“Material. I think.”

Either Ian was a man of few words, or decorating was simply beyond his scope of concerns. “Of the things in this room, your TV is likely the most expensive item, so it’s important to you?”

Ian glanced around the striped nightmare. “Everything can go, but the TV stays.”

I nodded. “And the couch?”

“You can chuck the couch, but you have to replace it with something comfortable. Not leather. Too slippery.”

“Is the sofa an important item to you?”

“Hell, yeah! I want to be able to kick my feet up and watch the game with my mates.”

The room remained silent as I scribbled some notes. Ian was either going to be one of the easiest clients I’d ever dealt with or one of the hardest. If he truly didn’t care, I could design whatever I thought would look good, and he’d go with the flow. It was the clients who didn’t know what they wanted that became a challenge. Invariably, there would be a learning curve as they discovered their options. Then they’d spend weeks waffling back and forth and basically becoming a designer’s nightmare. “Okay, let’s assess what type of relationship we’re going to have.”

“We’re having a relationship?” Ian sat forward with wiggling eyebrows and a cunning grin.

It took all my willpower not to roll my eyes at the immature come-on. Instead, I pushed him back with a firm hand. “A professional relationship. Now, after I present my recommendations, some clients don’t want to speak again until the renovations are complete. Others want to shop with me, pick out their tile, paint color, etcetera. Some clients are in between. How involved do you wish to be?”

“I want to pick out the sofa.”

“The sofa? That’s it?”

“That’s all I need.”

I evaluated him for a moment. I didn’t want to get my hopes up too high, but he was turning into a designer’s dream by providing free reign. If only he would keep his flirty, delectable self out of my way, I just might be able to turn this place into something worthy of the cover of House Beautiful. The creative juices were already flowing, and the home’s potential had me figuratively rubbing my hands in delight. “Hmm … okay, let’s get started. Can you help me with some of the measurements?”

We spent the next half hour measuring the room dimensions and the exterior patio before heading upstairs to the master bedroom. “Let me guess, more stripes?”

Ian cringed. “Bright yellow and black. It looked like a bloody bee. I couldn’t stand it so I put up this white. Two coats,” Ian held up two long fingers, “and you can still see the black paint.”

I laughed.

A pair of sliding doors led out to the upper deck, which was empty of furnishings. I poked my head into the en suite. “What was the bathroom painted?”

“Black. All of it.”

What were the first owners thinking? “It must have been like living in a cave.”

Ian snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Exactly!”

I sat on the bed. The mattress was comfortable, not too firm. “Your mattress seems to be in good shape.”

“It better be. I just spent a bleedin’ fortune on it.” He stood, arms crossed, examining me as I took notes and measured.

“What do you want in your bedroom?” I asked with pen poised.

Ian’s eyebrow quirked and his grin was playful. “You.”

I rolled my eyes at the blatant flirtation. Seriously, did this guy just think I’d strip and go for it right now? “I mean, what kind of design do you want? Calm, neutral oasis, Moroccan vibe, Old-world Tuscan? Or do you just want me to come up with something?”

“Hmm,” he scratched his chin, “I might like the Tuscan thing. Can you swing that?”

“Honey, I can do anything,” I answered in a distracted tone and drifted around the room, scratching fervently on my notebook.

“Anything?” Ian’s warm voice murmured over my shoulder, startling me.

The pen sailed across the room as my shoulder made contact with Ian’s granite jaw, shooting pain down my arm. His teeth closed with an audible snap.
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