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Chapter 1�

The front door slammed as Allie Walker poured a generous�
helping of creamer into her morning coffee. She sighed, resisting the�
temptation to match the violence by smashing the container onto the�
counter. But it would be a shame to waste the whole thing, and she�
did love the new Almond Joy creamer. Instead she reached into the�
fridge and treated herself to a more generous helping of whipped�
cream than normal.�

Taking the mug, she slipped out the back door and lowered�
herself into a deck chair, ignoring the roar of Brad’s car engine as�
he sped up the driveway. Don’t think about it, she told herself�
sternly, making a valiant attempt to concentrate on the view.�Her�
view. Rolling green hills spread out in all directions, tapering down�
into a�V� directly in front of her that showed a generous slice of the�
Pacific Ocean. The trees were just beginning to turn fall colors, and�
the air had a delicious crispness to it. The vista, and the ability to sit�
on her own porch enjoying it and breathing the sea air, was a big part�
of the reason she was determined to stay here. She couldn’t bring�
herself to even contemplate leaving this house. It was the first place�
that she had ever felt like she actually belonged, and if Brad couldn’t�
understand that…�
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And then the scenery changed. A large, square man in ancient�
jeans, work boots, and a hunter-green henley ambled into her range�
of vision and came up the three stairs to join her on the deck.�

Allie held her breath as he went past her into the house. Karl�
wasn’t her type at all, something she was forced to remind herself�
every time she saw him. And it wouldn’t have mattered if he�had�
been her type, anyway. She had her man, and they were happy�
together. At least most of the time they were happy, she reflected,�
forcing her attention back to the ocean. They’d even started talking�
about getting married. She’d known the moment she’d met Brad that�
she would marry him. Tall, slender, intellectual, with a dry sense of�
humor and a good job as an accountant. That was her type. Not the�
strong-but-silent, smoldering-sexuality type. But was Brad the bed-�
and-breakfast-owner type? After their argument this morning Allie�
was beginning to think she might have to choose between her�
relationship and the beautiful, yellow house with its magnificent�
view. It wasn’t a choice that was going to come easily. It was the�
house she’d always wanted, and turning it into a guest house on the�
northern California coast had seemed like the perfect thing to do�
with it.�

The screen door banged behind her and she jumped, nearly�
sloshing coffee all down her front. Karl clumped back past her, but�
instead of continuing down the stairs and across the lawn, he settled�
himself on the top step. His long, denim-covered legs spread out so�
that the only way she could avoid seeing them was to close her eyes�
or go inside. She did neither. She took a sip and allowed herself the�
guilty pleasure of admiring his broad shoulders and black, curly�
hair. He really should wear a cowboy hat, she reflected. Even�
though normally she considered cowboy hats completely preten-�
tious, she had a feeling he would look really sexy in one.�
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“Your man off to work?” He was looking out over the view as�
well, almost as if he hadn’t even noticed her.�

She didn’t answer at first, and he turned around to give her a�
quizzical look. “You two have a fight?”�

She felt her face going red, although she had no idea why.�
Couples fight, she reasoned with herself.�It isn’t anything to be�
ashamed of�. But she knew if she tried to speak there was a good�
chance she would start crying, so she just nodded miserably, staring�
down into her coffee. It wasn’t what she had meant to do. She would�
have much preferred to answer him in a brisk and efficient way,�
maybe with a careless toss of her dark blonde hair, indicating that�
whatever had crawled up Brad’s ass had nothing whatever to do�
with her.�

Turning back to the view, Karl sipped his coffee. Allie tried to�
make herself get up and go into the house to save her dignity. But�
she couldn’t seem to make her body move. Sitting on the porch with�
him seemed somehow comforting, in a strange way. That in itself�
was enough to convince her that it was bad. You shouldn’t be�
feeling comforted by someone who isn’t your boyfriend, she told�
herself firmly.�You aren’t that type. You’re normal, boring, unad-�
venturous. You don’t have affairs or even read romance novels.�
Your life is complicated enough right now without feeling stirrings�
just because you’re sitting near a pretend cowboy.�That wasn’t fair,�
she knew. Karl didn’t really pretend to be a cowboy. It wasn’t even�
his fault she was fantasizing about him in a cowboy hat and boots�
and nothing else.�

“You probably don’t want to talk about it,” Karl said after a�
minute of silence between them.�



4�

“No.” She hoped he was going to let the subject drop now.�
Strong but silent was so much better in a handyman than a gossipy�
chatterbox.�

He set his coffee down and turned his large body so that they�
were face-to-face. “But you need to.”�

Now she did jump up, without really thinking about it. She�
considered several biting but completely unoriginal remarks, such�
as “It’s none of your business.” Before she could decide on one, he�
was standing, too, facing her.�

“Sit down.” His voice took her by surprise. It was completely�
different—deeper, more commanding than normal. She hesitated,�
trying to read his expression. They stared at each other, and the air�
between them seemed to thicken and crackle with tension. Allie�
moved slightly, trying to force herself to turn and get away from the�
way his eyes were pinning her down.�

“I’m not going to bite you.” He reached out and put a hand on�
her arm, pushing her gently back down into her chair. Then he�
settled himself again on the top step, continuing to watch her as if�
she might bolt. When she didn’t move, he relaxed back against the�
rail and said in his normal voice, “Okay. Tell me what’s going on. I�
think I have a right to know.”�

Allie debated with herself for a second. He probably did. Karl�
had been living here with her father, although Allie wasn’t exactly�
sure why. When she and Brad had come, Karl offered to stay on and�
do the renovations to the house while Brad got an accounting job in�
town. They hadn’t been able to afford to pay him anything, and he�
hadn’t complained. He’d only asked for the use of a couple of rooms�
in the remodeled barn and the state-of-the-art darkroom in the�
basement. That had been fine with her. She’d made one trip to the�
basement and had no desire to go back. It had been finished as some�
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kind of studio, she guessed, painted black and red, with erotic art all�
over the walls and large piles of unidentified furniture covered with�
sheets. The quick glimpse she’d taken showed what seemed to be a�
large wooden structure. She had no idea what it was for and was�
completely uninterested in finding out.�

“You know what’s going on,” she said finally. “We’re running out�
of money. My father didn’t leave enough to last very long, especially�
with the changes we’ve had to make. If we don’t start getting paying�
customers soon, we’re going to have to consider selling it.”�

“Yeah, I know that part,” he agreed. “But what’s going on with�
you personally? Is Brad pressuring you to leave?”�

“Sort of, although he’s too passive-aggressive to come right out�
and say it,” Allie admitted, miserably pushing the hair away from her�
face. “That is, not right away, but I don’t know how much longer he’s�
going to be able to handle the stress. Money problems are tough on�
any relationship. And those letters from the bank aren’t helping.”�

“Mmm.” Karl continued to watch her. “And you? Do you want�
out?”�

“No!” The word exploded out of her with surprising force. She�
returned his stare now, her misery evaporating in a wave of determi-�
nation. “I love this house. I love this area. This is the life I want. I’m�
not sure how I’m going to make it work.” Her voice faltered a little,�
and she ducked her head again. “But as long as there’s any chance of�
keeping it going, I’m going to give it my best shot.”�

He nodded, finally transferring his gaze back to the ocean.�

A thought struck Allie. “Karl,” she began hesitantly. His eye-�
brows went up as he turned back to her. “Are you thinking of leaving?�
Because I don’t know when we’ll be able to get you the money we�
owe you …”�
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He laughed a little. “No need. I’ve lived here for the last ten years,�
and I’m not planning on going anywhere for a while. I promised your�
dad that I’d give you all the help I could. I’ll stick it out as long as you�
do. But if you decide to leave, you need to come and talk to me first.”�
A slightly harsh edge had come back into his voice.�

She tried not to notice it. There was something odd about Karl.�
She had never understood why he’d stayed or why her father had�
asked him to. It wasn’t like he had any ties to them, or any share of�
the profits if the place was successful. She wondered, not for the first�
time, if Karl had been her father’s lover. He didn’t seem gay, but you�
couldn’t always tell.�

“What was he like?” she asked. Karl looked at her in surprise then�
let out a short bark of laughter before stopping himself.�

“I’m sorry.” His face went serious, but there was still a hint of�
amusement in his voice. “You’re asking me what your dad was like?”�

Allie nodded. “After he left my mother, we didn’t spend much�
time together. As a kid your parents are just parents, you know? You�
don’t really think of them or get to know them as people. We were�
certainly never close. I couldn’t believe it when the lawyers told me�
he’d left me the house. I thought he did some teaching here. Didn’t�
he ever think of turning it into a paying guest house?”�

Karl smiled again, a little ruefully. “There wasn’t a week that�
went by that I didn’t tell him that was more or less what he needed to�
do. There was a lot we could have done with the place. I had all kinds�
of ideas for ways we could make money, especially with the barn and�
the basement.” He laughed at her puzzled look. “But he was a�
stubborn one. All he would say was that he needed his peace and�
quiet and didn’t want a bunch of noisy guests running around de-�
manding more towels. Privacy was very important to him. He didn’t�
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like people hanging around while he did some of his more…unusual�
shoots.”�

“You mean the nudes?” Allie blushed a little, in spite of herself. Her�
father’s photography had included a large collection of what many�
people classified as deviant art. But she had always avoided the temp-�
tation to see what they really encompassed. There had been some�
tabloid stories claiming he was into bondage, torture, you name it. Even�
aside from her own distaste, there was something about the idea of�
looking at her father’s erotic work that seemed indecent. When she and�
Brad had gotten together, she had been relieved to find he wasn’t into�
Playboy� or�Penthouse� or any of those kinds of things. It wasn’t that she�
was prudish, she told herself, but pornography just didn’t appeal to her.�

She’d given Karl instructions to collect and put her father’s nudes�
out of sight somewhere. She had wondered in her more paranoid�
moments if that had been a smart move. For all she knew he might be�
selling them on the side and pocketing the money. Her father’s popu-�
larity had been growing over the last decade, although he didn’t seem�
to have been any good at managing his money. Or, more likely, he had�
put most of it into this house. Its location on top of a hill overlooking�
the ocean made it worth a great deal, she knew. And he had left it to�
her, his only child. Or at least the only one she knew about.�

“The nudes, yes, among other things.” Karl gave her a flirtatious�
but enigmatic smile. “Let me know when you’re ready to hear about it,�
darlin’, and I’ll give you all the details.”�

She shuddered dramatically. “No, thanks. I’m not really interested�
in that kind of stuff, especially as it relates to my father.”�

He laughed. “Fair enough, but tell me, what�are� you interested in?”�
He leaned a little closer, and his warmth and nearness affected her in�
strange ways. It would have been too creepy to be attracted to her�
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father’s lover, but he had an undeniable, palpable masculinity. If she had�
closed her eyes she could have almost felt the heat coming off him.�

No, no, no�. She stood up and turned resolutely toward the house. “Nothing�
like that,” she said over her shoulder as she opened the screen door.�

She heard him chuckle as she stepped inside. He called after her, “Oh, I�
almost forgot. Charlie Wayne called yesterday while you were out. He said�
he’ll call back later.”�

His boots clumped down the stairs, and he strode off across the lawn,�
whistling to himself, completely unaware of the crash of Allie’s coffee cup�
hitting the kitchen floor.�
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