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-Chapter 1-

If rebounding was a sport, Laurel Kenning
could qualify for Olympic gold. It wasn’t that she was one of those
people who “loved to be in love” but rather, she was, as her best
friend Alice, put it “eternally searching for something that
doesn’t exist…like the Easter Bunny or Santa Claus.”

Laurel liked to think of her dogged pursuit
of true love as one who honestly believed that somewhere, out
there, was her soulmate. Someone who would love her above all else
— more than their Air Soft gun collection, thank you very much Brad
(I hope you shoot your eye out someday); and treat her like the
lady she was (burping and farting at the same time, is not a skill,
and no, a Dutch oven does not put me in the mood, Richard); and
shared the same life goals (no, I really don’t want to live on a
leaky, smelly boat for the rest of my life, Patrick).

But, as of late, Laurel had begun to wonder
if maybe Alice was right. There were no good men out there any
longer. Instead of looking for Mr. Right, she ought to be looking
for Mr. Right Now or maybe Mr. Yeah-You’ll-Do-In-A-Pinch because as
evidenced by the fact that she’d just returned from the police
station to report that her ex-boyfriend had stolen all her fine
China when he adiosed from the relationship, her marriage
material gauge was seriously malfunctioning.

So she’d recently come to the decision that
there’d be no more looking for her one-and-only; no more clipping
wedding dress photos for a wedding that would likely never happen;
and definitely no hoping she’d found “the one” with each new
relationship.

From now on, she was going to take a lesson
from Alice: love ‘em and leave ‘em (preferably before they start
pressing for a phone number or a name).

Yeah…sounded like a plan.

From starry-eyed romantic to freewheeling
Jezebel.

And absolutely — under no circumstances
— was the “L” word to cross her lips again.

Aidan wasn’t in a habit of going to bars but
as his twin brother, Dutch, had so eloquently pointed out, he was
on a bit of a dry spell in the loving department and it was taking
its toll.

“God, you’re a fucking grouch. Get laid, will
you?”

A sharp retort threatened to follow but Aidan
had to admit Dutch had a point. He was a grouch. The pressure of
keeping Pop’s construction business above water in this down
economy was killing him. Of course, Dutch — although he’d
inherited half of the business as well — was happy to let him
shoulder the load while he chased pretty tail and lived like a
trust fund baby with very little responsibility and that was
beginning to rub him raw. Most times, particularly lately, if they
hadn’t been born twins, he’d have questioned whether or not they
were related at all.

So here he was at The Dancing Frog being his
brother’s wingman, with the unlikely goal of finding someone to
help scratch an itch, and wondering if Dutch would even notice if
he slipped out the back door.

Trolling a bar wasn’t his style. It felt
sleazy.

Dutch returned with a beer and handed it to
him. “You suck at this,” he said above the pulsing music. “You have
to mingle, get out there, mix it up, if you want to land a fish on
the hook.” Dutch scanned the crowd as he swigged his beer, a
predatory look sharpening his features. “Ah, right there,” he said,
pointing discreetly at a curvy red-head, laughing with a group of
girls and sipping at some frou-frou drink. “That’s the one. Go for
it.”

“Not my type.” She looked high maintenance.
The last thing he needed was a chick who wanted to be wined and
dined.

Dutch pulled Aidan closer so he could yell in
his ear. “You’re missing the point of this excursion. It’s about
getting laid, having a good time — not finding a girlfriend.
You savvy?”

Aidan was embarrassed to admit he didn’t
remember the rules of that particular game. Maybe at one time he’d
been a player same as Dutch but that guy seemed miles away from the
man he was today. “I don’t know,” he said, swigging his own beer,
his gaze bouncing from the red-head and returning. She was
certainly hot. That red hair alone was enough to pull his eyeballs
from his sockets. Generous, lush curves swelled in hills and
valleys and as he finished his beer, the liquid courage helped send
his imagination to places he realized he’d very much like to see
and experience in the flesh. Was she a genuine redhead? Would he
find a patch of strawberry curls or a neatly groomed landing strip?
Were her breasts tipped with generous rose-hued nipples or tight
little buds? He swallowed a groan as he tortured himself with his
current train of thought, his groin tightening with an eagerness
fit for a teenage boy with his first sexual experience. At
thirty-two, he was no teenager but at the moment, his cock was
twitching like one.

As if she knew someone was watching her, her
stare caught his and held. Something electric snapped along his
body and all that repressed sexual energy bounded — no, roared
— to life.

Yeah…Dutch was right. It was time to end his
self-imposed sentence of abstinence. Starting with the smoking hot
redhead. One night of no-holds barred, knock-down, drag-out, sweaty
and dirty sex. Now, to hook himself a red-head.

Laurel saw the man across the crowded bar
just as she was about to flag the cocktail waitress for another
round. She was already on her second Apple-tini and technically
tipsy but since she wasn’t driving, she didn’t mind the
free-floating and giggly feeling.

“Seriously hot stuff coming this way,” Alice
said, zeroing in on the dark-haired man Laurel had snagged gazes
with only moments ago. “Anyone calling dibs?” she asked.

“Me,” Laurel piped up, surprising them both.
She smiled tremulously, feeling every drop of that Apple-tini as
she said, “You’re the one who said I needed to get my mind off
what’s-his-face and flirting with a hot stranger seems like a step
in the right direction.”

“Honey, I want to do more than flirt with
him,” Alice said dryly but gave Laurel the go-ahead. “He’s yours.
But don’t let that succulent piece of man candy go untouched or
else you’re going to get an earful from me for being wasteful.”
Alice scooted from the bench seat with their other friend, Tansy
and suddenly Laurel was alone.

Laurel watched as he threaded his way to her,
a faint, flirty smile playing with his fine lips and she flushed,
feeling very decadent and heathen-like. Broad shoulders narrowed to
tight hips and she caught the definition of strong arms beneath his
shirt. She imagined he’d have no trouble at all hoisting her up so
she could wrap her long legs around his waist. Thank God it was
dark. Her flaring cheeks would’ve ruined the whole “sexy siren”
thing she was going for tonight.

“Can I buy you a drink?” he asked once he got
to her table. His voice, deep and smooth, conjured all manner of
naughty things — things she’d never had the sexual wherewithal to
try or even suggest with past lovers — and the breath hitched
in her chest. She nodded and smiled — did she look drunk or
sexy? She hoped the latter. She was going to do something out of
character, something wild and crazy to usher in the “new”
Laurel.

She was going to ride this luscious stranger
six ways from Sunday without a thought more complicated than
wondering which position to try first.

“Do you have condoms?” she asked, delighting
when her pointed question caused his Adam’s apple to bob.

“Y-yes.”

She reached for his hand. “Then let’s
go.”


-Chapter 2-

Her hand clasping his, she pulled him up a
short flight of stairs leading away from the dance floor and they
disappeared behind a door into a small, private room. She clicked
the lock and wasted no time in launching herself at him.

He caught her just as she hopped into his
arms. “I never” she planted a searing, heart-stopping kiss on his
lips “do this,” she admitted breathlessly, “But you’re just what I
was looking for.”

Her tongue danced with his and he barely made
sense of the words. His cock strained to be free, needing to plunge
into that hot core rubbing against him, teasing him with the
promise of wet delights and carnal heaven. Her plump breasts
pressed against him so tightly he could feel the hard points of her
nipples through the sheer fabric of her form-fitting dress and he
knew even if this was going to go down in the books as the worst
mistake of his life, there was no way in hell he was turning back
now.

He slid his hands along her ass, skimming
bare skin until he encountered the thin scrap of material of her
panties. He pinned her to the wall, her heels digging into his
backside as they ended up with her back against the wall as he
supported her weight. A groan escaped her lips when he moved to her
neck, nipping at the sensitive skin then sucking the sweet flesh
into his mouth causing her to shudder and clutch at him, demanding
more.

Her hair smelled of strawberries in the
sunshine and she felt like goddess in his arms. He wanted her with
a savage intensity that eclipsed good sense or even rational
thought. They were strangers. Hell, he didn’t even know her name.
But none of that mattered. The moment scorched them both and they
were willfully going down in flames together.

“I want to taste you,” she gasped and he was
only too willing to oblige. She hopped from his waist and waited
impatiently as he jerked open his jeans. She didn’t hesitate and
simply reached inside his briefs to grab a handful of his thick,
engorged cock. His knees threatened to buckle from the immense
pleasure of her hot little hand curling around his staff but
somehow by the grace of God he remained upright. Within seconds her
mouth was on him, enveloping his rigid staff in wet heat, sucking
greedily, laving and teasing the plump crown until his eyes crossed
from the sheer blissful torture. His hips pumped as his hands
curled in her gorgeous hair and that tell-tale pressure began to
build in his balls signaling he’d stop before he filled her mouth
with his seed.

“Wait,” he managed to moan, gently pushing at
her. “I’m about to blow…we need…to stop…”

She disengaged with a wicked grin and it only
inflamed him further. “Your turn,” he growled, backing her to the
wall and going to his knees as he reached under her filmy dress to
pull down her panties. Sweet russet curls dusted white skin
beckoning him to touch, taste, and savor. Wasting no time, he
pressed his face into the musky heat, his erection painfully thick
and rigid as his tongue delved into her secret folds, each swipe
and plunge eliciting a gasp and a moan as she struggled to remain
standing. Her fingers threaded through his hair as he sucked and
toyed with the swollen little nub, listening for minute changes in
her breathing to know when to vary his technique and when to stay
the course. Her breathy moans drove him crazy and he wanted nothing
more than to hear her come, feel her shudder against his
tongue.

“Ohhh,” she cried, her fingers clutching at
him frantically, her knees starting to shake. “Yessss…yes!
Ahh…!”

She came and he pulled away just in time for
her to slide to the floor in a boneless heap. She rocked with the
aftershocks of her orgasm, her mouth slightly open as she tried to
catch her breath. But he wasn’t finished with her yet.

He flipped her to her belly and she rewarded
him with a breathy moan as she lifted her ass to him, begging him
to take her from behind. Good God, had he ever seen a more
beautiful backside? Not in recent history. This mystery woman was
like lava incinerating an entire village. A force to be reckoned
with for sure.

“Is this what you want?” he asked softly,
rubbing his cock between the cleft in her cheeks, teasing her. She
groaned and pushed against him in answer. “Greedy girl,” he
murmured but the slight shake in his voice betrayed his own need.
He pulled a condom onto his shaft and, gripping her hips, slid into
her slippery sheath.

He groaned, his eyes rolling back into his
head as he began to rock her body, pumping into her until his balls
slapped in rhythm against her. Sweet Jesus, he was going to have
a heart attack.

“So good,” he gasped. “So…fucking…goood.”

Her cries matched his and he lifted her hips
higher, pistoning her heat until he was mindless with the sheer
ferocity of his need to come.

The pressure built mercilessly, his balls
tightening until he thought he might implode. “Oh God,” he cried,
wanting to shout her name as he filled her but there was a
white-out in his brain and even if he’d known her name, he likely
would’ve lost the knowledge at that moment.

Collapsing to the side, he withdrew and
pulled the condom off and threw it away before he rolled to his
back and tried to find his breath.

Holy hell…he might’ve just fallen in love.
Little aftershocks kept zinging her body as she recovered from two
orgasms in nearly consecutive order. Gorgeous and talented with
both his tongue and his cock — for someone out there he’d be a
keeper.

But not for this girl.

Her buzz fading, she realized she was lying
on the dirty carpet of a floor that probably hadn’t seen a vacuum
in years and she was covered in the sweat of a man she’d just met.
Literally.

Laurel snagged her panties and slid them back
on before climbing to her feet. Um…thanks? What did one say to
someone who’d just shagged your brains out? She’d never been in
this kind of situation and she certainly didn’t know the protocol.
“So…that was great,” she offered as she found her discarded heels
and wiggled her feet into them. He was tucking himself back into
his jeans when she got to the door.

“Wait,” he said, the puzzled expression he
wore only intensifying his overall cuteness. He was definitely the
kind of guy — no, used to be the kind of guy — she would bring
home and try to housetrain. He had all the right characteristics:
cute, well-built, wonderfully hung, and most likely harboring some
wretchedly fatal flaw. No thank you. The New Laurel didn’t care to
find out how uncharming the Prince truly was. “I don’t even
know your name,” he said.

She smiled. “I know. And I don’t know yours.
It’s what makes this little hook-up perfect.” So don’t ruin it,
hotcakes.

“But—“

“I’ll see you around,” Laurel said, sincerely
hoping she did not but figured it was the most polite thing to say
in light of the recent fabulous horizontal mambo. And it had been
fabulous. As in toe-curling, forget-your-own-name,
going-to-Jesus fabulous. She suppressed a shudder as one last
pleasant zing warmed her nerve endings. “Ah, bye!”

Before he could say another word, she was out
the door and melting into the throbbing, gyrating and drunken
crowd, to catch a cab ride home.


 


-Chapter 3-

He’d gotten laid by a woman who hadn’t wanted
strings or attachments. Apparently, he hadn’t been the only one
with an itch to scratch. He helped her, she helped him — case
closed.

So why did he feel oddly disappointed that
she hadn’t wanted more?

Holy hell, he was turning into a woman.
Annoyed with himself, he focused on the job ahead. This was one
Dutch had actually bid on and won. Seemed easy enough. Probably
wouldn’t require a crew, which would save the company on costs.
Pops — their grandfather — had left them ownership of his
Sacramento-based construction company but work had all but dried up
for the smaller companies like Pop’s when the economy had taken a
dive.

“Pops, why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Aidan
groaned, wanting to toss every scrap of paper with the word
‘invoice’ stamped on the top back into the overloaded file folder
haphazardly marked ‘TO BE PAID’ on the cover. Unbeknownst to them,
their Pops had been knee-deep…no, correction, buried in debt. Aidan
was working his ass off to keep the business from going under but
since he was doing most of the work himself the jobs were small and
barely enough to keep the utilities paid much less pay off the bad
debt.

If he were a different sort of man, he’d let
the whole mess fall into the grave with his Pops but he couldn’t do
that. Eagle Construction had meant everything to his grandfather.
The man had come from nothing to create a solid business for
himself and his family. It wasn’t Pops’ fault he hadn’t been much
of a numbers man. He’d loved the work, not the paperwork. Aidan
couldn’t let his Pops down…not after all he’d done for him and
Dutch.

Aidan read the notes Dutch had made, went
over the pricing details and made a plan to meet with the client to
put a face to the name on the paperwork. Speaking of the devil,
Dutch emerged from his bedroom, scratching his bare belly as he
yawned, squinting against the sunlight even though it was nearly
noon.

“How’d it go with the red-head?” he asked,
his voice scratchy from sleep.

The memory sizzled but the experience still
left him unsettled. He’d never been so…wild, so intent on
possessing another human being. It’d been almost savage. And if
they’d been somewhere else with more privacy he’d have kept her
there for a few more hours so he could sample every inch of her
body, wringing more of those deliciously breathy moans from her
lush mouth.

But seeing as he didn’t even know her damn
name, that seemed hardly unlikely to happen ever again.

“Didn’t work out, huh?” Dutch surmised by his
silence and shrugged as he poured himself the rest of the cold
coffee and popped it into the microwave to heat up. “Don’t worry.
You’re a little rusty but it’s like riding a bike. Your skills will
come back, you just gotta get back out there.”

“Thanks bro,” Aidan said dryly, not the least
bit interested in having this conversation with his twin. Right
now, he wanted to put the mystery woman out of his head so he could
focus on what mattered — like paying the bills. “Listen, I’m
going to need you to pick up some slack around here. I’ve got a
stack of bills that need paying but we’re short on jobs. You need
to start hustling some work. You’re half of this business, too. I
can’t do it all. We’re going to lose Pop’s pride and joy if we
don’t figure something out.”

At the mention of Pops, Dutch sobered
immediately. They’d both loved and respected the old man for taking
in two misfit grandsons who’d had more piss and vinegar than sense
until he’d taught them a trade.

“I’m going to meet with this new client today
and hopefully, I can get this job scheduled fast. In the meantime,
start scaring up some more jobs like this one. How’d you get this
job, by the way?”

“Word of mouth,” Dutch answered but didn’t
elaborate. “So, how bad are things?” he asked, serious for once in
his life.

“Serious enough,” Aidan admitted, sighing.
“It makes me sick to my stomach to think that after forty years in
business, we might go under. We can’t be picky and choosy. We have
to take any job that comes our way, no matter how small. I don’t
care if it’s hanging ceiling fans for old ladies. You got it?”

Dutch mock saluted him but he knew he’d
gotten through to him.

Pops had been the only family who’d given a
damn about him and Dutch. He’d be damned if he let this company go
down without a fight.Laurel made it back to her house with five
minutes to spare. It still felt a little strange to be working out
of her home, but she was willing to get used to it to save the
extra $1,000 a month in rent.

She washed her hands quickly, enjoying the
sharp scent of peaches from her sanitizing soap and pulled a fresh
sheet from the antique armoire.

George Stutten was a regular and loyal client
since she’d received her business license five years ago. He
preferred Swedish to shiatsu and always tipped well. Laurel charged
$85 for an hour-long session but the older man always left two
crisp $100 bills on her table. For clients like that she always
went out of her way to ensure that they came back for more. And Mr.
Stutten always did.

Laurel lit two candles for a soothing,
ambient glow and slipped a CD of nature sounds into the player.
Everything was ready. Except, she glanced at the elegant wall
clock, Mr. Stutten was officially five minutes late.

A pinprick of worry nagged at her brain. What
if he couldn’t find the place? What if he decided to go to someone
who was closer to his office? Laurel sent a prayer to the ceiling.
Anything but that. She needed to retain all of her clients
in order to remain stable financially.

She checked her watch this time. Ten minutes
late.

Perhaps she should call his cell to see if
everything was all right. Ordinarily, if a client was fifteen
minutes late, she slipped a bill for a half-session in the mail.
But Mr. Stutten wasn’t just some ordinary client. He was one of her
best. He came once a week like clockwork. He wasn’t interested in
getting into her pants. And he kept a stack of her business cards
right on his desk. For clients like that she’d overlook an
occasional tardy but Mr. Stutten was never late.

She’d give him another five minutes then she
was calling his cell.

Laurel smoothed imaginary wrinkles from the
white linen sheet covering the massage table and wondered why a
successful woman such as herself was such a loser in love.

Three men. Three break-ups. And each one of
them had sliced her heart to ribbons with the precision of a
surgeon at a teaching hospital.

She’d wasted ten years of her life on bad
boyfriends. If that didn’t qualify as disappointing, she didn’t
know what did.

Laurel withheld a self-pitying sigh and rose
to scratch Mr. Stutton as a no-show. She hoped this wasn’t an omen
of things to come. Moving her massage business from a rented space
to her home was risky. Sometimes people got the wrong idea. And the
last thing she needed was the Sacramento Police investigating her
under suspicion of prostitution. She shuddered and pushed the
horrid thought from her mind.

Blowing out the candles she’d lit only
moments ago, she folded and put away the sheet for another time.
Since she had an hour or so to kill, Laurel kicked off her shoes
and padded into the kitchen for a soda. She was trying to kick the
soda habit but it was proving to be harder than she imagined it
would be. Her body craved the sugar and caffeine jolt like an
addict jonesed for a fix. Halfway to the kitchen, her mouth already
anticipating the carbonated tingle, a short knock at the front door
turned her around. Her first thought was that Mr. Stutton had
finally arrived for his appointment, albeit, twenty minutes late,
but the silhouette through the frosted glass on her front door did
not look like a short, balding, slightly older man.

On alert, Laurel approached cautiously,
pausing long enough to grab her umbrella from the can beside the
door. It wasn’t much of a weapon but she could take an eye out if
she had to.

“Who is it?” She called out.

“Aidan Jones,” the shadowy figure
answered.

Aidan Jones? Why did that name sound
familiar? Laurel flipped through her mental cache of contacts,
suddenly remembering. Wasn’t the contractor she’d hired named Jones
something? “The contractor?” Actually, she didn’t remember Aidan.
She thought his first name had been something else…

“Yeah.”

Puzzled, she glanced at her watch. “You’re a
little early, aren’t you?”

Through the glass she caught the motion of
him checking his own watch. “Yeah, I guess I am. Sorry about that.”
When she didn’t immediately open the door, he added. “Not that I
don’t love holding a conversation through a closed door, but would
you mind if we did this face-to-face?”

Laurel drew back. Smart ass. She
cracked the door but kept the latch secured. “Do you have
identification?” She asked, peering from the slit in an attempt to
get a good look at him just in case she needed to I.D. him from a
photo line up later. Unfortunately, the sun was at his back and a
blazing halo was all she could see from her vantage point.

“Sure.”

In that one word answer, she could tell he
thought she was being paranoid but she didn’t care. He dug into his
back pocket and pulled out his wallet. Seconds later he held up
both his driver’s license and contractors identification. “Thanks,”
she finally answered, satisfied and feeling only slightly
ridiculous. She freed the security latch and opened the door.

Oh. Damn. She nearly squeaked in horror.



It couldn’t be. Fate wasn’t that cruel. But,
as she stared into the face of the man she’d spent some serious
carpet time with last night, fate was that cruel. In fact, fate was
a raging bitch with PMSing hormones.

And if she thought he’d been gorgeous in a
dark, crowded dance club, in daylight he was rugged, sexy-as-hell,
traffic violation fine.

Aidan Jones was the kind of man with the
power to make a grown woman slobber all over herself with the
strength of a lazy smile. She knew this because she had slobbered
all over him, as a matter of fact.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize how early I was,” he
started, his voice trailing as recognition set in. “You,” he
breathed, taken aback.

“Yeah…this is…awkward.”

“A little,” he agreed, looking intensely
uncomfortable and even a little despairing. She stiffened just a
bit. Hey, she was the only one allowed to be miffed at this
unfortunate meet up.

“My previous appointment fell through and
your place is on my way home so I thought I’d see if you wouldn’t
mind meeting a bit earlier,” he explained as the moment stretched
between them.

“Okay, so I guess we just have to be adults
about this and admit that you certainly can’t work for me now. I’ll
need to find a different contractor to do the work.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“I would say we should just behave as adults
and get past this,” he stated, throwing her words back at her. “You
hired us to do a job and I’m here to do the job. Simple as that.
Nothing has changed in that regard. You signed a contract with
Eagle Construction. That’s a legally binding document.”

She frowned. “But I didn’t know it was you
that would be doing the work. And for that matter, I never signed
paperwork with you. I signed with someone else.”

“Yeah, you signed with my brother, who is
co-owner of Eagle with me.”

“Well, maybe he could do the work instead of
you,” she suggested but he shot it down.

“He’s busy with other commitments. Besides,
I’m the one with expertise on hardwood floors. Listen, this isn’t a
problem for me, if it isn’t for you.”

He seemed earnest enough and maybe he was
right. They were both adults. So they knocked boots. As Alice would
say, “Big deal.” She could handle this. She smiled. “Fine. But this
is strictly business. We need to pretend that last night didn’t
happen. I can’t have you lusting after me when you should be laying
flooring.”

His sardonic smile said it all. Lady, get
over yourself. “Ditto. And I can’t have you trying to pay your
bill with sexual favors. I prefer cash, if you please.”

She scowled but she supposed she’d deserved
that one. “Fine. Let’s talk about the project then.”

“No problem, Laurel.”

The way he said her name sent ripples of
something naughty dancing down her spine. Lord have mercy. There
was a reason she hadn’t wanted him to know her name. Now he was
free to utter it with impunity. Imagine the devastation he could
wreak on her senses now…she could almost hear him moaning her
name…

Close enough to touch, too far to reach.

Oh yes. Fate was most certainly — a
bitch.


-Chapter 4-

As soon as the door closed behind him, Laurel
reclaimed the ability to breath like a normal human being. She
fanned her cheeks, annoyed at herself. You stink at being a
mature adult. How does Alice manage the whole “I can sleep with
you and not give a damn” persona? Bottom line, she had already
signed contracts with Eagle Construction and she really couldn’t
wait any longer to start the work on the house now that she’d
relocated her business to her home. So suck it up,
Kenning.

The phone rang and she was almost relieved to
focus on something else until the voice on the other end made her
cringe and wish she’d checked her caller I.D. first.

“She’s really gone and done it, this
time!”

The shrill voice of her mother, Maude, nearly
shattered Laurel’s eardrum.

“Who, mom?”

“Who else?” Maude snapped. “Your sister,
that’s who!”

Oh. “What’s she done?”

“She quit college.”

Calliope, her younger and more impetuous
sister, was famous for doing things that were spontaneous,
ridiculous, and bound to cause multiple new gray hairs spiraling
through their mother’s severely coiffed ‘do. Laurel thought it was
just rewards for naming a kid Calliope instead of something more
sedate, like Anne or Beth. Most of the time Laurel found Calliope’s
antics entertaining, simply for the fact that they drove their
mother up a wall but today, she simply wasn’t in the mood. “Just
give her some room, she’ll come around.” Maybe by saying it, it
would come true.

“She’s too old to be playing these types of
games,” Maude asked, the starch in her voice enough to make one of
Laurel’s dad’s dress shirts stand on end. “I won’t stand for it.
She’s no longer welcome in my house if she’s going to waste her
life.”

Laurel opened her mouth to attempt a calming
counter attack but her mom wasn’t finished.

“I suggest you talk some sense into her when
she gets there.”

“Excuse me?” Laurel sobered quickly. “What do
you mean?”

“By now, I suspect she’s on the way to your
house. I’ve told her she can’t stay here if she’s not going to stay
in school.”

“Mo-o-m!” Laurel wailed, all traces of
amusement leaving her voice. “She can’t stay here. I’ve a business
to run and this is the worst possible timing! Calliope will get
over whatever snit she’s in, probably by tomorrow, and then she’ll
return to school. You know how she is.”

“No, she’s gone too far and she must suffer
the consequences of her actions. Your father and I agree and that’s
the way it’s going to be.”

Laurel doubted her father even knew what was
going on. The man was usually knee-deep in research. If Maude
didn’t shove food beneath his nose every now and again, he’d surely
keel over from starvation.

Frustration welled under her breastbone but
she knew trying to get her mother to change her mind would be like
trying to get Tansy — whom a bigger prude had never lived — to
go do a striptease on the boardroom table at her office.

“Well, I have no idea where I’m going to put
her,” Laurel grumbled, sweeping a cursory glance around her place.
“It’s not like I’m prepared to take on a roommate.” Nor did she
want one.

“Then convince her to go back to school and
the problem will be solved.”

Ri-ight. “I’ll work on it.”

“I’m sure you will.” A thread of satisfaction
wound its way around Maude’s voice and made Laurel want to strangle
her little sister. “Oh, and when you see Calliope, tell her she’s
also been cut-off.”

Before Laurel could protest, Maude said her
goodbyes and the line went dead. A groan escaped her as she allowed
her weight to fall onto the sofa. Calliope without a credit card
was an ugly sight. While Laurel prided herself on being entirely
self-sufficient, even if it meant subsiding on PB&J for a week,
Calliope had no such ethical standing. She loved to spend
money—particularly their parents’.

Feeling the need to vent, Laurel dialed
Alice’s number.

“Shoot me now.”

Alice laughed. “What’s the occasion?”

“Major familial crisis.”

“What? Is Maude threatening to find you a
‘real’ job again?”

Laurel barked a short, ugly laugh. “Actually,
that would be a cake-walk compared to what’s coming my way.”

“Sounds juicy. What’s going on?”

Laurel spit out the details quickly and was
rewarded with amused laughter. “Calliope’s coming to live with you?
That sucks. Your sister makes me glad every single day that I’m an
only child.”

“What am I going to do?” Laurel felt a
headache coming and rubbed at the space between her brows.

“Change the locks?”

“C’mon, Alice. Be serious.”

“I was serious,” Alice returned then sighed
when Laurel didn’t share her humor. “Well, if you’re not willing to
move then I suggest you do as your mom said and find a way to get
her to back to school. Otherwise, you’ve got yourself a
roommate.”

“Why now? Why’d she pull this stunt now of
all times? I just moved my business, I’m trying to renovate my
house and my contractor—“ well, I screwed him on a dirty floor
last night while you and Tansy were doing shots of tequila.
“Uh, I think working with him will be difficult but I’ve already
signed contracts and I feel obligated.”

“—Was he cute?”

“What?” Laurel stopped, pretending to play
dumb. Cute. A silly word hardly adequate to describe Aidan
Jones. Try, bone-melting hot with a body made for hard, fast, and
rough. “Who?”

“The contractor.”

“I don’t know I wasn’t paying attention,”
Laurel lied through her teeth, annoyed at both herself and Alice.
“He was here for a job — not take me out for surf and turf.”

“Contractors are yummy,” Alice continued as
if Laurel hadn’t spoken. “Men who work with their hands are
very…skilled, you know.”

Yes, she knew. Only too well. “Forget it. I’m
not going to date my contractor.” No matter, how hot he is.

“Who said anything about dating? Honestly,
Laurel, sometimes you’re so traditional. You’re always sizing men
up to see if they fall within your ‘married with a white picket
fence’ portrait. Sometimes you just need someone to knock the rust
off your pipes.”

Laurel suppressed a shiver as the memory of
Aidan doing exactly that rocked her brain.

“Forget it. It’s unprofessional.” Please drop
it, she silently pleaded.

Alice sighed as if to say Laurel was being a
prude but at least she let it go. “So, what are you going to do
about baby sis?”

Laurel lifted her shoulders in a helpless
shrug. “Make room for her in the spare bedroom I guess.” Suddenly,
she added brightly. “Unless you’d like to keep her for awhile…”

Alice made a rude noise. “If I wanted a pet
I’d buy a hamster. They’re much less work.”

She had a point. “Alright, wish me luck.”

“Darlin’ you’re going to need more than
luck…you’re going to need high-grade pharmaceuticals—like Prozac or
maybe Thorazine. Something with kick.”

“Ha ha.” Laurel clicked off, effectively
silencing Alice’s amused laughter. “That woman is missing a soul,”
she muttered as she closed her eyes.

No sooner had her eyelids fluttered shut, a
raucous banging on her front door nearly startled her off the sofa.
Scrambling to her feet, the sound of her sister’s voice at the door
made her want to run out the back. Aside from the fact that she’d
have to climb out her bathroom window like some kind of felon
because her back door was sealed shut due to a swollen door jam,
last time she checked, ditching your sister in her time of need was
considered bad form. Sighing, she pushed a chunk of hair behind her
ear and resigned herself to her fate.

Two minutes later, Laurel was wishing she’d
taken Alice’s advice and changed the locks…or joined the Witness
Protection program.

“She cut me off!” Calliope said indignantly,
dropping her bags with little care to the contents or the floor
itself. Laurel grimaced as the wheel on one suitcase dug into the
hardwood when it fell. “What a bitch!”

“It is her money, Calliope,” Laurel
reminded her, still eyeing the spot on the floor. When she was
rewarded with a sour look for her observation, Laurel gestured for
her to take a seat. “So, what’s your plan?”

Calliope took a moment from her fuming to
stare at Laurel in irritation. “What plan?”

Exactly. “Yes, Cal…a plan. Surely you had a
plan when you announced you were quitting school?”

“Is that what she told you? That I quit?”

“You didn’t quit?” Laurel stared in
confusion.

“No! I changed majors!”

Ah, blessed relief. Damage control is
possible. “So, this is just a misunderstanding, then. I’ll call Mom
and we’ll work this out. You can be back in school before the
weekend’s over.”

“No.” Calliope set her mouth in a stubborn
line. “I quit.”

“You just said you didn’t quit!” Frustration
colored Laurel’s voice. “Did you or didn’t you? Which is it?”

“Well, if you’d let me explain,” Calliope
grumbled and Laurel mentally counted to ten. “I changed my major
and Maude—“

“-Don’t call her that.”

“Fine…Mom freaked out. She said if I
didn’t change it back she’d cut me off. So I quit.”

“What’s your new major?”

“Sports medicine.”

“You went from molecular science to sports
medicine?” Laurel stared incredulously. “They’re completely
different!”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, I hate to admit it but I can see where
Mom is coming from. What made you change your mind?”

“Science is boring,” Calliope said
simply.

“You’ve been studying science for almost
three years and you’re just now coming to that conclusion?”

She shrugged.

“Oh, Calliope!” Laurel moaned, hating that
she was being forced to see things in the same light as their
mother. “Don’t you think your decision was a little rash?”

“Don’t you start in on me, too,” Calliope
warned. “It’s my life…what’s the big deal?”

“The big deal?” Laurel sputtered, not sure
where to start and if she even wanted to have this conversation
with her drama queen baby sister. She drew a deep breath and prayed
for strength. “The big deal is you’re going to have to start all
over…the classes that you’ve already taken are basically
useless.”

“Not all of them,” she answered
defensively.

“Yeah, well, most of them,” Laurel
returned, crossing her arms across her chest. “So, what are you
going to do?”

Laurel stared hard at Calliope, half daring
her to toss another flip answer her way so that she could be stern
with her without feeling guilty but instead the little brat did the
exact opposite.

“I don’t know,” she answered pitifully, her
blue eyes watering. “I was kind of, counting on you to help me
figure it out.”

And there it was. Her sister needed her.
Laurel sent a look to the ceiling, knowing that her fate was
sealed.

Calliope leaned forward. “Say you’ll help me,
Laurie…please?”

Laurel sighed and prepared to nail the final
nail in the coffin of obligation. “Of course, I’ll help. What are
sisters for?”

Eyes suddenly dry, Calliope squealed and
jumped up to wrap Laurel in a fierce hug. “Thank you, so much! I
promise I won’t be too much trouble. You’ll hardly notice I’m even
here.”

Laurel accepted the hug with a wry grin. The
sentiment was nice but she wasn’t stupid. Calliope’s middle name
was Trouble—and she’d just invited it into her home.


-Chapter 4-

“I think it’s so sweet of you to let Calliope
stay with you, Laurel,” Tansy said as she placed a tiny sliver of
butter on her roll. “I mean, college can be a scary experience, not
to mention very confusing.”

“She’s not exactly a freshman, Tans,” Alice
retorted before sinking her teeth into her own roll. “She’s been at
Stanford for three years. You’d think she would’ve figured out what
she wanted to be when she grew up by now.”

Tansy ignored Alice’s wry comment. “So, why
sports medicine? Did she say what made her change her career
path?”

Laurel shook her head. “We haven’t really
talked about it.”

“Hot guys,” Alice supplied before stuffing a
mouthful of Waldorf salad into her mouth.

“Hot guys?” Both Laurel and Tansy echoed,
their forks midway to their mouths.

Alice laughed, amused by their blank stares.
“Hello? Sports medicine…hard-bodied athletes…making any sense
yet?”

Tansy was the first to shake her head. “Oh,
please. Surely, Calliope wouldn’t make such a big decision over
something so…superficial.” Suddenly she sent a worried frown
Laurel’s way. “Would she?”

Laurel hated to admit it but she might.
Calliope was a bit…flighty at times. “I hope not,” she answered
truthfully. If she found out that Calliope uprooted both their
lives on a whim there’d be hell to pay.

“Well, honestly, it’s not that different from
what you did in college,” added Alice, stopping for a moment to
pluck a cranberry from her salad that didn’t quite meet her
culinary standards. She glanced up to find Laurel glaring.
“What?”

“It’s totally different,” Laurel
retorted.

“How so?”

“For one, I didn’t quit school…I just
transferred to a different one.”

Alice laughed. “You went from a biology major
to massage therapy, which, correct me if I’m wrong, is not that
different from dropping molecular science for physical therapy. One
vocation uses your mind; the other, your hands. I can’t believe you
don’t see the similarities. If you think about it, it’s kind of a
compliment. It’s obvious she looks up to you.”

“She’s right.” Tansy slowly nodded. “I hadn’t
thought of it that way but I see Alice’s point.”

Suddenly so did Laurel.

Dropping her head into her palm she groaned.
“No wonder Mom was so ballistic. God, I’m never going to hear the
end of this.”

Tansy drew her finely shaped brows together.
“Why? There’s nothing wrong with your career choice. You’re
self-sufficient and very successful in your field. What’s wrong
with Calliope wanting to follow in your footsteps?”

Alice shook her head, amused, yet incredulous
that Tansy could ask such a question. “Maude thinks massage therapy
is one step above prostitution,” she said in a conspiratorial
whisper.

“Good grief!” Tansy exclaimed. “Whatever gave
her that idea?”

Laurel shrugged. She had long since stopped
trying to figure out what made the little cogs in her mother’s head
turn counterclockwise. “It doesn’t matter. It’s what she
believes.”
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