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= prologue ¥

Grant Forrest stood naked in his remodeled
bathroom, grinning with pride as his day-
old hot tub filled with water. Anticipation had
pulled him out of bed thirty minutes before his
six o’clock alarm.

Just as he was about to dip his toe into the hot,
bubbling water, he heard the Union Tribune land
on his doorstep. Grant wasn’t big on morning
coffee, but the one thing he did need to get
started was the daily news.

Without thinking twice, he grabbed a towel
off the rack and wrapped it around his waist. A
hot soak and the morning paper—what could be
better?

Halfway to the bathroom door, he caught his
reflection in the mirror and shuddered. He
could just imagine what the neighbors would
think if they caught him creeping around his
front porch in nothing but a pink bath towel.

Thanks to his ex-wife, all his towels and
sheets were pink. The day she moved out,



2 ROBYN AMOS

she’d washed his crisp white linens with
everything red she owned—approximately,
half her closet.

It was true; he preferred things simple, if not
plain. That fact had driven Katrina crazy during
their short marriage. Leaving him with nothing
but pink sheets to sleep on was her cheap at-
tempt at revenge.

Eventually, he’d buy new white linens—or
maybe even beige, but for now, he let the femi-
nine hue remind him to be careful who he let
into his heart and his home.

This wasn’t a lesson he took lightly. As a mar-
ital therapist, he knew not to let one failed mar-
riage sour him on love. But after two failed
marriages, Grant was giving up on walking
down the aisle. He’d seen enough battered rela-
tionships to know that marriage wasn’t for
everyone.

Marriage with Katrina hadn’t been easy, but it
was a picnic compared to his marriage with his
first wife, Charlotte. How could two little words
like “I do,” change a woman so completely? He
felt a dull ache in his chest and quickly pushed
the bad memories aside.

Grant dashed downstairs, stepping over his
twin white Persian cats, Dr. Ruth and West-
heimer.

Gripping his towel at the waist, he cracked the
door open, hoping the paper had landed within
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reach. Instead, he spotted it at the far corner of
his doorstep.
“It figures,” he muttered.

Moni Lawrence squinted at street signs in the
hazy light of dawn. “Was that Bernardo Mesa?”

She slammed on the brakes, sloshing tepid
coffee all over her handwritten directions.

“Poop,” she swore, trying to mop up the spill
with the first thing handy, her sweatshirt sleeve.
Blue ink ran together on the page, and Moni
couldn’t make out if she was supposed to make
a left- or right-hand turn.

If it weren’t for each home’s distinctive land-
scape, Moni wouldn’t have been able to tell one
neighborhood from the next. All the houses fea-
tured red Spanish-tile roofs and stuccoed fa-
cades.

Backing up to make a three-point turn, Moni
hung the directions out of the window, hoping
the air would blow them dry.

She’d been driving for most of the night, and
for the last hour and a half, she’d been hope-
lessly lost. Six A.M. was way too early to start
knocking on doors for directions to 1405 Paloma
del Rio.

Moni was noticing that most of the streets in
San Diego had Spanish names. Around here,
they all sounded alike. She’d been searching for
Bernardo Mesa and instead found Bernardo
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Vista and Bernardo Valley. Things hadn’t seemed
nearly so confusing with the real estate agent by
her side several weeks earlier.

The excitement of being the proud new owner
of her first home had fizzled six hours ago when
the eighteen-hour drive from her best friend’s
home in Portland had turned from an adventure
to a scavenger hunt.

Moni made a left turn on Bernardo Mesa and
crossed her fingers. Her eyes were so tired they
burned, she had a painful crick in her neck, and
to make matters worse, she was suffering from a
severe case of cramps.

All she wanted was to find her new house so
she could take a hot shower and a long nap. She
didn’t even care that her nap would have to take
place on a sleeping bag because her bed
wouldn’t be delivered until the next day.

Turning up the radio, hoping to force some
energy into her sleep-deprived brain, Moni al-
most missed her next turn. Jerking the wheel
hard enough to screech the tires, she made a
wide turn onto Paloma del Rio.

Grant scanned the surrounding houses relieved
to see they were as dark as the early morning
sky. Pushing the door open wider, he leaned all
the way out. His fingertips had barely brushed
the plastic sleeve, when he felt a rush of move-
ment at his ankles.
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He tried to close the door, but one cat had al-
ready slipped through his legs.

“Westheimer, get back here.”

Still clutching his towel, Grant lurched for-
ward, making a grab for the cat. He stumbled as
Westheimer evaded his grasp and sprang into
the yard in hot pursuit of a squirrel. The squirrel
scampered across the street and the cat fol-
lowed, right into the path of an oncoming car.

“Look out!” Grant raced after his pet, barely
aware that he’d lost his towel.

Westheimer stood frozen as the brown station
wagon sped toward him. Tires screeched and
the car swerved sharply to the left, missing the
cat by a whisker.

Just as Grant’s mind registered Westheimer’s
safety, he realized that the car was now headed
directly for him.

The station wagon jumped the curb and came
barreling across the lawn.

Grant turned and ran. The anticipation of
lethal impact fueled his heels. Like an Olympic
sprinter, his body sliced through the wind.

His feet slid on the slick grass, and his head
whipped around. The car was still coming for
him. The woman behind the wheel was shout-
ing, but he couldn’t make out the words.

Grant picked up speed. There was nowhere to
run. He’d never make it to his door before this
woman flattened him.
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Hurtling toward his fence, Grant leapt up and
hooked his arms over the top. The fence shud-
dered and bowed as the car crashed through a
few feet from where he hung.

Following a resounding splash, a cascade of
water arched over the fence and rained down on
him. At once, Grant knew the station wagon had
landed in his swimming pool.

Grant dropped to his feet, and a sudden chill
settled over him. He looked down and froze.

“Good Lord, I'm naked.”



“ Capter1 ¥

“ s. Lawrence.” Judge Fox said, with as

much amusement as southern charm.
“Would you please explain your ‘attractive nui-
sance” defense to the court?”

“Of course, Your Honor,” Moni Lawrence
said, taking a deep breath, still a bit stunned to
find herself in a San Diego small-claims court.

She darted a look in Grant Forrest’s direction.
He bore a strong resemblance to the actor Taye
Diggs—smooth skin the color of bittersweet
chocolate, neatly trimmed hair and a clean-cut,
handsome face. His khaki pants were pressed
into a crisp seam, and his shirt and tie were per-
fectly coordinated and wrinkle-free. He was the
picture of composure—and why shouldn’t he
be? He was suing her.

He’d stated his case against her in a strong
clear voice, but now that it was her turn, she
prayed her voice wouldn’t crack.

“An attractive nuisance is an irresistible
hazard—like an unenclosed pool would be to a
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child. The water is so seductive, the child is
lured to it and, therefore, endangered.”

“I object, Your Honor,” Grant interrupted.
“My pool was enclosed, in fact, Ms. Lawrence
had to drive her car through my fence to get toit.”

“Judge Fox, in this particular situation, it was
Mr. Forrest himself that was the hazard. Not his
pool.”

Moni held her breath, afraid to glance in the
plaintiff’s direction. Any moment now, she was
sure she would burst into flames from the sheer
force of Grant’s gaze.

Judge Fox chuckled, creases forming in his
leathery brown cheeks. “And would you please
tell the court how you came across this defense
strategy, young lady?”

His eyes sparkled with grandfatherly amuse-
ment, and Moni felt like a five-year-old who’'d
just been asked to perform for visiting relatives.

“When I was in college, I took a business law
course and remember going over attractive nui-
sances and how they can be liabilities for busi-
nesses or homeowners. So I did some research
on the Internet to see how it might be applied in
this case.”

Moni could see that Judge Fox was amused by
her defense. While she realized that didn’t mean
he was buying into it, she had to give it her best
shot. Why couldn’t she be Ally McBeal for a day?

She cleared her throat. “As the plaintiff stated
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earlier, his cat ran into the street, and I swerved
to avoid it. Now, I might have been able to regain
control if Mr. Forrest hadn’t been standing right
there stark naked.”

At that point, Moni made the mistake of look-
ing over at Grant again. This time her memory
took over. His clothes started melting from his
body the way ice cream dripped from a cone.
She could see every muscle in his lean, well-
defined chest. His biceps were firm and he had a
tight six-pack at his middle. Her eyes dropped
lower.

She drew a sharp breath. For a moment, Moni
forgot where she was. Clutching a hand to her
chest, she gaped at Grant.

“Ms. Lawrence.” Judge Fox banged his gavel
to get her attention. “Ms. Lawrence, please con-
tinue.”

Like a needle skipping across a record, her
fantasy ended. She faced forward, pulling her-
self together.

“Yes, um . .. as [ was saying . . .” She blinked.
“Uh, what was I saying, Your Honor?”

Judge Fox sighed, his amusement fading.
“Ms. Lawrence, you were about to explain to the
court just how Mr. Forrest’s nudity makes him
an attractive nuisance.”

“Of course, I'm sorry, Your Honor. I'm a bit
nervous. I've never been in a courtroom before.”

The judge smiled, his eyes softening again.
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“Where are you from? Your accent is mighty fa-
miliar.”

“Oh, I'm sure you've never heard of my home-
town, Judge. I'm from Dunkin, Virginia.”

Judge Fox laughed, smacking his desktop. “A
little town about forty miles outside of Rich-
mond, right?”

“Why, yes.” Moni straightened with surprise.
“You mean you've actually heard of it?”

“I was born and raised in Richmond, Virginia.
We used to drive to Dunkin to go fishing twice a
year. You know, I've been meaning to get back
there.”

Grant cleared his throat. Judge Fox gave the
plaintiff a sharp look but took the hint and
prompted Moni to continue.

Gaining confidence, she raised her voice.
“Now, I realize that things are done a lot differ-
ently here than where I come from, but isn’t it
still against the law to parade around naked in
public?”

“Objection, Your Honor, I wasn’t parading
around, it was an acc—"

“Now, now, Mr. Forrest, you've had your turn.
Let Ms. Lawrence state her case. Then I'll hear
from you again.”

“Thank you, sir,” Moni continued. “I was so
caught off guard by the plaintiff’s . .. uh, pe—
uh, Imean his . . .”

Moni grabbed the water pitcher in front of
her, poured herself a glass, and took a long sip.
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Her cheeks felt hotter than a pancake griddle on
Sunday morning.

“Let me start over. Mr. Forrest’s nudity was so
startling, I lost control of my vehicle a second
time, and was drawn onto his property to my
own misfortune. In fact, I think Mr. Forrest is
lucky he wasn’t arrested for indecent exposure.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Grant
throw his hands up. “Your Honor, you can’t
possibly be taking this seriously.”

“Young man, I've been doing this for many
years without the benefit of your help. I think I
can decide for myself what I should and should
not take seriously. Now, tell me this, Mr. Forrest,
did you and the defendant reach an initial agree-
ment regarding the fence?”

“Yes. I told Ms. Lawrence that I would get a
few estimates, and she agreed to pay for the re-
pairs.”

The judge nodded toward the defendant. “Is
that true, Ms. Lawrence? Did you agree to pay
for the repairs to Mr. Forrest’s fence?”

“1 did, Your Honor, but the estimates Mr. For-
rest brought me were outrageous.”

Grant raised his hand. “Your Honor, I have
photos of the damage to my property.”

“Please pass the photos and your estimates to
the bailiff.” Grant did as he was instructed, and
the judge studied the folder of evidence.

“The cheapest estimate I see here is eleven
hundred dollars,” the judge stated. “Tell me,
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Ms. Lawrence, why does that seem unreason-
able to you?”

“Eleven hundred dollars? Judge, I could buy
ten fences for that much money.”

“And what facts are you basing that statement
on?” he asked.

“Well, back home—"

“Ms. Lawrence.” The judge smiled at her as
though she were a two-year-old. “You do under-
stand that the cost of living in a small town like
Dunkin is considerably lower than it is here in
San Diego.”

“I can understand that, sir. But you'll notice on
his estimates that the largest portion of the bill is
for labor. If I bought the wood and replaced the
fence myself, it wouldn’t cost anywhere near
eleven hundred dollars.”

“And are you qualified to perform such a
task?”

Moni wasn’t a stranger to tools. She’d been
raised in the country, where folks didn’t believe
in hiring someone else to do a job they could do
for themselves. “Yes, sir. I'm very capable with
my hands. I know I could do the job.”

Grant held up a finger. “May I say one other
thing, Your Honor?”

Judge Fox nodded. “Go ahead.”

“ After the incident, Ms. Lawrence mentioned
that she’d just come into a large inheritance.
Clearly, money isn’t the problem here. In which
case, I don’t understand why she would rather
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dirty her hands making the repairs herself when
a contractor could get the job done in half the
time.”

Judge Fox steepled his fingers under his chin.
“Mmm, this is very interesting. Is that true, Ms.
Lawrence, did you inherit a sum of money?”

Moni resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Why
on earth had she told Grant so much of her per-
sonal business? She’d been flustered and, as
usual, had become overly chatty.

“Yes, 1did, Your Honor. My last living relative,
my Aunt Regina, died eight months ago, and she
did leave me a great deal of money. As Mr. For-
rest stated, this isn’t about money. I'm used to
not having it, so it makes no never mind to me if
I have to spend it. But folks back home in Dunkin
were like family to me, and they made me prom-
ise to spend it carefully. They told me that when
I moved to such a large city, people would be ea-
ger to con me out of my inheritance.”

She threw a sideways glance toward the
plaintiff. “Now, by no means am I calling Mr.
Forrestaconman...”

“It certainly sounds that way to me.”

“Mr. Forrest,” Judge Fox scolded.

“I'm sorry, Your Honor.” Grant straightened
his tie.

Moni bit her lip. Had she gone too far? Maybe
it was time to backpedal a little bit.

“Your Honor, I understand that it was my car
that left a whopping hole in the plaintift’s fence.
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I was raised with proper southern values. I want
to make amends for Mr. Forrest’s loss. I just want
the opportunity to fix it myself. I'm certain once
he sees what a good job I've done, we’ll both be
able to put this unpleasantness behind us.”

Judge Fox nodded. “Okay, I've heard enough
to make my decision. I'll adjourn to my cham-
bers to review your testimonies and return with
my verdict.”

Grant had expected an open-and-shut case, but
he should have known better once he’d gotten a
look at Moni Lawrence.

Sure, she’d had that same fragile look when
he’d fished her out of his pool, but he’d chalked
that up to crashing through his fence followed by
an unscheduled swim in a 1987 Buick LeSabre.

Yet, somehow, she maintained that same look
this morning. How did she manage that wide-
eyed look of innocence? A look he’d thought
was reserved for those Precious Moments fig-
urines his sister collected. Head lowered, nib-
bling on her full bottom lip, she darted nervous
glances at him through her lashes.

Grant shook his head as his eyes traveled
down her body. She was way too thin. The skirt
of her plum-colored suit was too short, making
her look like she was all legs. Or maybe it was
the three-inch heels that created that illusion.
Despite the fact that they were nice legs—a
smooth expanse of honey-brown skin—she still
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looked like someone needed to take her home
and feed her a big fat steak.

Obviously, she’d tried to tame her wild curls
by knotting her hair at her neck. A few strands
still managed to bounce free like couch springs,
in addition to the two long corkscrews she kept
batting out of her eyes.

“Please rise for the honorable Judge Fox,” the
bailiff announced to the courtroom.

Grant pulled his attention away from Moni,
and held his breath as the judge took his place.
At this point, it could go either way. Even with
the truth on his side, it was hard to compete
with Moni’s hometown connection.

“Mr. Forrest, Ms. Lawrence, I've listened to
both sides of your argument very carefully. This
case is actually more straightforward than it ini-
tially seemed. Miss Lawrence accidentally drove
her car through your fence, leaving behind a
large hole.”

Grant felt his body start to relax when he
heard Judge Fox’s matter-of-fact tone. Hope-
fully, the judge hadn’t taken Moni’s fanciful in-
terpretation of the law seriously.

“Now, Ms. Lawrence doesn’t deny that she’s
responsible for the repairs. The real dispute here
is money. What is a fair price for fixing Mr. For-
rest’s fence? Is Mr. Forrest’s estimate of eleven
hundred dollars too high?”

Grant began to tense again.

“I made a phone call while I was in my cham-
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bers. It seems Mr. Forrest’s estimate is not unrea-
sonable, but it is at the high end of the spec-
trum.”

Grant winced as his strong case was getting
weaker by the moment.

“In most cases, that’s irrelevant. As long as the
plaintiff submits a reasonable estimate, the de-
fendant is expected to pay.”

Grant sighed his relief. Now you're talking, he
thought.

“But, in this case, I find that there is some va-
lidity to the defendant’s claim that the plaintiff
shares some responsibility here.” The judge
looked him in the eye, and suddenly, Grant felt
like a sixteen-year-old who’d missed curfew.

“Since attractive nuisance laws generally refer
to property and not people, they are not particu-
larly relevant in this case. However, it may have
been early, and you may have only planned to
go as far as your front porch, Mr. Forrest, but
your state of undress did cause the defendant to
lose control of her vehicle.”

Grant felt his spine go numb. He wiggled a
finger in his ear. He couldn’t have heard that
correctly.

“Therefore, Mr. Forrest will have to be flexible
regarding the repairs. The court will draft an or-
der stating that Ms. Lawrence must restore Mr.
Forrest’s fence, whether it be by hiring her own
contractor or by repairing the fence herself. The
fence must be mended within thirty days. If, at
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that time, the fence has not been repaired, or the
repairs are not done to the plaintiff’s satisfac-
tion, Mr. Forrest can petition the court for mone-
tary compensation.”

Grant stood frozen in place. Had the whole
world gone mad?



 Chapter2 ¥

Grant stared at the blinking cursor on his com-
puter screen. He needed a synonym for
stinky. Malodorous?

“The rotting corpse was malodorous,” Grant
read aloud. “Now that stinks.” He hit the back-
space key several times then scanned the the-
saurus again. Finally, he typed the word
“pungent.”

Narrowing his eyes at the screen, Grant mut-
tered, “No, no ... keep it simple, stupid,” and
deleted the entire sentence. “Let me try, “The rot-
ting corpse stank like a—""

Grant’s thought process was interrupted by a
clattering thud out front. He tried to ignore it,
but a few minutes later, he heard it again—plink,
plink, plink, thump.

He glanced at the clock. It was only 8:30 in the
morning. Getting up from his desk, he walked
over to the window. Looking out, he snickered.
“You've got to be kidding me.”
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Grant saw a large pile of wooden planks
stacked in Moni’s front yard. One by one, she
was carrying them across the street and drop-
ping them on his lawn. At that rate, she’d be
carting wood all morning.

He moved away from the window, glancing
back at his computer. He’d been working since
6:30 and he hadn’t gotten past the opening line
of chapter one. But at least then it had been
quiet. His concentration would be shot with
Moni banging around out there. He couldn’t get
rid of the comical image of her trying to haul
those enormous boards into his yard.

Deciding a break was in order, Grant went
outside to his front porch. By now, Moni was
headed back to his property with a large plank
barely balanced on her shoulder. “Are you sure
you can handle that?” he called to her.

“No problem,” she called back, but her
breathing was heavy and she looked over-
heated. Finally, she plunked the board down
with the others and stood with her hands on her
hips as she gathered her breath.

Grant walked over to her. “Are you sure you
want to do this? Do you really know what you're
doing?”

“Piece . . . of cake,” she said, inhaling deeply.
“Don’t you worry about a thing.”

Grant looked from the stack of wood still on
Moni’s lawn to the three boards lying on his
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lawn, and suddenly he worried about everything.

Would she be outside his house all day? All
week? All summer?

What would his fence look like if and when
she finally finished?

Was all this aggravation worth it?

Suddenly, he wished he’d told her to forget the
whole thing. He could have had the fence fixed
at his own expense and moved on with his life.

He’d known she was gung ho about this proj-
ect in court yesterday, but he hadn’t expected
her to move so fast. Now that he’d seen her in ac-
tion, he knew she was going to be trouble.

She was barely five feet tall, and her curls
spouted like water fountains from pigtails on ei-
ther side of her head. Her hair was a combina-
tion of colors; the rich browns of fresh earth and
the orange-reds of fall leaves. Her honey-brown
skin was flushed from exertion.

He knew she had to be at least twenty-five, but
she didn’t look a day over eighteen. She’d
dressed in tiny denim overall-shorts with a tool
belt strapped around her waist. But, it was her
shoes that really caught his attention—neon
blue work boots with pink shoelaces.

“Don’t let me keep you from whatever you
were doing, Grant. I've got everything under
control.” With that, she trotted back across the
street.

Grant opened his mouth to tell her different,
then instead, shook his head and went into the
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house to get back to work. He’d only been sit-
ting at his desk for a couple of minutes before he
heard talking out front.

Walking back to the window, he saw his next-
door neighbor, Ed Jackman, helping Moni carry
wood back and forth across the street. Grant
sighed. “There’s definitely gonna be trouble.”

Ed was mid-fortyish, balding and his beer
belly was in its third-trimester. He also had an
eye for the ladies. He’d heard that every sum-
mer, he’d park himself at the community pool
just to watch the young women in their bikinis.
Ed’s wife, Sandra, was aware of his roving eye,
and as a result, she kept a close watch on him.

And, sure enough, Grant didn’t have to wait
two minutes before he saw Sandra marching
across the street. He moved away from the win-
dow. He didn’t have to watch to know what was
going to happen next. Sandra would cause a mi-
nor scene and then drag Ed straight home.

Grinning to himself, Grant sat back down at
his computer. Ten minutes later, he’d deleted
more than he’d written. He’d had no idea writ-
ing fiction was going to be this difficult. His
nonfiction books had practically written them-
selves. Writing about helping men to communi-
cate better with women or helping women to
recognize when they’re in dead-end relation-
ships came naturally. He did those things all
day long.

Now that he was trying his hand at fiction . . .
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well, he was trying too hard, that was all. Look-
ing up every other word in the thesaurus
wouldn’t get him anywhere. He had to let the
words flow and tweak them later.

With that in mind, Grant tapped away at his
keyboard and finally started accumulating para-
graphs. Just when he’d gotten into a groove, his
telephone rang.

“What’s wrong with you? How could you let
that poor little girl do all that heavy lifting on
her own?”

“Sandra?I...uh—"

“Ed and I helped her move the boards to your
yard, but she refused to let us do any more. She
said you wouldn’t like it if we helped her. Why
couldn’t you hire someone to fix your fence in-
stead of making that poor little thing get all
sweaty in the hot sun? You must be violating all
kinds of child labor laws.”

“Moni is hardly a child—"

“What'’s the difference as tiny as she is. Those
boards are twice her size. This is not how Ran-
cho Bernardo residents welcome their new
neighbors.”

“Sandra, she insisted—"

“I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all. Now, you
get out there and help that little girl before she
hurts herself and sues you.”

The next thing Grant knew, he was uttering a
sheepish, “Yes, ma’am.”
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Sandra had already hung up the phone before
Grant realized what had happened. His earlier
amusement faded. How did she do it? How did
Moni manage to keep turning things around on
him like this? She hadn’t been outside for more
than an hour and already his neighbors were an-
gry ... with him, no less.

Shaking his head, Grant went outside. Now
his neighbors thought he was some kind of fiend
for letting her do work that was better suited to a
professional anyway.

He burst out of his front door, and immedi-
ately came to a dead halt. “Omigod. Be careful.”
He rushed over to steady the sawhorse just be-
fore the whole thing toppled over on her.

Moni steadied herself. “Thanks. That was just
a bit of a miscalculation. I'm fine, really.”

“You see, that’s exactly what I came out here
to talk to you about—"

“It’s the saw,” she said, shaking her head at
the offending tool. She gingerly laid it on the
ground. “It’s just way too big for me to handle.”

Grant glared at the saw. Next to Moni’s five-
foot frame, it seemed monstrous. She could have
seriously injured herself trying to wield that
thing. Grant felt his anger rising. “What on
earth made you think you had to cut all this
wood yourself? You do know you can get it from
the lumber yard precut.”

She grinned, hooking her thumbs in the loops
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of her tool belt. “Of course, but why waste
money on something I can do just as well my-
self? My dear Aunt Reggie—God rest her soul—
always said, ‘If you want something done right,
you have to do it yourself.””

Grant resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Every-
body always said that. He doubted Moni’s dear
Aunt Reggie—God rest her soul—had invented
the phrase. “Look—"

“Besides,” Moni continued. “I just know it’s
the saw. You caught me at a bad moment, but I
really do know what I'm doing. The saw I used
back home was much smaller than this. Aunt
Reggie kept a whole shed full of custom-made
tools. We Lawrence women have always been
the smallest branches on the tree.”

“Well, that’s nice, but—"

“I don’t know why I didn’t think to bring the
tools with me. I sold most of Aunt Reggie’s fur-
niture and such along with the house. I figured,
what the heck? Why not start fresh? I'm moving
to a whole new place. May as well get all new
things.” She rubbed her chin. “I just didn’t
know I'd be needing new tools so soon.”

Moni bent down to pick up the gigantic saw
again. “I thought this one looked uncommonly
large in the hardware store, but it was the only
regular saw in stock. The rest were power saws.
Maybe I'd better see if I can borrow a smaller
one until I can buy another.”

“Why didn’t you just get a power saw?”
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She slanted her eyes downward with an at-
tractive blush. “I'd like to finish this job without
losing an arm.”

“I've got a saw.” Grant blinked. Why had he
said that? “But . ..”

Before he could take it back, Moni’s face lit up.
“Really? Would you let me try it?”

“But...I'm not sure it’s too much smaller
than the one you've got there, so . . .”

“Can I see it?” She looked so excited, they
could have been talking about diamonds instead
of an old saw.

“l guess . ..” Before Grant knew it, he’d not
only gotten out his saw, he’d cut through three
boards and was about to tackle the fourth when
Moni stopped him.

“Thank you kindly for your help, but I'd like
to do the rest myself, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh, sure. Um...of course...I'm sorry.”
Grant backed away from the sawhorse, feeling
a tiny bit foolish. How had he ended up help-
ing her when he’d come outside to send her
home?

“Don’t worry, it’s not your fault,” she said, as
though she could read his mind. “I'm used to it.
My DDS strikes again.”

Grant shook his head in confusion. “DDS?
What'’s that? Are you sick?”

“No, it’s just something I made up. DDS is
short for Damsel-in-Distress Syndrome. I'm af-
flicted with it.”
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“What?” Grant couldn’t help himself, he
laughed out loud.

“I'm serious. For some reason, I seem to give
off this vibe that makes people want to rescue
me. I'm really not the helpless little thing I ap-
pear to be. But, you know how it is. I'm petite
and, well, kinda perky. Plus, my Aunt Reggie al-
ways said I was cursed with my mother’s eyes.
When I was younger, I'd thought she’d meant
the unusual gold-brown color. Now I know she
just meant the fact that they’re real big and
round. When I see pictures of myself, I cringe be-
cause I've always got this stupid wide-eyed look
on my face. Just like those dopey Precious Mo-
ments figurines Aunt Reggie collected.”

Grant threw back his head and released a bout
of laughter that came from deep in his belly.
He’d had that same thought just yesterday. Now,
as he studied her more closely, he wondered if
he’d judged her too harshly.

Sure, she’d made an unusual first impression—
driving into his swimming pool and all—but
those had been unusual circumstances. What’s
more, it was pretty hard to stay mad at someone
who looked as appealing as she looked with her
curly pigtails and day-glow work boots.

She’d been so self-deprecating about her cute-
ness, he couldn’t hold that against her, either.

Moni bent over to pick up the saw he’d
dropped, and Grant noticed the way the cuffs of
her shorts brushed against the firm muscles
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cording her thighs. He’d also been wrong about
her being too skinny. She was small-boned, but
didn’t have that frail, bony look of undernour-
ishment. Her body was lean and healthy.

Very healthy, he thought with masculine ap-
preciation as his eyes skimmed over her round
derriere. Eventually, Grant realized that while
he’d been standing there gawking at her, Moni
was busy sawing wood.

He walked around the sawhorse and noted
that her face was set in a determined grimace as
she worked. He’d be damned if his gut instinct,
as he watched her, wasn’t to snatch that big
nasty saw out of her hands and take over. She
was right, there was something about her that
made people want to take care of her.

But he also had to admit that once she’d got-
ten her grip on that saw, she attacked the wood
with tenacity.

Maybe he did owe her the chance to try to get
the job done. She clearly had something to
prove, if not to him, then to herself.

“Hey, listen, it’s going to get pretty hot out
here. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Gee, that would be great, but I don’t want to
stop just yet.”

“No problem. I'll bring it to you.” Grant re-
turned a few moments later with two full
glasses of lemonade.

Moni put down the saw and took the glass
from him. “Delicious. Is this fresh squeezed?”
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“I'm afraid not, it'’s a powder mix. I just added
lemon slices.”

“Well, that’s quite a bit more trouble than I
would have gone to. I used to spend a lot of time
in the kitchen when Aunt Reggie was alive. Now
I live off anything that comes in a box and can be
fixed in the microwave.”

Grant shrugged after taking a sip from his
own glass. “I don’t mind cooking. But, you're
right, I'm a lot more motivated when I'm cook-
ing for another person.” His mind turned to-
ward his ex-wives. For both of them, he’d done
most of the cooking.

“That’s right, didn’t you mention in court that
you're divorced?”

Grant swallowed, feeling that familiar sinking
in his stomach. “Twice.”

Now why had he told her that? It certainly
wasn’t because he was proud of the fact. No
need to advertise that he was hopeless when it
came to marriage. Especially when people paid
him to be an expert on matters of the heart.

Before she could comment on his multiple di-
vorces, he changed the subject. “You mention
your Aunt Reggie a lot. The two of you must
have been close.”

“Yes, my parents were killed in a plane crash
when I was fourteen.” Her gaze was focused on
the bottom of her lemonade glass and sadness
crept into her soft southern voice. “My Aunt
Regina raised me.”
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“That’s right, you said she was your last living
relative.” Grant leaned against the sawhorse
next to her. “That’s rough. I'm sorry.”

Moni sipped her lemonade. “Yes, it has been
rough. Thank you.”

He could see the pain etched in the normally
smooth lines of her forehead. Perky suited her
far better than melancholy.

“In Dunkin, Aunt Reggie was affectionately
known as a crazy old bird,” Moni said with a
wistful smile.

“She wasn’t a kook or anything,” she rushed
to add. “She just had her own way of doing
things.”

Grant nodded. “We all have at least one rela-
tive like that.” Or more than one, he thought.
Hell, everyone in his immediate family had
quirks. His quirk was the marriage jinx.

“I never realized just how eccentric she was
until after she died.”

“Why is that?” Grant watched as she played
with the condensation on her glass.

“It was the money she left me. None of us
even knew she had it.”

He shook his head. “What do you mean?”

“Well, we weren’t poor or anything, but we
definitely lived . .. modestly. All I expected to
receive at the reading of the will was the house
and the land it rested on—in itself, that’s noth-
ing to sneeze at.”

“So where did the money come from?” Grant
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asked. It never occurred to him that he might be
prying. People shared their most intimate se-
crets with him on a regular basis.

“I had no idea Aunt Regina had been invest-
ing the money my parents left her. She never
touched a dime of it. Can you believe it?” she
asked, shaking her head.

“She owned a little flower shop,” Moni con-
tinued, “and the income from that is what we
lived on. Sometimes money was tight, and the
interest alone would have set her up just fine.”

“That’s incredible. It was noble of her to save
the money for you.”

Moni’s face clouded. “In the will, she said she
wanted me to use it to leave my mark on the
world.”

Grant couldn’t resist teasing her, hoping to
bring back her smile. “Well, you're off to a good
start. You've already left your mark on my front
lawn.” He pointed to the matted grass of her tire
tracks.

She wrinkled her nose at him and shook her
head, making her pigtails jiggle from side to
side, but her expression did brighten.

“On a serious note,” he said. “I'm curious.
You inherited a house, property, and, I presume
a flower shop in Dunkin. How in the world did
you end up all the way out here in San Diego?”

Moni paused to drain her lemonade glass. “I
needed a change. I wanted to see the world out-
side of southern Virginia. I picked San Diego be-
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cause my college roommate used to live out
here. I came for a visit and decided to stay.”

His brows rose. “Used to live out here?”

“You don’t miss a thing, do you?” Moni
smiled sheepishly, and the sparkle returned to
her eyes. “You're going to laugh at me. This kind
of stuff only happens to me.”

“What’s the story?” he asked, folding his
arms across his chest.

“My old college roommate, Akiko, married a
Navy man, Jim, and he’d been stationed here in
San Diego. Right around the time I went to clos-
ing on my house, Jim left the military and took a
job in Oregon. I was driving in from their new
home in Portland the morning of our, ahem, inci-
dent.”

He shook his head in sympathy. “Well now,
you’ve been having some rotten luck, haven’t
you?”

“You could say that,” she said with a sigh.

“Did you consider moving back to Dunkin af-
ter your friends moved away?”

She winked at him. “I bet you wish I had,
don’t you?”

“I'm not saying that, I just figured it might be
difficult for you out here alone. Sounds like you
left your support system back in Dunkin.”

Moni stared at her boots. “I can’t go back.”

Grant noted her heavy tone. She sounded so
final. “Why can’t you go back?”

She began to fidget, tracing one of her fingers
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with her thumb. “I told everyone I was coming
out here for a fresh start. I can’t go running back
home now.”

His instincts told him there was more to the
story. If she were a client, he’d probe deeper, but
she wasn’t. And for the summer, he wasn’t a
therapist; he was a novel writer.

“Well, that’s enough about me.” She handed
Grant her empty glass. “I'm sure I'm keeping
you from something important.”

Grant thought about his nearly blank com-
puter screen waiting for him upstairs. “Nothing
that I wouldn'’t like to put off a little longer.”

“I know that feeling. What is it? Cleaning the
bathroom? Reorganizing the closet?”

“Nothing like that. I'm writing a book.”

Her bright eyes went wide. “A book. That’s
great. You're a psychologist, right? What are you
writing—some kind of self-help thing? Like
Men Who Love Women Who Don’t Love Them
Enough?”

“No, I've written a couple of those, but this is
my first stab at fiction. A psychological thriller.”

“This is so exciting. Are you writing under
your real name?”

Her enthusiasm brought a grin to his lips,
warming him with pride. “No, since I wrote my
nonfiction books under my own name, this
one’s going to be written under a pseudonym.
Mike Diamond.”
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“Mike Diamond.” Moni rolled the name
around in her mouth. “Mike Diamond . . . isn’t
that a Beastie Boy?”

Grant frowned. “A what?”

“A Beastie Boy. You know, as in The Beastie
Boys. It's a music group.”

An image of three white guys rapping flashed
in his mind. “Even so, I seriously doubt my read-
ing audience would know the difference.”

“You never know. You might want to consider
changing the name...unless you want your
work associated with the guys who told every-
one to fight for their right to party.”

“Um, I'll think about it,” Grant grumbled.
Mike Diamond is a Beastie Boy. He shook his
head.

Moni shrugged and then bent over to pick up
the saw she’d laid down. The sun was angled
just right for him to see through the opening in
her overalls.

Grant was unprepared for the ball of heat that
socked him in the stomach and then spread
downward to his groin. Moni’s top was
cropped, leaving him a stunning view of her
torso.

She had the perfect six-pack. Her abs were
sculpted in smooth ripples, just below the femi-
nine curves hidden by her top. Grant raised his
gaze, afraid she’d become aware of his sudden
fascination with her body.
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Fortunately, she was oblivious to his hot gaze
as she brushed sawdust from her shorts. Grant
didn’t want her to catch him drooling over her
like a teenager, so he turned away.

He hadn’t been prepared to feel such a strong
attraction to Moni. In fact, it was the last thing
he needed right now.

The last time he’d allowed himself to get
caught up in his physical desires, he’d ended up
married . ..and divorced. Then married. And
divorced again.

He was taking a break from relationships and
the complications they brought to his life. Moni
and her damned DDS were more trouble than he
could take on right now. He had to put his libido
in check—and the fastest way to do that was to
avoid temptation.

He started moving toward his front door. “I
don’t want to distract you from your work any
longer.”

“Okay. I'll see you later?”

Grant waved his hand and went into the
house. Right now, that was the only safe place
for him.
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Moni tried to get back to work after Grant left,
but as morning slid into afternoon the heat
of the sun became unbearable. The muscles of
her hands and arms were so sore, she found it
difficult to lift them.

Thinking she’d only take a short break, Moni
headed home to cool off and rest her aching
limbs. Instead, she flopped onto her bed and fell
to sleep for several hours.

The sound of the telephone ringing pulled her
back into reality. She sat upright on the bed still
feeling disoriented. “Hello?” she croaked into
the telephone receiver.

“Is that my Moni-love?”

Moni snapped out of her sleepy haze at the
rich southern tones of her ex-fiancé’s voice.

Earlier that day, Grant had asked her why she
couldn’t go back to Dunkin when her friends
had moved away. The real reason was the man
on the other end of the line, Burt Reynolds—the
tire salesman, not the actor.
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“Hi, Burt. I thought I asked you not to call me
Moni-love anymore.”

“I’know you’ve been through a lot lately—and
that’s confused you into thinking we need to be
apart for now—but you’ll always be my Moni-
love. Nothing’s going to change that.”

Despite herself Moni smiled. She could pic-
ture Burt’s disheveled blond curls and the un-
even smile that always hung on his suntanned
face. In many eyes they were an unlikely couple,
but they had been engaged for almost a year,
and before Aunt Reggie died, she’d been content
with the idea of spending the rest of her life
with him.

“That’s sweet, Burt. In a lot of ways, you'll al-
ways be my best friend in the world”—she tried
to keep her voice gentle, but firm—*“but I just
want to make sure you've grasped the concept
that we’re not going to be married. Ever.”

“Mama asked me what she should do with
the wedding dress that’s still on her sewing ma-
chine. I told her to finish it so it would be ready
when you get back.”

“You know I'm not coming back, Burt.” Los-
ing the desire to be gentle, Moni’s voice took on
a hard edge. “Are you being hardheaded on
purpose?”

Although his heart was usually in the right
place, Burt could be more bullheaded than any-
one she’d ever known. It wasn’t uncommon for
him to make decisions and move forward with
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them despite any protest she might make to the
contrary.

Over time, she’d come to overlook his control-
ling behavior, but now she saw it as one of the
many reasons they’d be better off as friends in-
stead of husband and wife.

“Don’t be cross, Moni. I'm not being hard-
headed so much as optimistic. I miss you is all.
So does the rest of Dunkin. If you don’t come
back to see me, you've got to come back to visit
all the folks who ask me a dozen times a day
how you’re doing out there.”

Moni sighed, suddenly feeling sad. She did
miss her friends, but it was too soon to visit.
First they had to see that she could survive on
her own.

“Tell them that I'm doing just fine. And that I
miss them, but I don’t know when I'll be back to
visit. I've got a lot of things to take care of out
here for a while.”

“What kind of things? Is everything all
right?”

Moni thought of Grant’s fence and bit her
tongue. “Everything’s great. I just need time to
get settled,” she answered, then quickly
changed the subject. “How are things there? Did
Rhonda Tucker have her baby yet?”

Burt laughed and proceeded to fill Moni in on
the latest gossip. When she finally hung up the
phone, the mix of emotions she felt surprised
her.
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Even though she knew it had been the right
thing to do, breaking off their engagement had
been difficult.

Moni smiled, remembering Burt’s proposal.

Burt was a quiet, deliberate man who hated pub-
lic displays of any kind. Therefore, Moni knew it
had taken a Herculean effort on his part to
arrange for MONI LAWRENCE WILL YOU MARRY ME to
be placed on the marquee of the Dunkin Multi-
plex Theater. There was only one movie theater
in the area, so on a Saturday night, half the town
was present to witness the proposal.

Aunt Regina had strongly encouraged her to
accept Burt’s offer of marriage. This surprised
Moni, because Reggie had always been known
in town as free-spirited. Though she’d eventu-
ally settled into the simple life of a shopkeeper,
no one had forgotten the wild exploits of her
youth.

It wasn’t until a few months before she’d died
that Aunt Reggie had begun extolling the
virtues of security and marriage. These senti-
ments from a woman who’d never had any in-
terest in tying herself down to one man. Until
the day she died, she’d been in demand by both
the local dentist and the county sheriff.

Later, Moni discovered that Reggie had been
made aware of a heart condition several months
before her death. She never told a soul, and after
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Burt’s proposal Reggie would often comment
that it would be nice to know that Moni had
someone to take care of her.

Aunt Regina hadn’t been the only one in town
excited over Moni and Burt’s engagement. It
seemed everyone in Dunkin had volunteered to
contribute. Janet Mosley at the bakery would
have made their cake. Burt’s mother had begun
sewing her wedding gown. Carlos Mendoza of
the Dunkin Plaza Hotel had donated a free night
in the honeymoon suite, and of course, Aunt
Reggie would have handled all of the flower
arrangements.

Moni had gotten caught up in all the excite-
ment and the plans to be made. She hadn’t even
realized that she had no desire to get married
until after Aunt Reggie’s heart condition took
her from them.

Reggie had always said she’d rather blow out
her candle than let it slowly melt away. Aunt
Reggie had lived a full life, though she’d died
too young at fifty-eight.

Although part of her had wanted to marry
Burt, Moni knew now that she never would have
been satisfied. She was only twenty-six, and be-
fore she settled into a quiet life, she wanted to
have wild adventures like the ones Reggie had
experienced.

When the lawyer had read the amount of her
inheritance and Aunt Reggie’s wish that she use
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it to make her mark, Moni knew this was her
chance.

Despite wanting her to be taken care of, Moni
knew her aunt would much rather she follow in
Reggie’s footsteps and experience life.

Unfortunately, explaining this to Burt had
been the most difficult task. Burt was crushed by
their breakup and blamed it on the shock of her
aunt’s death. Moni had been in shock, but she’d
also known that once the shock wore off, she still
wouldn’t want to get married.

As usual, Burt had been convinced he knew
what was best for her and had told all of their
friends the wedding had been postponed in-
stead of canceled. The town had rallied around
her to show support. While she was touched by
their loving concern, she couldn’t blink without
someone asking if she were all right, bringing
over baked goods, or insisting on sleeping in the
guestroom so she wouldn’t be alone.

She’d gone to San Diego to visit Akiko just to
get away from the watchful eyes that were cer-
tain she was going to crumble without her aunt
to lean on. What Moni had discovered was that
she loved the freedom and independence of be-
ing out on her own.

It was easier to mourn her aunt in private, and
she felt Burt needed some time to accept that
things were really over between them. So, she
sold her aunt’s flower shop and the house with-
out looking back. She loved Dunkin, and she
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planned to visit eventually, but she couldn’t re-
sist the opportunity to feel out her indepen-
dence.

People always wanted to do things for her, but
all she really wanted was to do for herself. Burt
was a wonderful man, but whenever their opin-
ions or choices conflicted, he insisted on having
the final word. She didn’t want to live that way
anymore. She’d loved him, but there was some-
thing more out there for her.

Moni got up from the bed and sent a fleeting
glance toward the window and Grant’s house.
She really should get back out there and finish
cutting those boards. She’d had no intention of
wasting so much of the day sleeping.

“Ugh,” she moaned, trying to rub the sore-
ness out of her shoulders. All she really wanted
to do at the moment was soak in a hot bath.

Retrieving her notes from the dresser, Moni
studied the project outline that consisted of a list
of supplies, diagrams and measurements, and a
timeline for each day’s work on Grant’s fence.
She liked to approach each new project in an or-
ganized, scientific manner.

“I'm not too far behind.” She penciled her
progress into the margin, and then headed to
the bathroom to fill the bathtub. “I'll just have to
get started a little earlier tomorrow morning.”

The next afternoon, Moni was hard at work
when the loud roar of a motor caught her atten-
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tion. Seconds later, a yellow convertible screeched
to a stop in Grant’s driveway.

An attractive man stepped out of the sports
car, wearing a black T-shirt fitted to his muscular
chest and black slacks. Despite his shorter,
stockier build, it wasn’t hard to determine that
he was related to Grant. They shared the same
angled jaw and broad nose.

A second car door slammed, forcing Moni’s
gaze away from the handsome stranger. A petite
young girl rounded the car.

“Hey there,” the man called.

Moni waved, walking over to the newcomers.

“If I'd known handymen were so pretty these
days, I'd have started home improvements long
ago.”

A hefty sigh came from the girl beside him.
She rolled her eyes and folded her arms across
her chest. “Dad.”

“I'm just kidding, Tara,” he said, putting an
arm around the girl’s narrow shoulders.

“I'm actually not a handyman.” Moni pulled
off her gloves and extended her hand. “I'm
Grant’s neighbor, Moni Lawrence.”

He took her hand in a firm grip. “I'm Keith—
Grant'’s brother, and this is my daughter, Tara.”

“Nice to meet you both,” Moni said, her eyes
meeting the young girl’s. Tara smiled back
shyly.

“Neighbor?” Keith was rubbing his chin.
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“Don’t tell me you're the crazy—ubh, the lady
who drove her car into his pool.”

Moni laughed, nodding. “That’s me. The
crazy lady.”

Tara giggled and Keith was clearly embar-
rassed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—"

Moni waved off his apology. “It’s okay. I don’t
blame Grant for describing me that way. Most
people wait for an invitation before taking a
plunge in the neighbor’s pool. Me? I just drive
rightin.”

Tara snickered. “You're funny.”

Moni knew this was the highest of compli-
ments coming from a representative of the pre-
teen generation. Anxious to change the subject,
she looked past Keith to the bright yellow sports
car. “Oh, how pretty. What kind of car is that?”

Keith beamed with obvious pride. “Porsche
Boxster. Although, pretty isn’t quite the right
word for a gem like this.” He stepped back to
run a loving hand over the hood.

“Oh yes . ..it’s definitely a hot car,” she said
dutifully.

He rewarded her with a vigorous nod. “That’s
right. You should see the engine.”

Before Moni could reply that she wouldn’t
know the difference between a car engine and a
bicycle gear, Keith was already showing her the
engine—which for some reason was behind the
seats.
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“Look at that. This baby is powered by a
water-cooled, six-cylinder engine with four-
valve technology.”

Catching her blank stare, Tara came to Moni’s
rescue. “Dad, you're doing it again. You're the
only one who cares about this stuff.”

Keith turned to face them with a sheepish
grin. “Sorry. As Tara knows, I can get carried
away with my car talk. Clearly you're not a me-
chanic, and we’ve already determined you're
not a handyman. What do you do for a living?”

Moni shrugged. “I guess you could call me an
entrepreneur.”

Once she finished mending Grant’s fence, she
was going to pour all of her energy into starting
abusiness with her inheritance. Since she wasn’t
quite sure what kind of business to start, she was
relying on the research skills she’d developed as
a psychology major. She’d compiled a list of ten
creative business concepts, and she planned to
investigate the viability of each one thoroughly.

Keith raised his brows, looking impressed.
“Really? What are you . . .” He paused as Grant
came out of the house.

“Don’t let me interrupt.” Grant crossed the
lawn, then reached down to hug his niece.

Keith clapped his brother on the back in
greeting. “Your new neighbor was just about to
tell us that she’s an entrepreneur.”

Grant smiled, winking at her. “What do you
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mean? I thought you were a wealthy woman of
leisure.”

Moni knew Grant was just teasing her, but
couldn’t help taking offense to the implication
that she would choose not to work. She was get-
ting really tired of not being taken seriously be-
cause of her appearance. She’d graduated
summa cum laude from the University of Vir-
ginia, but she knew if she told Grant that right
now, he’d regard her with wide-eyed disbelief.

Everyone assumed that she wasn’t smart just
because she was girly and petite with a cheerful
attitude and a southern accent.

“A woman of leisure? Not at all.” Moni lifted
her chin. “I'm in the process of starting a busi-
ness.”

His brow lifted. “Seriously? What kind?”
Grant asked.

Now that she had his interest, Moni was too
embarrassed to tell Grant that she hadn’t fig-
ured that part out yet. Aunt Reggie wanted her
to leave her mark on the world, and Moni
planned to do exactly that. She had no intention
of blowing her big chance on the wrong concept.

But instead of trying to explain all that to
Grant, she decided to describe one of the con-
cepts she was researching. “It's a Web service
that I'm going to call Music Therapy.”

A puzzled expression passed over Grant’s
face. “Are you in the mental health field?”
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Moni shook her head. “No, this has nothing
to do with the type of music therapy used to
treat psychological disorders. But it did inspire
the name of my site.”

Grant shrugged. “A therapy Web site?  don’t
understand—"

“Shh, let her explain,” Keith said. Through all
of this, Tara was slumped against the car, look-
ing bored again.

“The site will be a variation on the concept of
Internet radio. You can choose a play list of mu-
sic based on the mood you want to create. If you
want to get into a cheerful mood, you can create
a play list from a database of upbeat music. If
you just broke up with your girlfriend, you can
choose from the most popular breakup songs.
You can pick workout music, haunting music or
songs for a rainy day.”

Grant still looked confused. “And you would
listen to this music over the Internet?”

“You can listen to it directly from your com-
puter speakers or download it to your MP3
player.”

He shook his head. “What’s MP3?”

Tara perked up. “Uncle Grant, don’t you
know anything? MP3s are the newest way to get
music. It's an MPEG file created specifically for
digital transmission.”

Moni grinned. “Thanks, Tara, I couldn’t have
explained it better myself.”

“Oh, of course. Well, um, good luck with
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that ... whole thing,” Grant said, though he
clearly didn’t understand what they were talk-
ing about.

“Thanks. I'll let you know when I get the site
up and running. You can all be my first cus-
tomers.”

Keith grinned wickedly. “Tara and I will be
your customers. Tater needs to call tech support
just to turn his computer on.”

“Tater?” She studied Grant. “Is that your
nickname?”

Grant glared at his brother.

Keith laughed. “Yeah, Tater. That’s what the
family calls him. When he was little we called
him Tater Tot ‘cause he was so small. Even now
that he’s bigger, we still call him Tater out of
habit, right, little brother?” He patted Grant’s
shoulder.

Grant rolled his eyes, brushing Keith’s hand
away. “You're the only one who still calls me
that.”

Moni smiled. “Little brother? I don’t know
why I assumed Grant was older.”

Keith grinned. “Yeah, you're not the only one.
It’s because Grant’s such an old man. As for me,
age hasn’t been able to suppress my youthful
exuberance.”

“Youthful exuberance,” Grant said, “also
known as blatant immaturity.”

Keith kept smiling, clearly unruffled, but Tara
was squirming at his side, her patience wearing
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thin. “Well, Tater, I have to drop Tara off at cheer-
leading camp this afternoon, so we need to get
going. I just dropped by to give you this check
for the anniversary party. Let me know if you
need more. [ hit it big in Vegas last weekend.”

A wary look passed across Grant’s face as he
accepted the check. “Thanks. Have fun at cheer-
leading camp, kiddo,” he said, squeezing Tara’s
shoulder.

They exchanged goodbyes and Keith and
Tara got back into the Porsche and drove away.

Moni played with the fingers of her work
gloves. “What kind of anniversary party?”

Grant watched the car pull off with a distant
look on his face. “I'm sorry. What did you say?”

“What kind of anniversary party are you hav-
ing?” She pointed to the check in his hand.

“Oh, my parent’s fiftieth wedding anniver-
sary is coming up. My brother, sister and I are
throwing them a huge surprise party at the Ho-
tel Del Coronado.”

Moni sighed. “Fifty years. That's amazing.
Tell your parents congratulations.”

He nodded. “Thanks, I will.”

“You and your brother look a lot alike,” she
said as she studied Grant’s face.

He frowned. “Are you kidding?”

“No. You do look alike. Especially around the
mouth and nose.” They were both handsome
men, but Grant had more of a clean-cut style.
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“That’s interesting because most people view
the two of us as day and night.”

Moni nodded. “You don’t have a lot in com-
mon, do you?”

Grant shrugged. “We actually get along pretty
well, but our interests are very different. Keith is
a mechanic,” he said in a flat tone.

“Well, you don’t have to say it like that,” she
said, noting the disappointment in his voice.
“ Auto mechanics is a respectable profession.”

Grant blinked. “Oh, of course it is. Don’t get
me wrong. It’s just that he’s absolutely brilliant
with numbers—practically a genius. He was ac-
cepted at Vassar but turned down admission.
Keith wouldn’t have applied in the first place if
my parents hadn’t insisted. Instead of going to
college, he went to work at Mason’s Auto
World.”

Moni mulled over Grant’s words for a
minute. “Sometimes people feel the need to
make personal decisions that everybody else
might not understand. Your brother is probably
happy with his choice. I know a lot of my
friends didn’t understand why I passed up a
full scholarship to graduate school, but it was
something I had to do.”

Grant looked over in surprise. “Do you mind
if I ask why?”

“My Aunt Reggie needed me to come home
and help out with the flower shop. It was an un-
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characteristic request from her, but I didn’t ques-
tion it. After all that she’d done for me, I thought
she deserved to have a little more time to herself.
I know now that she knew she was dying and
wanted me close to home.”

His eyes softened. “That’s different, Moni.
You were helping a family member. Keith’s first
year out of high school he spent running back
and forth to Las Vegas on the weekends.”

“Ahh, I thought I noticed a strange look on
your face when he mentioned Las Vegas. Is that
the problem—gambling?”

Grant shook his head in resignation. “Keith
could have done so many things with his inher-
ent mathematical talent, but casinos and cars
are the only things he puts any effort into. His
wife, Janet, almost left him because of his lack of
ambition.”

She shook her head. “That’s really a shame.”

Grant nodded. “They’ve had some rocky
times. They're separated right now, but I think
they’re still trying to work things out for Tara’s
sake. My brother’s a good guy and an excellent
father, but he’s not a goal-setter. He doesn’t plan
for the future. It’s hard to build a life with some-
one like that. I recommended they get counsel-
ing with a colleague of mine, but I don’t know if
they’ll go through with it.”

Moni smiled, trying to be reassuring. “Well,
you never know. If they really love each other,
they’ll work it out.”
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“Or not,” Grant said under his breath.

Moni wasn’t surprised by his cynicism. After
two failed marriages of his own, he probably ex-
pected the worse for everyone. She couldn’t help
wondering how that affected his work as a ther-
apist. Before she could ask him, Grant started
backing away.

“I guess I should let you get back to work,” he
said and turned toward to the house.

After he left Moni, Grant returned to his novel.
Two hours passed slowly with minimal
progress. That must be why it was suddenly
much more important to do an exhaustive Web
search for the origin of the term gumshoe rather
than write another paragraph.

He’d just discovered a plausible theory—
“gumshoe” referred to the gum-rubber soles de-
tectives wore to get around quietly—when his
phone rang. He should have taken the phone off
the hook so he could focus on his writing, but
since he wasn’t getting much done, he picked it
up anyway.

“Hello?”

“It’s happening again. The anxiety. It’s back.”

“Samantha?” He slipped the pencil he was
holding behind his ear.

“I'had to go up to the attic this morning, and I
was overcome with a feeling of panic. My palms
got sweaty, and I had to rush back downstairs.”
Her voice was tight.
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“Okay, take a deep breath and tell me what’s
going on.” Grant heard her inhale and exhale.
He resisted the urge to do the same.

“Whew. Okay,” she said after another deep
sigh. “I'm sorry to call out of the blue like this.
I know you took time off so you could write. I
didn’t want to interrupt you, but you said I
should call if the anxiety came back.”

“That’s all right. Don’t worry about it, I wasn't
getting much done anyway. Tell me what’s go-
ing on?”

“Well, I know you said it’s not obsessive com-
pulsive disorder, because I, you know, don’t do
all the hand washing and everything, but—"

“Yes, and you don’t have any other symptoms
of OCD, either.”

“Yes, I know, but, I wanted to tell you that I
tigured it out. I was reading Psychology Today last
night and it hit me.” Her voice rose in pitch as
she became excited.

Grant was almost afraid to ask, “What hit
you?”

“Ataxophobia. That’s what I have.” He could
her hear her clap her hands together to punctu-
ate the sentence.

Grant chewed his lip. He didn’t have a mental
list of every possible phobia, but he knew
Samantha would be more than happy to explain.

“Why do you think you have ataxophobia?”

“You know how I like to have things neat and
organized all the time? Well, I've decided I'm
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not your run-of-the-mill neat freak. I believe I'm
actually afraid of things being disorderly or un-
tidy.”

“Of course, because ataxophobia is a fear of
disorder. Samantha—"

“Wait, [ know you're going to say it’s all in my
head. You psychologists love to say that, but
hear me out.”

Grant listened quietly as Samantha described
the stress and discomfort she experienced when
her two sons left their toys strewn around the
house or when her husband left a pile of dirty
dishes in the sink.

“There’s good news and bad news for you,
Samantha,” he said when she finished making
her case.

“Tell me the bad news first. I can handle it,”
she said with grim resolve.

“The bad news is that you do fixate on disor-
derliness and that is causing your anxiety.”

“I knew it,” she whispered. “Go on.”

“But, the good news is that I don’t think you
have ataxophobia.”

“Why not?” She sounded disappointed.

“Because, while you do like things neat and
clean, and you are anxious when they’re not, I
don’t think your level of anxiety is abnormal or
debilitating. It’s very common for someone to
feel unsettled when their environment is unor-
ganized. With three small children, it’s hard to
keep the house clean the way you did when you
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were single. The reason you're focusing on your
anxiety is because being home full-time with the
kids is a huge adjustment for you.”

“I hear what you're saying.” She was quiet for
a moment. “But, what am I supposed to do about
the anxiety? Even though you think it’s not atax-
ophobia, the panic is real.”

Grant thought for a moment. Whatever advice
he gave her, she’d still be on the phone with him
tomorrow.

“Carl makes enough money for the two of you
to have a maid. Why don’t you discuss the pos-
sibility with him?”

“A maid.” She tasted the word like an exotic
dish—reluctantly.

“Trust me, if you have someone come in and
straighten up once or twice a month, it will take
a large part of the burden off you.”

“A maid.” This time her voice filled with an-
ticipation. “Okay, I'll see what Carl thinks.
Thanks for listening, Grant. I know you must be
getting sick of me.”

“Not at all. How could I, you're my sister. I'm
stuck with you.”

“And don’t you forget it. I'll talk to you later. I
heard about a great band we may be able to get
for the anniversary party.”

Grant hung up his phone shaking his head.
Even though he’d taken the summer off, he’d
known he wouldn’t be able to escape his sister’s
constant need for attention. Ever since she made
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the transition from accountant to stay-at-home
mom, Samantha had become convinced some-
thing was wrong with her. She read too many
self-help books for her own good.

In the past, he’d tried suggesting she work
part-time to gradually adjust to the idea of stay-
ing home. But, she’d insisted on being home to
raise the kids while they were young because
she’d read in Psychology Today that these were
important bonding years.

Grant stared at the blinking cursor on his
screen. He hadn’t thought writing a novel would
be easy, but he also hadn’t expected it to be this
difficult. His first two books had been born di-
rectly from his experience as a psychologist.

He’d chosen to focus on counseling married
couples because, despite his own issues with the
institution, marriage was a concept he believed
in. He knew he was helping people, even if that
didn’t always mean keeping couples together.
Sometimes he had to help them face the reality
that they’d be better off apart.

Counseling was rewarding work, but it could
also be frustrating. It was difficult for him to face
the games and lies that couples played with
each other from day to day. He needed to take
some time to sort out his own relationship is-
sues. Spending the summer writing a thriller
would be a welcome vacation from his normal
routine—or so he’d thought.

At the moment, sitting in his office as the im-
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partial observer would be preferable to facing
this empty computer screen. His best friend and
colleague, Mitch Taylor, thought he was crazy.
But Grant suspected that was directly related to
the fact that Mitch had to take over his case load.

When the summer was over, he’d be glad to
get back to marital therapy. He’d be refreshed,
and hopefully, he’d have a completed novel in
his hands. His editor for It Takes Two: Learning to
Communicate with Your Partner and You're on Your
Own: A Guide to Moving On had promised to
give his first attempt at fiction a serious look if he
turned in a proposal for two more self-help
books.

Grant didn’t want to lose this opportunity by
wasting the summer. He pulled his keyboard
tray closer. He could still hear Moni bumping
around out front and her words echoed in his
ears. Mike Diamond is a Beastie Boy. Did that re-
ally mean he had to change the name?

His editor wasn't thrilled about this book in
the first place. Maybe it would be better not to
give him any reason to reject it on sight. He
sighed heavily. That meant he would change the
name.

He thought for a few moments and typed the
name Michael Woodland on the title page.
Michael was his middle name and Woodland
was a play on his last name Forrest. “Should be
safe enough,” he said aloud.

At least retyping the name on all three pages



WEDDING BELL BLUES 51

of his manuscript gave him something to do.
Once that was done, he was back to square one.

He clicked open his Internet browser. “I won-
der where the word ‘cop” came from?”



“ Clapter 1

Moni pulled into her driveway with a raging
headache. She slid out of the rental car, rub-
bing her temples.

“Hi, Moni,” a male voice called. She turned
and saw Grant unloading groceries from his car.
Her heart rate picked up as she walked to the
edge of her driveway and waved.

He set his grocery bag on the ground and
walked over to her. “What’s the matter? I ex-
pected to see you working on the fence bright
and early this morning.”

Heat rushed up her neck. Two days had
passed since she’d done any work on Grant’s
fence. She knew he was secretly hoping she’d al-
ready given up.

Although she’d rather die than give him the
satisfaction of quitting, she had run into a rather
embarrassing snafu that had delayed her
progress.

After cutting all of her boards, she’d begun
stacking them to one side to keep Grant’s lawn
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uncluttered. She’d stacked several boards before
a problem became apparent. Each board seemed
to get ever so slightly shorter than the one before
it. There was nearly a five-inch height difference
between the boards she’d cut on the first day
and the boards she’d cut on the second day.

Since she hadn’t cut all the boards evenly,
she’d had to order more planks from the lum-
beryard. In hopes of saving face—and energy—
this time she ordered the wood precut.

Having been taught to be frugal all her life,
she couldn’t bring herself to pay twice as much
for a rush delivery. Since she needed to replace
her car anyway, she figured she might as well
buy a sport utility vehicle and haul the wood
herself.

Moni didn’t want Grant to know how compli-
cated she’d managed to make things, so she
kept these details to herself.

She forced a bright smile, resisting the urge to
rub her temples. “Have no fear. I haven’t given
up on the job. I had to special order a stain that
would match the rest of your fence. Once it ar-
rives, I’ll be back to work.”

Grant winked at her. “Is that a threat or a
promise?”

She narrowed her eyes at him.

“Seriously, I'm not rushing you. I was just
wondering why I hadn’t seen you in a couple of
days. You know, working on the fence.”

Moni winked back at him, unable to resist the
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urge to put him on the spot. “How sweet. You
missed me hanging around, didn’t you?”

She didn’t have much experience with flirt-
ing, but it seemed to come naturally with Grant.
Cute and preppie as ever in his standard uni-
form of Dockers and polo shirt, he took her
breath away. Today he wore a white shirt that
flattered his deep mahogany skin.

To her surprise he played along. “You know, I
did. I was just starting to get used to the sweet
lull of sawing wood.”

“Really? I'll make you a tape so you can sleep
at night. In fact, maybe I should start a series,
soothing sawing, plinking planks and . . .”

“Don’t forget my favorite, the relaxing
whoosh of cars being dropped into swimming
pools.”

Moni held up a hand as if to solemnly swear.
“I'm sorry that was a one-time performance.
You'll have to rely on your memory for that one.”

Grant laughed and Moni realized they’d
come a long way since that fateful day in court.
Already, they could laugh about the situation.
That made her feel so good, she almost forgot
about the nagging pain in her head.

“I hope you’ve been making good use of the
peace and quiet. How’s the book coming along?”

Grant’s rolled his eyes. “Well, there’s really
only one answer to that question. Slowly. It’s
coming along slowly.”

Moni nodded, sensing it was best not to con-
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tinue with that topic. “Well, good luck. I hope to
get an autographed copy when it hits the
stores.” She reached up, pressing two fingers to
the throbbing pain at her right temple.

“It’s a deal.” His gaze followed the motion of
massaging fingers. “Do you have a headache?”

She nodded. “I think it’s more psychological
than physical. I've spent the last two days car
shopping.”

“That’s right, I guess you had to scrap that old
junker they pulled from my pool.” He glanced
at the white Toyota in her driveway. “Is that a
rental?”

“Yes, and I'm starting to think it might be
worth the extra money to keep renting, if it
means I don’t have to face any more car dealers.
I thought if I did my homework and showed up
well informed, they’d have to take me seriously,
but they’re crooks. Every last one of them.”

Grant laughed. “Is this your first time buying
anew car?”

“Yes, I bought my first and last car—the one
that ended up in your pool—for next to nothing
from Akiko and Jim. That car and I didn’t have a
very long relationship.”

“So, what’s the problem? Is it that you know
what you want, and they’re just not giving you a
fair price?”

“Exactly. It’s as if they don’t believe I could
possibly know what I'm talking about. At first, I
thought it was just the men, but the women are



02 ROBYN AMOS

just as bad. I thought all you Californians were
supposed to be laid back. This morning I had
two different dealerships on the line going back
and forth in a bidding war. I finally got so frus-
trated I hung up on them both.”

“Look, I did pretty well last time I got a new
car, would you like me to go with you?”

He felt sorry for her. She could read it in his
eyes. “INo, but thanks for the offer. I couldn’t ask
you to do that.”

Grant shrugged. “It's okay. I really don’t
mind.”

She gave him a shy smile. “Oh no, I'm not let-
ting you use me as an excuse to avoid your writ-
ing. Don’t worry about me. I'll have a
brand-new SUV by this time tomorrow.”

Moni fought to keep her voice light as her
head began to pound harder. “Maybe I'll break
down and order one over the Internet. I think
they can drive it right to your door.”

“Yes, but you're guaranteed to pay much more
that way.”

Moni sighed wistfully. “You may be right. I do
need to save money for my business.”

Grant nodded. “Yes, the music therapy thing.
How'’s that coming along.”

Moni fidgeted, sliding an imaginary ring on
and off her ring finger. “I'm still researching it.
But, I hope to get it off the ground soon.”

“Ahh, I see,” Grant said, but Moni knew that
he didn’t.
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She didn’t want to confess that she was just
about ready to cross music therapy off the list.

The easiest thing to do would have been to
come to San Diego and become a florist. After
all, she’d been in the business all her life and
knew the industry from the inside out. But, that
had been Aunt Regina’s dream. She wanted to
make her own dreams.

Until now, she’d always thought she’d go back
to graduate school and complete her Ph.D. de-
gree in psychology. But even that dream didn’t
seem to fit anymore.

Moni started backing toward her house as
Grant picked up a grocery bag. “Well, I'd better
let you get your groceries inside. I hope you
don’t have any ice cream or anything in there.”

“If you change your mind about car shopping,
just give me a call.”

“I'll do that.” Moni crossed the street and let
herself into the house. As she passed the phone,
she saw there were seventeen messages on the
answering machine.

“Ugh, more car dealerships.” Clutching her
head, she raced upstairs to search for some as-
pirin.

A gold-tinted pink haze was just spreading
across the sky as Moni left the house for her
morning jog the next day. She paused just long
enough to note that the sunrise was the exact
color of her new passion fruit nail polish, before
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pulling on her headphones and loping down the
street.

She fell into her breathing rhythm, and as her
body sliced through the air, Moni let her mind
wander. It felt good to finally get back into her
old exercise routine. It had been easy to slack off
while she’d been working out the details of mov-
ing and preparing for court. But those excuses
no longer existed.

On each run, she’d find a new route to ex-
plore, allowing her to feel more in touch with
the unique landscape of San Diego. Moni loved
to run first thing in the morning. The city was
still asleep, and she could pretend she was the
only person in the universe. At least that had
been the case back home in Dunkin. San Diego
had more than its share of the physically fit. She
took note of several joggers, bikers and even in-
line skaters on her runs.

The exertion helped her expend all the ten-
sions she’d built in the last few months. It was
also a good opportunity to think things
through. She’d done her best business brain-
storming during that time, and she’d even
sorted out the new feelings she’d been experi-
encing lately.

She’d felt joy with Burt. She’d felt warmth,
comfort and pleasure with Burt, but she’d never
felt passion. When she talked to her girlfriends,
she’d never been able to relate to that irresistible
force they’d described. Quickened breath, a
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surge of energy, followed by a tingling spine,
fluttering tummy, and the blind emotion that
drove all rational thought from the brain.

An image of Grant Forrest’s nude body
flashed in her mind and Moni’s body became
flushed. Passion? She felt a flutter in her tummy.

Grant was an attractive man. What luck that
she’d moved in across from an eligible bachelor
as delicious as he was. Her feminine intuition
told her that he found her attractive as well. That
and the lusty look she’d spotted in his eyes on
occasion.

Yes, Grant was an attractive neighbor, and she
wouldn’t mind at all if he decided to ask her out.
But something told her that despite their mutual
attraction, he wasn’t going to be the one to make
the first move.

It didn’t matter anyway. She’d just gotten out
of a relationship. It was much too soon to pursue
anew one.

It was a simple case of physical attraction. Just
because she considered Grant handsome, didn’t
mean they had to have a relationship. Plenty of
people shared attractions and never acted on
them, right?

She caught another glimpse of Grant’s nude
body in her mind’s eye and promptly tripped
over her feet. Luckily she regained her balance
before she went all the way down.

Moni forced thoughts of Grant from her mind
and let herself focus on running. She ran until
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she reached that peak that extended beyond fa-
tigue, beyond muscle soreness and beyond
breathlessness. When she hit that pace, it was
like reaching the placid center of a tornado. She
felt like she could run forever and feel no pain. It
was the closest thing to euphoria she’d ever felt.

When she rounded the corner of Paloma del
Rio, Moni turned up the volume on her walk-
man and picked up speed for her homestretch
sprint.

As her feet pounded to the thundering techno
beat of her music, she couldn’t help mourning
the loss of her music therapy Web site. It was a
shame that sorting through the copyright issues
made the project cost prohibitive.

She still thought it was a wonderful idea.
Nothing could affect her mood more than mu-
sic, and Moni just knew her Web site would have
been a fresh approach to the concept of Internet
radio.

She began to slow down until she’d com-
pleted the transition to a brisk walk. Still riding
the high of a good run, she refused to let her first
setback upset her. Smiling, she lifted a hand to
touch her chest. Next on her list was an even
more promising initiative.

Grant prowled around his office after being
pulled out of bed by his restless lead character,
Trent Black. So much for his plans to sleep in. In-
stead, he turned his plot this way and that in his
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head, trying to get Trent out of the corner he’d
backed him into. As it stood, his story was over
in chapter three, and it didn’t look like Trent was
going to make it.

He passed the window noticing that he wasn’t
the only early riser on this block. The lights were
on across the street at Moni’s house. A flash of
movement caught his attention, and he backed
up to look closer. Moni was returning from her
jog, circling the cul-de-sac at a brisk walk.

Grant watched her for a moment—only be-
cause it was something to do, he told himself. As
his mind began to wander back to Trent, he saw
Moni dip her hand into the neck of her T-shirt
and pull out the end of a straw.

He leaned his nose against the glass, certain
his eyes were deceiving him. Then, his delusions
continued as she placed the straw in her mouth.

Grant blinked twice. Where was the water
bottle, he wondered when he didn’t notice a
fanny pack or holder of any kind. He was watch-
ing so intently, he didn’t notice Moni pausing in
front of her house to wave up at him.

When her motions became exaggerated, he
suddenly realized what she was doing and
hastily waved back. Then she bent over and be-
gan doing knee bends and stretches.

Grant stood there for a moment, then his cu-
riosity got the best of him. He just had to know
what she’d been up to with that straw.

Throwing on an old T-shirt and tugging a pair
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of jeans over his boxers, Grant rushed down-
stairs, hoping to get outside before Moni went
into her house.

“Hey,” he called from his front porch, and
then jogged across his lawn.

Moni stood up and waited for him to cross the
street. “Good morning. Looks like it’s going to
be a beautiful day.”

“Yeah. Yeah, it’s going to be nice, um, can I
ask you a question?”

“Sure, what's up?”

“I thought I saw you”—he was at a loss for
words—*“drinking something?” He felt ridicu-
lous. Had he really run out of his house to ask
her that absurd question?

But, to his surprise, Moni’s eyes lit up. “Yes.
That’s my new invention. I'm testing the proto-
type right now.” She pulled the straw out of her
neckline again.

Grant shook his head. “What is it?”

“Abeverage bra.”

“A beverage bra...uh...?” He stared un-
blinking, not sure how to process this new infor-
mation.

“Yes, it’s the next step in athletic support bras.
Want to see it?” She grabbed the hem of her
T-shirt and began to strip it over her head.

“Wait, I don’t think . . . I mean . . . maybe you
shouldn’t—"

“It’s okay. You have to see it to really appreci-
ate the design.”
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She whipped off the shirt and Grant’s eyes
went wide. It looked like a regular sports bra ex-
cept the bottom half seemed to be covered with
a rubbery material. If Moni hadn’t already
made it clear that the bra was filled with liquid,
he would have thought her chest had doubled
in size.

Grant almost felt ashamed of himself for star-
ing at her chest so intently. “Isn’t that, I don’t
know, heavy . . . up top?”

“Not at all. I can barely feel it. See your drink
of choice is carried here. And the length of the
straw is adjustable. You close off the straw with
this rubber cap,” she said, displaying the straw
that protruded from her left shoulder strap.

“And you invented this?”

“Yup. I'm thinking about selling it on the In-
ternet. The plan is to start with one product,
then eventually expand to other things. I'm
working on ideas for a similar athletic accessory
for men—a beverage backpack or something.”

“I see.”

“Yes, water bottles are so cumbersome. With
the beverage bra a woman can work out and
stay hydrated at the same time.”

“Amazing.” His voice was flat.

“I think it could be a big success. When you
have a chance, check out my Web site at
www.beveragebra.com. Right now it’s just a pre-
view of coming attractions, but it should give
you the basic idea. I have an online survey
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posted to see what kind of interest the public has
in this idea.”

“Wait a minute. What happened to your Mu-
sic Therapy idea?”

“The research didn’t support its viability. Too
many copyright issues. I didn’t want to go out
the way of Napster.”

“Yes, of course.” Napster? It sounded vaguely
familiar. It had been in the news awhile back,
but the details escaped him.

He started backing toward his house. “Well,
good luck with the, uh, beverage bra there. I
didn’t mean to interrupt your workout. I'll talk
to you later.”

“Oh, okay. Hey, and if you know of anybody
who might be interested, let them know about
the beverage bra.”

Grant threw a wave over his shoulder. When
was he going to learn to mind his own business
where Moni was concerned?

That afternoon, after swimming several laps in
the pool, Grant entered the house, knowing his
dreaded writing was waiting. When he’d taken
the summer off, he’d been excited about the
prospect of spending his days pounding out
page after page of the thriller that he’d been
kicking around for years.

In reality, he’d spent most of the day writing
garbage that he knew would eventually have to
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be thrown out. He’d hoped getting a little exer-
cise in the pool would leave him with a clear
head, so he could pick it up later.

As he passed through the kitchen, he grabbed
a peanut butter energy bar, then jogged upstairs
to check his machine. Anything to prolong the
time before he had to go back to work.

He hit Play on his answering machine and
Samantha’s voice filled the room.

“Hi, I'm sorry to bother you again, but I need
you to call me back right away. I think I'm devel-
oping an eating disorder. I haven’t thrown up
anything, but Carl agrees that I've been eating
like a bird lately. My appetite is definitely deteri-
orating. Call me back. It's Samantha.”

Grant erased the message and tucked a news-
paper under his arm as he headed for his office.
There was no way Samantha had an eating dis-
order. It was safe to read the sports section be-
fore calling her back.

As he flipped through the paper, he came
across an ad for a Jeep Grand Cherokee and
thought of Moni. She’d said she didn’t need his
help. It was best to leave it at that.

He caught himself tearing out the ad. What
was he doing? Looking for an excuse to call her?
He answered himself, finally being honest. The
fact was, he had a little bit of a crush on her.

He loved her southern drawl, slow and sweet
like honey. And she had a cute way of phrasing



12 ROBYN AMOS

things, especially when she quoted her “dear
Aunt Reggie—God rest her soul.” He’d never
met anyone like her.

It wasn’t a relationship he wanted to pursue.
Crushes led to dating, dating led to sex, and sex
led to marriage. He wasn’t going there again.

He picked up the ad. That didn’t mean he
couldn’t offer her a helping hand if she needed it.

With the newspaper ad under his arm, he
crossed the street to ring Moni’s doorbell. After
he rang it three times and was about to head
back home, the door opened a crack and Moni
peeked through the opening.

Then the door swung wide open. “Oh, thank
goodness it’s you.”

Grant frowned. “Who were you expecting?”

She stepped to one side and gestured for him
to come in. “Those vultures from the dealer-
ships have started e-mailing me with counter of-
fers. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they had
the nerve to show up at my front door.”

Grant laughed. “That’s why I dropped by. I
thought you might want to look at this ad. It
sounds like a pretty good deal.”

“Oh, thanks.” Moni took the page and
pointed toward the couch for him to have a seat.

He scanned her place while she looked over
the ad. “You’ve made a lot of progress in just a
few weeks. I was still unpacking a year after I
moved into my place.”

“Thanks. I still have a few boxes left, but it
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wasn’t too difficult to unpack because I bought
almost everything new.”

He watched her wiggle her pink polished toes
in the plush carpet. Pink sandals were in a cor-
ner by the door. He couldn’t miss the fact that
Moni loved shoes. As he watched her now, it was
just as clear that she loved to be barefoot, too.

His gaze traveled up her slim legs, over her
pink cotton shorts and came to a screeching halt
at her belly button. She was wearing a pale pink
tank-top that stopped just inches above her
waistband.

She sighed, and he watched her flat stomach
move with the exaggerated breath. “I'm fed up.
This whole process is consuming way too much
of my life. If your offer to help is still open . . .”

“Absolutely. Just tell me when and where.”

As the words left his mouth, Grant felt a rising
sense of warning. Why did he think he might re-
gret getting involved at all?

That evening Moni parked her brand-new silver
Jeep Liberty in front of her house. As she got out
of the car she threw a glance toward Grant’s
house, but he’d already dashed inside.

Once they’d gotten off of the highway, he’d
pulled his car in front of hers and sped off.
Clearly, he’d wanted to avoid any further con-
tact with her.

Shaking her head, she trudged toward the
house. She couldn’t blame him. The test drive
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hadn’t quite gone as planned, but Bart, the car
salesman, had managed to keep his cool. Thank
goodness Grant’s head injury hadn’t been seri-
ous.

Still, the joy of having a brand-new automo-
bile was dimmed by the fact that Grant may not
speak to her again.

Moni entered the house and the telephone
was ringing. She rushed to pick it up, hoping it
was Grant.

“Hello?”

“Moni?”

“Akiko, how are you?” She hadn’t spoken to
her best friend in nearly a week.

“Ugh, can I just tell you how much I hate
Portland.”

“Give it time. You'll get used to it.” Tucking
the phone into her neck, she moved over to the
sofa and flopped down.

“I doubt it.” Akiko went on to complain about
the neighbors, the traffic and the local restau-
rants. “Anyway, enough about me. I called be-
cause I have a fabulous idea for your business.”

“You do? Well, I already have some ideas, but
let me hear it.” She reached down, picking at the
chipping polish on her big toe.

“Shoes,” she shouted.

Moni pulled the phone away from her ear.
When Akiko got excited, she got loud.

“What do you mean? Like selling them?”
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“Of course,” Akiko said, so thrilled, she could
have been talking about a 50-percent-off sale at
Nordstrom’s. “No one on earth loves shoes more
than you do.”

“That’s true, but—"

“You could hire a designer and start your own
line.”

“Akiko—"

“I've even got the perfect name. You can call
them Monies. You know, kinda like Candies?”

“I don’t know . ..”

“Why not? It’s a fabulous idea, right?”

She sat up, trying to choose her words care-
fully. “Well, it’s fabulous except for one thing.”

Akiko finally noticed that Moni wasn’t as ex-
cited as she was. “What's that?”

“My passion for shoes is the one untainted
thing in my life right now. Having a bad day? I
can hit the mall for some fire engine red pumps.
Feel like dancing? Orange retro platforms. Feel-
ing mellow? Ferragamo ankle boots or Fendi
loafers. Don’t you see?”

Her friend’s voice was softer now. “Not re-
ally.”

“If I make the transition from shoe connois-
seur to . ..shoemaker, I run the risk of corrupt-
ing my only true passion. I could never look at a
strappy sling-back the same way once I'd seen it
without its sole.”

Akiko was silent for a moment. “That is so
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true. Forgive me, I don’t know what I was think-
ing. So, back to the drawing board. Knowing
you, there must be charts and graphs tacked up
all over the place. What’s next on the list?”

In college, Akiko loved to tease Moni about
her meticulous study habits. Her notes were
color-coded, and she’d plot her study schedule
on a timeline. Naturally, she wasn’t going to do
any less for her business plans.

There was a long list of concepts that Moni
had crossed off right away. She’d dismissed go-
ing into the restaurant business because, while
she was a great cook, she loathed doing it or any-
thing related to food service.

When Moni had been in high school, she’d
worked part-time at Lou’s Diner. After three
months in that place she’d been ready to give up
eating food altogether.

She did like the idea of providing a product or
service. The concept of an original invention ap-
pealed to her the most. Unfortunately, it was
hard to think of original ideas that didn’t re-
quire a degree in chemistry or physics.

Moni smiled, knowing her friend really
wanted her to succeed. “I'm focusing on the
beverage bra right now. Did you get the sample I
sent you?”

“Yeah, I haven't tried it yet. I try to avoid work-
ing out whenever possible. What else is new?”

Moni winced. “I bought a new car today.”

“How exciting. What did you get?”
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“Actually, it was a little too exciting. I got a
Jeep Liberty, but I really had to work for it.”

Akiko picked up on her tone right away. “Uh
oh, what happened?”

“Remember my neighbor, Grant?”

“The one who looks like the guy in How Stella
Got Her Groove Back? Whoa, are you trying to get
your groove back?”

“Hush now. We're just friends. Or at least we
were starting to be friendly. That is, until today.”

Akiko giggled wickedly. “Don’t tell me you
drove another car into his pool.”

“Will I ever live that down? Of course not.”

“Honey, that’s not something a person for-
gets. So, what happened?”

“Grant volunteered to come along and help
me haggle with the car dealer. Now, keep in
mind that I didn’t ask him. He offered. I didn’t
even accept his offer right away because I
wanted to do it by myself.”

“No luck, huh? You know what I do? I use a
credit union buying service. They give you a flat
rate so you don’t have to haggle.”

Moni rolled her eyes. “Sure, now you tell me.
The point is, Grant offered to come with me. We
went to a dealership this afternoon.”

“Did you get a good price?”

“Ultimately, yes. That wasn’t the problem.
The problem was the test drive.”

Akiko groaned.

“It started out just fine,” Moni continued. “We
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were on a nice straight road. Smooth ride. It was
kinda fun. I'd never sat in a vehicle that high up
before.”

“Get to the disaster. Did you wreck? End up in
a ditch? What?”

“Well—"” Moni could picture the impatient ex-
pression creasing her friend’s smooth Japanese
features. “—All I know is they’re supposed to be
all-terrain vehicles, right?”

“You went off the road, didn’t you?”

Moni shook her head, starting to feel flustered
all over again. “I didn’t mean to jump the curb.
The truck just, kind of, did it on it’s own. One
minute road. Next minute grass. The only rea-
son it was so scary was because we ended up in
the mountains and the road became very curvy.
Sometimes it looked like we were going to drive
right off the edge.”

“The car dealer took you up a mountain for a
test drive?”

Moni’s skin burned hot with embarrassment.
She was glad her friend couldn’t see her.

“No, I took a wrong turn. Once we started
climbing, we couldn’t turn around until we
reached the top. While I was trying to turn the
thing around, I jumped the little wooden
marker that blocked the road from the grass.”

“Dear Lord!”

“But we didn’t get too far downhill before I
managed to get us back on the road. It was just
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so narrow and steep—and you know I'm afraid
of heights.”

“This stuff only happens to you, Moni.”

“Grant wanted me to stop the car and let him
drive, but he was in the back seat. I just wanted
to get us off that mountain.”

Akiko sighed heavily. “Well, the important
thing is that you got the car back in one piece,
right?”

“Yes. I didn’t crash into anything, but Grant’s
still upset with me.”

“Why? I think you did well for someone
who’s only had her driver’s license for three
months.”

“That’s just it. He didn’t know I'm a new
driver until then. I think he’s mad because, if
he’d known about my limited driving experi-
ence before we’d gone to court, he could have
convinced the judge to make me pay for the
damaged fence outright. And then, of course,
there’s the accident.”

“Accident? I thought you said you didn’t hit
anything.”

“I didn’t. Grant did. He was so shaken up by
the ride that he couldn’t get out of the car soon
enough. He jumped out so fast, he banged his
head on the doorframe. He has a huge gash just
above his left eyebrow.”

“For heaven’s sake. No wonder the guy’s
barely talking to you.”
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“I know. The good news is that after all we’d
been through—with Grant standing there
bleeding and all—the car dealer didn’t have the
heart to haggle with us. Within ten minutes we
had a deal for 2 percent above cost, fully loaded.
I drove it right off the lot.”

“I'm glad everything worked out for you, but
how are you going to make it up to Grant? What
if he tries to sue you again?”

“I know. We’d finally gotten to a point where
we could laugh about the whole car-in-the-pool
thing. Now I'm going to have to live this down,
too.”

“Okay; this is still fixable.” Akiko was matter-
of-fact. “Let me ask you something.”

“Yes?”

“What would Aunt Reggie have to say about
this?”

Moni snagged one of her curls and wound it
around her finger. “Hmm, good question.” After
thinking about it for a moment, she began to
smile.

“You're a genius, Akiko. I know exactly what
she’d do.”
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Grant’s doorbell rang at 10:30 the next morn-
ing. He wasn’t the least bit surprised to see
Moni standing there. He squinted, noting her
bright orange University of Virginia sweatshirt.

“Hi, how’s your head?” she asked in a tenta-
tive tone.

Grant touched his forehead just below his
Band-Aid. “Getting better. How’s your new
suv?”

“Still in one piece, I'm happy to report.”

He nodded, his gaze dropping to the bundle
she held.

“Oh, I brought this just in case you were still
upset about what happened. My dear Aunt
Reggie—God rest her soul—always said, noth-
ing says I'm sorry like a fresh-baked loaf of ba-
nana love bread.”

“Banana love bread?”

“Yes, I baked it this morning. It's a Lawrence
family secret. Trust me, you'll fall in love with it
once you try it.” She held it out to him.
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“Trust you, huh?” Grant gave her a skeptical
once-over before finally backing away from the
door. “After what you put me though at the car
dealership, my only question should be, do you
know the Heimlich maneuver?”

She followed him into the kitchen. “If you're
worried, I'll try a piece first. Where do you keep
your plates?”

Grant reached into the drawer for a bread
knife. “They’re in the cabinet above the sink.”

She laid two plates on the table and Grant
sliced the bread. “This smells incredible. Like
banana bread, but different.” He inhaled deeply
as if to figure out the secret. “What’s in it?”

She gave him a sly smile that made his toes
curl. “Uh-uh. You'll just have to taste it, cause I
ain’t tellin” ya.”

He tore off a piece and started to raise it to his
lips. “I'm not joking, you first.”

Moni shrugged and took a huge bite out of her
slice. “Mmm, delicious, if I do say so myself.”

Grant popped a corner of bread into his
mouth, and as if on cue, Moni started choking
and gasping for breath.

“Very funny,” he said, barely getting the
words out as he tore off another piece and
crammed it in his mouth. “This is incredible.”

“Told ya,” she said, sitting down at the table.

“Would you like some coffee?” he asked her,
pouring himself a cup.
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She thought about it for a moment then shook
her head. “Normally, I'd say yes, but I don’t
know if you've noticed how hot it is in here.”

Grant nodded. “Yeah. I'm sorry about that.
My air conditioner is on the blink. They can’t
come out to fix it until Friday.”

Moni fanned herself with her hands, finally
giving up. “I actually thought it was a little
chilly outside this morning, but, it’s sweltering
in here. Do you mind?” She grabbed the hem of
her sweatshirt and started to pull it up.

“Of course not. Make yourself comfortable.”

He moved over to the counter to slice another
piece of bread and almost lost a finger when he
caught sight of her from the corner of his eye.

She was wearing another of her impossibly
scant tank tops that showed about five inches of
bare skin above her low-riding jeans. Despite
the fact that he saw the same style on countless
women every day, it seemed so much more
provocative on Moni’s tiny frame.

“That’s got to be illegal somewhere,” he mut-
tered under his breath.

“Did you say something?”

“Uh, I was thinking about taking a swim a lit-
tle later. You're welcome to come over and cool
off if you like.” As soon as Grant heard himself
speaking, he knew he’d made a mistake. Moni
in bikini? That was sure to kill him.

He was barely hanging on as it was. His only
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hope was that she’d turn him down. She’d been
talking about getting back to work on the fence
today, so maybe—

“Sure, I'd love to.”

“Great.” He sat down across from her and
tried to concentrate on anything other than his
raging libido. “So, you went to UVA?”

“Yup, the Virginia Cavaliers.”

“What did you study?”

“Psychology. If I'd pursued it, you and I could
have been colleagues.”

“You mentioned that you didn’t pursue it be-
cause your aunt needed you close to home.” One
of his brows rose in curiosity. “Now that you
have the time and the money, why haven’t you
gone back to it?”

Moni started playing with one of her fingers
again. “I don’t know. I guess the moment has
passed. There may be something else in the
cards for me now.”

Grant continued to nibble at the bread, study-
ing Moni as she spoke. “And do you know what
thatis?” He didn’t mention the beverage bra. He
had a feeling she was referring to something
bigger than that.

“Not yet, but I think the journey toward that
discovery will be very exciting.” She looked up
and smiled at him. “Now, stop picking my
brain. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you al-
ways get me to talk about myself, but we never
talk about you.”
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Grant straightened in his seat, feeling a flush
creep into his face. “Sorry. Force of habit. Get-
ting other people to talk is my job.”

“It’s okay, because now you have to give me
the chance to turn the tables on you,” she said
with a sly grin.

“What do you want to know?” Here it comes,
he thought, holding his breath.

“You can tell me to mind my own business if
you want to, but I'd love to know how you ended
up divorced . ..twice. Aren’t you a marriage
counselor?”

Resigned, Grant nodded. This is the way it al-
ways went down. Once people knew he’d been
divorced twice, they questioned his role as a
marital therapist.

“Yes, I am, but therapy and my personal life
are apples and oranges. I'd like to say I've been
unlucky in love, but the truth is, I've just made
some really bad choices. My skills as a therapist
don’t hinge on my ability to choose the right
woman for myself. My job does rely on my abil-
ity to be a good observer, and my ability to facil-
itate communication between two people—"

Moni made a time-out signal with her hands.
“I'm sorry, it seems I've hit a nerve. Believe me,
I'm in no position to pass judgment on your
skills as a therapist. I just meant, it’s ironic. You
don’t have to talk to me about your marriages. I
understand if it’s too personal.”

Grant released the breath he’d been holding.
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“No, don’t apologize. Once again, I'm the one
who's sorry. I can be a little defensive about this
topic.”

Moni nodded. “I understand.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to talk about it. It’s
just that my story isn’t much different from any-
one else’s. Often the women I'm attracted to
aren’t the ones that are good for me. People talk
about women who are only attracted to bad
boys—"

“Are you saying that you're only attracted to
bad girls?” Moni asked, winking at him.

“Not so much ‘bad” girls as women who
are . ..let’s just say they have issues. After a
while, high-maintenance relationships like that
usually burn themselves out.”

As far as he was concerned, his first marriage
should have worked out. He and his first wife
were perfectly matched in every way—or so it
had seemed.

When he’d met Charlotte she’d been a fiercely
independent and ambitious woman. It was one
of the many reasons he’d fallen in love with her.
Charlotte had a shine about her, like a freshly
minted coin. She would glint in the light, and
every man around took notice. All sex and so-
phistication, most often she’d worn her straight
black hair in a ponytail that hung to her waist.
She would wear her designer suit jackets over
nothing but a bra.

As a feature writer for a prestigious newspa-
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per, Charlotte had vowed to have her own col-
umn in less than a year. It had been Charlotte
who encouraged Grant to write his first book.
He’d loved that she had the same appreciation
for order and simplicity that he had. Restau-
rants, movies and books were also easy picks for
the two of them. In fact, they had so much in
common, they should have had a long, happy
life together. There had been only one, rather
significant, disparity.

Charlotte didn’t want to have children—a fact
he discovered only after she’d aborted his child
without telling him. He might never have
learned the truth if her sister hadn’t let it slip in
the middle of a drunken tirade during Thanks-
giving dinner. Charlotte and Grant had started
divorce proceedings before the New Year.

He refused to let Charlotte’s lies and betrayal
turn him bitter on all women. He’d continued to
date, hoping true love was still out there waiting
for him.

Two years later, he’d met Katrina. If Charlotte
was the moon, Katrina was the sun. Grant had
been sure she was the one. Katrina couldn’t tell a
lie to save her life, and her desire for a career
came second to her desire for a family. She was
sweet and soft with an earthiness he’d never ex-
perienced before. She wore her hair short and
natural, and she loved to dress in simple flowing
designs.

Grant had loved her guilelessness—her lack
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of pretension. But what had seemed at first to be
raw innocence, eventually turned out to be full-
blown helplessness.

After their marriage, Katrina remained in a
constant state of emotional neediness. She
couldn’t defrost a chicken or buy new curtains
without calling for his opinion.

Grant had been standing on the edge of his
wits by the time he discovered Katrina cheating
on him with the instructor of the assertiveness
training class he’d encouraged her to attend.

He’d divorced Katrina over a year ago.

“I can understand how you feel about women
who are high maintenance,” Moni said, break-
ing into his thoughts. “But, now that you're
aware of that tendency, how do you fix it? Do
you try and trick yourself by dating someone
who is the opposite of your normal type?”

He rubbed his chin, thinking about her ques-
tion. Grant was surprised that talking about his
failed relationships with Moni wasn’t as diftfi-
cult or painful as he’d expected. It was as if she’d
opened a closet door and his pent-up emotions
came tumbling out.

“I don’t think trying to fool myself is the an-
swer. If I tried to do that, I probably could remain
emotionally invulnerable. But, more than likely,
I'd end up hurting the other person.”

Moni nodded. “I see. I guess I can understand
that. So, you're taking a break from dating?”

Grant looked away, suddenly the conversa-
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tion began to feel awkward. He couldn’t answer
that question truthfully without either exposing
his attraction to her or limiting his options for
the future. He would not be getting married
again. Period. That made him undesirable to a
large chunk of the single female population.

Grant moved back over to the counter to refill
his coffee cup. “My priorities this summer are
finishing my book and planning my parents’
fiftieth anniversary party.”

He shrugged, trying to make it sound casual.
“No room for dating in the agenda right now.”

Moni smiled, but was quiet for a brief moment.
“How is the party planning coming along?”

“Aside from dealing with my siblings—who
have two separate sets of taste—it’s going just
fine.”

“That’s great.” She stood up and carried her
empty plate to the sink.

When she turned on the water and started to
rinse her plate, Grant came up behind her. “You
don’t have to do that. I can get it later.”

“Oh, it's no trouble at all.” She whipped
around and suddenly Grant found himself nose
to nose with her.

She was pinned between him and the sink and
there was nowhere for her to go. Moni held the
wet plate out and Grant reached over and
plucked it from her grasp. “I'll take that. You're
a guest. Guests don’t do the dishes.”

She was so close, he could feel her breath on
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his neck. A wild stirring built inside him quickly.
He wasn’t prepared for the sudden tightening in
his groin.

He dropped the plate and heard it clatter on
the counter. He didn’t even look to see if it had
broken. Instead he gripped the edge of the sink
at either side of Moni’s waist, trapping her
against him.

Uh-oh, looking down was a mistake.

He now had a close-range view of those tight
abdominal muscles that tortured him daily. She
was a pretty little package, tightly wrapped.
What the hell, he thought. He’d never been good
at waiting until Christmas.

Feeling his control quickly slipping, he
dragged his heavy gaze up to hers. If he’d seen
any kind of hesitation he would have pulled
away.

Instead, her usually wide, gold-brown eyes
were hooded. She peered at him through the
fringe of her lashes, her lids half closed. He
needed no further invitation.

Grant leaned forward and brought his mouth
down on hers. She released a delicate moan im-
mediately, and her arms curved around his back.

Her full lips were supple against his, stirring
lusty impulses inside Grant that had been all but
dead for a long time. He’d pull back, then seek
her mouth again, as if irresistibly drawn to their
contact.

Grant didn’t know when or if he would have
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released her, if he hadn’t felt her back straighten
and the light but firm pressure of her palms
against his chest.

He stepped back right away, already breath-
ing raggedly. He wasn’t sure why, but he was
overwhelmed by the feeling that he should apol-
ogize. He forced himself to remain silent.
Though he wasn’t sure of many things at that
moment, the one thing he did know was that he
wasn’t sorry he’d kissed her.

Not sure what else to do, he shoved his hands
deep into the pockets of his shorts and watched
for her reaction.

Her fingers were pressed to her lips, and her
eyes were bright. Finally, she motioned toward
the window. “Well, I'd better get out there. I've
got work to do, and I know you do, too. I'll look
forward to that swim later, okay?”

Grant nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Hey,
thanks for the banana love bread.” His body was
still hot from the kiss they’d just shared. He
rubbed his chin. “Are you sure you don’t want to
tell me what’s in it?”

Moni reached up and twirled one of her buoy-
ant curls around her finger. Her lips tilted into a
sexy little smile he’d never seen before. “Why
ruin a good secret. My dear Aunt Reggie always
said, leave "em wanting more.”

With that, she grabbed her sweatshirt off the
chair and skipped out the door, tossing a light
goodbye over her shoulder.
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* * *

Moni stood in front of the hole in Grant’s fence,
wearing what she knew was a silly grin. She just
couldn’t help herself. As had become the routine
since moving to San Diego, she’d experienced
yet another first.

Passion.

She finally knew exactly what it was. It had
overwhelmed her just before she realized Grant
was about to kiss her. She’d actually been a little
bit scared. She’d felt...out of control. Wild.
And, more importantly, she’d felt those same
feelings emanating from Grant.

Since the feelings had been unfamiliar and
uncontrollable—they’d freaked her out. She’d
had to back off.

She’d felt so hot. Too hot. She fanned herself.
That was the closest she’d come to being incin-
erated.

Moni was so caught up in her fantasy loop, re-
playing Grant’s kiss over and over, that she
stared at her stacked planks for several minutes
before she remembered she was supposed to be
doing something with them.

Finally, she pulled herself together and began
laying out the wood. She hadn’t wanted Grant to
see her exchanging the original boards with the
precut boards from the lumber yard, so she’d
done it yesterday, in the middle of the night.

Unfortunately, she almost blew her cover
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when the sprinklers came on while she was
stacking wood. She’d forgotten that it rained so
little in southern California that many homes
had underground sprinklers to water the lawn
overnight.

She’d managed to finish her job without call-
ing attention to herself, but she’d gone home
looking like a drowned rat.

Moni was glad the cutting and measuring of
the boards was behind her, because now the real
challenge would begin. Luckily, she’d crashed
through a section of fence that was between the
grounding posts. She wouldn’t have to worry
about drilling holes in the ground or laying ce-
ment.

Though the houses in the neighborhood were
similar, each home had its own distinctive style.
She was glad Grant liked things simple, because
she would have had significantly more trouble if
he’d had a lattice fence like Ed and Sandra had.

Moni began working up a sweat as she moved
the boards around, preparing to stain them. She
was grateful for the hard work. It gave her a bit
of a distraction from the sexually charged im-
ages that flashed in her mind every time she
thought of Grant.

She and Burt had been close, but nothing
they’d shared came anywhere near what she’d
experienced today. Plus, she had the added an-
ticipation of their swim date later that afternoon.
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Who could predict what would happen then?
She hoped Grant would kiss her again. If he did,
she wouldn’t pull away this time.

Grant stalked into his office and kicked the door
shut with the heel of his sneaker. That was it—
no more interruptions. His body was threaded
with energy—the kind he usually stirred up
from the bottom of a coffee cup. The writing that
he’d been slogging through all morning like a
kid with a term paper suddenly called to him.
Nothing like a little sexual frustration to put him
in the mood for murder.

Even if it was only fictionalized murder, it still
felt good to release his tension in some form. It
wasn’t the form of choice, but it would have to
do.

His fingers clicked rapidly on the keyboard,
his thoughts flying almost too fast for his hands
to keep up.

Finally, he paused to work a kink out of his
wrist, and as if on cue, the phone started ring-
ing. He considered not answering it, but found
himself speaking into the receiver without even
checking the caller ID. “Hello?”

“Oh, thank goodness. I was hoping you’d be
home.”

“Samantha . . . you okay?” He asked anyway,
even though he knew she wasn’t. She never
called to tell him things were fine.

“I'm not sure...” She paused on the other
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end of the line and Grant could imagine her
raking her salon-manicured nails—her one
indulgence for a woman with three small
children—through her short curls.

Fighting to keep the sigh out of his voice,
Grant asked her to tell him what was wrong. His
encouraging murmurs were second nature as he
tucked the cordless phone in the groove of his
neck and started for the kitchen. He might as
well have a sandwich while she described her
latest malfunction.

“I heard on the news last night that women
who spend all their time around children can
sometimes lose contact with their adult selves. I
have noticed lately that I enjoy the programs the
boys watch so much more than daytime TV and
even the news. Do you think I'm—"

“Samantha, who wouldn’t choose cartoons
over talk shows and soaps. Daytime television
gets old pretty fast. I'm sure that isn’t unusual.”
He opened the refrigerator.

“You always say that, but this morning I
caught myself having a ten-minute conversation
about Sponge Bob Square Pants with the gro-
cery store clerk.”

“Were you buying something with Sponge
Bob on it?”

“They were having a sale on beach pails.”

“And that’s what got you and the check-out
person talking?”

“Well, yes, but—"
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Grant laid mayonnaise, roast beef and wheat
bread on the kitchen counter. “Look, Samantha,
do you really want to know what I think?”

“Of course, that’s why I called.” Her tone was
cautious.

“Fine, if you think you’re not getting enough
adult contact, why don’t you call one of your
friends and go to lunch. I could baby-sit—"

He winced as soon as the words were out of
his mouth. He saw three screaming boys under
the age of eight playing hide-and-seek around
his stereo speakers. His mind flashed images of
peanut butter and jelly fingerprints on his com-
puter keyboard, dirty footprints on his beige
carpet and puddles of grape juice on his kitchen
floor.

“Or Mom and Dad can—"

“Oh, speaking of M-Mom and D-Dad.”

He stopped spreading mayonnaise on his
bread. Something was up.

There was a long pause on the other end, and
Grant felt the muscles in his stomach tighten
with tension. “What’s going on?”

“It’s about their anniversary p-party.”

Whenever his sister felt put on the spot she re-
verted to her childhood habit of stammering.

“What’s wrong? You reserved the Hotel Del
Coronado for September, right?” He stacked a
liberal amount of luncheon meat on his bread,
covering it with a slice of bread.
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“Yes, everything is fine. Th-that's not the
problem.”

“What's the problem?” he asked, licking may-
onnaise from his thumb.

Samantha sighed. “I ran into Katrina at the
mall yesterday. We st-started talking and I men-
tioned our parent’s fiftieth wedding anniver-
sary.”

“And?” He cut the sandwich in half and car-
ried it to the table.

“And, um, K-Katrina’s planning to come.”

He forgot about his sandwich as he stood
blinking at the phone. “You invited my ex-wife
to the party?”

“It was an accident. She—she just assumed she
was invited. I didn’t know how to tell her no.”

Grant felt himself losing patience—a formerly
unfamiliar feeling that had been coming more
frequently lately. He resisted the urge to hang
up on his sister. Inhaling deeply, he forced him-
self to sound calm. “Don’t worry about it. I'll
take care of this. I'll call you later.”

“Are you sure, because I c-can—"

“Yes. I'll call you. Goodbye.”

He stood shaking his head at the receiver in
his hand. “Unbelievable,” he muttered, stabbing
a pattern of numbers he’d been hoping to forget.

A second later a tiny voice came over the line.
“Hello?”

“Katrina? It’s Grant.”
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“What a pleasant surprise. It’s really nice to—"

“Look, I don’t want to beat around the bush
about this. Why on earth would you want to
come to my parents’ anniversary party?”

“Oh that,” she said, giggling in her typical
childlike fashion. “I was so thrilled when Saman-
tha invited me. I'm really looking forward—"

His jaw was so tight, he could barely speak.
“Don’t you think your presence will make
things a little awkward?”

“Why should they be awkward?”

He clenched and released his fist, picturing
her blank stare. It was an act. It had to be. No one
could be that naive. “Because we're divorced.
Remember?”

“Of course I know that, but I don’t see why
that should make us enemies. There’s nothing
like a party to bring friends together.”

“Katrina, we're not friends.”

“But, we could be,” she said sweetly.

Grant tried to calm himself. “I don’t think
that’s a good idea.”

“I'm sorry you feel that way, but that doesn’t
have to be a problem. It’s not like I expect you to
dance with me or anything.” Her voice took on
a note of cheerful resolve. “We can maintain a
civil distance.”

“Fine. This is my idea of civil distance. Me—at
my parents’ fiftieth anniversary party. You—
anywhere else.”

“That’s not very funny, Grant.”
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He rolled his eyes. “Gee, that must be because
I'm not joking.”

“When did you become so mean? I really
don’t remember you ever being this mean.”

Grant blew out his breath, taking a moment to
gather his thoughts. It was time to try another
approach.

“Look, I'm not trying to be mean. What I'm
trying to say is...having you at my parents’
party would make me uncomfortable. The fact
that things didn’t work out between usis still . . .
painful for me,” he lied.

He began pacing the room. “If it were an is-
sue of mutual friends, I'd back out myself. But
these are my parents. I have to be there. It would
be a lot easier for me if you didn’t attend the
party.”

Katrina was silent and Grant found himself
holding his breath. Maybe he’d actually gotten
through to her this time.

“I'm sorry, Grant. I didn’t know this had been
so hard on you. It’s not my intention to make you
uncomfortable.”

He released his breath in relief. “Thank you. I
appreciate your understanding.”

“But I think we're losing sight of what's really
important here.”

He paused. “What are you talking about?”

“Your parents. Don’t you think we can put our
differences aside for one night...for their
sake?”
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Grant held his head, trying to contain the
building pressure. “What?”

“I'm sure it would make them feel good to see
us getting along.”

“No, I really don’t—"

“You'll see. Having the two of us there to-
gether, showing that we’ve put our problems be-
hind us . . . it will put their minds at ease.”

“Katrina, I really think my parents would un-
derstand if you're not there. In fact—"

“Well, if you're so sure . . .”

“I'm very sure.”

“Then let’s ask them.”

“What?” Grant stared at the receiver incredu-
lously.

“Let’s ask them if they’d mind having me at
their party.”

“Katrina, we can’t ask them. It’s a surprise. Un-
derstand? Asking them would spoil the sur-
prise.” He knew she was baiting him, but he
couldn’t seem to regain control of the conversa-
tion.

“Then you'll just have to take my word that
they won’t mind my being there.”

A nerve started pulsing in his temple. His en-
tire body was hot with frustration. “You're being
deliberately thick-headed.”

“There’s no need to be insulting. We can re-
solve this very simply. Ask them. If you don’t
want to do that, then I'll see you at the party.”
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When had she gotten to be this vindictive?
“That’s blackmail. You're practically threatening
to tell them about the surprise party if I don’t let
you attend.”

“Now, Grant, there’s no need to be so nega-
tive. Samantha invited me to the party. Clearly
that shows that your family doesn’t feel the
same way about me that you do. You're just go-
ing to have to get over me, because I'm going to
be at the party. Now, I'll see you there.”

Then she disconnected the line.

He held the phone until the off-the-hook tone
broke through his red haze. He had to get out of
there. A long drive might help.

Grant paced then finally headed toward the
door, grabbing his keys off the counter. His
sandwich was left, untouched, on the kitchen
table.

His thoughts were so focused, he was barely
aware of Moni until she called out to him.

He looked up and saw her waving. “Where
are you headed?” she asked.

Shaking his head, he didn’t stop to talk. “Er-
rands to run,” he called over his shoulder.

“Oh, okay. So we’ll go for that swim when you
get back?”

This time Grant did stop, turning to face her.
“Uh, I don’t think I'll be back in time. Feel free to
take a swim, though. You can have the whole
pool to yourself.”
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He felt a twinge of guilt as he caught the be-
wildered expression on Moni's face. Pushing it
away, he backed his Toyota down the driveway.
One woman complicating his life was enough
for now.



 Chapter 0 ¥

Early the next morning, Grant stood on the
golf course surveying the tenth hole. He mea-
sured his swing once, then let his arms fly back
in an arc, coming forward to whack the ball with
tremendous force. The ball caught air and trav-
eled an impressive distance over the fairway.

Mitch Taylor sighed as he gathered his clubs.
“I've gotta tell you, buddy, your game has im-
proved considerably since the last time we
played.”

Grant had been doing well that morning. Al-
though he’d calmed down considerably since
talking to Katrina yesterday, an ever-present
tension still lingered within him. He’d been able
to focus that into his golf game.

He barely spared his friend a glance as they
advanced toward his ball. “I've discovered that
tension is a great resource for my writing. I
guess it’s good for my golf game as well.”

“Tension? What do you have to be tense
about? I figured you’d signed yourself up for a
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cushy summer—rolling out of bed around noon,
fiddling with your computer a little, then finish-
ing up your day on the golf course or lounging
pool-side.”

Grant gave him a light punch in the arm.
“Jealousy is a bitch, Taylor. It sounds like you re-
sent taking over my caseload for the summer. I
think that’s why you can’t admit that book-
writing is actual work.”

Mitch shrugged it off. “Yeah, yeah...says
you. Watch out, next year I'm taking the summer
off to write a book.”

“Oh yeah? What are you qualified to write
about?”

“Many things—golf, hot-wings, women—"

“Women? You'd better check with Shelly on
that one. Any man who could date the same
woman for eight years without marrying her,
isn’t what I'd consider an expert on the topic.”

“That’s exactly what makes me an expert. I've
been with Shelly for eight years and still man-
aged not to marry her. It takes skill to avoid the
marriage trap. You could learn a few things
from me.”

Grant hit his ball hard, and it flew several
yards past Mitch’s ball. He nodded smugly at
him. “You see that? You just keep talking trash.”

His friend grunted. “Seriously, I'm working
up to marrying her. One of these days, I'll call
you and tell you the deed is done. Las Vegas-
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style—none of that fooh-fooh tulle and lace for
me.”

“Yeah, right. You're lucky she puts up with
you.”

Mitch looked uncomfortable, and after a few
minutes of silence, changed the subject. “Any-
way, you never told me what’s making you so
tense.”

“What else could it be? Women, of course.”

“Who is it now? I thought you’d all but sworn
off women.”

“You'll never believe what my ex-wife is up
to.”

Mitch’s brow rose in question.

“Samantha let it slip that we’re having an an-
niversary party for the folks and Katrina mis-
took that for an invitation.”

Mitch paused mid-swing. “Are you kidding?
She’s coming to the party?”

“Can you believe it? I tried to talk her out of it,
but she’s still playing the same old games.”

“Well, you know everyone handles divorce
differently. Maybe this is her way of trying to
hang on to you.”

Grant cringed in horror at the thought of hav-
ing Katrina in his life again. “That’s just too bad.
If she wanted to hang on to me, she could have
been faithful. She had the nerve to imply that my
parents would want her to be there.”

He stopped lining up his swing to laugh out
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loud. “My parents couldn’t stand Katrina when I
was married to her. Sure, they were always po-
lite, but they made it clear to me that they didn’t
think she was the one. You should have seen the
looks my mother would give me whenever Kat-
rina would offer to read her tarot cards or check
her aura.”

“Maybe it won’t be as bad as you think. There
will be so many people there, you might not
even notice her,” Mitch said.

Grant snorted. “You know my ex-wife. It's im-
possible not to notice her.”

Thinking about Katrina was starting to throw
off Grant’s golf swing. He forced himself to
concentrate on the game, so he could maintain
his lead.

“Can we please talk about something else?”

“Sure.” Mitch grinned. “How are your fence
repairs coming along? Are you getting along
with your neighbor?”

He sighed. “Actually, I've tried to steer clear
of her, but that’s nearly impossible to do. I catch
myself thinking about her all the time—which is
strange because the last thing I want is to get
mixed up in another relationship.”

“Is she interested in you, too?”

Grant remembered their kiss. “I think the an-
swer to that would have to be yes.”

“You sound so sure.” Mitch studied Grant’s
face.
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He looked away. “I kissed her yesterday. I
wasn’t planning on it. But, she was looking up at
me, and . . . she knew, and . .. I knew ... then it
was happening. We were both a little shaken up.
She even got a bit shy afterward. But there’s one
thing I can say for sure—she’s interested.”

“Then you've got to leave her alone.” Mitch
started shaking his head vehemently.

“What?” Grant’s aim was off and he ended up
swinging at air.

“You're not looking for a relationship. Grant,
you just said so yourself. You're just going to
hurt this girl.”

“Thanks a lot.” Grant frowned, feeling defen-
sive. “I don’t want to hurt her, but what’s wrong
with indulging a mutual attraction? We're both
adults. Dating just for fun is—"

“Out of the question,” he said firmly.

“Why?” Grant hadn’t planned on dating
Moni, but being told he couldn’t made him want
to do it all the more.

Mitch slung his arm across Grant’s shoulders.
“You're still carrying around baggage from
two—that’s right, count them—two divorces.
You know from experience that dating leads to
sex and sex leads to marriage—which you're not
prepared to offer her. You're a sinking ship, my
friend. Do you really want to bring her down
with you?”

Grant glared at Mitch. “Thanks, buddy.
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You're really cheering me up with your glowing
optimism.”

“Look, I'm not trying to be a killjoy. You'll
eventually be fit to date again. You've just got to
give yourself some more time.”

Grant felt sick to his stomach. He didn’t want
to admit that Mitch could be right. “Are you this
tactless with my clients? Because, if you are, I'm
taking them back.”

“I'm your friend, not your therapist. With
clients we sugarcoat the truth. I'm giving it to
you straight. I think you’re man enough to take
it.”

Grant knew Mitch wasn’t entirely off base.
Now wasn't the ideal time to start up something
new. But maybe if he were honest with Moni,
she could decide for herself if she wanted to risk
dating him.

The two men played silently through the next
few holes. Grant’s game, which had been stellar
at first, deteriorated to merely average.

Finally, Mitch broke the silence. “Attractive
nuisance,” he said, seeming to contemplate the
phrase.

Grant looked up. “Yeah. I told you that was
Moni’s defense in court.”

“l have to admit that was a pretty clever
tactic.”

“Hey, whose side are you on?” Grant frowned
at Mitch.
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“No, seriously, I just thought of something
kind of interesting.”

Grant lined up his next shot. “What now?” he
asked, not certain he really wanted to know.

“Well, Moni considered you an attractive nui-
sance when she drove through your fence, but
there’s also a parallel for you.”

“What are you talking about?” He sent the
ball in a smooth arc to land on the green.

“I mean she’s an attractive nuisance. You said
yourself, she’s cute, and she has this thing she
calls DDS—I love that by the way. I'm going to
use it. Anyway, you're constantly compelled to
do things for her—to take care of her.”

“Yeah?” Grant didn’t like where Mitch was
going with this. He’d already heard an earful.

“Well, after Katrina and Charlotte, the last
thing you need in your life is another high-
maintenance woman. Another woman you'll be
forced to burn all your energy on, right?”

“Right. But, we’ve already established that I
can’t get involved with Moni.”

“But, you kissed her.”

Grant sighed heavily. “What’s your point?
You're saying I'm drawn to Moni, even though I
know she’s not good for me?”

“Exactly. Before you know it, you're helping
her saw wood. Then you're going car shopping
with her. Now you're kissing her. Even though
you know getting involved with her will only



110 ROBYN AMOS

get you in trouble. You can't resist trying to take
care of her. She’s your attractive nuisance.”

Grant felt as though he’d been punched in the
stomach. When Mitch laid it out that way, he
couldn’t deny the truth—even though he really
wanted to.

Rather than confirm the revelation, all Grant
said was, “It’s your shot.”

He was starting up the same old pattern
again. The one that he’d had with Charlotte and
then Katrina. If he continued down this path,
Moni could be ex-wife number three.

He couldn’t go on this way. They said the def-
inition of insanity was repeating the same be-
havior and expecting different results each time.
Grant already knew how this story ended,
which meant he couldn’t indulge his attraction
for his cute neighbor.

All he had to do was keep his distance until
she finished working on the fence, and then
he’d be home free.

That afternoon, Moni was hard at work on
Grant’s fence when he pulled into the driveway.
She tore off her gloves and walked to the edge of
the pavement.

“Hey, I saw that you got an early start this
morning. I didn’t know you played golf.”

Grant opened the passenger door of his sedan
and tugged out his golf bag. “Yup.”

Her smile was eager. “How’d you do?”
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“Played a good game. I finished nine over
par.”

“Wow, I'm impressed. I'm not a big golf fan,
but I have seen Tiger Woods on television a few
times.”

Grant swung his bag over his shoulder and
started for the door.

“Uh, I'm making good progress with the
fence. I think I'll be done well ahead of sched-
ule.”

“Great. The sooner the better.” He turned
slightly and nodded in her direction. “See ya.”

Then he was gone.

Moni walked back to the fence and resumed
working, stepping up her pace. The only prob-
lem was that the monotony of layering coats of
stain on the wood wasn’t enough to distract her
from her mounting apprehension. She’d recog-
nized that look in his eyes just now. She’d been
dismissed.

It had happened more times than she could
count in her twenty-six years. People, especially
men, would pat her on the head and smile as
though she were a puppy to be played with, then
set aside when it was time for serious business.

Grant was no longer amused by her, and he
was going back into the house to get back to his
book. Obviously, the kiss they’d shared yester-
day was already forgotten. It didn’t take a rocket
scientist to see that she wasn'’t his type.

Sometimes Moni got tired of being seen as
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cute and perky all of the time, but the way she
saw it, she didn’t have much choice. Every time
she tried to go against the grain, she wasn’t
taken seriously.

People would look at her with that my-aren’t-
you-cute-when-you're-angry grin, and then go
on as though she’d never spoken up. But, that
was okay, because she’d learned how to get
around her terminal cuteness. She knew how to
use it to her advantage. Since everyone insisted
on underestimating her, she let them.

Not unlike the tortoise and the hare, Moni
would get ahead while no one was looking.
She’d come to San Diego to make it on her own.
That’s why she’d insisted on the chance to fix
Grant’s fence herself, and she wasn’t going to
take any more shortcuts. When all was said and
done, Grant would have to stop doubting her.

Sure, she couldn’t deny that she had a bit of a
crush on him. For a while, she’d thought he
liked her, too. But, she could imagine the kind of
woman he really went for. Polished and sophis-
ticated. Someone with a sleek hairstyle, not
wild curls like hers. A career woman who
dressed in DKNY.

“That sounds pretty boring to me,” she mut-
tered.

She didn’t have time to waste on romance
anyway. If she’d wanted to be tied down in a re-
lationship, she could have stayed home and
married a perfectly good man.
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Her new business was top priority. She’d
bought a computer, opened a business account,
and she’d converted her basement into an office.
Next, she would take on bigger projects like
fleshing out her business plan and getting li-
censed.

Unfortunately, Moni couldn’t move on these
projects until she’d made a clear decision about
the product or service she could provide. The
beverage bra was her current favorite, but she
needed a little more information on e-commerce.

That's why Moni was hoping the Internet
business seminar she was attending downtown
that evening would help. Not only was she
counting on getting some constructive advice,
she was also looking forward to meeting new
people.

Although being under constant scrutiny
could get tiresome in a small town, Moni missed
the comfort of being surrounded by friends in
Dunkin. That’s why she was anxious to become
active in the San Diego community. She couldn’t
wait to make new friends.

“Well, that was a colossal waste of my time,”
Moni muttered as she maneuvered her SUV
around the busy streets of downtown San Diego.

The seminar had been a disappointment on
many levels. For starters, the speaker had been
nervous and difficult to hear. But worse yet was
the discouraging message the seminar had pre-
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sented. Without the financial backing of an es-
tablished corporation, her enterprise was un-
likely to succeed.

Her psychology background had not pre-
pared her for the cut-throat world of business.
Despite collecting a few business cards for her
Rolodex, she was back at square one.

Moni pulled up to the next light. She was so
caught up in her thoughts, she almost missed
the frantic young woman on the corner, trying
to get her attention. Normally, Moni might have
tried to ignore the stranger, but this woman was
difficult to brush off.

The first things Moni noticed were the thigh-
high shiny red leather boots the woman wore
with her short black dress. She had dark skin
and long black braids that curled down to the
middle of her back.

One word flashed like neon in Moni’s mind.
Hooker.

Moni looked up and down the street. They
were in the heart of the city, yet it still didn’t
seem like the right place to find a hooker solicit-
ing out in the open.

When Moni turned her gaze back, she almost
jumped out of her seat. The girl was leaning
against the passenger door of her vehicle. She
knocked on the window.

Moni held her breath as she lowered the win-
dow. “Can I help you?”
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Just then the light turned green and a car be-
hind her honked its horn.

Before Moni realized what was happening,
the woman slipped her skinny arm through the
open window, pulled up the door lock and
climbed into the seat. “Yes, drive!”

More cars started honking and one even
pulled out and raced around her. Moni sat
frozen with her jaw hanging open. “What . ..
you can’t—"

The woman looked anxiously over her shoul-
der. “Now, go!”

With her mind numbed, it was easiest to just
do what she was told. Moni stomped on the gas.
After a few blocks, she darted a glance at her
uninvited passenger. “Um, where can I drop
you off?”

The girl stared back at Moni with eyes wide
with fear. “Keep driving. If you stop now, he
might catch us.”



 Chapter7 ¥

Grant looked out the window and saw his sis-
ter’s minivan pulling into his driveway. To-
night would be his first crack at baby-sitting
without having Samantha or his parents as a
safety net. It wasn’t his ideal Friday-night activ-
ity, but after his gloomy discussion with Mitch
this morning, he certainly wasn’t going on any
dates. At this rate, his three young nephews
were much safer than women.

Still, his heart rate pitched as the boys tore out
of the back seat of the minivan and raced toward
the door.

He couldn’t let on that he was nervous. Chil-
dren could smell fear.

He opened the door and the house was imme-
diately caught up in a flurry of activity. He
hugged and kissed all three of the boys, as they
ran past him into the living room. Right away,
they dumped a huge bucket of Legos onto the
floor and began dividing them among the three
of them.
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Grant kissed his sister on the cheek, noticing
the two large bags at her feet. “I thought they
were only staying for a few hours. You have
enough luggage for a week.”

“These are their games and toys, plus a few of
their favorite snacks. They can be very fussy. But
they should be fine for a while. They spent the
whole day at Legoland, as you can see, and they
brought back plenty of goodies. I didn’t want
you to feel obligated to entertain them.”

She pulled a list from her pocket. “I wrote
down some emergency numbers for you just in
case one of them chokes on a Lego piece or
something. There’s poison control, Carl’s cell,
my cell, his work pager and—"

“Got it.” Grant snatched the list and began
ushering her toward the door. “I'm sure we’ll
have a great time. All you need to worry about is
enjoying your night out with the girls.”

“I also told Mom and Dad to be on call in case
Marshall throws a tantrum. She can sing ‘Are
You Sleeping’ over the phone. That always calms
him down.”

“We'll be fine,” he said, holding the front
door open.

Samantha never did anything half way. Her ca-
reer as an accountant had been a healthy outlet for
her obsessive tendencies, allowing her to be fairly
balanced in the rest of her life. Now she split her
time between worrying about the kids and worry-
ing about the state of her mental health.
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Samantha started to turn, then paused. “Were
you able to talk to Katrina?”

Grant rolled his eyes. “I talked to her. It didn’t
do any good.”

“I'm s-sorry she found out about the p-party. I
should have kept my mouth sh-shut.”

He rubbed her shoulder. “Don’t worry about
it. But, if you're really feeling guilty, feel free to
bring me some tamales from Casa de Bandini.”

“It's a deal. Thanks for doing this, Grant. I
should be back by ten, ten-thirty at the latest. I'll
call to check in around—"

“Don’t call unless the restaurant is on fire, you
hear me? Just take your time and have fun.”

Grant went into the living room and immedi-
ately gasped in horror. “Alex, don’t put that in
your mouth!”

Moni and her unhappy hooker drove for several
more blocks in silence until Moni couldn’t take
the curiosity any longer.

“Forgive me if this sounds rude, but are you
running from your pimp?”

Feeling a blush on her cheeks, Moni realized
that the concept was just a tiny bit exciting.
Nothing like this ever happened in Dunkin.

She felt the woman staring her, and Moni
darted a look in her direction. She saw that her
passenger was even younger than she’d real-
ized, probably in her early twenties.



WEDDING BELL BLUES 110

“Pimp? Omigod, you think I'm a hooker?”

Moni blanched. “I'm sorry I didn’t mean to
offend you. I just thought...because, you
know—"

“I am not a hooker,” she said, raising her
sculpted brows indignantly. She had a softly
rounded face with smooth brown skin. Her fea-
tures were attractive under her heavy layer of
makeup.

“I'm a dancer at the Silver Spur.”

Moni shot her another look. “Is that a strip
club?”

“Topless dancing.”

Moni nodded. “Oh, of course.” She started to
slow down. So far she’d been driving in a circle
and was dangerously close to getting lost.

“So, where should I take you?”

“Where were you headed?”

Moni wasn’t about to take this strange
woman back to her house, so she pulled into the
parking lot of a fifties-style diner. “Are you
hungry?”

Grant’s doorbell rang at a quarter to eleven, and
he ran downstairs to answer it.

Samantha rushed in. “I'm so sorry I'm late. I
haven’t seen these friends in ages, and we got to
talking—"

Grant held a finger to his lips. “It’s okay. The
boys are upstairs sleeping.”
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“How did it go? Did Johnny take his vita-
mins? They’re chewable, but he always frets
about taking them.”

“Yes. Everything is fine. It was a little hairy at
first, but they finally settled down. Actually, we
had a good time.”

Samantha took a moment to digest this, then a
smile slowly spread across her face. “Careful, or
you might become my regular sitter.”

“Any time.”

Samantha looked stunned. “Don’t forget you
said that when the time comes. I had a lot of fun
tonight, too. It did feel good to spend a little time
with some people my own age.”

He slipped an arm around her shoulder. “I
knew it would be good for you.”

“By the way, I have some catering menus to go
over. All I need is to give them a deposit.”

“Fine. Call me tomorrow, and we can
conference-call with Keith. He already gave me
some money. I told him we could wait for the fi-
nal bill and split it three ways, but he was anx-
ious to pay up front.” His voice sounded flat
even to his own ears.

She followed him upstairs, pausing outside
the bedroom door. “Don’t sound so thrilled. Try
not to let this little snag with Katrina change the
way you feel about the party.”

“Little snag.” He snorted. “I'll try not to, but
I'm only human.”
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She squeezed his arm. “Well, we’ll just pre-
tend she’s not even there.”

Grant led Samantha into the bedroom where
her three sons were curled up on his king-size
bed. He helped her carry their sleepy forms out
to the car, surprised at how sorry he was to see
them go.

He’d enjoyed being a kid for a while, playing
with the boys that night. They’d built Lego mon-
sters, played video games and made a big mess
eating pizza. Even though he preferred his place
to be neat and orderly, he hadn’t thought about
its current state of disarray.

Grant looked around his empty house that
had been bursting with activity just a couple of
hours earlier. If one of his marriages had worked
out, he would have expected to have his own
children by now.

He was the kind of guy who was meant to be
a family man. His ideal life revolved around
marriage—sharing a home with his wife and a
couple of kids.

Twice now, he’d thought he was on his way
to having those things. It was a hard dream to
put on the shelf. Marriage wasn’t right for
everyone. He wasn’t sure if it could ever work
out for him.

He’d made a living helping couples commu-
nicate with each other, but all his skills had been
irrelevant to his personal life. What good was
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communication if he couldn’t find the right
woman?

Feeling a headache pounding in his temple,
Grant turned off the lights and went to bed.

“Summer Rain? Is that a stage name or some-
thing?” Moni asked her companion as she
stared across the table at her.

“Cute, isn’tit? It's almost like my mother knew
what my future profession would be. Actually,
it’s not R-A-I-N. Rain is spelled R-A-Y-N-E.”

Moni nodded. “I was never crazy about my
name. Everyone always thinks it's short for
something like Monique or Monica. But it’s not.
It’s just plain Moni.”

“You have a nice name. You're a nice person,
too. I know I must have freaked you out by
jumping into your car like some crazy person.”

“You can say that again.” Moni took a sip of
her coffee. “Are you going to tell me what’s go-
ing on?”

Summer played with the straw in her diet
soda. “It’s the same old story. Girl meets boy.
Boy treats girl like dirt. Girl finally leaves. Boy
goes crazy.”

“Then we’re talking about your...boy-
friend?”

“Yeah, Nigel.” Summer sighed heavily.

Moni snickered. “Nigel? That’s such a quiet,
‘I-work-in-a-library” kind of name.”

“I know.” Summer snorted. “He seemed to
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have that kind of mild personality at first.” She
pinned Moni with a hard look. “Let me tell you,
honey, I don’t know what your romantic situa-
tion is, but one thing is for sure...men are
never what they seem.”

Moni mulled over that statement. That
sounded true enough. She’d thought, at first,
that Grant was so different, too. Despite their
rocky start, she’d really thought he was gen-
uinely interested in her. Then, without any
warning, he blew her off.

And, of course, there was Burt, the most pre-
dictable man alive. Consistency was his middle
name. In fact, that had largely been the problem.
If Moni had married Burt, she was certain she
could have been happy, but life would have been
incredibly dull. Maybe that was where Summer’s
theory kicked in. On paper, Burt seemed like
every woman’s dream—handsome, stable job,
gentle personality and as faithful as a golden re-
triever. In reality, he just didn’t flick her switch.

“I see your point. I'm not in a relationship
right now, but my limited experience with men
supports your theory.”

Summer tapped her acrylic nails on the table.
“Believe me, I know what I'm talking about. I
thought Nigel was a dream come true when we
tirst met. You should see him. What a baby face.
These puppy-dog brown eyes to go with the
boy-next-door ‘aw shucks’ grin. I was waitress-
ing in a diner, not unlike this one, when he rolls
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in wearing Ralph Lauren. He slides into a booth,
and when I come for his order, he drops his keys
on the table so I'll notice the Mercedes logo on
his key ring.”

“Subtle,” Moni said sarcastically.

“I know. It didn’t take long for him to start all
the talk about how he would take me away from
all this. I didn’t believe him. Mama didn’t raise
no fool, and I know a player when I see one. I
mean I really made him work for it.”

“Work for what?” Moni asked.

“A date. Don’t let the fact that I'm a dancer
fool you. I'm not easy. I made that clear to him up
front. Besides, I wasn’t even dancing then.”

“Of course,” Moni said, nodding.

“Anyway, he came to the restaurant every
day. That was no small thing since the food at
Mickey’s stunk. Finally, after about four or five
weeks, I went out with him. It was all over for me
after the first date. He was so damn charming.
He said he owned a ‘club” and could afford to
take care of me. I'd been on my own, taking care
of myself and my baby sister since I was seven-
teen. It was nice to let someone else take over for
a while.”

She could see the bitter cynicism in her eyes.
Summer was already older than her years. Al-
though, Moni knew she was a couple of years
older, next to Summer she felt like a child who’d
never experienced the world.
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“By the time I found out his ‘club’” was a strip
joint, I was already too far gone—thinking I was
in love. I have to hand it to him. He made it
sound good, even respectable by the time he was
through. All that talk about women taking con-
trol of their sexuality. Dominating men for a
change. Financial independence.”

“Whew, he sweet-talked you into seeing snow
in July, didn’t he?”

Summer’s lips curled, showing mild amuse-
ment at Moni’s choice of phrase. Then she con-
tinued.

“I know, it’s crazy, but I fell for it. He talked
me into dancing for him. Said I'd have it better
at the Silver Spur than I would at the other,
low-class joints. I have to admit, it’s a rush get-
ting the attention. And the money . . . Girl, I'd
have to work at Mickey’s for the rest of my
life to make what I get from one weekend
dancing.”

Moni wondered why strippers always re-
ferred to it as “dancing.” If they were as proud
as they claimed to be, they should call it like it is.

She didn’t want to be judgmental. In the twenty
minutes she’d known this woman, she was sur-
prised by how much she identified with her. Any
woman could fall victim to loving the wrong
man. She’d been lucky so far, and she’d grown up
with a strong support system, despite losing her
parents. Summer had been on her own.
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“So you've been dancing at Nigel’s club all
this time?”

“Yeah. I mean, as far as clubs go, the Silver
Spur is pretty classy, so I never guessed ...l
mean, I have to draw the line somewhere, you
know?”

Moni shook her head, and her curls bounced
against her ears. “What do you mean?”

“Nigel, that rotten little—"

“What did he do? What finally made you
leave him?”

“He wanted me to...” Summer took a deep
breath and started again. “He had some in-
vestors who owned a chain of clubs in San Anto-
nio coming in for the weekend. He wanted me
to give one of them a private dance.”

“Lap dances or something?”

Summer raised one brow. “Much more like or
something.”

“Omigod—"

“I know. I told him if he really loved me, he
wouldn’t want to share me with another man.
He said this was business, and if I really loved
him I would help him. That was the last straw. I
mean, what the hell was he thinking? I am not a
hooker. I'd been building up to dumping him
for a while now, but that just sealed the deal.”

“Good for you. You gave him the heave ho
and you bolted. Why did you have to make such
a hasty getaway?”



WEDDING BELL BLUES 127

“Nigel’s the possessive type.”

“I can see that, but once you dumped him,
what could he really do?”

Summer studied Moni carefully. “You're a
small-town girl, aren’t you?”

Moni blushed. “Is it written on my forehead?”

“No, but the accent and the Pauline Pure-
Heart act are a dead giveaway.”

Moni averted her gaze. She didn’t think she
was a prude. Maybe she could be naive about
some things—there weren’t any strip clubs in
Dunkin, so she’d never rubbed elbows with ex-
otic dancers—but she did have some clue about
what went on in the world. She had cable televi-
sion.

“Don’t get that look on your face. I wasn’t try-
ing to be insulting. I just meant you have an in-
nocent way about you. Actually, it’s nice. Don’t
let these people out here change you.”

Moni grinned. She’d heard that from at least a
half dozen people when she’d left Dunkin.

“Anyway, I had to bolt because Nigel threat-
ened to come after me. He’d never gotten vio-
lent with me; I wouldn’t have put up with that.
No matter how stupid all this sounds, I draw the
line there. I knew what I was getting into. I made
these choices because they seemed right at the
time. I wanted a different life. One where I
didn’t have to work so damned hard all the
time.”
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Moni reached across the table and touched
Summer’s hand. “I'm not judging you. I hope
you know that.”

“Thank you. But I also know how it looks to
someone like you. Some dumb, down-on-her-
luck ninny lets a guy lead her astray. It may have
taken awhile for his lies to wear thin, but when I
make up my mind, I stick to it. There won’t be
any on-again-off-again crap for me. I let him
know that when I left him. It’s for good.”

“I guess he didn’t take that news very well?”

“Like I said, he’s never gotten violent with
me, but he made it clear that we’re not through
until /e says we're through. I didn’t stick around
to see if he meant it. I ran out of the club and
down the street two blocks. I saw Danny and
T-bone, those are his bouncers, run after me. So I
couldn’t take the chance of going back to my car.
Nigel has a key to my apartment, so I sure as hell
ain’t going back there tonight.”

“Where do you plan to stay? A motel?”

“That’s the problem. All I have is what’s in my
purse.” She fished out a handful of singles. Until
I can go back for my car and the rest of my stuff,
I'm screwed.”

A thought popped into Moni’s head. She
knew it was risky, but her instincts were strong.
“Well, my dear Aunt Reggie—God rest her
soul—always said, ‘It’s all right to get a little wet,
if you can save a fox from drowning.””
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Summer’s brow furrowed. “Honey, are you
feeling all right?”

“I'm sorry. What I'm trying to say is, would
you like to stay at my place tonight?”



“ Clapter 8 ¥

oni hadn’t been to a slumber party since she

was fourteen, but having Summer stay with
her was the next closest thing. They watched
videos, snacked on junk food, and stayed up all
night talking.

By morning, it was as though they’d known
each other all their lives. Despite their different
backgrounds, they still had a lot in common.
They were both addicted to MTV and reality
television shows. They both felt running was
the only tolerable form of exercise, and they’d
both lost their parents at a young age.

It wasn’t until she’d finally had another per-
son around that Moni began to realize how
empty her house had been feeling.

After their late night, the girls didn’t stumble
down to the kitchen until just after noon on Sat-
urday. Summer opened the double doors of
Moni’s pantry. “Oh, thank goodness you have
Chocolate Crispies. That’s my favorite cereal.”

Moni smiled, turning on the coffeepot. “Mine
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too. I've become a little bit of a junk food junkie
since I've been in California.”

Summer reached directly into the box and
pulled out a handful of cereal. “Don’t you just
hate all that wheat germ, tofu crap they love to
peddle around here? Give me a chili dog and a
Mountain Dew, and I'm in heaven.”

Moni pulled two bowls out of the cupboard
and set a carton of milk on the table. “Aunt
Reggie and I used to make everything from
scratch. We didn’t even own a microwave.
Nowadays, if you can’t cook it in a microwave
or take it out of a prewrapped package, I don’t
buy it.”

“Amen, sister,” Summer said, taking a chair
at the kitchen table.

Moni picked up her watering jug and walked
over to the windowsill to give Marley his break-
fast. “Good morning, Marley,” she said as she
filled the planter.

Summer whipped around. “Who are you talk-
ing to?”

“This is my fern, Marley.”

“You name your plants?”

Moni shrugged. “I don’t usually, but my aunt
and I had a flower shop in Dunkin. This fern,
Marley, is the only plant I brought to San Diego.
It’s kind of become like my pet.” She ran a finger
over one of the leaves.

“I named it Marley because its fronds remind
me of Bob Marley’s dreadlocks.”
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Summer shook her head. “Honey, I've never
met anyone like you before.”

“That’s not the first time I've heard that.”
Moni poured them each some coffee and sat
down across from Summer. “I always choose to
take it as a compliment.”

“Don’t worry. It is one.”

“What are your plans for today?” Moni asked.

She shrugged, staring down into her bowl of
crispies. “Keep a low profile. Avoid Nigel. I'll
probably have to leave the city.”

“You're going to run away?”

Summer twisted the end of one of her braids
between her fingers. “I can’t go back to my
apartment. I'm sure he’s got one of his thugs
watching my building.”

Moni thought for a moment. She would never
get to sleep that night if she had to worry about
Summer. “Well, this Nigel guy doesn’t know
me. He’d never find you here. If you want, you
can crash at my place for a few more days.”

Her eyes went wide for a moment, losing their
weathered look. “Are you serious? You'd let me
stay here?”

Moni shrugged, trying to seem casual. “It’s a
big place. I'm here all by myself. You’'d actually
be doing me a favor—I'd like the company.”

Summer’s face lit up. “Wow, that would be
great.” Then she looked down at herself. Moni
had lent her a T-shirt and shorts to wear for the
night. On Summer’s taller, more voluptuous
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frame, the shirt looked like a baby-doll tee and
the shorts were snug enough to be underwear.

“I can’t keep wearing your clothes, and if I go
back for mine, I'll probably run into Nigel.”

“That’s true,” Moni said, chewing on her lip.
“Do you have enough money to buy a few
things?”

“I'have twenty-two dollars. Nigel owes me an-
other paycheck, but I'm sure I can forget about
ever seeing that.”

Moni sipped from her coffee cup. “Maybe I
can stop by your apartment and pack some
things for you. None of Nigel’s friends would
recognize me. I'd probably look like any other
visitor going into the building.”

“That might work. Hold on.” Summer
dashed upstairs and came back carrying a pur-
ple suede purse. She dug around inside and
pulled out a set of keys. “You can use these to
get into my apartment. I'll write down the direc-
tions for you.”

Moni took the keys, taking note of the red
plastic lips hanging from the key ring. “Okay,
no problem. I have to do some work across the
street this afternoon, but I'll stop by your apart-
ment this evening.”

Summer smiled, pulling her into a tight hug.
“Thanks, Moni. A lot of people wouldn’t be so
quick to help a stranger like this. Jumping into
your car last night was the smartest move I've
ever made.”
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* * *

Grant arched his back and dove into his swim-
ming pool in one smooth maneuver. He savored
the cool shock of the water, and he began his
laps. It was a lot easier to face his computer ter-
minal after a little physical exertion.

His head rose from the water and a flash of
movement caught his eye. He paused, trying to
clear his water-blurred vision. Was Moni watch-
ing him from the gap in the fence?

By the time he’d wiped enough water from
his eyes to see her clearly, her attention was con-
sumed by the wood grain of the fence. Grant
couldn’t help feeling a twinge of masculine
pride. She had been watching him.

He had the urge to get out of the pool and
walk over to her. Instead, he sank back into the
water and continued swimming laps. It was best
to let her finish her work without interruption.
The sooner she completed the job, the better. He
had enough on his plate right now between try-
ing to finish his book and planning his parents’
anniversary party. Not to mention trying to con-
vince Katrina that she didn’t belong there.

Grant forced his mind away from everything
but the feel of his body slicing through the wa-
ter. When he finally grew tired, he floated over
to the ladder to pull himself out.

As he reached for his towel, the sound of fem-
inine laughter pricked his ears. His head
snapped around.
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Through the hole in the fence, he saw Moni.
She was talking to someone, but he couldn’t see
who it was. He ran the towel over his body in a
hasty motion, already moving toward fence.

Then he heard it again and winced. It was the
unmistakable, childish giggle that could only
belong to his ex-wife Katrina.

He didn’t take the time to find shoes, Grant
wrapped the towel around his neck, and still
dripping, stepped through the gap in the fence.

“Katrina,” he called. “What are you doing
here?”

Moni turned immediately, wiggling her fin-
gers in a shy wave, but Katrina took the time to
complete her sentence before slowly shifting her
gaze to his. She wore a floppy straw hat and a
long brown floral-print dress.

“Grant? What do you mean?” A sly smile
curved her round cheeks. “You invited me over.
Don’t you remember?” Her voice was filled
with faux concern, as though she actually
thought he might be afflicted with amnesia.

His grip tightened on the towel around his
neck. He’d called her this morning and asked
her to stop by. He was hoping to reason with her
in person.

“Of course, I remember. I remember you saying
you couldn’t make it this afternoon.”

“Oops.” She raised a hand to her mouth and
giggled once more. “I'm free after all.”

Grant counseled himself to breathe deeply.
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Stay calm. Don'’t let her get to you.

He opened his mouth intending to sound re-
laxed. Instead, he said, “You didn’t see fit to call
and let me know this?”

Moni coughed and did an uncomfortable
shuffle from side to side. Grant nodded to her.
“I'm sorry, Moni. You two haven’t been formally
introduced. This is my ex-wife, Katrina.”

Moni blinked. “Oh—she’s your—oh. Um,
well, it’s nice to meet you.” She darted a look
from Katrina to Grant, then back to Katrina.
“I'm just gonna...I have some work to do,
so ... I'll just be, uh, over here.” Then she skit-
tered back over to the fence, once again deeply
enthralled with the grain of the wood.

Taking another deep breath, Grant forced
himself to relax. He’d promised himself he
wouldn’t lose his temper this time. Finessing
Katrina took a great deal of patience, and he’d
been short on that virtue lately.

“Katrina, why don’t you come inside so we
can talk?”

“It’s alovely day. I'd much rather sit out here.”
She sauntered past him, then smiled politely at
Moni as she stepped through the hole in the
fence. She made herself comfortable at the patio
table and removed her hat.

Shaking his head, knowing she was being
contrary just to tick him off, Grant followed her,
taking a seat across the table. “I'm glad you were
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able to stop by after all, Katrina. I was hoping
we’d be able to reach an understanding.”

Katrina didn’t answer as she busied herself
fluffing her short afro. When she was certain
every hair was in place, she acknowledged
Grant’s statement. “I thought we settled this on
the phone, Grant. Even though we’re divorced,
I'm still a Forrest. I have a right to attend your
parents” anniversary party.”

Grant was prepared for Katrina’s stubborn at-
titude, and he was ready to counter her argu-
ments. During their short marriage he’d learned
her habits. He planned to stay calm and even-
tempered, and once she’d decided she’d tor-
tured him enough, she’d give in.

After ten minutes of back and forth, Grant
was starting to lose his cool again. “Come on,
Katrina. We’re both adults. Why do we have to
play these games?”

He’d once had an infinite amount of patience
for this type of situation. Those days were gone.
He resented the fact that she insisted on coming
more to spite him than out of a genuine desire to
attend the party. Inch by inch, he felt his temper
growing.

“Be reasonable. I'm asking you, straight out—
please don’t come to the party.”

“Why are you stressing yourself out over this,
Grant? You should let me cleanse your chakra.”

“Grant.” Someone called behind him.
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He turned. “What is it, Moni?”

“Ineed your help for a minute. Can you come
over here, please?” she called.

He blew out his breath. What the hell? He
wasn’t getting anywhere with Katrina anyway.
“I’ll be right back,” he said, and jogged over to
Moni.

“What’s wrong?”

Moni took his arm and led him over to a stack
of wood on far end of the yard. “Let me start off
by saying I wasn't trying to eavesdrop on your
conversation with your wife.”

“Ex-wife.”

“Right, but I couldn’t help overhearing your
predicament.”

Grant shook his head, impatiently. “Moni, if
you're about to impart some advice from your
dear Aunt Reggie, I have to tell you, I'm not in
the mood right now.”

Moni tugged on her ponytail. “Well, there
was something about if you have a raccoon in
your garbage can, and hoping the neighbors had
tish for dinner—"

“Moni.”

“Never mind. I really don’t remember that
one, anyway. Listen, you obviously don’t want
your ex-wife at the anniversary party, right?”

Grant sighed. “I think that’s obvious.”

“Well, I was just thinking ... maybe she’ll
have something better to do that night.”

“She doesn’t have something better to do,
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that’s why she’s hell bent on coming. She just
likes the attention.”

Moni nodded. “All I'm saying is, maybe you
could make sure she has something better to do.
You know her interests better than I would, but
there has to be an invitation more irresistible
than yours. Or—"

Suddenly, the light bulb lit in Grant’s mind.
“Wait a minute, I see what you're getting at. If she
gets distracted by a better offer, she’ll lose inter-
estin the party. Maybe I can arrange something.”

His gaze settled on Moni. She was just as cute
as she could be, wearing a baseball cap with her
curly ponytail wagging out from the back.
“Thank you. That’s not a bad idea.”

“No problem. I hope it works out. I can see
your ex-wife is ... well, as Aunt Reggie would
say, she’s ornery.”

“You can say that again.”

Moni smiled. “I would, but I think she’s look-
ing over here. Pretend we were talking about
this wood.” She held it up for him to admire.

Grant laughed out loud, wondering if he
should tell her she wasn’t fooling anyone with
that act. He turned around, raising his voice.
“Yeah, that’s exactly the right stain. Make them
all that color.”

He went back to Katrina and formally surren-
dered. “I'm tired of arguing about this, Katrina.
If you insist on attending the party, suit your-
self.”
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She looked surprised for a moment, but recov-
ered quickly. “I'm glad you're going to be rea-
sonable about this, Grant. Your parents will
appreciate your maturity.”

Once Katrina had finally left, Grant went to his
office to make some phone calls. Distracting his
ex-wife with another invitation just might work.

If things went as planned, he owed Moni a
favor.

It was late evening when Moni finally made it
over to Summer’s apartment. She’d felt a little
nervous on the way in because the building was
across the street from the strip club Nigel
owned. Thankfully, no one appeared to be
watching her, and she slipped inside without
any trouble.

Summer’s apartment had a courtyard view,
which allowed Moni to turn on the lights with-
out worrying about being seen from the street.
Packing, on the other hand, was an issue. Moni
needed an eighteen-wheeler to transport all of
Summer’s clothes.

The woman’s tiny one-bedroom apartment
was like one big wardrobe, complete with four
mobile racks of clothing and two armoires.
Moni found two large pink suitcases in the
closet and began filling them with random
items. She made sure she collected essentials
first, underwear and toiletries, and then she
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filled the luggage with all the colorful skirts,
pants and tops she could fit in them.

She may have been inconspicuous going in,
but there was no chance of Moni getting out that
way. She huffed and puffed, half carrying, half
dragging the bright pink luggage down three
flights of stairs.

Fortunately, she’d parked her SUV on the
curb in front of the building. If she could load
the bags quickly, she would get away clean.

Trying to move as fast as possible, Moni strug-
gled to shove the heavy bags into the back of her
truck. One last look around proved there were
no suspicious men watching her, and Moni
hopped into the driver’s seat.

She was about to put her key in the ignition,
when a flash of purple caught her eye. She did a
double-take unable to believe her eyes. Wearing
a shiny lavender raincoat, Summer was entering
the Silver Spur.

“She must be crazy,” Moni muttered under
her breath.

Hopping out of the car, she ran across the
street, trying to catch up to Summer.

She got as far as the smoky doorway, before
she was stopped by a meaty bouncer. “That’s
gonna be a ten dollar cover.”

“Wait, I'm not here for the show. I just need to
talk to that girl for a second. She’s over there.
The one in the purple raincoat.”
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The bouncer, who had more spare tires than
the Michelin Man, didn’t blink. “Ten dollars.”

“Poop,” Moni swore, digging into her purse
and pulling out a wrinkled twenty.

She threw it at the guy and raced after Sum-
mer, hoping to reach her before she disappeared
backstage.

“Hey lady, your change—"

“Keep it,” she called over her shoulder. Sum-
mer was standing at the curtain that led back-
stage. She was talking to one of the dancers.
“Summer, wait!”

She turned around briefly, but didn’t ac-
knowledge Moni’s wave. “Summer!”

Moni sped up finally reaching her new friend.
“What are you doing here? I just picked up all of
your things. Why didn’t you just tell me you
were coming back here?”

Summer just blinked at her. “Who are you?”

“What do you mean? You slept in my guest-
room last night and suddenly you don’t know
who Iam?”

The girl bit her lip, leaning in close, she whis-
pered, “Oh, I'm Candy, not Summer. Shh, I'm
covering for my sister tonight.”

Moni shook her head, trying to absorb the
knowledge that the woman standing before her
was not Summer. “Twins? You re her baby sister?”

Candy narrowed her eyes. “Only by two and a
half minutes.”

“She didn’t tell me . . . you work here, too?”
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Candy lowered her voice. “No, I'm covering
for Summer. Nigel called and said—"

“Nigel? He called you.”

“Yes, he said he’d fire Summer if I didn’t
show up, and she really needs this job, so—"

Moni grabbed Candy’s sleeve and started
tugging her toward the exit. “You've got to get
out of here.”

Candy pulled away. “No, it’s okay. I filled in
once before when Summer had food poisoning.
Her regulars didn’t even notice the difference.”

Moni took the girl’'s arm once again. “You
don’t understand, Candy. Summer quit this job.
She’s at my house right now, and Nigel—"

“And what about Nigel?” asked a male voice.

Moni turned around to find a young man
with a baby face and an expensive suit smiling
at her. He winked. “Good job, Candy. You
brought me a new girl.”

“Oh, my stars.” Moni blanched. “We were just
leaving.” Still gripping Candy’s arm, she
dragged the taller woman toward the door. She
heard Nigel screaming obscenities and demand-
ing that they tell him where Summer was.

Somehow Candy ended up in front, and she
managed to stumble out of the open door before
the bouncer caught her. Moni wasn’t so lucky.
The bouncer caught a corner of her T-shirt.

Moni maintained her forward motion, and
with a little wiggle, she slipped free of his grasp.
Without looking back, she headed straight
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across the street for the car, jumped in and
started the ignition.

She made a U-turn and started after Candy,
who was still pounding down the street in her
spiked heels. Moni had to chase the girl for an-
other half of a block before Candy slowed down
enough to recognize her.

“Get in,” Moni called. “I'll take you to your
sister.”

On the drive back to her house, Moni explained
the events of the previous night to Candy. “So,
she sent me to pick up some of her clothes, and
that’s when I saw you going into the Silver Spur.
You know the rest,” Moni finished.

Candy sat in the passenger seat, shaking her
head. “I can’t believe she didn’t call and let me
know what’s going on.”

Moni chewed her lip. “I'm sure she would
have, once she was sure it was safe.”

“Well, I'm glad she finally dropped that
loser.” She gripped her forehead and sighed.
“Whew, and I'm so glad I didn’t have to go on
stage tonight.”

“I thought you said you’d covered for her be-
fore.”

Candy nodded. “I did, and it was fine. .. at
first. I was sick to my stomach immediately af-
terward. All those nasty, sweaty men, drooling
and groping. Blech! I honestly don’t know how
she goes through that every night.”
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Moni glanced over at her, feeling a bit con-
fused. “If you don’t like what your sister does
for a living, why would you cover for her so she
wouldn’t lose the job?”

“Because the only reason she’s working so
hard is to help me get through school. We have a
deal. Right now, she’s paying my college tuition.
Then, once I graduate, I'll work and help her go
to college.”

“That’s amazing.” Moni pulled into her drive-
way and Candy nodded her head with apprecia-
tion.

“This is a nice neighborhood.”

“Thanks. I haven’t lived here long, but so far I
like it.”

Moni opened the front door and called Sum-
mer’s name.

“T'll be down in a minute,” she called back.

A few minutes later, Summer started down
the stairs. “Girl, your bathtub is to die for. If I
wasn'’t starting to prune, I might have stayed in
there all night.”

“There’s someone here to see you.”

Candy came out of the kitchen carrying a diet
soda. Summer squealed, “Kiki!” The two girls
embraced. “Omigod, what are doing here?”

The sisters were identical, and now that Moni
saw them side by side, it was clear just how close
they were. They were so excited, words flew out
rapidly between them in disjointed bursts.

If Moni hadn’t already been familiar with the
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details, there wouldn’t have been any hope of
her keeping up. Still, their excited chatter was
exhausting, and Moni quickly gave up.

Her stomach was rumbling anyway. “While
you two catch up, I'm ordering a pizza.”

By the time the pizza arrived, the three of
them had decided that Candy should stay at
Moni’s too—just to be on the safe side.

They were halfway through a spicy chicken
and pesto pizza when Summer stated that she
had just one more tiny favor to ask.

Moni dropped her crust on her plate. She
never ate the crust. “What is it?”

“Would you mind if a couple of my girlfriends
drop by tonight?”

Moni dabbed her mouth with a napkin.
“Girlfriends?”

“Just a couple of the girls from the Silver Spur.
I called them this afternoon to explain what was
going on. I didn’t want them to believe whatever
lies Nigel was telling them. Some of those girls
are like sisters to me.”

Candy made an indignant sound as she
popped chicken from her last pizza slice into her
mouth.

“You already invited them over?”

“It’s not going to be rowdy or anything. Justa
couple of girls. They want to stop by after their
shift. You don’t mind, do you?”

Moni sighed. “Um, I guess not.”
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Summer gave her a quick hug. “Thank you so
much, Moni. I think you’ll really like these girls.
We'll have fun.”

Grant was up late, trying to make progress on his
novel that night. He’d spent the better part of the
day lining up concert tickets for a reggae band
Katrina loved. They were playing in town the
weekend of his parents” anniversary party and
all the shows were already sold out. The tickets
cost him a fortune, but it would be worth it.

With a solution to that problem finally in
sight, Grant’s mind was clear to get some writ-
ing done. He leaned back in his chair, reaching
for a clever retort to one of Naomi’s angry barbs.

His muse had finally made an appearance,
bringing a new character with it. A mysterious
young woman had suddenly taken form around
chapter five. She was turning out to be a chal-
lenge for Trent Black.

Grant hadn’t planned on giving Trent a love
interest. But now that Naomi joined the cast, his
story was more fun to write.

The new character was unpredictable, often
surprising him with her clever wit and quirky
habits.

The sound of cars pulling into the cul-de-sac
caught his attention. The clock on the bottom of
his computer screen read 1:45 A.M.

Curiosity got the best of him, and he moved
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over to the window. “What the hell is going on
over there?” he muttered, watching three scantily
dressed young women enter Moni’s front door.

Grant stared out of the window for a few more
minutes, wondering what three half-naked
women would be doing in Moni’s house at
nearly two in morning.

“l know she was interested in starting her
own business, but . ..” He shook off the notion
that she’d abandoned her beverage bra in favor
of a brothel. She was off-beat, but she wasn’t that
crazy? Right?

He turned away from his window and sat
back down at his computer. “I'm just going to
mind my own business. When I get too involved
in Moni’s life, I only get myself in trouble.”

Determined to stay focused, Grant tapped at
his keyboard, but he was doing a dismal job of
keeping his mind off the potential activities
across the street. He kept substituting Moni’s
name in place of Naomi.

He was on the verge of giving up and going to
bed when someone started pounding on his door.
That can only be Moni, he thought as he made his
way down the stairs. He cracked open the door
without bothering to check the peephole.

Three men stood on his doorstep. One
younger, wearing an expensive suit, the other
two looked like fugitives from the state peniten-
tiary.
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“Where is she?” The Suit asked, trying to
move through the doorway.

Instinctively, Grant’s arm came up to block
the entrance. “Who are you looking for?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. I know she’s in
there.”

Grant shook his head. “I don’t know what
you're talking about, but I think you’d better—"

“Fine. You don’t want to send her out. We’ll
come in after her.”

“Wait a minute—"

The biggest thug behind The Suit hit the door
with his meaty fist, and it flew all the way open.
The men brushed past him, leaving Grant stand-
ing in the doorway looking after them.

The Suit circled the room while the two thugs
rushed around opening doors. “Summer! Sum-
mer, come out. | know you're in here.”

“That shows how much you know,” a female
voice shouted from outside.

Grant turned and saw a tall woman, wearing
skin-tight red pants, platform shoes and a white
baby-doll shirt with a huge red heart in the cen-
ter, standing behind him. Her long black braids
swung back and forth as she spoke.

“Nigel, I can’t believe you! Why are you ha-
rassing this poor man? We saw you from across
the street.”

Nigel turned to the smaller of the two men
and smacked him on the side of his bald head.
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“You wrote down the wrong address, you
dyslexic fool.”

The short man shrugged. “All these houses
look the same to me.”

The three women Grant saw entering Moni’s
house appeared behind the first woman, who
had to be Summer.

Grant didn’t know what was going on. He just
knew it was getting out of hand. “Look, I don’t
know what this is about, but I'd appreciate it if
you would all just—"

“Stay out of this, pretty boy.” Nigel shoved
Grant in the chest, and he stumbled backward.

“Hey, leave him alone,” a tiny voice piped up.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Moni push
through the crowd. “Summer’s not going any-
where with you, Nigel. Leave before we call the
police,” she said in a firm voice.

Nigel threw his head back and laughed. “You
again. I should have known.” He walked over to
Summer and grabbed her arm. “Let’s go.”

Grant stepped between them. “I don’t think
she wants to go with you.” He looked in Sum-
mer’s frightened eyes. “Do you?”

Summer shook her head emphatically.

“There, you see,” Grant said. “You're going to
have to leave without her.”

Nigel laughed again. “Oh, and you think
you're going to stop me?”

He sighed. “If I have to.”
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Nigel let go of Summer’s arm to square off
against Grant. “Whatcha gonna do, pretty boy?”

Grant faced him without flinching. Nigel
laughed, and pretended to turn away, only to
cock back his fist.

His body reacted on instinct. Grant blocked
with his forearm, swinging it down so his fist
could connect with Nigel’s stomach. Nigel dou-
bled over, going down to his knees.

Before Grant could enjoy the afterglow, some-
one grabbed him from behind. He heard women
squealing and saw a blur of movement around
him as he struggled to breathe against the mus-
cled arm at his throat.

He heard a loud thud and the sound of shat-
tering glass. Then he was released.

He turned around and found Moni holding a
broken lamp in her hand. “Are you okay?” she
asked.

Police sirens whined in the distance.

Grant rubbed his temple, muttering under his
breath. “That’s a matter of opinion.”



“ Clapter g ¥

“ mm-mmm-mm, what is that heavenly

smell?” Summer asked, coming into the
kitchen Sunday morning.

Moni leaned over to pull the loaf out of the
oven. “My Aunt Reggie’s banana love bread.”
She set the pan on the cooling rack and pulled
off her oven mitts.

“Sounds divine. Break me off a piece of that.”

“Sorry, I'll make you and Candy another loaf
later. This one’s for Grant.”

“Oh yeah, the hunk across the street. What is
it? Some kind of peace offering?”

“Exactly. It’s impossible to stay mad after a
bite of Aunt Reggie’s secret recipe.”

Summer nodded, eyeing the bread with open
lust. “Girl, Grant’s gonna have to learn to share.
Let me have a piece of that bread.”

Moni slid the pan out of Summer’s reach.
“Uh-uh. There are some frozen apple fritters in
the freezer if you're that hungry. After what we
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put Grant through last night, there’s no way I'm
going to let you eat his bread.”

“Wow, what’s that smell?” Candy walked into
the kitchen trying to rub the sleep from her eyes.

Summer opened the freezer. “Don’t bother,
Kiki. She’s not about to share the bread. Appar-
ently, the hot guy across the street rates better
than her new best friends.” She turned to wink
at Moni.

Candy giggled. “Oh, you baked it for him.
Did you bake some cash into it? Because I saw
two broken lamps when we left last night.”

Moni chewed her lip. “Good point. I'll bring
my checkbook, too.”

“Ohh, these look good. They’re homemade
aren’t they?” Summer asked, peeking into the
foil-wrapped pan she pulled from the freezer.

“Yes, they are. When I get in the mood for
home cooking, I make a large amount and
freeze it.”

Summer slid the pan into the oven. “You can
keep your old bread, I think I just found some-
thing better.”

Moni placed the bread into a paper bag. “You
two help yourselves to whatever’s in the refrig-
erator. I'm going to take this across the street. If
I don’t return in a reasonable amount of time,
call the police. It means he’s strangled me to
death.”

Summer looked over her shoulder. “You're
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not going over there like that, are you? I thought
you wanted him to forgive you.”

Moni looked down at her oversized chambray
shirt and white capri pants, which she wore
with white huarache sandals. “What’s wrong
with my clothes?”

“You've got to show a little more skin.”

Moni blanched. “What?”

“Here, I can fix this.” Summer unbuttoned the
bottom of Moni’s shirt, then she knotted it just
under her breasts. “Men are much easier to dis-
tract when they can see skin. Nice abs by the
way.”

“Um, thanks.” Moni picked up her peace of-
fering.

Summer nudged her toward the door. “Any
time, sweetie. Have fun.”

Armed with that sage advice, Moni marched
across the street with her banana love bread in
one hand and her checkbook in the other.
Standing on Grant’s doorstep, she began to get
nervous.

Maybe she should put down the bread, ring
the doorbell and disappear before he answered.
She chewed her lip and mulled it over. No,
maybe she should just come back later—after
he’d had a lot more time to cool off.

She turned around and stepped off his porch.
No, she should just get this over with. Even if he
did want to yell at her, she deserved it. Aunt Reg-



WEDDING BELL BLUES 155

gie taught her to stand up and take her punish-
ment.

She turned around again, and this time she
got as far as opening the screen door before she
turned back.

Moni was halfway across the lawn when she
heard the front door open. “I hope you don’t think
a little of your Aunt Reggie’s banana love bread is
going to fix things this time,” he called to her.

Holding her breath, she walked back up to the
door. “Oh, then you don’t want it.”

Grant reached out and plucked the bag from
her hands. “I didn’t say that.” He moved aside
so she could follow him into the house.

She stepped inside and closed the door be-
hind her. A fluffy white cat marched up to her
and brushed against her legs. Stooping, she ran
her hand along the cat’s back.

“Hi, sweetheart.” She looked up at Grant. “Is
this the poor cat I almost maimed?”

“No,” he called from the kitchen. “That’s Dr.
Ruth. Westheimer is the one you nearly made
into a pancake. Here he comes. He can’t stand it
when Ruth gets all the attention.”

Westheimer slid in between Moni and Ruth
and began to purr expectantly. She did her best
to pet both cats. “I'm glad he’s not the type to
hold a grudge. Hint, hint.”

“Nope, Westheimer’s a sucker for anyone
who'll show him a little affection.”
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Moni stood, causing both cats to mewl in dis-
appointment. She joined Grant in the kitchen.
“Look, I can’t tell you enough how sorry I am
about last night. I had no idea things were going
to turn out that way.”

Grant didn’t answer her. Moni tried not to
take it personally since his mouth was full of ba-
nana love bread. After he swallowed and took a
long swig of milk, he turned back to her.

“Ijust want to know one thing?”

“What?” she asked, holding her breath.

“How do you manage to function with your
life in this constant state of upheaval? If it’s not
one thing, it’s another.”

Moni thought about his question. She reached
back and grabbed a strand of hair from her
ponytail and began twirling it around her finger.
“You're not going to believe this, but this is the
most exciting my life has ever been. Back in
Dunkin things were simple. I had a good life,
but nothing out of the ordinary ever happened.”

Grant nodded. “I see. Now that you're in San
Diego, you're making up for lost time.”

“It’s not that I'm creating these situations in-
tentionally. Stuff just keeps happening.”

“And for some reason, I always seem to be in
the middle of it.”

“Maybe you're a jinx,” she teased.

He gave her a stony look.

“I'm sorry, that was a joke. In reference to your
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earlier statement, I don’t expect the bread to
make up for everything. This time, I brought my
checkbook.” She pulled it from her waistband.

“You don’t have to sue me this time. I'll write
a check for whatever you want.”

He laughed. “Whatever I want, huh? A couple
of lamps. That’s not going to put you out too
much, but the pain and suffering, the emotional
damage, now that’s going to cost you.”

Moni didn’t bat an eye. “Have you got a pen?”

Grant leaned his hip against the kitchen counter
and surveyed Moni carefully. He always had big
thoughts about how he was going to maintain a
hard front, until he was face-to-face with this
woman.

Mitch had been right on the money when he’d
called Moni an attractive nuisance. Whenever
Grant got involved with her, his life tripled in
complexity. But all he had to do was look into
those wide brown eyes and, suddenly, he just
didn’t care.

He didn’t care that wherever she went, trouble
followed. He didn’t care that trouble for Moni
usually meant more trouble for him. And he def-
initely didn’t care that she was just the type of
woman he was supposed to avoid.

“Come here, let me show you something,” he
finally said, and led her into his living room.
“You see these?”
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He pointed to the two end tables that each
supported a lamp.

“Aren’t those the lamps that were broken last
night?” she asked.

“Yup, it’s called Miracle Glue and it’s a buck
ninety-nine at the drugstore. You want to write
me a check for that?”

“Just because you fixed them doesn’t mean
you're not entitled to have them as good as new.
How much would it cost to replace them?”

“Forget about it.”

Moni grabbed a pen from the end table. “Fine,
I'll estimate.” She scribbled a number on a check
then tore it off and handed it to him.

Grant looked down at the check. “This is
ridiculous. I'm not going to take it.” He tried to
hand it back, and she pushed his hand away.

He sighed. “Take this back.”

She turned around so he couldn’t force it on
her. He grabbed the collar of her shirt and stuck
the check inside.

“Stop it.” Moni wiggled and contorted until
she’d retrieved the check. “Look, I don’t want to
go through what we did with the fence. Just
take it.”

She tried to grab him, but he jerked away.
Moni ended up chasing him in a circle around
the room.

“I don’t want it.”

She stopped. “Why not?”

“Have you ever considered that it may be
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worth more to me just to have you out of my
hair?” He’d meant to be flippant, but his words
came out harsher than he’d intended.

“Oh, I see.”

He reached for her arm. “Look, Moni—"

She turned away. “Of course, that makes per-
fect sense. I thought you’d been behaving differ-
ently toward me.” She was deep in her own
thoughts. “Yes, that does make sense. I've really
been getting on your last nerve, haven’t I.”

“No, I didn’t mean it that way.”

She balled the check up into her fist and
picked up her checkbook. “I hope you enjoy the
bread. And, don’t worry, the fence should be
fixed shortly.”

She moved toward the door, and Grant
grabbed her by the arm. “I don’t want you to
leave thinking I don’t like you.”

“Oh...no...” Moni was trying to laugh
but her voice sounded forced. “I don’t think
that. I mean, everyone just loves me. I know
that.”

He could hear the sarcasm in her voice, and it
was killing him. He grabbed her by the shoul-
ders and shook her lightly. “Listen to me—"

Her head was lowered, and she wouldn’t meet
his gaze. “Don’t bother. Really, it’s not neces-
sary. I know you’ve got a lot to do, so—"

“Ilike you. The problem is, I think I may like
you a little bit more than I can handle right now.
Do you know what I mean?”
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She was looking up at him now. Staring with
wide doe-eyes.

He couldn’t tell if he was getting through to
her. “I don’t think it’s any secret how attracted I
am to you. It’s just . . . this isn’t a good time for
me to start up something new. Do you under-
stand?”

Moni shook herself out of his grip and fidget-
ing with her hands. “Of course.”

The muscles in Grant’s stomach tensed.
“There’s still a lot of things I have to figure out.”

She nodded.

“If it were a different time or a different
place.” Wow, he’d never noticed how smooth
her skin was. Golden honey. That’s what it
looked like.

“I getit.”
“Then maybe we could see what happened.
That is, if you were interested . . .” He was star-

ing at her lips now. They looked so soft.

“Sure, if it had been another time . . .”

“Because I know we could have been...”
Suddenly, Grant didn’t know what he was bab-
bling on about. All he saw was a pair of lips he
really needed to kiss. Right now.

His fingers slipped behind her neck, and he
tilted her head up toward his. She knew what
was coming because she moved into his embrace
naturally, her lips parting softly when he
pressed his mouth over them.
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Their lips moved together, and he was drawn
to her softness. Her arms curled around his
waist, and he could feel her small hands
pressed to his back. Grant didn’t know what
he’d been expecting. To kiss her briefly then
pull away? To take a small taste without sitting
down for a meal?

Whatever Grant had been prepared for, it
wasn’t the sudden rush of passion that overtook
him.

Moni felt fragile and delicate in his arms, but
her effect on him was strong. He stroked the soft
skin at the nape of her neck with one hand and
rubbed her back with the other. His left hand
moved in a circular motion over the fabric of her
shirt until a finger slipped off and made contact
with skin.

The other four fingers were drawn to her bare
lower back like magnets. Suddenly, such limited
contact wasn’t nearly enough. He wanted to
touch more skin. All over.

Without breaking contact with her mouth,
Grant pulled Moni backward until he felt the
sofa against his legs. He sat down and dragged
her onto his lap.

She straddled his hips and leaned forward,
reaching up to frame his face with her hands.
She pressed her mouth over his and took control
of the kiss.

Grant heard a guttural moan, and vaguely
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recognized it as his own. He didn’t care. His
body felt like steel and Moni’s cushioning soft-
ness was addictive.

His fingers found the fabric knotted under
her breasts and pulled it loose. She reached up to
help him unfasten the buttons and seconds later
her shirt was fluttering to the floor.

Grant reached behind her to unhook her bra,
and when he finally did, it followed the shirt to
the floor. His eyes burned at the beautiful sight
of Moni’s bare torso.

Dipping his head, Grant brought his lips to
the curve of her breast, brushing them gently.
He inhaled her sweet scent, and struggled to
control his raging ardor. Lifting his head, he be-
gan to massage one nipple with his fingertip as
his mouth caressed the tip of the other. He alter-
nated back and forth and Moni’s soft, wild
sounds drove him to the edge of his restraint.

“I want to see you, too,” she whispered, reach-
ing for the hem of his sweatshirt.

He helped her raise the shirt over his head re-
vealing his bare chest. Her eyes were bright and
eager, raking over every inch of his skin. His ex-
citement intensified.

Her fingers traced the muscles of his torso
with a feather-light touch. He was in agony.
Gritting his teeth, he endured the intensity for as
long as he could, then he grabbed her around
the waist and flipped her under him. He
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stretched her out on the sofa, and their bodies
pressed together from ankle to shoulder.

“Is this okay?” he whispered in her ear.

Her eyes were hooded, giving her a sensual
look. She nodded before her eyelids fluttered
shut.

Grant leaned down and kissed Moni once
again. When he lifted his head and looked down
at her, the look of innocence in her face com-
pelled him to say something else.

“Moni, what I said earlier about not being
ready for a relationship . . . that’s still true . . . do
you understand?”

She opened her eyes. “I understand. No com-
mitment.” Then she reached behind his neck
and pulled his mouth back down to hers.

Satisfied that he wasn’t taking advantage of
her, Grant let himself relax and enjoy the mo-
ment. Her lips were soft and with each gentle
swirl of her tongue against his, he became more
impatient for her.

He wanted to sink into her softness and feel
her legs locked around his back. He needed to
hear her uncontrolled sighs of pleasure.

Raising his body, Grant began to unfasten her
pants. With Moni’s help, he removed them. His
hands moved to her panties. They were covered
with tiny blue flowers and were edged with a
thin band of lace.

He tucked two fingers of each hand into her
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underwear and was about to tug downward,
when he felt her hand on his chest, stopping him.

“Grant, before we continue, there’s something
I need to tell you.”

“What is it?”

“Um, technically . ..” she paused. “I'm a vir-
gin,” she whispered.

For some reason, it took a moment to break
through his passion-fogged brain. His mind
stalled on the first part of her phrase.

“Technically?” He stared, pronouncing the
word as though he didn’t know what it meant.

“What we’re doing here?” she said. “Techni-
cally, I've never done it before. I'm still a virgin.”

Reality soaked through him like ice water. He
sat up, leaning against the arm of the sofa, away
from Moni.

Moni sat up also, pulling her legs up to her
chest and wrapping her arms around her knees.
“I take it that’s a problem?”

“Whoa,” was all Grant could manage. He ran
a hand over his face, trying to think this
through. “That’s—that’s . . . whoa.”

“I didn’t want you to stop. I—I just thought
you should know.”

“No. No, I'm glad you told me.” He reached
down, snagged Moni’s shirt from the pile of
clothes on the floor and tossed it over to her.

Moni slipped on the shirt. “So ... you don’t
want me anymore,” she asked with a tiny voice.

Grant’s heart ached at the hurt he heard in her
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question. He stood and began pacing the living
room. “Moni, it's not that at all. It’s just...
you're first time should not be like this.”

“But this is what I want.”

He stopped pacing and knelt in front of her.
“I"d never be able to live with myself—"

Moni rolled her eyes. “Why? I'm twenty-six
years old, not eighteen. I know what I'm doing.
I’'m more than ready.”

“There must be a reason for your waiting this
long.”

She pinned him with a hard look. “You want
to know the reason? I'll tell you why I'm still a
virgin. It’s not because I'm a prude or anything
like that.”

“I'm listening.”

“I'was in a relationship back home. I dated my
high-school sweetheart almost exclusively until
a few months before I moved out here.”

“Almost?”

“We broke up for a while when I was in col-
lege to try dating other people, but he was my
only serious relationship.”

“And the two of you never—"

“Actually, we’d tried a few times.” She looked
way, suddenly shy. “It never worked.”

He frowned. “What do you mean ‘it never
worked’?”

She chewed on her lip, staring at her hands.
“He said, you know, it was too small, or some-
thing. He couldn’t getin.”
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Grant opened and closed his mouth. There
wasn’t much he could say to that.

“Finally, we decided we should wait until
marriage. Honestly, I was just relieved. It seemed
like a lot of work for something that might not
even be worth the trouble. But, just now, with
you, it felt. .. different. Suddenly, I think I've
tigured out what all the fuss was about.”

“Moni—"

“Passion. I'd read about it in books and talked
about it with friends, but I'd never actually
come anywhere close to it until you started
touching me.”

His body went hot at her words. He wanted to
forget what she’d just told him, pick her up and
finish what they’d started. But that wasn’t
smart. Women developed emotional attach-
ments to men they made love with. The fact that
he would be her first would guarantee him a sig-
nificant place in her heart. He couldn’t take that
responsibility.

He took both her hands in his. “Moni, your
first time should be romantic. It should be with
someone you love and who loves you in return.”

She pulled her hands out of his grip. Her eyes
flashed. “What gives you the right to tell me
what I need? Can’t I decide that for myself?”

“Of course, but this particular choice involves
me, and I can’t in good conscience—"

Moni stood, stepping over Grant and grabbing
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her pants. “Give me a break. You're acting like
I'm a twelve-year-old who doesn’t know what’s
good for her. Contrary to popular belief, I'm not
naive. You never even considered the possibility
that I'm the one who’s not looking for a relation-
ship. If that’s what I was after, I would have got-
ten married when I had the opportunity.”

Grant watched as Moni hastily dressed.
“Look, I know you're upset now, but when you
look back on this later, you'll realize this would
have been a mistake.”

Moni adjusted her clothing. Stuffing her bra
into her pocket, she marched toward the door.

“Do you understand?” Grant followed after
her. “The first time should be for love. This
would have been—um, something else.”

Moni tossed a sharp look over her shoulder
before letting herself out. The door closed be-
hind her with a thud.



“ Clapter 10 ™

“Nothing like a little shopping to beat the
boy-next-door blues,” Summer mused,
bending over to breathe in the sent of handmade
soap.

They’d covered less than a block of the charm-
ing old-fashioned shops at the center of Old
Town San Diego State Historic Park, but it was
becoming blatantly clear to Moni that some-
thing vital was missing.

“Where are the shoe stores? I realize this isn’t
supposed to be Bloomingdales, but a few hand-
stitched slippers and some dusty wooden clogs
from the General Store isn’t gonna cut it.”

“I hear you, girl.” Summer flipped her braids
over her shoulder as they walked out of the
store. “But I figured a nice country girl like you
could appreciate the old-school vibe happening
here.”

Moni looked around again. She did enjoy ex-
periencing life as it was for the first Spanish set-
tlers in the 1800s. She and Summer had toured an
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old schoolhouse, unique little shops and a beauti-
ful mansion built around a garden courtyard. It
was a dramatic contrast to Colonial Williams-
burg, which she’d visited often in Virginia.

“Actually, I like it a lot.” Moni felt a pang of
guilt for her low spirits. “I'm sure I'd enjoy it
even more if I came back when I'm in a better
mood.”

Summer leaned close and peered at her.

Moni leaned away. “What are you doing?”

“I've been taking you at your word that you're
feeling down. But I'd never know the difference.
You're perky even when you're upset.”

Moni rolled her eyes. “It’s the curse of the
Lawrence women. My aunt was in her fifties
when she died, and the woman still had the look
of a wide-eyed virgin.”

“That’s the way to do it,” Summer said, obliv-
ious to the two men that nearly broke their
necks trying to catch her eye as she passed. “So,
you want to go home?”

“Yeah,” Moni said with a sigh. “Thanks for
coming with me, though. It’s nice to have some-
thing to do with my time besides work on
Grant’s fence and research my business.”

Summer stopped dead in her tracks, clapping
her hands together. “I've got an idea.”

Moni jumped. “For what?”

Summer squeezed her shoulder. “I know
what you need. Not only will it be fun, but it will
solve your virginity problem.”
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She pulled away. “Whatever it is, I'm not do-
ing it.”

“Oh, my bad, I didn’t mean that literally.
What you need is a slutty makeover.”

She raised her eyes toward the sky. “Dear
Lord.”

“I bet we could get that hot neighbor of yours
to take you seriously after that.”

Moni regarded her friend in disbelief. “I don’t
think that would make any difference to him.”

Summer snapped her fingers. “He has eyes,
doesn’t he?”

“His eyes aren’t the problem. I think he no-
tices me plenty. He just doesn’t want to get in-
volved right now. He’s officially off limits.”

“Sorry, chica,” Summer said with a shrug.
“Let me know if you change your mind about
my makeover offer.”

Distracted, Moni nodded, her attention sud-
denly taken by a little shop across the park.
“Look over there.”

Summer turned around in a circle. “At what?”

Moni pointed. “Do you mind if we stop in that
flower shop for a second?”

“Why? Gonna buy your man some roses? It’s
worth a shot, but I don’t think guys dig that stuff
the way we do.”

“No, it just reminds me of the shop my aunt
and I used to have in Dunkin.” The block-
lettered sign read FLOWERS—plain and simple,
but the calico awning and the flower boxes filled
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with tulips under the windows were a familiar
and comforting sight.

They walked into the shop and Moni closed
her eyes, inhaling the scents of jasmine and
roses. In each corner were wooden barrels filled
popular flowers, including daffodils, lilies, and
sunflowers. Moni felt the prickle of moisture in
eyes. The flood of memories was so strong, she
could almost see her aunt standing behind the
counter, wrapping long-stem roses in green tis-
sue paper.

“Are you just gonna stand around? Or are you
actually gonna buy something,” snapped a tight
voice.

Moni blinked away the nostalgia to see that
instead of her aunt, a narrow-faced, shriveled
old woman with white spiky close-cropped hair
stood behind the counter.

Swallowing hard, Moni approached the
woman. “Do you have any Strelitzia reginae.”

The woman’s eyes went wide and her head
darted around, reminding Moni of a startled os-
trich. “What in carnation is that?”

“The common name is bird-of-paradise or
crane lily.” She’d researched the local flora when
she decided to move to southern California.
Compared to her native green Virginia, the land-
scape here was any horticulturist’s dream.

“Well, why didn’t you just say so? There may
be some of them over there.” The woman waved
a bony finger toward the back of the store.
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Moni shook her head. Aunt Reggie always said,
“You treat rudeness like any other handicap—
you have to overlook it.” So, while Summer
stood outside flirting with one of the many
men who’d been ogling her during their tour of
Old Town, Moni moved toward the back of the
store.

After several minutes, she walked back to the
woman. “I didn’t see any bird-of-paradise
plants back there. I thought they were common
in this area.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change, and if
her lips hadn’t started moving, Moni would
have thought she was made of stone. “Well, we
don’t have any.”

Moni’s brow furrowed. She hadn’t come into
the store looking to buy flowers, but now she
was quite committed to the idea.

She shifted her weight. “Um, is there anyone
else here who can help me?”

“Nope.” The woman picked up a folded
newspaper from the counter and started read-
ing it.

Moni tugged on one of her curls. “Well, who's
the owner?”

“Me.” The woman didn’t spare her another
glance.

It figured. Moni shifted her weight and tried
again. “So, you're sure you don’t have any crane
lilies?”
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“Yup.”

“What about blue irises?”

The woman shrugged.

Suddenly, it became a challenge to see if she
could get this old bat to give her any kind of ser-
vice, or at least, show some human emotion.

“No disrespect, ma’am, but are you always
this disinterested in helping your customers?”

The old woman shrugged again.

Moni’s sighs got heavier. “You know, you'd
probably get more repeat business if you’'d
just—"

“What you know about it,” the woman grum-
bled, still reading her paper.

“Well, actually, I used to work in a flower shop
in Virginia and we—"

She slapped the paper down on the counter
and Moni jumped back two steps. “Oh, so you're
saying you think you can do better'n me?”

“The point I'm trying to make is—"

The woman untied the apron around her
waist and tossed it at Moni’s head. “Good. I
could use a break, Mary Sunshine. Knock your-
self out.”

Moni stood dumbstruck as the woman tucked
her paper under her arm, pulled out a pack of
cigarettes, and strolled out of the front door
without looking back. Moni hadn’t realized that
she’d been frozen in place until someone tapped
her on the shoulder.



174 ROBYN AMOS

She turned to see a tan blond man holding
hands with a shorter red-headed woman. “Hi.
We were wondering if you had any Strelitzia
reginae.”

At two o’clock on Friday, Grant was still sitting
in front of his computer, pounding away at his
keyboard. As usual, he’d started early, but this
time, when the opportunity came to eat, shower
and shave—he couldn’t tear himself away:.

It had been over a week since Moni had left
his place in a heated rush. She’d been embar-
rassed by their encounter. He knew because
he’d barely caught a glimpse of her since that
day. She was still working diligently on the
fence, but she’d started scattering her hours
from early morning to just before dusk. She
would come quietly and disappear before he’d
even realized she’d been there.

Grant hated the idea of her avoiding him, but
he knew it was what was best for both of them.
That truth didn’t change the fact that he couldn’t
stop thinking about her. At night he’d wake up
sweating from steamy dreams about Moni. He’d
see flashes of skin, feel her soft hair, and inhale
her fresh baby powder scent.

Thoughts of her were driving him up the wall,
but they were also helping him in an unexpected
way. When the tension in his gut became un-
bearable, he found that he was able to channel it
into his writing.
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He had to be careful that Naomi didn’t take
over the story.

He enjoyed writing the dialogue between
Naomi and Trent. He was never sure what witty
or smart remark might fly from the little minx’s
mouth. She was sharp and sexy and wouldn’t
take any lip. Grant knew he was probably trans-
ferring his own desires onto the page, but writ-
ing about Naomi gave him something to look
forward to when he sat down in front of the
screen.

Grant moved away from the computer and
stripped off his shirt, heading for the shower.
Before he’d taken two steps, the phone began
ringing.

He held his breath as he took note of his
brother’s number on the caller ID.

“Hey, Keith. What's up?”

There was a pause on the line. “Uh, it freaks
me out when you do that. Can’t you just say
hello?”

“Sure.” Grant hung up the phone.

The phone rang again, and this time when
Grant answered it, he said, “Hello?”

“Smartass,” Keith grumbled.

Grant laughed wickedly. “I'm sorry . . . Smart-
ass? I don’t know anyone by that name. You
must have the wrong number.”

He hung the phone up.

The phone rang again. Grant picked up the re-
ceiver but didn’t speak.
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“Very funny,” Keith said, laughing. Grant was
rarely playful. “I'm glad you're in a good mood,
because I need to ask you for a favor.”

Grant was tempted to hang up the phone
again. “I knew I shouldn’t have answered the
phone.”

“No, listen. This favor isn’t for me, it’s for
Tara.”

“l hope you haven’t stooped to using my
niece to get favors out of me. If you tell me she
needs a satellite dish so she’ll be able to do her
homework . . .”

“No, that was a joke. Anyway, she just got
back from cheerleading camp, and I promised
that she could invite some of the girls over for a
slumber party.”

“I don’t know where this is going, but it’s not
looking good.”

“Well, as it turns out, there’s a plumbing prob-
lem in my apartment building, and next week
they’ll be turning off the water while they make
repairs.”

“Don’t tell me. You want me to have Tara and
a bunch of her girlfriends over for a slumber
party?”

“Tara worships you. She’d be thrilled if you let
her have this party.”

Grant massaged the bridge of his nose. “And
where will you be during this time?”

“Janet and I thought we’d go to a hotel. We're
trying to work things out.”
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“How convenient. While you and Janet sort
through your troubles in a cushy hotel, I get
your kid and her cheerleading friends.”

“Come on. Like I said, this is for Tara, not for
me.”

Grant rolled his eyes. “I know I'm going to re-
gret this.”

When he hung up the phone and finally made
his way into the shower, he realized that he’d
just agreed to have a bunch of twelve-year-old
girls spend the night in his house.

He turned his face into the spray. Oh, well, he
thought, he’d managed with his sister’s boys.
Somehow how he’d figure out how to handle the
girls, too.

By the end of the summer, he’d be qualified to
run his own baby-sitting service.

That evening, Moni followed Summer into the
living room, where Candy was punching and
kicking along with her Tae Bo video.

Summer pressed pause on the VCR, and
Candy released a startled, “Hey!”

“Kiki, you've got to hear this,” Summer said,
giggling. “Moni got a job today.”

Moni dropped her shopping bags and
slumped on the sofa. “I don’t think it’s a very
amusing story.”

Candy grabbed her towel, mopping her face
and neck before sitting down beside her. “Ajob?
You mean, like, a project for your business?”
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Summer came out of the kitchen peeling a ba-
nana. “No, an actual nine-to-five job. Some old
lady walked out of her flower shop and left
Moni in charge.”

Candy shook her head in confusion. “What?
Why would she do that?”

“She didn’t go far. She was on the front porch
smoking a cigarette the whole time.” Moni re-
luctantly explained the events leading up to the
woman, whom she now knew as Vera Schone-
feld, walking out on her. “When she got back
she offered me a job. At first, I wasn’t going to
accept.”

“What made you change your mind?” Candy
asked.

“Vera, the old lady, has a very irreverent atti-
tude about the shop. It just killed me to see how
she was running it into the ground.”

Candy shook her head. “You walk in off the
street and she just hands you a job? I wish things
like that would happen to me. Once I get my
graphic arts degree, I'd like to get into Web de-
sign. But, there’s a lot of competition.”

Moni curled up into a ball, cradling a throw
pillow to her chest. “Don’t congratulate me. This
isn’t a good thing. The last thing I need right
now is a job. I'm supposed to be planning my
own business. Which, I might add, has just been
one major failure after another.”

“Don’t look so depressed,” Candy said, pat-
ting her arm. “Just because your first couple of
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ideas didn’t pan out, doesn’t mean the next one
won’t make you the next Bill Gates.”

“That’s so true,” Summer said, nodding.
“You're so smart—I've never seen so many
damn charts in my life. The way you lock your-
self in the basement every night with the com-
puter is gonna pay off.”

Moni rolled her eyes. “I'm not so sure about
that. In fact, this job falling into my lap is proba-
bly a sign. The cosmic forces of the universe are
telling me to give up and work a normal job, just
like everyone else.”

Summer sprawled out on the floor beside the
couch and took a large bite of her banana, leav-
ing red lipstick around it.

“Girl, you've got the blues,” she said, after
swallowing. “I know exactly how to cure that.”

Moni threw a hand over her eyes. “No, Sum-
mer, I already told you. I'm not interested in any
kind of makeover.”

Summer made an exasperated sound. “I'm
not talking makeovers, this time. I'm talking
techno music, flashing lights and dancing with
gorgeous men. Nothing boosts a woman’s ego
like dancing the night away.”

Moni didn’t lift her head. “I don’t think I feel
like dancing.”

“Nonsense,” Candy said resolutely, jumping
up from the couch. “We’re going dancing. You
may not feel like it now, but you'll thank us for
this later.”
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“That’s right,” Summer said, also getting to
her feet. “We need to pick a sexy outfit for you.
Once you turn a few heads, you'll forget all
about your troubles.”

Moni reluctantly got up from the couch. By
the time she’d slogged up the stairs, Summer
and Candy were already going through her
closet.

“What are you two doing?” she asked, even
though she’d already guessed.

“We're trying to find something for you to
wear,” Candy said, holding up a pale pink sun-
dress for Summer’s inspection. Summer shook
her head and held up a pair of red tights she’d
pulled from the dresser.

Moni snatched the tights from her hand. “I've
been dressing myself for years, thank you very
much.”

Despite Moni’s best efforts to convince her
new friends that she could pick her own clothes,
the twins insisted on helping her choose an out-
fit. Eventually they determined that Moni’s
wardrobe just wasn’t sexy enough and began to
accessorize her strappy black dress with body
glitter courtesy of Summer. Candy fastened a
shiny silver choker around her throat and
clipped a silver spiral just above her elbow.

The girls took turns fussing with her hair, and
Moni began to realize what it would have been
like to grow up with sisters.
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“It’s too beautiful to tame,” Summer shouted,
removing a hair clip. “Let it be free.”

When Moni looked into the mirror, she felt
like a different person. Curls vibrated like bolts
of electricity from her head. And, to her sur-
prise, she liked it. She’d bought the slinky black
dress on a whim when she’d moved to San
Diego. With the glitter and jewelry, Moni felt
like a twinkling star.

“Wow,” she murmured.

“Welcome to California, baby,” Summer said,
blowing a kiss to her reflection.

Moni opened the second closet in the master
bedroom, where she kept her most prized pos-
sessions.

Candy stood in the doorway and simply
sighed in awe. “I have never seen anything like
this.”

Summer released a shrill whistle. “Check out
Imelda junior.”

To complete the bonding process with her
new roommates, Moni did something she never
did. She let them borrow her shoes.
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Saturday morning, Moni stood before the
bathroom mirror, examining her torso. She’d
gotten her belly button pierced last night. It had
seemed like a good idea at the time, but now it
just hurt like hell.

With a deep sigh, she frowned at the small
ring of silver punctuating her navel. The pound-
ing of her temples reminded her that she may
have gotten carried away with the margaritas
last night. She vaguely remembered walking
past a tattoo shop on the way to the parking
garage at two A.M.

To their credit, Summer and Candy had tried
to talk her out of going inside. But Moni had
been tipsy and giddy after having so much fun
at the dance club. For a few hours, she’d let go of
the stress of trying start a business. She forgot
about Grant’s rejection and let the music carry
her away. It was the same tension release she got
from running, except that the addition of bright
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lights and good-looking California men had
overloaded her senses just a bit.

One throaty female voice had commanded
from the loud speakers to “Just let go!”—and
Moni had. The result was waking up with a
hangover and a shiny silver hoop in her belly.

Moni tugged on a pair of faded jeans, but
when she pulled her cotton T-shirt over her
head, the material irritated her navel ring. She
had to settle on a white halter top instead.

Donning a pair of sunglasses to shield her
sensitive eyes, Moni trudged across the street to
finish working on Grant’s fence. She only had
one or two final touches to complete.

She’d been trying to avoid running into Grant
directly since their last humiliating encounter.
Thank goodness she expected to complete work
today.

Unfortunately, since she’d slept in that morn-
ing, she didn’t make it across the street until late
afternoon, when the sun was high. She was al-
ready moving slowly because of a slight
headache. The hot sun immediately sapped her
energy. She’d had big plans for the progress she
wanted to make, but most of her effort was spent
resting on the grass and squirting herself with
the water bottle.

This is how Grant eventually found her. Sit-
ting on the grass, knees to her chest, with her
forehead resting on her arms.
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“Are you all right?”

The sound of Grant’s voice startled Moni, and
her head snapped up. She shielded her eyes
against the sun, trying to focus on his face.

“Uh, yeah, I'm fine. Just taking a break.” Im-
mediately, she could feel her cheeks growing
hot, knowing she’d been caught slacking off.

“Yeah?” He stooped to bring their eyes level.
“Looks like you’ve been breaking more than
working today.”

She started to get up and he touched her knee
to stop her. “It doesn’t bother me. It’s just that
you don’t seem to be feeling well.”

She sighed. “Don’t worry about me. It’s just
the aftereffects of a late night out on the town.
I'm fine.”

“If you say so.” He shrugged. “I haven’t seen
you around much lately.”

“Because my schedule has been a little more
hectic, I've been working on the fence sporadi-
cally. You should be thrilled to know I'm almost
finished—with time to spare.”

He chose to focus on her initial statement. “Is
it really your schedule, or have you been avoid-
ing me?”

Moni looked down to trace the letters on her
water bottle. He looked wonderful in his khaki
shorts and blue tank-top. She could see the lean
muscles of his legs and smooth mounds of his
biceps. She’d always been a sucker for nice bi-
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ceps. She took a long swallow of water, unsure
how to respond.

She decided to take the easy way out. “I've
been busy.”

“Okay.” He nodded, clearly not believing her.
“How is business? The beverage bra Internet
thing—how’s that coming along?”

“I had to scrap any plans that had to do with
the Internet,” she said with a sigh.

Thinking about her business plan gave Moni a
queasy feeling in her stomach. She knew she
was wasting time and a golden opportunity. She
needed to refocus, but she was allowing other
things to divert her attention.

She averted her eyes from Grant’s attentive
gaze. “I have a few balls in the air, but the truth
is I'm between projects right now.”

He patted her shoulder. “You sound discour-
aged.”

Moni couldn’t help responding to his gen-
uine concern. “I guess I am. I knew starting a
business wouldn’t be easy, but my first two
ideas have already flopped. I feel like a squirrel
in a briar patch—I don’t know which way to
turn.”

He nodded. “What I hear you saying is that
you haven’t made as much progress as you’'d
hoped to by now.”

“That’s right.”

“And that’s making you feel down?”
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“Exactly.” Moni smiled, feeling as though she
should be lying on a couch and paying Grant by
the hour.

“Don’t you think starting a business is a huge
endeavor and that a few false starts should be
expected?”

“Yes, that’s true . . .” Moni sighed. “But, have
you ever had an opportunity to do something
really special and halfway through, you started
to feel like you were blowing it? Or worse than
that, like you were crazy to think you could do it
in the first place?”

Grant laughed softly. “Have I ever.”

She studied his face. “You mean your book?”

“Yup. Many times I've asked myself why I
didn’t stick to what I know best. Stretching
yourself is uncomfortable, but that’s because it’s
supposed to be. Every time I start feeling like
I'm not banging out enough pages or that I'm
not talented enough to carry the whole story, I
try to remember that if it were easy, everyone
would do it. So, I keep plugging away.”

“I try to keep plugging away.” Moni contin-
ued to hug her knees to her chest, resting her
chin on her kneecap. “But lately, it’s easier to dis-
tract myself with other projects than to focus on
a business that isn’t going anywhere.”

“So, rather than do something that will fur-
ther your business, you let yourself get caught
upin...what?”

She grinned at him. “Working on your fence.
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Rearranging furniture. Shoe shopping. You
name it.”

“And when was the last time you did some-
thing productive for your business?”

Moni chewed on her lower lip. “It’s been at
least a week.”

“Okay, what if you tell yourself you'll do one
new thing for your business each day. You can
do more if you like, but at least one.”

She shook her head. “That would be great, but
right now, I'm stuck. I'm not sure which direc-
tion to move in next.”

He studied her. “Up until now, how have you
chosen your projects?”

“I made a list.”

“Okay, what'’s the next item on the list?”

She held her head between her hands. “Well,
there were a few Internet-related projects that
are no longer an option. I also have an idea for
accessories for young girls, but that would in-
volve setting up a focus group and recruiting at-
tendees. I don’t know.”

“So, the one thing you need to do today is
make a list of everything that would be involved
in setting up this focus group.”

Moni rubbed her temple. “I have some ideas
for a bunch of products marketed toward pre-
teen girls. When the time was right, I was hop-
ing to just drop by a middle school and recruit
on the spot, but it's summertime. School isn’t
even in session.”
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“You're telling me you need a handful of
twelve-year-old girls?”

She sighed. “That’s right, do you have some in
your pocket?”

He nodded, laughing. “This is your lucky day.
My brother just conned me into hosting a slum-
ber party for my niece, Tara, and five of her
friends from cheerleading camp. They all de-
scend upon my house next Saturday night.
Maybe you can try your products out on them?
In exchange for my letting you use them as
guinea pigs, you can help chaperone the party. I
have no idea how to entertain six twelve-year-
old girls.”

Moni stared at Grant. “You're kidding, right?
You just happen to be having your twelve-year-
old niece over next week?”

“Yes, you can thank Keith and the shoddy
plumbing system in his apartment building for
that.”

She thought for a moment. “I wonder if I
could pull this off. You said there will be six girls
total?”

He nodded.

A grin began to spread across her face. “I
think I have enough samples to go around. This
just might work out.”

“Now, before you get too excited, remember
the deal. You have to help chaperone. At least
until the girls go to bed—and Lord only knows
when that'll be.”
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“It's a deal. Maybe I can get Summer and
Candy to help out, too.”

“The twins? What's the deal there? Are they
still staying with you?”

“Yes, they’re my roommates. They don’t have
anywhere else to go, and I like the company.”

Grant raised brows and shook his head.
“Okay ...”

Moni cocked her head to the side, studying
his expression. “I can tell by your tone that you
don’t approve.”

“It’s not my place to approve or disapprove.
I'm sure you know what you're doing.”

Moni bristled. Suddenly Grant reminded her
of Burt. Whenever he thought he knew better, he
took that same tone. He never gave her enough
credit when it came to important decisions. Out
here, so far from Burt and her friends, she’d al-
most forgotten what it felt like to have the fear of
disapproval influencing her actions. Even if she
did make a few mistakes, she was enjoying the
freedom to stand, or fall, on her own.

“I do know what I'm doing,” she said firmly.
She set her water bottle aside. “I guess I should
get back to work now.”

Grant stood, turning toward the fence. “Looks
like you’re almost done.”

Moni started to rise, then remembered her
ring. She had just assured him she knew what
she was doing and didn’t want to discuss how
or why she’d gotten a body-piercing, so as she
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stood, she picked up her bottle and held it in
front of her belly. “Yes, one more coat of stain
should do it.”

“Great job,” he said, nodding at her work-
manship. “You know I was skeptical from the
beginning, but it looks like you've pulled it off.
I'll let you finish up.” He turned and headed
back into the house.

Moni pulled on her work gloves and reached
for her paintbrush. Her mind was already filling
with plans for a line of fashion products for
girls.

Grant walked back into the house, pleased that
he and Moni were able to have a friendly conver-
sation after their awkward parting last week.

He started to head upstairs, then turned back
around. He’d gone outside to discuss what had
happened between them, and had never actually
brought it up. Now that they were back on
speaking terms, it might be easier to discuss
their last encounter.

He still felt a little guilty about the way they’d
left things. She’d looked genuinely upset at the
time, and even though she maintained the story
that she’d been busy, he knew she’d been dodg-
ing him.

Grant walked back out on the lawn and called
Moni’s name.

She turned immediately, and a flash of some-
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thing glinted in the sunlight. Her stomach was
twinkling at him.

“What’s up?” she asked, pulling off her gloves
and walking up to him.

He couldn’t tear his eyes away from her navel.
Pierced? “What the—"

Her hand immediately moved to cover her
belly ring. “Oh.”

“You pierced your navel?” In his head, he
heard his accusing tone, but he couldn’t seem to
help himself. For quite some time, he’d been
transfixed by the tight ripples of her abdomen.
As irrational as it seemed, he took her belly ring
as a conscious attempt to drive him out of his
mind.

She smiled sheepishly. “It was kind of a spon-
taneous act.”

Grant’s entire body went hot. “What is this ob-
session with your stomach?”

Moni’s brows knit. “What?”

“Do you even own a full-length shirt?”

Her chin lifted. “What do you mean?”

“You know, the kind long enough to actually
tuck into your waistband? I don’t know what is
with fashion these days. They make tops for
five-year-old girls and sell them to grown
women. Now, as if walking around half naked
isn’t enough, you make sure to draw focus to
your tight abs by sticking something bright and
shiny in your navel—yeesh.”
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Moni, who wrapped both of her arms around
her middle, was now staring at Grant with a
look of wide-eyed shock.

Heat suffused Grant’s face as he realized how
he must sound. He was ranting like a lunatic. He
couldn’t think of a way to logically explain his
outburst, so he didn’t bother.

“I'm sorry. I—I'll talk to you later.”

Moni was posing in front of the mirror that eve-
ning when Summer poked her head into her
bedroom.

“What on earth are you doing?”

“Do you think I walk around half naked?”

Summer giggled. “Honey, did you forget who
you were talking to?”

Moni winced at her faux pas. At that moment,
Summer was wearing a purple miniskirt and a
matching tube top under a white shirt that was
entirely see-through.

“Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

Summer came into the room and sat on the
bed. “What'’s all this about anyway?” she asked,
poking through the pile of tops and blouses on
the bed.

“He’s right. Most of my summer tops are
midriffs.”

“Who's right? Grant?”

“You guessed it. He caught sight of my belly
ring and nearly blew a gasket. He went on and
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on about women'’s fashion today, yadda-yadda-
yadda.”

Summer snickered. “You may not realize it,
love, but that’s a good thing.”

She shook her head in confusion. “It’s a good
thing that he all but called me a tramp?”

“No, it’s a good thing that he’s noticing. He
may have gone a bit crazy, but that’s only be-
cause you drove him there.”

“That’s ridiculous. It didn’t sound like he was
paying me a compliment.”

“Put these back where they belong, and don’t
think twice about changing your wardrobe.”
Summer picked up a stack of tops and handed
them to Moni.

Moni took the clothes, still feeling confused.

“Don’t worry,” Summer said, on her way out.
“You'll figure it out eventually.”

It took Moni all week to prepare for her slumber
party focus group, but by Saturday she was
ready. She’d assembled a selection of free sam-
ples for all of the girls to try.

She went over to Grant’s early that evening to
help him prepare for the arrival of the girls.

“Having you here as backup takes a load off
my shoulders, Moni,” Grant said, helping her
set up a table for punch and cookies. “I baby-sat
my sister’s kids the other night, but that was a
little less nerve-wracking because they’re boys. I
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can at least remember what it was like to be one
of them. I don’t have the first clue how to amuse
a bunch of twelve-year-old girls.”

She laughed. “Girls aren’t as complicated as
you think. All you have to do is supply plenty of
pizza and videos and the girls will do the rest.”

Moni pulled out her box of carefully assem-
bled samples. She was actually excited about the
opportunity to show the girls her products.
They were just the kinds of things she would
have loved to have at their age.

Grant tried to peek into her box. “Whatcha got
in there?”

She pushed his hand away. “Girl stuff. I don’t
want to unwrap anything until the girls arrive. I
got my sample maker to put the samples in cute
little pink bags. The girls will love them.”

Grant shrugged, stepping back. “Okay, well
they should be here any minute now.”

Sure enough, less than ten minutes later, they
heard the loud motor of Keith’s Porsche.

Tara came to the door by herself. “Where’s
your dad?” Grant asked, looking over her
shoulder.

The girl stepped into the foyer, carrying a
black duffel bag with the letters DKNY printed
on the side. “He and Mom took off. They're
spending the night at a resort spa in Tijuana.”

Grant rolled his eyes. “They’d better be back
by Sunday night.”
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“Don’t worry.” Tara flipped back her red blazer
to reveal a shiny silver pager hooked to her jeans.
“I can send him a text message any time.”

Before Grant could get the door closed behind
Tara, another car pulled into the driveway. One
by one, girls began to accumulate in the living
room, which reached a crescendo of high-
pitched squeals and giggles.

Grant leaned over to whisper to Moni. “I can
hardly believe there are only six of them. Right
now it sounds like an entire high school pep-
rally.”

She nodded, studying Tara’s friends. Moni
had always arrived at sleepovers wearing faded
jeans and sweatshirts. These girls looked like
they were dressed for a night on the town in
spaghetti-strap tops, colorful glittering pants
and full makeup.

Before she could say something to Grant, one
of the girls approached him. “Mr. Forrest?”

“Yes?”

“Hi, I'm Leah,” she said formally, holding out
her hand for Grant to shake, which he did,
rather tentatively.

“May I use your phone? My cell is dead.”
Leah held up a purple phone. “I've got to call my
stylist. If I don’t make appointments at least
three weeks in advance, I get wait-listed.”

Moni blinked at her and Grant pointed to-
ward the kitchen. “It’s in there.”
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Moni and Grant exchanged puzzled looks.
“Are you sure these girls are twelve?”

He shrugged. “I'm pretty sure. Why?”

“Designer clothes, pagers, cellular phones—I
didn’t know twelve-year-olds were into those
things.”

When Leah finally joined the other girls,
Moni decided it was time to get started. She
moved to the front of the room and asked for
their attention.

“Girls, before your slumber party gets under-
way, I was wondering if you would mind giving
me some feedback on some new products under
development for girls in your age group. You'll
be able to keep free samples of everything I
show you today. How does that sound?”

“Cool.”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Ijust love free samples.”

The girls all nodded and smiled in agreement.

Moni removed one pink bag from the sample
box then handed it to Grant, who was standing
beside her. “Do you mind passing these out for
me? There’s enough for each girl to have one.”

Grant nodded and began distributing the bags
among the girls. When he was finished, he took
the empy box and moved to the back of the room.

“Okay, girls, please take the first item out of
the bag. It should be a small hair clip like this
one,” she said, holding up a translucent pink
barrette.
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Each of the girls did as they were instructed.

“You'll notice that it looks like any other styl-
ish hair accessory,” she said, unsnapping the
clasp. “Until you put it in your hair.”

Moni fastened the clip to a section of her hair
and it began to light up like a Christmas bulb.
“It’s actually a “glo-clip.” Try it.”

The audience of girls began to flicker. Moni
pointed to a redhead who had placed the glo-
clip at the end of her French braid. “Tell me,
what do you think?”

The girl unsnapped the barrette and stared at
it. “Honestly?”

“Yes, of course. I want honest opinions from
all of you.”

The redhead wrinkled her nose, looking
around at her peers. “Well, I'm sorry, but I think
it’s kinda lame.”

“Lame?” Moni repeated. “Anyone else?”

The other girls chimed in with agreement.

“I agree with Becky,” Leah said. “This seems
like something that, I don’t know, maybe a
younger kid would like.”

Moni frowned. “How young?”

The girls looked around at each other and
seemed to reach a consensus. Tara spoke up.
“Like, six or seven?”

Stunned, Moni tried not to react. “I hear what
you're saying. Of course, you girls are too mature
for glowing barrettes. Let’s try something else.
Please take the pink compact out of your bags.”
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At first she’d wondered if makeup was a bit
too old for preteen girls. She hadn’t been al-
lowed to wear makeup until she was seventeen.
But, after seeing this crowd, she breathed a sigh
of relief that she hadn’t removed the compact at
the last minute.

“As you can see, it comes with scented eye
shadow, flavored lip gloss and glitter blush.
There are five funky color palettes that you can
mix and match—"

She was in the middle of her spiel, when a
hand shot up from the audience. “Do you have a
question?”

Abeautiful dark-haired girl who looked closer
to sixteen than twelve gave her an appraising
look. “Is this makeup noncomedogenic?”

“Noncomedo . . .” She made eye contact with
Grant at the back of the room who just shrugged,
trying to hide his snickering behind his hand.

“It means it won’t clog your pours,” the girl
said with a haughty tone.

“Well, I'm not—" Before she could finish an-
other hand shot up. “Yes?”

“Who designs these products? I only use Char
Blanco Products—well, I used to use Belle Rouge,
but it’s too drying.”

“You should try Majik,” Leah said to her
friend. “It has a moisturizer built in. I use the fa-
cial scrub and the body wash.”

A spontaneous conversation about the bene-
tits of exfoliation followed.
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Moni stood before the girls in disbelief. No
wonder they thought hair clips were too young
for them. They were all twelve going on thirty-
five. She wouldn’t have known a thing about ex-
foliating and noncomedogenic makeup at
twelve. In fact, she didn’t know anything about
those things now.

She quietly placed the compact back into the
bag. “Why don’t we move on to the next prod-
uct,” she said after loudly clearing her throat for
their attention.

Moni decided to skip ahead to the cream of
the crop. If the girls weren’t interested in light-
up hair baubles, they certainly wouldn’t get a
thrill over a musical belt. The last item was her
favorite. If the girls liked this, none of the other
products would matter.

The girls were poking around in the bag. Tara
looked up first. “What are these? Stickers?”

Moni smiled, feeling her excitement building
again. “Actually, they’re decals. You can use
them to decorate your blue jeans.”

She’d worn her favorite faded button-flies for
the occasion. “Let me show you how they
work.”

Moni picked up the decal of a beautifully
painted butterfly. “You see, the glue is tinted a
pale blue so it fades right into the denim. The
best part is that you can soak them in water and
they’ll come right off, so you can decorate your
jeans all over again. You never have to worry
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about wearing those same old jeans. With these
decals everyday can—"

She paused in the middle of her excited gush
and studied the blank expressions on each girl’s
face. “You hate them, don’t you?”

None of the girls would meet her eyes. Tara
must have felt sorry for her, because she stood
up, holding out the pink bag. “You know, Moni,
we really like these bags. They're great, aren’t
they girls?”

“Yeah, they’re so cute.” All the girls agreed.

Moni sighed. “I didn’t make the bags.”

“Oh,” Tara said, sitting back down.

The girls fell silent for the first time that eve-
ning.

Moni tried to shake it off. “Look, I've taken up
enough of your time.” She walked around and
collected the bags, then tossed them back into
the box.

“You're going to have a lot of fun tonight. Af-
ter you have punch and cookies, we’ll order
whatever kind of pizzas you like.”

“Cookies?” The little redhead sounded ap-
palled. “I'm on low carbs this week.”

“Uncle Grant,” Tara said, standing up again.
“We don’t want pizza. Can we have sushi in-
stead?”



“ Chapter 12 ¥

Grant and Moni were sitting in the kitchen a
few hours later, sipping coffee. The girls had
finally settled down to watch the latest Austin
Powers DVD in the next room.

“I've officially crossed the female young-adult
market off my list,” Moni said. “I can’t believe
how out of touch with them I was.”

Grant smiled. “It’s not your fault. Tara’s my
niece. I see her all the time, and I still had no idea
how mature twelve-year-old girls are these days.
Why don’t you try creating something that
matches their current interests?”

Moni folded her arms across her chest.
“Nope. I learned something very important
from this focus group. I was trying to capitalize
on the fad aspect of the preteen market. The
point of fads is that they come and go like the af-
ternoon rain. By the time I rework my product
line for twelve-year-old miniature adults, it will
be en vogue to be girlish again. I'd never get
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ahead of the curve. I need to have more control
over my business than that.”

Grant regarded her with sympathetic eyes. “I
see what you mean.” They each sipped their cof-
fee in comfortable silence.

Finally, he turned to her. “So, what’s next on
your list of perspective businesses?”

At the moment, after dumping three perfectly
good ideas in the trash bin, Moni wasn’t sure
what her next move should be.

“Actually, I'm thinking of doing something
radical.”

Grant got a wicked glint in his eye. “What?
Athletic wear for house pets? Or, let’s see, you
can teach yoga to senior citizens.”

Moni fell silent. She’d always suspected that
Grant didn’t take her business acumen seriously.

Noting the expression on her face, he ap-
peared immediately contrite. “Did I offend you
just now? I was only teasing you.”

Sighing heavily, Moni realized it wasn’t worth
getting worked up over. At the rate she was go-
ing, why should he take her seriously?

“It's okay. I'm used to being thought of as
fluff.”

“Moni, I don’t think—"

She grinned. “Forget it. Really. At this point,
I'm wondering if I shouldn’t take the money and
do something else with it. I could take a very
long vacation and see the world. I could go back
to school and get my masters degree in business
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administration or something. I could even set
up a charitable foundation. People have been
throwing these ideas at me for months. They’re
all reasonable uses for the money. Maybe it’s
time to start looking into it.”

Grant slouched back in his chair, shaking his
head. “No, you can’t give up just because you
didn’t hit the jackpot on your first coin. How
many people get the chance to live their
dreams?”

She shrugged. “I'm not giving up my dreams
so much as admitting that maybe I don’t really
have any. Right now, the only thing I would be
giving up on is wasting time. Can you believe I
actually took a job last week?”

He looked incredulous as Moni recounted her
adventure in Old Town that led her to take a
part-time job in a florist shop.

Finally, he shook his head. “You may as well
help out since you have the experience, but
working doesn’t mean you have to abandon
your business plan.”

She pushed away her empty coffee cup. “I
have a lot to think about.”

He was quiet for a moment and then shouted,
“I've gotit.”

His sudden outburst startled Moni so much
that she almost jumped out of her chair. “You've
got what?” she asked, placing a hand over her
rapid heartbeat. “Whatever it is, keep it to your-
self.”
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“Why don’t you put your aunt’s banana love
bread on the market? I know it would be hugely
popular.”

Moni laughed. “Grant, I know you love my
aunt’s bread, but I have no intention of selling it.”

He looked disappointed. “Why not?”

“For one thing, Aunt Reggie always used to
say, you only bake banana love bread for those
you love.” A blush warmed her cheeks as she re-
alized she’d baked the bread for Grant twice.

“I-I mean—in the ‘love thy neighbor” kind of
way,” she stammered. “The gift of banana love
bread wouldn’t be special if you could go to the
market and buy it any time.”

“But—"

“Listen,” Moni interrupted, swiveling around
to stare at the empty doorway.

Grant leaned forward, his eyes darting
around the room. “I don’t hear anything.”

“I know,” Moni said, pointing to the kitchen
clock. “The movie the girls were watching
should be over by now. Why are they so quiet? I
have trouble believing even these girls would go
to bed before ten o’clock at a slumber party.”

“Let’s go see what they’re up to.”

They both went to the kitchen door and
peeked out. All six girls were huddled in the
middle of their island of sleeping bags, whis-
pering.

Moni and Grant exchanged curious glances.
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Grant entered the room with Moni at his back.
“How was the movie, girls?”

The huddle split and all eyes turned toward
them.

“It was pretty good,” Tara answered.

“What are you all doing,” Moni asked.

The girls giggled, exchanging whispers.
“Why don’t you ask them,” one of the girls said,
jabbing Tara in the ribs.

Tara rolled her eyes. “Okay, maybe you two
can help us with something.”

Grant looked pleased. “What is it?”

Moni, who knew there were no limits to
childhood curiosity, started backing toward the
front door.

“We were wondering”—a red stain crept up
Tara’s neck—“why do boys kiss with their
tongues?”

Grant blanched, turning toward Moni, who
was already scooping up her box. She pulled her
purse from the coat hook.

“I've got to be getting home, Grant. Have fun
girls.”

Grant shot her a desperate look, but Moni pre-
tended not to see it as she slipped out of the door.

Moni let herself into the house a few minutes
later and found the twins curled up on the
couch watching a movie. She dropped her box
and her purse at the door with a huff.
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Summer put the television on mute. “From
the sound of that sigh, I'm guessing things
didn’t go well with the teenyboppers.”

Moni plopped down on the sofa beside
Candy. “You've got that right. I had no idea that
twelve-year-olds girls are so sophisticated. My
products were, I quote, ‘so five minutes ago.””

“I can’t say I'm surprised.” Summer shook
her head. “That’s why I refused to get within ten
feet of them. Kids and me just don’t mix.”

“You poor thing,” Candy said, wrapping an
arm around Moni’s shoulder. “So, what’s next
on the agenda? You know Summer and I can
help, don’t you? You've been so kind to let us
move in here. I only have summer classes Tues-
day and Thursdays. You can count on us for all
the free labor you need.”

“That’s for sure,” Summer chimed in. “Since
I'm not crazy about going back to dancing or
waiting tables, I'm at your service. I even wrote
down some ideas in case you're running out.
Want to hear them?”

Moni let her head fall onto Candy’s shoulder.
“Maybe in the morning.”

She was sick of talking about her failed busi-
ness ideas. The whole concept was becoming
overwhelming. She had a psychology degree,
but no desire to go back to school for her Ph.D.
Without that, there weren’t many options for her
in that field.

It really was amazing how small the world
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had become once it had opened up to her. She
had the money and the time to really make
something happen, yet nothing was clicking
into place. She was exhausted—both mentally
and physically.

Moni stood, raising her arms over her head in
a long stretch. “I think I'll go to bed now.”

“Wait,” Summer said, grabbing a slip of paper
from the coffee table. “One of your friends
called while you were out. She sounded really
excited on the phone.”

Moni took the message Summer handed her.
It was from Akiko. “It’s late. I'll call her back in
the morning. I have an afternoon shift at the
flower shop tomorrow. Good night, girls.”

After a restless sleep, Moni woke up early
Sunday morning. Candy and Summer had es-
tablished a routine of sleeping until noon, so
Moni ate a bowl of cereal and read the paper
aloud to her fern, Marley.

Just before she left for the flower shop, she re-
membered Akiko’s message. She dialed her
friend’s number and Jim answered the phone.

“Moni, I'm so glad you called. Akiko has been
dying to talk to you. Hold on, I'll put her on.”

“Moni,” Akiko said.

“Listen, Akiko, I'm on my way to work, but I
wanted to make sure—"

“I'm pregnant!”

“What?” Moni sat down on the closest piece
of furniture. Luckily, that happened to be the
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arm of the sofa. “Did you just tell me you're
pregnant?”

“Yes, can you believe it? We just found out last
night. I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow
to confirm it, but four home pregnancy tests
can’t be wrong.”

Moni’s shock finally released its hold on her
vocal cords and she screamed into the phone.
“Eeeeeh! Congratulations—this is amazing.”

“I know. I couldn’t wait to tell you. I know I
was never the maternal type, but I'm happier
than I ever thought possible.”

Something that felt distinctly like a brick
lodged in her throat. “You and Jim will be great
parents,” she said, blinking back the tears that
had formed in her eyes.

“Thank you, Moni. I know you're in a rush.
But, thanks for calling me back. I couldn’t relax
until I'd told you the news. We can talk more
later.”

On the drive to work, Moni was surprised by
the mixed bag of emotions she was experienc-
ing. She was thrilled that her best friend was go-
ing to have a baby, but part of her also felt
jealous. This bothered her most because it didn’t
make any sense.

Why should she feel jealous of her friend’s
pregnancy? She didn’t even have a husband. But
she could have had one, a small voice whispered in
the back of her mind.

If she’d stayed in Dunkin, she and Burt would
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be married by now. They might have even been
planning a family of their own. Was that what
she really wanted? Had walking away from that
life been a mistake?

No.

The answer came to Moni without hesitation.
She’d walked away from Burt because she
wasn’t ready for that life. It had been the right
thing to do. She knew that much. The only rea-
son she was even questioning her decision now
was because her business wasn’t coming to
fruition.

Sure, going back to Dunkin to marry Burt
would have been so easy. They would invest her
inheritance in a tire shop for Burt and a new
flower shop for Moni. She wouldn’t have had to
think about anything. Her future would be
clear cut.

But she’d left Dunkin because she didn’t want
to take the easy way out. She didn’t really love
Burt. Not the way he loved her. Her attraction to
Grant had made that clear.

She’d come to California to make her own
way. She was doing that. It might not be smooth
sailing, but she was taking responsibility for her
mistakes. Out here, there wasn’t anyone to come
to her rescue, and that’s what she needed—to fly
without a safety net.

As Moni parked her car in the Old Town em-
ployee lot, things had fallen back into perspec-
tive. She wasn’t going to give up. She’d come all
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this way to succeed or fail by her own hand, and
in that sense, she was a success already.

Vera, her new boss, was pulling up the win-
dow shades as Moni entered the store. “Great,
Little Miss Perky is here. It’s time for my ciga-
rette break,” she grumbled, pulling a pack of
Virginia Slims out of her apron pocket.

Moni rolled her eyes and walked to the back
room to store her purse. She’d given up trying to
draw Vera out of her funk the first day on the
job. Why waste time on the impossible?

The day passed quickly for Moni. Working in
the shop brought back so many memories of
working with Aunt Reggie that she almost ex-
pected to turn around and see her any minute.
But instead of making her feel sad, the constant
reminders of Aunt Reggie made her feel warm
inside.

It felt good to have control again. She’d made
several suggestions to improve the shop, and
since Vera didn’t seem to care either way, Moni
could do whatever she wanted. She bought a
new computer system to bring the accounting
software up to date and reorganized all of the
inventory. Now a brightly painted sign listing all
their flowers by common and Latin names hung
on the back wall.

When she was at the flower shop, Moni knew
her efforts were making a difference. She also
enjoyed interacting with the customers. She
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was even enjoying the light barbs she traded
with Vera.

“Vera, don’t forget to wrap those tulips in tis-
sue. You don’t want the petals to get crushed.”

“Pardon me, Miss Sunshine.”

“No problem, Madame Hurricane.”

The customers giggled whenever the two of
them would get into it. Eventually, Moni learned
not to get embarrassed the way she had the first
time she got angry with Vera’s cracks and shot
one back at her.

When Moni got home that evening, she de-
cided to stop by Grant’s before going inside. To-
morrow was the last day of the month, and she
wanted to make sure she would get credit for
finishing the fence on time, even though she
wanted to repaint the fence. She wasn’t happy
with the way the new stain blended with the
old. Unfortunately, the new stain, in her opin-
ion, was prettier than the original one.

Moni rang Grant’s doorbell and he answered
right away. “Moni,” he said, stepping aside for
her to enter the house. “I should close the door
in your face after the way you ran out on me last
night. The deal was for you to stay until the girls
went to sleep.”

“Aw, was poor Gwant afwaid of some itty-
bitty-wittle girls,” she mocked, following him
into the kitchen. “It was getting past my bed-
time. I knew you could handle it on your own.”
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She paused, cocking her head to one side.
“How did you handle it, anyway?”

“What?” Although Grant’s gaze was locked
on her, his attention appeared to be on some-
thing else. “Oh, you mean that kissing question.
I cheated—I told them to ask their parents. Then
I put in another DVD to distract them. Thirty
minutes in, they were all asleep.”

Moni laughed. “Ask their parents? I can’t be-
lieve they let you get away with that.”

He shrugged. “They were disappointed, but
they knew they weren’t going to get a decent an-
swer out of me. I wasn’t about to touch that one
with a ten-foot pole.” Grant continued to study
her with open curiosity.

Moni felt herself become flush. Feeling self-
conscious under his direct gaze, she looked
down to make sure she didn’t have a gigantic
stain on her blouse. “What’s the matter?”

His attention was focused on her waist. “Why
are you so dressed up?”

Moni looked down at herself again. This
morning she’d put on a short-sleeve white
blouse, a herringbone vest and a narrow black
skirt. She’d finished the outfit with a pair of
chunky black sandals. “I worked at the flower
shop today.”

“Oh,” he said, looking disappointed.

She narrowed her eyes, unable to figure out
Grant’s odd reaction.
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“Anyway, I just came over to tell you the fence
repairs are done, but I'm not happy with the way
the stains match. Do you mind if I take a couple
of extra days to—"

Moni stopped to study Grant. He was still
looking at her quite strangely. “What’s the mat-
ter with you?” she asked.

He turned away. “What do you mean?”

“You're looking at me funny.”

He continued to avoid eye contact. “I don’t
know what you're talking about.”

She felt a spark of temper. “Look, I remember
what you said about my clothes. I'm fully cov-
ered right now, so I don’t know why you were
looking at me like that.”

“Like what?”

Moni stared at him, trying to decide if he was
deliberately being dense. “I don’t know. Like
there’s something wrong with the way I'm
dressed.”

Finally, he brought his gaze up to meet hers.
“There is.”

Her fists clenched at her sides. “What could
possibly be wrong with my clothes now? You
fuss at me for showing too much of my stomach,
and now that it's covered, you're still not
happy?”

His eyes traveled down the line of her body.
“Is your navel still pierced?”

Genuinely angry now, Moni rubbed her tem-
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ples with her fingers. “What on earth does that
have to do with anything?”

Grant took a step toward her. “It’s driving me
crazy.”

She lifted her head in surprise. “What is?”

His voice was low, and he was close enough
that she could almost feel his breath on her face.
“Not being able to see it.”

“My piercing?” She took a step backward.

“Your navel.” He stepped forward. “I wasn't
fussing at you because you show too much of
your stomach. I was mad at myself for letting it
get to me?”

She swallowed hard. “What's getting to you?”

“You. And those tight abs. When you got your
belly button pierced, I thought I was going to
lose my mind.”

Suddenly, Moni felt like she’d been very naive.
Summer’s words came back to her. “You mean
you like my stomach?”

He nodded.

She giggled. “You were upset because you're
attracted to me.”

He nodded.

A rush of feminine power washed over her.
“And you can’t control it, can you?”

He shook his head.

She smiled wickedly. “You must hate that,”
she said, closing the space between them. Feel-
ing their mutual attraction build between them
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like an electric charge, Moni gave in to the mo-
ment.

Placing her hands on either side of his head,
she brought her lips up to meet his. Grant’s arms
locked around her as he kissed her back with
full force.

Moni knew she had Grant’s full attention, and
that gave her a sense of power she’d never felt
before. Unlike their last encounter, she was in
control.

Letting her fingertips slide back from his face,
she moved them behind his ears and down his
neck. Grant released an almost catlike purr as
her fingers finally locked behind his neck.

Testing her power again, she pushed her
tongue into his mouth and was rewarded with
another instantaneous reaction—this time in
solid, physical form.

Her stomach fluttered as heat suffused her
body. There was that passion again—she re-
leased a soft moan herself. It was addictive.

Unlocking the fingers behind his neck, she
ran her hands over his shoulders and down-
ward, until they were pressed firmly against his
chest. She backed him up to the kitchen counter.

“What are you doing to me?” he whispered.

“Shh.” She yanked his shirttails out of his
jeans and began undoing the buttons. When
she’d bared his chest, she let her fingers run free
on his soft dark skin.
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Grant threw his head back and gnashed his
teeth. She was making him crazy and that
knowledge almost made Moni’s knees give out.

One strong hand pressed into her back,
pulling her close as his other hand peeled off her
vest and made short work of her blouse’s but-
tons. Burying his lips in her neck, his hands
slipped into her neckline.

Moni clung to him as waves of new sensations
took over her body. His touch was so gentle, she
was almost tortured with anticipation as his fin-
gers played on her skin. His lips nipped, sipped
and sucked at the sensitive spot just below her ear.

“Oh my ... mmm.” Moni gripped his back,
feeling like a piece of driftwood in the ocean. He
was the only thing keeping her afloat. Yet
drowning in pleasure didn’t seem like a bad
way to go. She didn’t want these feelings to end.

And then something changed. She felt his
body grow tense. She swallowed the sudden
rush of panic welling up inside her.

Grant pulled back from Moni, his hands still
inside her blouse.

Oh no. He’s finally remembering that I'm a
virgin. He’s going to send me home just like he
did before.

He pulled his hand from inside her shirt, hold-
ing it closed with one hand. “We can’t do this.”

Her heart sank. There was such a rushing of
thoughts in her mind, she almost didn’t hear his
next words.
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“Not here...on the kitchen counter.” He
scooped her up, into his arms. “We'll be much
more comfortable in my bed.”

Moni buried her face in Grant’s chest, trying to
hide her urge to weep with relief. As he carried
her into the bedroom, and she saw his neatly
made bed, another thought came to her mind.

“Grant?”

“Yes, baby?”

“Why are your sheets pink?”

He chuckled in her ear, as he settled her on the
bed. “That’s a long story . .. one I can’t get into
right now. You understand, don’t you?”

She nodded, forgetting the question. Her eyes
fastened on Grant as he stripped off his shirt.
His hands unzipped his jeans and he pushed
them down over his hips.

Lying there, watching him undress, she fi-
nally grasped the full impact of what was about
to happen. A niggling of anxiety cropped up.

Naked, Grant climbed onto the bed and
pulled her into his arms. He kissed her slowly,
even though she could feel an urgency just be-
low the surface. As his lips engaged hers, she
was barely aware of Grant removing her clothes.

His movements were patient, reassuring, and
she felt safe. Naked beneath his nude body,
Moni finally relaxed. He must have sensed her
body decompressing, because he slowly became
more aggressive.

Moni sighed and moaned with each new
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touch, trying to explore his body as much as she
could before getting caught up in the next sensa-
tion.

He tested her body for readiness with his fin-
gers. It felt strange at first, but Moni slowly grew
to like the increasing pressure.

She was well on her way toward satisfaction
when Grant replaced his fingers. Her body
stilled and tears sprang to her eyes as she strug-
gled to adjust, despite his preparations.

Grant was patient, and once again, she grew
accustomed to the pressure. He began to move
inside her and the pressure began to build en-
tirely new feelings.

A new sense of panic sparked up. She was
afraid the pressure would be taken away before
she found what she was looking for. Moni was
surprised to find herself voicing her thoughts.

“Don’t stop. Oh, Grant, that feels so good.
Please don’t stop.” She clutched at his back at
the same time trying to press herself into him
with each thrust.

“Oh my—don't. .. oh please, don’t stop.”

Their bodies were slick from their frenetic mo-
tions, and Moni felt herself ever closer to her
peak.

“Baby, you're killing me.” His voice was
ragged. “I'm trying to hold on for you, Moni.”

The breathless, passion-thick sound of
Grant’s voice pushed her over the edge. She
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cried out in pleasure as her body finally found
the release it had been seeking.

Grant’s own voice joined hers as the strokes
of his body quickened to an almost superhu-
man pace.

Moni threw her head back in surprise as the
ultimate moment she’d thought had passed,
crested and rose a second time.

As she trembled with the aftershocks of her
second peak, Grant’s body arched and collapsed
against hers.



“ Clapter i3 *

After they’d made love, Moni had fallen right
to sleep. Grant, on the other hand, couldn’t
rest. He lay in bed beside her, watching her chest
rise and fall.

What had he been thinking? The answer to
that question was simple. He hadn’t been think-
ing. If he’d thought things through, then this
cute little minx wouldn’t be lying beside him.

And that thought was more upsetting than
the utter futility of their current situation.

It was a mistake. He’d known this was com-
ing, and he knew their relationship couldn’t go
anywhere. So it was indeed a mistake, but it was
one he didn’t regret making.

How much longer could he have gone on ob-
sessing over her? When Moni was close by, it
was impossible to ignore the riotous reaction
his body had to her. Looking down at Moni, he
resisted the urge to run his hand along the bare
expanse of shoulder peeking out from the
sheets.
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This outcome had been inevitable. Maybe
now he’d have a shot at concentrating on his
book. Now the anticipation, which had become
a ghost in the room whenever Moni was around,
would stop haunting him.

Grant had finally gotten what he needed—but
not without a price.

Sleeping with Moni was the cure-all for his
current hang-ups, but it also made things a hell
of a lot more complicated between them.

For heaven’s sake, he was her first and only
lover. There was a lot of responsibility that came
with that. For that very reason he’d done every-
thing in his power to keep her at arm’s length.
He just wasn’t the man to offer her all the hearts
and flowers that came with this scenario. She
wasn’t a woman of the world. She was a small-
town girl with small-town values.

Grant knew she’d been terribly hurt when he
sent her home after almost making love to her in
his living room. Now she was probably under
the impression that he had changed his mind
about wanting a relationship.

How could he look her in the eyes and explain
the truth to her? Especially after he’d taken
something so precious from her.

Breathing deeply, Grant tried to swallow the
sickening wad of guilt swirling in his gut. Man,
he had to be the biggest jackass ever. Moni de-
served so much better than what he could offer
her right now. There was no way to give her the
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whole “it’s not you, it's me” speech without
sounding like a cad.

Grant rolled away from Moni and slipped out
of bed. He started pacing the room. There was
no easy way to handle this delicate situation.

As soon as his feet hit the floor, Moni sat up in
bed with a start. Her eyes darted around in obvi-
ous disorientation, until her gaze finally settled
on Grant. She jerked the bed sheet up to her chin.

“How long was I asleep?”

He glanced at the digital clock on his night
table. “Not more than twenty minutes. How are
you feeling?”

She averted her eyes in shy reserve. “I'm okay.
Do you think I could use your shower?”

He nodded toward the door connected to the
master bedroom. “Of course. Help yourself.”

“Thanks,” she said with a voice barely above a
whisper. She started to slip out of bed, stopped,
then searched the floor for her clothes.

Grant grabbed his shirt and handed it to her.
She slipped it on, buttoned it up to her chin and
skittered into the bathroom.

Grant frowned, staring at the closed door.
Poor little thing. Her shy display of modesty
just made him want to hug her. He wanted to
wrap her up in his arms and let her know every-
thing was okay. Then he’d kiss her until she lost
her inhibitions all over again.

His lower body went hot remembering how
eager she’d been just a short while ago. If he
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hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he might never
have believed it. With his own ears, he’d heard
her beg him not to stop making love to her.

He heard the shower turn on in the bathroom
and Grant closed his eyes on the image of Moni
naked, stepping under the hot spray. It was all
he could do not to go in there and join her.

Grant got to his feet. “What the hell is wrong
with me?”

He had to say the words out loud to jolt him-
self back to reality. He needed to back out of this
relationship, not make it more intimate.

Grant pulled on his clothes and left the room.
He hoped putting some physical distance be-
tween himself and Moni would give him the
space he needed to think things through.

Moni stood in Grant’s shower trying to come to
grips with what had just happened between
them. She let the water run over her face.

Moni Lawrence was no longer a virgin.

She smiled a private smile. Making love was
everything she’d hoped it would be. Aside from
a bit of tenderness between her thighs, it wasn’t
nearly as painful as she’d feared. Grant had
been a patient and gentle lover.

“Lover.” Moni repeated the word slowly and
began to feel sad.

Grant had all the qualities she looked for in a
man. He was incredibly intelligent, considerate
and he had a sense of humor. He was also hand-
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some, sexy and she could add excellent lover to
the list. Even though she didn’t have any re-
sources for comparison, she knew he had to be
better than just average.

After what they’d just shared, Moni knew
Grant was the kind of guy that she could fall in
love with . . . and her heart ached.

Why had he come into her life now—before
she’d had the chance to get her act together?
Now she’d started down a road she wasn’t
ready to travel.

The fact of the matter was that she was raised
with old-fashioned values. Aunt Reggie had
been a modern woman, but she’d still taught
Moni the important role sex played in a commit-
ted relationship.

She was grateful for this new experience, be-
cause now she knew true passion wasn't just a
myth. And she also knew that it was something
she would have never shared with Burt Reynolds.

Making love with Grant also illuminated one
other thing in Moni’s mind. She just wasn’t the
type of girl who could sleep around. Her skin
grew hot as she remembered the things she’d
said and done not too long ago in Grant’s arms.
The thought of being that intimate with just any-
one was impossible to fathom.

She’d just given Grant her virginity. There was
no doubt that he realized the enormity of that
act. He was definitely the type of man to take
the responsibility seriously.
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Moni didn’t regret the experience one iota,
but now she was really uncertain how to handle
the consequences.

Instability was a completely new feeling.
Growing up in Dunkin surrounded by an ex-
tended family of friends, she’d never had much
to worry about. She’d come to San Diego, far
from those friends, to try out her independence.
It was a scary feeling. And her life seemed more
out-of-control lately than ever before.

She was afraid that if she let herself get caught
up in a relationship with Grant, she’d abandon
any chance she had to follow her own path. Grant
was a leader. He already seemed to have his act
together. Moni knew that he would naturally try
to take care of her. And, as confused as she was
feeling these days, it would be so easy to let him.

She’d walked away from one relationship be-
cause it would have stood in the way of her inde-
pendence. She still hadn’t figured out who she
was and what she wanted to do with her life. If
she didn’t walk away from Grant, too, the last
few months would have been in vain.

But how could she walk away from such a
good thing? Grant was an amazing man. She
could really fall in love with him.

She could really lose herself in him, too.

Moni reached up and turned off the water.
Snagging a pink towel from the shelf above the
sink, she wrapped herself up and took a seat on
the toilet cover.
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There was clearly no such thing as sex with no
strings attached.

Suddenly, her life seemed more complex than
ever.

After getting dressed, Moni sat on the bed for
several minutes. She felt like such an idiot. She
and Grant had just made love—the most inti-
mate act two people could share—and now she
wasn’t even sure if she could face him.

“There you are,” Grant said, leaning against
the doorframe.

Moni stood, self-consciously wringing her
hands. “Hi.”

“Are you going to stay up here all day?”

She released a nervous laugh. “Of course not.”

For a few minutes, they both stood there, let-
ting the uncomfortable silence hang between
them. They both began to talk at once.

“Do you want to—"

“I guess I should—"

“You go ahead,” he said politely.

“No, that’s okay. You first.”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t important. I already
forgot what I was going to say.”

Moni’s palms felt moist, so she wiped them
on the back of her skirt. “I was just going to say
that I should probably get home now.”

Grant straightened and backed out of the
doorway so she could pass. “Of course. I'm sure
you've got . . . lots of . . . things to do.”
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She slipped passed him and looked over her
shoulder as she started down the stairs. “You
too. I mean, I don’t want to keep you from . ..
whatever you . .. were planning to do this eve-
ning.”

He followed her down the steps and opened
the door for her. For a few seconds they just
stood there staring at each other.

Finally, clearly at a loss for words, Grant said,
“I'll call you.”

The words sounded so forced and cliché.
Moni pushed open the screen door. “Um, yeah.
I'll be around tomorrow—you know, working
on the fence . . .”

“Right, right. SoI'll . . . see you then?”

She nodded, waving over her shoulder as she
bolted through the door.

Moni didn’t know if Grant was watching her

as she crossed the street, but she wasn’t about to
look back to check.

“You two know more about these things than I
do,” Moni said to Candy and Summer that
night. “What should I do? Grant says he’s not
looking for a serious relationship, and that’s
good, because I'm not looking either. But re-
gardless of what we say, it’s going to be hard for
one of us not to get our feelings involved.”

The three women were sitting around on the
living room floor sipping strawberry margari-
tas. It had taken two margaritas for Moni to
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screw up the courage to tell her friends what had
happened between her and Grant.

Summer stretched out her leg to nudge her
sister with one of her purple-painted toes. “I
don’t really see what the problem is, do you?”

Candy gave her twin an exasperated look.
“Of course I do. Moni’s afraid that getting in-
volved with Grant will interfere with her
goals.”

“Why does it have to interfere with her goals?
Grant is one hot hunk of a man. Why can’t she
have her cake and eat it, too?” Summer snagged
the margarita pitcher and refilled Moni’s and
Candy’s glasses.

Moni put her glass on the coffee table and
pushed it out of her reach. She was already con-
fused, and it was getting harder to think ration-
ally by the minute.

“Do you think I'm overreacting to this whole
thing? Maybe it’s no big deal. I know a lot of
people don’t take sex as seriously as I do.”

“Don’t try to second-guess your feelings,
Moni.” Candy said, squeezing her shoulder. “I
don’t blame you for feeling confused. I mean
you’ve been waiting for weeks for this guy to ad-
mit he’s interested. And now, instead of taking
you out on a date, spending time getting to
know you, he takes you straight to bed. He’s the
king of sending mixed signals.”

Summer shook her head at Candy. “You're
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being too hard on the guy. He was trying to do
right by the poor girl. He knew she was a virgin,
and he was trying not to take advantage of her.
It’s not his fault that she’s a hot little number
and the heat finally got to him. The guy is only
human.”

Candy rolled her eyes. “I think you were a
man in another life, because you sure think like
one.”

“Why is the belief that two healthy, attractive
adults have the right to enjoy each other a male
thought? It’s simply a fact.”

“Girl, there is nothing simple about it. Emo-
tions are involved here. Moni’s afraid of falling
in love. If they fall in love, she’s going to put all
of her energy into him instead of her business.”

Moni sat back and watched the twins go back
and forth like a devil and angel warring for con-
trol of her conscience.

They were the embodiment of her present
dilemma. Part of her just wanted to roll with her
new feelings and worry about the consequences
later—much later. But the other part of her was
scared to death of making another mistake like
the one she’d made with Burt.

“Moni, I think the only thing you can do here
is just be honest with Grant,” Candy advised.
“Tell him you're not ready for a relationship
right now and that you can only offer him
friendship.”
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“Friendship?” Summer snorted. “No way, you
can’t let this guy slip through your fingers. You
want him. He wants you. You have to go for it.”

“You have your nerve giving her relationship
advice after that fiasco with Nigel.”

Summer’s eyes went wide. “Oh, no you
didn’t.”

“ think these margaritas gave me a
headache.” Moni stood up, rubbing her tem-
ples. “I'm going to head upstairs to bed. Thanks
for the advice, girls. I'm just going to sleep on it
for now.”

As she trudged up the steps she could hear
the girls continuing to bicker.

“Do you see what you did? You gave her a
headache,” Summer barked.

“It was your crappy margaritas that gave her
the headache, dodo bird.”

“If anything made her sick it was your bad
advice . . .”

Moni grinned as she shut her bedroom door.
In a few moments, she knew the sisters would
be laughing again as if their little squabble had
never happened.

It was nice to have girlfriends out here. Sum-
mer and Candy were like night and day, but
she’d become so close to them in such a short
period of time. Whenever she was feeling down
or, in this case, completely confused, their antics
always had her smiling again in no time.
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* * *

Monday was a record-breaking writing day for
Grant. Instead of using life as an excuse to avoid
his book, he’d started using his book as an ex-
cuse to avoid his life.

Every time he gave himself a moment to think
about Moni, he became racked with guilt. He
knew he had to call and talk to her, but he didn’t
have the first clue as to what he might say. So in-
stead of dealing with his unsettling feelings
about Moni, he wrote.

Grant’s fingers flew over the keyboard, barely
keeping up with the rapid pace ideas were com-
ing to mind. When the phone rang, he ignored
it. He didn’t take copious breaks to check e-mail,
watch the news or play with the cats for a
change.

At last count, Grant had written forty-two
pages, and his mind was still whirring with
ideas. Trent Black was trapped on a boat in the
middle of the Pacific Ocean with a suspected
murderer, and Naomi, his love interest and side-
kick, was right by his side. As it turned out, the
little scrap of a girl had a black belt in Tae Kwon
Do and proved to be very useful when Trent got
into a bind.

Grant hadn’t known this particular tidbit
when he’d sat down to write that morning, but
as the adventure began to reveal itself to him, he
began to hit his stride.
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Finally, only the call of nature was able to tear
Grant away from the computer. After relieving
his bladder, he noticed that not only were his fin-
gers and wrist sore from overuse, but he was
also famished.

He headed to the kitchen for food and caught
sight of Moni outside painting his fence. In-
stantly, like a needle skipping across a record,
Grant’s whole world stopped. He stood on the
stairs watching her through the sliding glass
doors.

Keeping thoughts of Moni at bay was only
possible when he was busy writing. Now he had
to admit that he couldn’t continue to avoid her.

They’d made love yesterday. If he didn’t make
some kind of contact, she’d think it was just a
one-night stand. He didn’t know what to call the
intimate time they’d shared, but the last thing he
wanted to do was hurt her. He wanted her to
know that even though he couldn’t give her
what she needed right now, she meant a lot more
to him than a fling.

Grant took a break from lamenting to realize
that Moni was in fact painting his fence. Not just
the new fence posts, and not just the old ones.
She appeared to be painting his entire fence a to-
tally new color.

Any other day, he would have been out in the
yard in a heartbeat questioning her actions. But,
after studying her work for a few minutes, he re-
alized that the new shade of tan matched the fa-
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cade of his house much better than the original
rust-colored stain. So he left her alone, partly be-
cause he still didn’t know what he would say to
her after they finished talking about fences and
paint.

Still, he had to address their situation some-
how. Walking over to the kitchen phone, Grant
decided to leave Moni a message. He knew she
wasn’t home, and he could at least initiate con-
tact without having to get into issues he wasn’t
ready to confront.

When Moni returned home from painting
Grant’s fence, she was worn out. She’d almost
stayed in bed that morning because she’d been
afraid to repeat the awkward dance she and
Grant had performed the day before. But he
never came out of the house.

At first she’d been relieved that he’d spared
her the embarrassment. As the day grew later,
though, she began to become concerned that he
was avoiding her as much as she wanted to
avoid him. Despite her feelings, the idea that he
wouldn’t want to see her was particularly upset-
ting.

It was something of a comfort to return home
that night and find a message from him on her
voice mail.

“Hi, Moni. This is Grant. I'm sorry I didn’t get
the chance to come outside and talk to you, to-
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day. I woke up early to write and found myself
on a really good roll. I got off to a slow start
with the book, and it just sank in that the sum-
mer isn’t going to last forever. So, even though
I've been working at a feverish pace, I didn't
want you to think you weren’t on my mind. You
are—and as soon as I come up for air, we’ll get
together. Okay? I guess we’ll talk soon. Bye.”

Moni replayed the message twice more before
erasing it. It was good just to hear his voice. Tak-
ing a deep breath, she dialed his number. She
had no idea what she should say to him, but she
knew it was time to stop running from her fears.
They had to talk.

She was surprised to get his answering ma-
chine.

“Hi, Grant. This is Moni. Thanks for your mes-
sage. I've been thinking about you, too. . .. I'm
really glad to hear your book is moving along.
You may have noticed that I started painting
your fence. I should be finished tomorrow. It's
not quite the stain you had before, but I think
you'll like this paint so much more . . . but um,
if you don’t, I can always put it back the way it
was. Let me know. Well, uh, good luck with
your writing. Good night.”

Moni spent Tuesday morning working at the
flower shop and the evening finishing up the
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paint job on Grant’s fence. Unfortunately, one of
the men at the hardware store next to the shop
told her that, since she hadn’t bought water-
resistant paint, she was going to have to treat the
fence with a coating of sealant.

She was so tired after painting the fence she
decided to save the paint treatment for the next
day. When she returned home that night, she
had a new message from Grant.

“Hi, Moni. Grant here. I was a bit surprised
when 1 first saw what you'd done with the
fence, but you're right, I do like it much better.
You're a sneaky one, but good work. This morn-
ing I went to the courthouse and filed paper-
work stating that you’d completed the repairs to
my satisfaction. Now we can call it even be-
tween us. You should get your copies of the
forms in the mail. I hope, uh, I hope things are
good for you. I don’t know why it seems like
ages since we’ve spoken in person. My book is
really coming along. If I keep up this pace, I
should reach the halfway mark by the end of the
week. Well, I guess that’s all for now. Um, take
care. I'll see you soon.”

Moni wanted to call him back right away, but
the girls came home right then with grand ideas
of eating dinner out to celebrate Summer’s new
job as a hostess at a high-class restaurant down-
town. She wanted to treat them all to steak and
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lobster at her new place of employment. They
didn’t get home until late, so Moni didn’t call
Grant back until Wednesday morning.

“Grant. I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear
that you like the paint. I'm even happier to hear
that things are settled regarding our little mat-
ter of the fence. My Aunt Reggie always used to
say, 'If you can’t get along with your neighbors,
who are you going to turn to when your base-
ment floods?” Well, I guess we're more than just
neighbors . . . but you know what I mean. I
mean, I'm not trying to imply that we're—you
know, anything more than what we are . . . this
isn’t coming out right. Do me a favor and erase
this message, will you?"”

Moni was so embarrassed at the rambling
message she left on Grant’s answering machine,
she didn’t check her own messages again until
Thursday morning. By then Grant had left her
two new messages.

“Moni, I didn't erase your message. You're
right, we are more than just neighbors. We're
more than friends. I think one of the reasons I've
been playing telephone tag with you all week is
because I haven't quite figured out where that
fits into my life right now. But, I do want you to
know that I don’t regret anything that's hap-
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pened between us. You—iyou're very special to
me. Um, good night.”

Grant’s second message was left that morning
and it got straight to the point.

“I've had enough of this, Moni. I think we need
to talk in person. If you're free tomorrow night,
I'd like you to come over for dinner. We have a
lot to talk about.”

Moni picked up the phone and dialed Grant’s
number.

“Hello?” The sound of a live voice startled her.

“Wow, there’s a real man behind the voice.
I'd gotten used to speaking with your ma-
chine.”

“Would you like me to put it on the line?
Maybe you’d prefer to have dinner with my
machine.”

“No, that’s okay. I was calling to accept your
invitation for dinner. I agree. It’s time we sat
down and talked.”

“I'm looking forward to it. Friday night. ..
around six-thirty?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Ouch!” Grant shoved his burnt finger between
his lips as he balanced the hot pan of chicken
lasagna in one mitt. The clock over the oven read
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6:24. Moni would be there any minute, and he
was still rushing around the kitchen.

Why he was going to all of this trouble he still
wasn’t sure. When he’d first decided to invite her
over for dinner, the plan was to prepare some-
thing simple and casual so that they could talk.

Something “simple” had become more elabo-
rate as the day wore on. He’d gotten a little car-
ried away at the grocery store. It had been quite
a while since he’d had an occasion to prepare
food for more than one person.

Once he’d realized his dinner was turning
into an elaborate affair, he felt obligated to set
the mood. Next thing he knew, there was a
white table cloth on the dining room table with
matching place mats and napkins. He had vo-
tive candles surrounding a crystal vase of fresh
white flowers.

He couldn’t help feeling a hint of chagrin as
he surveyed his presentation. How was he sup-
posed to explain his reservations about their re-
lationship in front of a romantic candle-lit
dinner? His subconscious was clearly working
against him. But it was too late now.

The doorbell was ringing.

Grant dashed back through the kitchen touch-
ing up any remaining spills. He checked his
clothes for food stains, then pulled open the
door.

Dressed all in white, Moni was a refreshing
sight in her summer dress and sandals.
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Suddenly, Grant wasn’t sure whether to kiss
her, hug her or shake her hand. He leaned for-
ward as she opened her arms, and they did an
awkward dance that ended with him kissing her
cheek during a quick embrace.

She held a bottle of wine out to him. “Aunt
Reggie always told me that you never go into
someone’s home for dinner without a gift. I
don’t know what you're serving, but I know
nothing about red wine. So I took a chance and
brought white.”

“That’s perfect.” He took the bottle and ush-
ered into the house. “Thanks for coming.”

“Thanks for having—oh, my goodness. You
set a beautiful table.”

He felt his face flush. “It’s too much, isn’t it? I
got a little carried away.”

She pressed her fingers to her lips. “It’s lovely.
I can’t remember anyone going to this kind of
trouble for me before.”

When Grant saw the brightness of unshed
tears in her eyes, his heart melted. Seeing that
look on her face just made him want to please
her all the more.

Once Grant placed the food on the table, they
sat down to eat, and he served the wine Moni
brought over. After an awkward toast, they fell
into an even more awkward pattern of small-
talk.

Every time Grant wanted to bring up their ill-
fated romance, he backed down. He was usually
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quite good with words, and had fed many a
client just the right lines to “let her down gen-
tly.”

For some reason, now that he was wearing
those shoes, the right words just wouldn’t come.
He’d look across the table at her and get lost in
her golden eyes. She really looked stunning that
evening. Her white dress flattered her dark skin,
revealing just enough to keep his imagination
active.

“How are the plans for your parents” anniver-
sary party coming along?” she asked after
draining her wineglass.

Grant reached for the bottle to give her a refill.
“We’ve gotten most of the big details taken care
of. I think the only vendor we're still searching
for is a florist. I didn’t realize how much a few
flowers cost around here. Keith went way over
budget hiring a semi-famous band that he just
had to have. Now the floral budget we agreed on
is cut in half.”

She seemed to visibly perk up. “Now you're
speaking my language. You know the shop I
work for can do the flowers for your party. The
owner’s a little difficult to deal with, but because
the shop is located in an historic area, she gets a
good discount from the wholesalers. I know I
could get you a really good deal.”

“Really? I don’t want to impose—"

“Oh, don’t think twice about it. Just leave it to
me to handle the details.”
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Grant smiled. “Thanks, in that case, I'd really
appreciate your help.”

He looked down and noticed that Moni had
barely touched her dinner.

“Are you okay? If you're not hungry right
now, I can wrap it up for you to have later. Or if
you don’t like it, I can—"

“Oh, no-no, please. It’s delicious. I think the
reason I'm having trouble eating is nerves.”

“Nerves? Moni, what do you have to be ner-
vous about?”

She stared at her plate not meeting his eyes for
several long seconds. “There’s something that I
need to say to you, and I'm not quite sure how to
go about it.”

Grant’s heart started beating faster. Dear Lord
please don’t let her say she’s in love. He had no
idea how he’d handle such a confession.

“If you have something to say, the best thing
to do is to just put it out there.”

Grant tried to brace himself for whatever she
was planning to tell him.

Moni put down the fork she’d been using to
play with her food. “I'm really overwhelmed by
this nice dinner you prepared. The table setting
is beautiful. So romantic—it’s, it's more than I
could have ever imagined. And I really appreci-
ate your going to all this trouble.”

Grant felt a huge lump in his throat. He
couldn’tsit there and let her go on. “Moni, please
stop. You don’t have to keep thanking me. I—"
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She held up her hand for him to pause. “Re-
ally, what I'm trying to say is...I don’t think
it’s fair for me to sit here and keep leading you
on like this.”

“What?” Grant felt his jaw slacken as his fork
hit the plate with a loud clatter. “Leading me
on? I don’t under—"

“Grant, you're a wonderful man. The kind of
guy any woman would want to be with. Unfor-
tunately, I just don’t think I'm in the right place
in my life to get seriously involved. That proba-
bly sounds really awful after what’s happened
between us. . ..”

Grant sat back in his chair and gaped openly
at Moni. “This is unbelievable.”

Moni frowned, wringing her hands. “I know
and I'm so sorry. After all you've done—"

He threw his head back and laughed whole-
heartedly. He laughed until he felt the moisture
of tears in his eyes.

This time it was Moni’s turn to sit back and
stare at him, completely dumbfounded.

“I'm sorry,” he finally said, wiping the tears
from his eyes. “The reason this is so unbeliev-
able is that I've been sitting here racking my
brain over how to tell you that we can’t continue
a romance, and all this time you've felt exactly
the same way.”

Moni crossed her arms over her chest. “Are
you serious? You brought me over here to dump
me?”
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Grant sobered. “Relatively speaking. . ..”

She glared at him. “So why did you bother
with the nice dinner and the candles and the
whole romantic setup? Just so you could get my
hopes up and then tell me to get lost? What kind
of jerk are you?”

“Wait a minute...are you actually mad?
Didn’t you just tell me that you don’t want to get
seriously involved right now?”

“Well, yes, but—"

He raised his voice. “So what? Your little
speech is only valid if you get to be the one to
break my heart?”

“Well, no,” she said, starting to laugh. “I
know I'm being silly. But, you could have at least
had the decency to act heartbroken, you cad,”
she joked, throwing her napkin across the table
at him.

“Hold on, if you give me a minute maybe I can
muster up some tears. Will that help?”

“Nope. Too little, too late.” They laughed until
their mutual laughter began to die down.

Moni thrust her hand out for Grant to shake.
“So are we agreed? Just friends?”

He took her hand. “Just friends.”

“Whew, that’s a load off my mind.” Moni
picked up her fork and gave him a big grin.

“And it’s a good thing, too, because now my
appetite is back. I'm starving,” she said, finally
digging in to her food.

* * *
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Moni was surprised at how drastically the mood
had changed once she and Grant had cleared the
air. The awkward silences and the shyness that
had been so prevalent in their relationship since
they’d slept together had finally dissipated.

After dinner, which was filled with constant
chatter and good humor, they started watching a
movie on cable. Without thinking twice, Moni
snuggled up to Grant’s side on the couch. He
slipped an arm around her shoulder and they re-
laxed to watch the movie in comfortable silence.

Until the onscreen romance began to heat up.
At that point, Moni felt Grant beginning to
squirm.

She was feeling a bit uncomfortable herself.
Finally, without either of them saying a word,
Moni lifted her head. She found Grant staring
down at her.

With only their eyes speaking, their heads
drew together like magnets. Within seconds
they were making out full-on.

Pulling away to catch her breath. Moni
framed Grant’s face with her hands. “Wait a
minute,” she whispered.

Grant’s face delved into the crook of her neck,
tasting the sensitive skin there with the tip of his
tongue. “What’s wrong?”

She swallowed hard, trying to remember what
her train of thought had been. “Um, I thought
we were going to be just friends?”
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He lifted his head slightly. “This seems pretty
friendly to me,” he joked. Then he sat back
against the couch, untangling their embrace. “I
guess you're right. We shouldn’t be doing this,
should we?”

Moni shook her head no as she sat up, trying
to arrange her clothes back into place. They sat
for a moment, contemplating the situation in si-
lence. She turned to face Grant, feeling sheepish.

“The thing of itis . . . I'm not really sure that I
mind.”

He was watching her closely. “Not sure you
mind what?”

“Bending the rules.” She shrugged. “What's a
little kissing between friends?”

“Yes, but it’'s bound to lead to more than
that...”

She stared down at her hands, feeling her
cheeks heating up. “True. On the other hand,
since we both feel the same way about a serious
relationship—"

Grant nodded eagerly. “That’s right. I under-
stand your position. You understand mine.”

“So ...” She smiled at him.

He started lowering his head. “So...” Then
his lips found hers and their bodies settled back
on the sofa.

After just a few moments of kissing, it became
clear that neither of them was interested in hold-
ing back or taking things slowly.



240 ROBYN AMOS

Moni nipped at his earlobe playfully. “Maybe
we should go upstairs?” She kissed his neck.
“Unless you’d rather just do it here?”

Grant pulled away. “Actually, I have a better
idea.”

Moni pulled her legs underneath her on the
sofa, leaning toward him. “What is it?”

He winked at her. “Wait here.”

“Where are you going?”

His grin was wicked. “I'll be right back.”

Moni sat on the couch for what seemed like an
eternity. She stared at the movie playing on the
television set without really seeing it. Her mind
was racing.

She felt excited about being with Grant again.
They had come to an agreement, and it hadn’t
been nearly as difficult as she’d feared.

In the back of her mind, she knew that main-
taining the title of “just friends” while they were
having sex wasn’t as black-and-white as they
were making it out to be. There were bound to be
emotional issues to deal with later.

But, at present, Moni didn’t care about any of
that. She’d come out to San Diego to be bold.
Why couldn’t she have a carefree contemporary
relationship?

Finally, she heard Grant’s footsteps on the
stairs. He came halfway down and paused.

Moni stood. “Where have you been? What
were you doing?”
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He motioned toward her. “You'll see. Come
on.”

She followed him upstairs to the master bed-
room. She stopped in front of the bed, but he
gestured for her to keep going.

He led her to the bathroom and pushed open
the door. Leaning forward to peek in, Moni
couldn’t believe her eyes. Grant had placed can-
dles all around the perimeter of the Jacuzzi bath
tub. Floating in the water were white rose petals
from the flowers on the dinner table.

Pressing her hands to her cheeks, she turned to
face him. “I can’t believe you did all this for me.”

He drew her into the bathroom and shut the
door. “We had to get it right this time. We rushed
through everything so fast the first time.”

Moni just stared up at him, unable to find the
words to express how she was feeling.

Grant pulled her close, pushing the straps of
her dress off her shoulders. First he kissed her
lips. Then he kissed her neck and finally he
rained soft slow kisses on her shoulders.

Moni felt her heart pounding rapidly. She
forced air into her lungs so that she wouldn't faint.
Her knees were growing weaker by the second.

“I thought you deserved a little romance this
time.” Grant loosened his grip and with a little
encouragement, her dress floated to the floor.
“We’ve got all night, and I'm going to take it
very slow.”



“ Chapter 12 ¥

At six A.M. Saturday morning, Grant’s phone
started ringing. Moni, who he’d discovered
was a light sleeper, bolted upright in bed and sat
forward with her hands over her ears.

Groggily, Grant snatched the cordless tele-
phone receiver off the base and promptly
dropped it on the floor. Getting up to pull it out
from under the bed, finally brought him out of
his sleepy stupor.

“Hello?”

“Good morning, buddy.”

Still disoriented, Grant couldn’t place the
voice. “Who is this?”

“It’s Mitch. Sorry to wake you up so early, but
I have some important news.”

Grant climbed back into bed beside Moni and
she curled up against his side. “What’s going
on?”

“Last night I proposed to Shelly. We're getting
married.”

Grant exhaled. “That’s fantastic. Congratula-
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tions, man—wait a minute,” he said, noticing
that the clock radio read 6:05 A.M. You waited
eight years to ask your girlfriend to marry you,
and you couldn’t wait until a decent hour to call
and tell me about it?”

“There’s a good reason why I called this
early.”

He played with the curls on Moni’s head as
she traced circles around his navel with her fin-
gers. “I'm listening.”

“We're getting married in Las Vegas. Today.”

Grant swallowed hard. “Did you say today?”

“That’s right, Grant. I need a best man, and
you're it. I can have a first-class ticket waiting, if
you can get to the airport by noon.”

“You got it. I'm there.” His hand stilled in the
Moni’s hair. “There’s one thing, though.”

“What is it?”

“Well, you see 'm—"

“You're not alone, are you?”

“What are you—psychic?”

Mitch laughed. “You dirty dog. Who is it? The
attractive nuisance?”

“Shut up.”

“Perfect. Two first-class tickets coming up. We
can make it a double wedding.”

“Very funny. Listen, I can take care of—"

“Don’t you dare. This is going to work out
great. All of Shelly’s girlfriends are flight atten-
dants, too, and they’re working today. Moni can
help Shelly get ready and be our second witness.”
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Grant grabbed a pen and pad from the night
table and wrote down all of the flight informa-
tion. When he hung up the phone, Moni raised
her head.

“What’s going on? Are you going some-
where?”

“How do you feel about Las Vegas?”

Moni ran home to pack, barely able to contain
her excitement. She’d never been to Las Vegas
before.

As soon as she came through the front door,
Summer and Candy came out of the kitchen.

Summer winked at her. “I guess your little
date last night went well.”

She grinned at the girls, feeling her cheeks
flush. “No time to talk. I've got to pack for Las
Vegas,” she said, dashing up the stairs.

Candy squealed and followed Moni into her
room. “Omigod, you two aren’t running off to
get married, are you?”

Moni paused in the middle of tugging her
suitcase out of the closet. “Are you kidding me?
Of course not. What gave you that idea?”

“Well, you didn’t come home last night,”
Summer said from the doorway.

“And you ran in talking about Las Vegas.
What else are we supposed to think?” Candy
finished.

“Not that.” Moni hoisted her bag up onto the
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bed. “You're definitely not supposed to think
that. I don’t know where Grant and I stand. I
think we both just decided to go with the flow.”

“And the flow is taking you to Vegas?” Candy
asked.

“Actually Grant’s best friend is getting mar-
ried. Apparently he’s been dating his girlfriend
for eight years, and they finally decided to tie
the knot.” Moni started throwing piles of un-
derwear into her suitcase.

“Whoa, whoa,” Summer said. “How long are
the two of you going to be away? You've got
enough underwear in there to last you a month.”

Moni took a handful and put them back in the
drawer. “I like to have extra.”

Candy sat down on the edge of the bed. “Why
is it that a man will wait years to propose then
suddenly want to get married right away?”

Moni shrugged. “I've never met the guy, so I
can’t speak on the situation. All I know is that
he’s buying Grant and me tickets to Las Vegas so
we can be witnesses at his wedding.”

Summer pulled a few dresses out of the closet.
“Kid, you're going to have a blast in Las Vegas.
It's my favorite city in the world. I'm going to
give you twenty-five bucks to put on the roulette
wheel for me.”

“No problem. I don’t know how much free
time we’ll have for gambling, though.”

“Oh, you've got to at least play the slots.
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They’re perfect for a first-timer like you. You'll
probably win something.”

Moni finished packing her suitcase and sur-
veyed her roommates. “Are you two going to be
all right here by yourselves?”

“Sure, don’t you worry about a thing. We'll
watch the place for you. We’ll even talk to Mar-
ley, if you want.”

Though Summer was quick with the reassur-
ances, she thought she saw a worried look pass
over Candy’s face.

“Um, okay.” She glanced down at her watch.
She still had time to shower and change before
she had to leave for the airport. “Why are you
two up so early on a Saturday morning?”

“Because the phone—" Candy was abruptly
cut off by Summer. “We couldn’t sleep,” she said
loudly.

Something tingled Moni’s spine. “Both of you
couldn’t sleep?”

Candy’s laugh was a tad forced. “You know
how selfish my sister is. If she can’t sleep, she
wakes me up so I can keep her company.”

“Okay, well, I'm going to jump in the shower.
I'll say goodbye before I leave. I'll also leave the
hotel information so you can reach me if you
need me.”

Summer ushered Moni into the bathroom.
“You have a nice mini-vacation, girlfriend. Don’t
worry about a thing.”

As Moni stepped under the shower spray, she
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realized that there was something in Summer’s
tone that did make her worry.

Flying first class was another new experience
for Moni. The two couples sipped champagne
while Grant harassed Mitch with jokes about
shotgun weddings, Elvis officiants, and drive-
thru wedding ceremonies.

Moni took a liking to the bride and groom
right away. Mitch was laid-back and friendly
while Shelly had an irreverent sense of humor
that had Moni hanging on her every word. By
the time their plane landed in Las Vegas, her
stomach hurt from laughing so much.

This was the closest thing to a whirlwind ad-
venture that Moni had experienced since her big
move. A limousine met them at the airport and
drove them straight to the Bellagio hotel on the
Las Vegas strip.

That’s where the two couples parted ways un-
til the ceremony scheduled for six o’clock. While
Mitch and Shelly rushed off to enjoy pre-
wedding pampering at the spa, Moni drank in
the sights and sounds of her first trip to Las
Vegas.

“This place is everything it’s cracked up to be,
and more,” she said, dropping her overnight bag
on their hotel room floor. “Those fountains are
incredible. I can’t wait to see the strip lit up at
night. I want to experience the entire spectacle of
Vegas.”
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She walked through the room, checking out
the balcony view of the strip, the minibar and
bathroom.

Grant made himself comfortable on the enor-
mous king-size bed. “Does everything meet
with your approval?”

Moni came out of the bathroom, wearing the
terry-cloth robe she’d found there. “There’s a
telephone in the bathroom and these robes are
heavenly. I've always wanted to stay in a hotel
classy enough to supply robes.”

He chuckled. “Unless I'm mistaken, you are
now a woman of means, you should learn to get
used to this kind of luxury.”

Moni joined Grant on the bed. “I'll never get
used to it. Atleast I hope I don’t.”

She snuggled up to his side. “So, what’s the
deal with your friends? Why did they wait eight
years to get married?”

Grant played with her hair, letting the springy
curls slide through his fingers one by one. “Ap-
parently Mitch has the opposite problem that I
had. I got married too easily, he had issues with
commitment.”

“Wow, you two are a pair, aren’t you,” she
joked. “I hope you don’t go into all your per-
sonal details with your clients.”

“Fortunately for us, it’s rarely appropriate to
talk about our own personal experiences in ther-
apy sessions. Sometimes I'll do it to put some-
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one at ease, but even then I usually keep it very
general.”

Moni turned to face him, leaning on her el-
bow. “I was just teasing. I'd imagine you're an
excellent therapist. You're so easy to talk to and
so compassionate.”

He shifted position so that he was lying on
top of her. “Why thank you, my dear.” He
leaned down and kissed her long and slow.

When he lifted his head, she touched his lips
with her fingertips. “Do you miss your regular
job?”

He leaned back against the pillows, staring up
at the ceiling. “At the moment I do.”

She frowned. “Why at the moment?”

“Because right now, I think it would be a hell
of a lot easier to be a therapist than a writer.”

“I thought you said the book was going well.”

He rubbed his forehead. “Um . ..I get a few
moments of clarity, strung between page after
page of monotony. Things picked up a little
when I introduced a new character recently.”

She sat up, interested. “Will you tell me about
your book? Maybe talking about it will help.”

He seemed to think the prospect over for a
few minutes. “No ... I don’t think I'm ready to
talk about it just yet.” He pulled her into his
arms. “Besides, we're on a vacation. Neither of
us should be doing anything that even remotely
resembles work.”
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His face took on a wicked grin. “That is, of
course, unless you’d like to discuss your current
business prospects.”

Moni straddled Grant. “No, you're right. No
work talk. There’s so much of Las Vegas, and so
little time to explore.”

“Well, since I've been here several times be-
fore, and this is your first visit, the itinerary is
up to you.” He glanced at his watch. “We’ve got
three hours. What would you like to explore
first?”

Moni slid her hands inside his shirt. “You.”

At six o’clock sharp, Moni stood at the front of
the Bellagio’s east chapel with Grant and Mitch
as Shelly appeared in the doorway.

When Moni had heard that Grant’s friends
were eloping in Las Vegas, she’d half expected
for the four of them to end up in an Elvis chapel
in the middle of the night. But, earlier in the
chapel dressing room, Shelly had explained that
just because she’d waited years for the proposal
didn’t mean she’d accept any old cheap and
cheesy ceremony. It was truly amazing the ex-
quisite splendor they were able to arrange on
short notice.

As the first strains of the “Wedding March”
played throughout the chapel, Shelly began her
descent down the petal-strewn brocade aisle in
her elegant white sheath dress.

She looked toward Mitch and saw raw emo-
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tion in his eyes as he struggled not to shed the
tears that had welled in them. Moni pressed her
hand to her chest as her own eyes began to fill.

As Shelly joined Mitch at the altar, she and
Grant took their seats on the front pews on ei-
ther side of the aisle.

“Good evening,” the white-robed minister
announced. “And welcome to this happy occa-
sion, the marriage of Michelle Andrea Gilbert
and Mitchell Nelson Taylor. We are gathered
here today for one of the happiest occasions in
all of human life, to celebrate before God the
loving and joyful union of a man and woman
who have chosen to spend their lives together in
the bonds of sacred matrimony.”

Moni had pictured her wedding day a thou-
sand times, and it was difficult now not to pic-
ture herself standing at that alter. Not long ago,
she was engaged to marry Burt Reynolds, but
she’d always had trouble visualizing the two of
them standing together in the Dunkin Baptist
Church.

But, today, probably because the images were
so real for her now, she couldn’t help seeing her-
self in her white gown, bouquet in hand, stand-
ing before the minister. Only, instead of her
typical faceless groom, a tuxedo clad Grant
filled those shoes.

Moni blinked, forcing herself to concentrate on
the ceremony taking place right in front of her.

Moni watched the couple, dabbing at her
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eyes. She was beyond childish fantasies now.
The only reason she was picturing Grant was be-
cause she’d spent so much intimate time with
him lately. That didn’t mean she wanted to
marry him.

Why, she wasn’t even in love with him.

Moni sniffed. She was in a mature relation-
ship that she and Grant had both agreed wasn’t
leading to anything serious. She was going to
show Grant that she could handle it.

Grant watched his best friend getting married as
though he were watching it in a dream. The love
between the couple was so strong it was almost
palpable.

He glanced across the aisle and saw Moni
dabbing tears from her eyes. She was watching
Shelly and Mitch recite their vows with rapt at-
tention. Grant found himself smiling at the open
joy he saw on her face.

Moni had a very tender heart, he thought to
himself. She’d shown herself to be a sentimental
and emotional person. It wasn’t at all surprising
that she’d cry at the wedding of two people
she’d only met that morning.

Even though she’d expressed her desire not to
get serious, Grant couldn’t help wondering if
someone with such an open heart could handle
a purely physical relationship.

He swallowed hard, beginning to worry that
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such a sentimental occasion would have an im-
pact on Moni’s perception of their relationship.
The last thing on earth he wanted was to break
her heart if she made the mistake of falling in
love with him.

Grant felt a sinking in the pit of his stomach.
He’d seen this scenario time and again in ther-
apy. Often when no-strings-attached relation-
ships were proposed between couples, it was the
woman that eventually fell in love. He’d seen
that women had a tougher time separating sex
and love.

Inevitably, this would be something they’d
have to deal with. He knew it last night when
they decided to cross the friendship line. Still,
he’d set out on a course he didn’t know how to
change. Moni was an adult. He just prayed she
could hold the reins on her own heart.

Grant was so caught up in the melee of his
own thoughts he almost missed his cue.

The minister cleared his throat. “May we
please have the rings.”

Grant stood and offered the rings to the offi-
ciant.

The minister blessed the rings, handing one
to Mitch to place on his bride’s finger.

Mitch repeated after the minister, “Michelle,
I give you this ring as a sign of my love and
faithfulness.”

Shelly, her voice shaking with emotion, re-
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peated the ritual giving her ring to the groom.

And when the minister finally pronounced
them husband and wife, before they shared
their tender kiss, even Grant felt the sting of
emotion in his eyes.

Moni thrust three quarters into the Wheel of
Fortune slot machine. “This has been a fantastic
trip. I can’t believe we’ve only been here one day.
It feels like three.”

Granted nodded. “That’s part of the charm of
Vegas.”

After the ceremony, the four of them ate wed-
ding cake and sipped champagne in the chapel
before going to the Prime Steakhouse in the ho-
tel. They ate the meal of a lifetime, over several
romantic champagne toasts, before Shelly and
Mitch retired to the Presidential Suite to cele-
brate their honeymoon.

Moni and Grant would be flying back to San
Diego the next afternoon, but Mitch, optimistic
that Shelly would accept his proposal, had
arranged in advance for them to spend the com-
ing week in St. Lucia.

Since they only had a few hours left to experi-
ence all that Las Vegas had to offer, Moni
wanted to fit in as much as possible.

After dinner, Moni and Grant spent a few
hours dancing the night away at the Rum Jungle
nightclub in the Mandalay Bay hotel.
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On the way back to the Bellagio, she’d in-
sisted they walk the strip, stopping at each hotel
in between so she could sample each theme.

Now, back in the casino of their own hotel,
Moni was dead set on losing every last dime
she’d brought to gamble—that is, except the
twenty-five dollars she’d doubled on Summer’s
behalf playing 36 black on the roulette wheel.

She jerked down the handle of the slot ma-
chine and watched the little wheels spin. “Noth-
ing,” she said, cheerfully. “Aren’t you going to
play anything? I can understand not wanting to
play roulette or blackjack, but the slots should be
tame enough for you.”

Grant shook his head. “No thanks, watching
you is just fine.”

Moni laughed. Admittedly, she’d started out
the night a little tipsy from all the champagne
and dancing, but she’d sobered up hours ago. It
was nearly three A.M. and the casino had quieted
considerably.

“Come on, Grant. You're missing all the fun.
If quarters are too rich for you, I saw some nickel
machines over there.”

He shook his head firmly. “I don’t gamble. I
already told you that.”

Moni continued to feed the machine, which fi-
nally rewarded her with three more quarters. “Is
itbecause of your brother? Is that why you won’t
gamble?”
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He frowned. “Of course not. I just think it’s a
waste of time.”

She cocked her eyebrow at him as she
pumped her winnings back into the hungry
mouth of the machine. “A waste of time or a
waste of your brother’s genius? Didn’t you tell
me he’s good at it?”

Grant rolled his eyes. “My brother’s penchant
for getting lucky has nothing to do with my dis-
taste for gambling. It’s just something that never
turned me on. But I do think if my brother lost a
little more often, he might eventually come to
his senses. Everyone knows how this racket
works, eventually, the house always wins.”

Moni grinned, pulling the handle one last
time. “Well, that’s certainly true in my case. I'm
pretty much out of quarters. I think I lost all the
money I came to lose. After this last spin, I'm
out.”

Grant sighed with relief. “Great, then maybe
we stand a chance of catching a few Zs before we
have to get on the plane this afternoon.”

She handed Grant her last quarter. “You play
it.”

He waved her off. “Lose your money so we can
go back to the room. If you don’t want to sleep, I
can think of some other things we could do.”

Moni grabbed his hand and pried it open,
placing the quarter in his palm. “I insist. Maybe
you're luckier than I am.”

Again, he rolled his eyes. “Okay, let’s get this
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over with.” He stuffed the quarter in the ma-
chine and cranked the handle.

“Wheel of Fortune” sounded out from the
machine.

Grant jumped, visibly startled as the Wheel
began to turn. “What happened?”

She jumped up and down, clapping her
hands. “You hit it. You hit the Wheel of Fortune.
Whatever amount it lands on, you win.”

Grant gaped open-mouthed at the machine.

At quarter to six in the morning, Grant stood on
the balcony alone. Moni had come back to the
hotel room exhausted and had fallen asleep al-
most immediately.

He, on the other hand, knew from experience
that trying to get to sleep at this point would be
fruitless. The past two days had been incredible.

He turned and stared back through the open
double doors at Moni asleep on the bed. It was
hard to deny the reason for his recent content-
ment. Moni was like a breath of fresh air. Expe-
riences he’d gone through many times were
suddenly brand-new when he shared them
with Moni.

In the past, since he’d never been much of a
gambler, he had always seen Las Vegas as an ex-
cessive desert haven for debauchery. This time it
had felt like an enchanted playground. Their
time together here had also been very romantic.

He shook his head as he stared out at the ex-
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pansive lake in front of the hotel grounds. He
couldn’t believe he’d actually won money with
just one turn at the slots. It had only been a hun-
dred and twenty-five dollars, but from one quar-
ter, that wasn’t bad.

He felt his cheeks heat with chagrin as he
thought back on the way he’d spent the remain-
der of the night. It must have been beginners
luck that set him off, because after winning the
tirst time, he’d been struck by the fever.

Grant, who'd initially wanted to rush back to
their hotel room, had insisted that they stay in
the casino and try out a few more games.

He’d been like a kid in a candy store. First,
he’d tried a few hands of blackjack, followed by
a turn at the roulette wheel. Without seeing
much luck there, he returned to the slot machine
that had paid him so well.

After diligently feeding the machine, he’d ac-
tually managed to double his money. But his
fever still held and eventually he watched all the
money slip away. His streak had gone cold.

Ultimately, he had no regrets. For the first
time in his life, he’d actually had fun in a
casino. He’d won some games, lost most of the
others, but the thrill of the play had been worth
it.

His brother’s lifestyle didn’t seem quite so
foreign to him now. Grant also had to admit that
Keith had changed a lot lately. Ever since start-
ing a family, he gambled significantly less than
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he used to. His life didn’t involve as many dra-
matic highs and lows. Clearly he realized that he
had to provide more of a stable household for
Tara’s sake.

Grant found himself laughing out loud. He
also had to admit that his brother won signifi-
cantly more than Grant had that night. After the
reckless way he’d gambled away his profits, he
had no right to judge his older brother.

His tired but wired mind was still rolling with
thoughts. He kept replaying Mitch’s wedding
ceremony in his mind. It was hard not to imag-
ine what Moni would look like up there.

He knew she would be beautiful. His day-
dream went from a simple muse to some kind of
surreal fantasy. Blinking rapidly, he tried to
push the unexpected thoughts away.

Instead, another thought came to mind. He’d
learned tonight that sometimes pleasure was
worth the gamble and the consequences. Rela-
tionships were very much the same way.

Even purely sexual relationships were a gam-
ble. He’d come to terms with that fact as he
watched Shelly and Mitch say their vows to each
other.

He was crazy to think that he and Moni could
be friends and lovers without getting their feel-
ings involved. In the back of his mind, he’d al-
ways known that fact.

In the past, he’d gambled on the game of love
and lost. Twice. He’d been fairly certain that he
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wasn’t interested in going down that road
again.

But now he realized it was all about timing.
The key to winning was knowing when to bet it
all and knowing how to quit while ahead.

Without making the conscious decision,
Grant knew his money was already on the table.
The choice now was to let it all ride or walk away
while his pride was still intact.

Swallowing the lump in his throat, Grant
turned once again to watch Moni. Unfortu-
nately, this time the choice had already been
taken out of his hands.

He walked into the bedroom and closed the
balcony doors. Careful not to disturb Moni,
Grant climbed into bed beside her. He had to bet
it all.

He was already in love with Moni.



“ Chapter 5 ¥

“Hello, I'm home,” Moni called as she en-
tered the house a little after four o’clock
Sunday.

The twins appeared at the top of the stairs.
“Hey Moni,” Summer said.

Candy asked, “How was your trip?”

“Las Vegas was amazing. I can’t wait to go
back sometime.” Moni happened to glance at
the answering machine. “Wow. There are
twenty-seven messages on the machine.”

Candy shot Summer a glaring look. “You
were supposed to erase those.”

Summer pressed her hands to her head. “Oh
no, I forgot.”

Puzzled, Moni hit the play button. Nigel’s
voice filled the room. “Summer. ... You can’t
hide from me forever. I see you—" Moni
stopped the player.

“Omigod, are all these messages from Nigel?”

Rolling her eyes, Summer nodded. “He’s been
driving by the house and calling randomly.”
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“Don’t worry,” Candy said. “We called the
police. He’d left by the time they arrived, but
they patrolled the neighborhood in case he came
back. Tomorrow we're going to file for an Order
of Protection against him.”

“I can’t believe this.” Moni walked across the
room and curled up on the couch. “All this went
on last night? Why didn’t you call me?”

“We didn’t want to worry you,” Summer said.

Candy nodded. “It’s actually better that you
were away. We wanted to get this all taken care
of before you got back. You were so kind to let us
stay here, we didn’t want to bring all of this
chaos to your house.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Moni said. “Are the
two of you all right? I thought this was over. I
can’t believe Nigel has been stalking you right
under my nose.”

Summer sat down beside her and patted her
knee. “Sweetie, don’t worry. This comes with
the territory with men like Nigel. After I get the
Order of Protection tomorrow, it will be like
none of this ever happened.”

“I think you're taking this too lightly,” Moni
said, feeling worried for her friends. “I broke off
an engagement with a fellow I was dating back
in Dunkin. Burt wasn’t happy about it, but he
sure enough wasn’t going to follow me across
the country to tell me so.”

Candy took a seat on the other side of Moni.
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“I didn’t know you were engaged. Why did you
break it off?”

Moni shrugged. “I'just don’t think he was ‘the
one,” you know? We were great friends but he
never gave me shivers.”

Summer winked at her. “But Grant gives you
shivers, doesn’t he?”

She felt herself flushing. “No comment.
We're getting off track, here. Are you sure this
Order of Protection will take care of Nigel? I
would have expected him to give up long be-
fore now.”

Summer rolled her eyes. “You don’t know
guys like Nigel. He’s not still harassing me be-
cause he loves me or anything like that. He’s just
mad because I left before he was done with me.
Nigel likes to be in control. Once he’s certain
he’s gotten me so frightened that I won’t leave
my house, he’ll forget about me.”

Candy crossed her arms, shooting her sister a
bitter look. “Let’s hope that happens before your
next job.”

“Oh hush, Candy,” Summer said.

Moni frowned. “What does that mean?”

“Summer lost her new job Friday night be-
cause of Nigel’s antics at the restaurant.”

“Friday night? That was before I left town.
Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Don’t worry,” Summer said, “I'm going to
find a new job. And even though you haven’t
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asked for any, Candy and I would like to pay
some rent.”

“Rent is not the issue. I can’t believe he got
you fired.” Moni shook her head. “What a pig.”

“You've got that right,” Candy agreed.

“Well, we’ve wasted enough time talking
about that fool, Nigel. We’ve got much more in-
teresting things to talk about. Like how was
your trip to Las Vegas?”

Moni got up to get her purse. “Next time I go
to Vegas, I'm bringing you—because your
money was a lot luckier than mine,” she said,
handing her friend fifty-dollars.

Monday morning Grant slept later than usual
and, therefore, was still in bed when the phone
started ringing around 9:30.

“Hello?” he said, groggily.

“Grant, I need a favor. Be a love and send me
an invitation to your parents’ anniversary
party.”

Still sleepy, Grant’s full attention hadn’t
kicked in yet. “Excuse me, who is this?”

“Charlotte. Come now, Grant, it hasn’t been
that long, has it.”

“Charlotte,” he repeated slowly. “What is it
you want again?”

“An invitation to your parents’ anniversary
party.”

Suddenly Grant was awake and fully alert.
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“What? Why on earth should I send you an invi-
tation to the anniversary party? I could barely
get you interested in family events when we
were married.”

“Now, Grant, that’s just not true. I've always
loved your family. I just had a lot of work com-
mitments that conflicted with your little gather-
ings.”

Grant rolled his eyes. “Then I'd have to as-
sume your sudden interest in my family now
has to do with work.”

“It's my understanding that Simon Brock-
well, the famous criminal attorney, is a good
friend of your father’s. Ever since he appeared
on “Nightline” my boss has been after me to get
a story with him. I'm certain he’ll be at that
party.”

Grant had to hand it to her. She didn’t even try
to hide the fact that she was willing to use his fa-
ther’s connections to further her career. It was so
typical of Charlotte.

“Yes, Brockwell is on the guest list, Charlotte.
But you most certainly are not.”

“Well, add me.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not? If you're inviting that new-age air-
head Katrina, you certainly have room for me.”

“Where did you hear that Katrina was in-
vited?”

“From your sister. I called her first. She started
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having one of her stuttering fits, and I told her
my cell-phone battery was dying. I figured I'd
better deal directly with you.”

“You really are a piece of work, do you know
that? The extent of your nerve is really appalling.”

“Come on, Grant. Let’s not play word games.
You can either make things easy on the both of
us, and issue me an invitation. Or I can find my
way there some other way, but you know I al-
ways get what I want.”

He felt his anger rising and refused to waste
any more energy on this conversation. “Okay;,
Charlotte. You're right, no more games. Let’s ne-
gotiate. I'll speak with my father and see if he
can arrange an introduction between you and
Brockwell . . . let’s say, over lunch. That way, you
meet Brockwell, and I don’t have to see you at
the party.”

“Now you're talking, Grant. That would be
perfect. You can call my secretary with the final
arrangements,” she said, and hung up the
phone without further pleasantries.

Grant stared at the telephone realizing that
he’d been tricked. Charlotte had never wanted
to attend the party in the first place. All she
wanted was to meet Brockwell, and he’d played
right into her hands.

He replaced the receiver in the cradle. Oh
well, he thought, it was worth it to keep her out
of his hair.

* * *
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Moni sat at her computer, sipping coffee as she
stared at her business spreadsheet. Her list of
business prospects was getting ever shorter.

Now that she was nearing the bottom of the list,
she knew exactly why those projects had ended
up there. At one time, they’d all seemed like vi-
able opportunities, but now they just seemed silly.

She couldn’t work up even a tepid interest in
any of the remaining business ideas on the list.
What could she possibly do now?

Before she could work herself deeper into her
funk, the telephone started ringing. She put
down her coffee. “Hello?”

“Hi, Moni. How are you?”

“Akiko. It's good to hear from you. Nothing
much has changed on my end. How’s the
mommy-to-be?”

“No significant changes yet. But that doesn’t
keep Jim from watching my every move. He
seems to think I'm a china doll that might fall off
a shelf and break.”

“I'm sure that will pass once he gets used to
the idea of your being pregnant. Right now it’s
still new.”

“I hope you're right,” Akiko said, sounding
tired. “I'm not getting out much these days. I'm
going to have to live through you. Tell me about
your carefree single life.”

Moni brought Akiko up to speed on the un-
derstanding she and Grant had come to and
their weekend trip to Las Vegas.
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“Wow, I thought you said nothing had
changed. Sounds like everything’s changed.
Grant sounds like a great guy .. .but, how are
you going to keep yourself from falling for him?
I have to admit, I don’t think I'd be up for that
challenge.”

She chewed on her lower lip, wondering how
to explain something to her friend that she
hadn’t completely worked out for herself. “I
don’t want to make the same mistake I made
with Burt.”

“Grant doesn’t sound like he’s anything like
Burt. Burt was a small-town guy with a simple
view of life. If you’d married him, you’d always
wonder what else was out there for you.”

“Exactly.”

“But what does that have to do with having a
serious relationship with Grant? How long can
the two of you maintain a pretense of emotional
freedom?”

Moni felt the need to defend herself. “It'snot a
pretense. I've got my hands full trying to figure
out what I'm going to do with the rest of my life.
And Grant has a lot of baggage, too. Did I tell
you he’s been divorced twice?”

“Twice? Really?”

“Yes. I know he doesn’t want to risk going
through all of that again. But, we have fun to-
gether. I don’t see why it can’t be as simple as
that.”

“Okay, Moni. I just want to make sure you're
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happy. If this is what you want, then I'm glad
for you.”

“This is what I want,” she said more confi-
dently than she felt.

Grant drove home from the driving range that
afternoon feeling exhausted. With Mitch still
away on his honeymoon, he’d been forced to hit
a few balls at the course on his own, and the soli-
tude had given him nothing but time to think.

How could he have let himself fall in love with
Moni? That was exactly what he’d been trying to
avoid. Here he’d been so worried about whether
or not she could handle the kind of relationship
they’d agreed upon, and as it turns out, he was
the one who’d gone and broken the one and
only rule.

It was too much of a risk. He couldn’t let him-
self continue to spend time with her when he’d
only be falling harder. If that hadn’t been clear
before, it was certainly clear now that he’d spo-
ken with Charlotte.

Women were always different before they
knew you were in love. Charlotte had been the
one to pursue him. She’d been subtle about it, of
course, but she’d been very attentive. But, once
they’d made love for the first time, she’d known
she’d had him. That was the end of her equal
participation in the relationship. From then on,
his mission, or rather her mission for him, was to
please her.
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Moni already had that darned DDS thing work-
ing in her favor. He was setting himself up for
trouble. There was no two ways about it. It would
probably confuse her at first, but he had no choice
but to cut things off before they got too crazy.

Grant pulled into his driveway, noticing a
monstrous black pickup truck parked in front of
Moni’s house. Beside the truck a blond man in
jeans and a T-shirt sat on the curb.

Puzzling over the identity of this man, Grant
entered his house. Had Moni called a handy-
man or something?

Before he had time to dwell on it further, his
doorbell rang.

He pulled it open to find the blond man
standing on his doorstep. “Yes? Can I help you
with something?”

“Do you know the young lady who lives
across the street?” he said with an all too famil-
iar southern accent.

“Moni? Uh, yes I do.”

“By any chance can you tell me when she
might be getting home? I've been waiting on her
for going on two hours now.”

“Um...I think she’s due back from work
around four o’clock. Why? Are you a friend of
hers?”

“I guess you could say that.” The man cocked
his head, giving Grant a wide grin. “I'm her fi-
ancé, Burt Reynolds.”



“ Clapter 10

Grant felt his body grow cold as he stared
dumbstruck at the man before him.

“Her fiancé? Moni didn’t tell me she was en-
gaged.”

Burt shrugged, continuing to grin. “Well now,
technically we’re on a break, but I've come to
take her home.” He said the words as casually as
if he’d said he’d come to wash the windows.

Grant stepped out of the doorway to make
room for Burt to enter. “Why don’t you come on
in and wait for Moni. She shouldn’t be too much
longer.”

“Well, thank you. I sure do appreciate it. It’s
mighty hot out there.”

“No problem. Can I offer you a drink?”

Burt followed Grant into the kitchen. “If you
don’t mind.”

“Would you like ice?” he asked more politely
than he felt. Burt nodded and Grant handed him
a tall glass of lemonade.

“Thank you very much,” Burt said.
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He watched the other man drain the glass,
thinking he’d never have pegged this blond,
blue-eyed Adonis as Moni’s type.

How in hell would you know what her type
was? his subconscious chided him. Clearly this
guy had been enough her type for Moni to get
engaged to him.

But, despite Burt’s opening words, Grant had
every confidence that Moni didn’t still consider
Burt her fiancé. She’d mentioned a high-school
sweetheart that she’d left behind, and although
she’d neglected to mention their engagement,
she’d spoken with clear finality.

In fact, she’d emphasized the fact that Grant
had been able to give her something this Burt
character could not.

For a moment, Grant selfishly felt his chest
swell with pride, but he immediately began to
pity the poor guy. Here he’d driven all this way,
and he was going to have to return home
empty-handed.

Grant got Burt another glass of lemonade and
even made him a sandwich after he realized the
guy had been on the road for four days, living
just on fast food.

He sat down across from Burt as he bit hun-
grily into the sandwich. “So? You said you've
come to take Moni home.”

Burt swallowed. “That’s right. I think the sud-
den death of her Aunt Reggie really shook her
up. It’s understandable that people can act out of
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character after something like that. Now that
Moni’s had some time to work things out in her
head, I'm willing to bet she’s ready to come
home.”

Grant felt his heart climb into his throat.
“What makes you say that? Have you talked to
her?”

Burt took another large bite from the sand-
wich. “Nah, I thought it was best to surprise her.
Let her emotions govern her first reaction to see-
ing me.” He got a wistful look on his face. “I
sure have missed her.”

Grant sighed heavily, trying to mask his relief
that Moni hadn’t sent for him. “I'm sure you
have. She’s . . . she’s something special.”

Even though Grant had been all set to break it
off with Moni before things got any more com-
plicated than they already were, he now knew
that was impossible.

The insane jealousy that coursed through him
when Burt had identified himself as her fiancé
told him all he needed to know. He wasn’t ready
to let her go.

Burt polished off the rest of his sandwich,
leaning back in the chair. “Yeah, things sure
aren’t the same in Dunkin without Moni. We
used to watch Redskin games, go cat fishing and
play Grand Theft Auto on Playstation II. Cutter
Brown just got the latest version, so I play with
him sometimes, but he’s not nearly as good as
Moni.”
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Grant nodded, surprised by the direction of
the conversation. Confirming Moni’s classifica-
tion of their relationship, it definitely seemed
that Burt missed Moni more as a friend than a
lover.

Grant found himself falling into his role as
counselor. “Have you considered how you'll
handle it if Moni’s not ready to return home
with you?”

Burt shrugged without giving it a second
thought. “Why wouldn’t she want to come
home? That’s where all her friends are.”

Grant nodded solemnly. “I think she’s started
making some new friends here in San Diego.”

“Her new friends can visit her in Dunkin. The
people back home have known Moni since she
was knee-high to a grasshopper. They’re all ask-
ing after her. I'm sure once she hears how much
they all miss her, she’ll start feeling homesick.”

Grant nodded again, realizing that Burt was
very confident in his position. He honestly
didn’t understand why Moni wouldn’t want to
go back home where he felt she belonged. But,
knowing what Grant knew of Moni . . . Burt was
in for a big disappointment.

As Moni drove down her street, the sight of the
black pickup parked in front the house almost
caused her to stop the car.

“Burt. Omigod, it just can’t be Burt’s pickup.”
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Pulling into the driveway, she rested her fore-
head on the steering wheel. “Please don’t let it
be Burt’s pickup.”

Moni looked around and didn’t see the owner
of the truck anywhere in sight. Warily, she got
out of her Jeep and entered the house. Candy
and Summer had gone to the courthouse, so nei-
ther of the girls could have been home to let Burt
into the house.

Maybe her imagination was getting the best of
her, she thought, trying to calm down. Maybe
one of her neighbors just happened to have a vis-
itor with a truck like Burt’s.

She’d just managed to convince herself of that
lie when her doorbell rang. Her stomach
dropped. Before she opened the door, she knew
who would be on the other side.

“Hi, Moni. Surprise,” Burt said, pushing back
the door to give her a big hug. As she peeked
around Burt’s arm, she saw Grant standing in
the doorway with a cryptic look on his face.

“Hi, Moni,” he said. “I thought you’d be anx-
ious to see your fiancé.”

Moni eyes went wide as she pulled out of
Burt’s embrace. “Oh, Burt, is that what you told
him?”

He grinned widely. “Of course.”

“Why? You know thatisn’t true.”

Burt shook his head at her in that way that in-
turiated her. “Moni, Mama said you were going
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through a phase with your aunt dying an” all,
and I should give you some time. So I did. But
now that you’ve had time to think things
through, it’s time to come home. Everyone in
Dunkin misses you.”

“First of all, Burt. We’re not engaged any-
more. Second of all, Mother Reynolds has got
this whole thing wrong. I'm not going through a
phase. And I can’t come home because I already
am home.”

Burt sighed heavily rubbing his temples with
two hands, clearly taking in Moni’s words.

She was almost afraid to see Grant’s face as she
shifted her gaze in his direction. He was watch-
ing the whole scene with open amusement.

A fact she found more irritating than com-
forting.

Burt finally looked up. “Okay, Moni . . . are
you saying you need more time? Because I guess
I could stay here for a few more days, but I need
to get back to the tire shop next week.”

Moni frowned. “Why would you stay, Burt?”

“Well, I'm not going to let you pack up and
move by yourself.”

She smacked her forehead giving Grant a
pleading look. He just shrugged, shaking his
head. “Burt, I'm not moving. I thought I made
that clear. Why would I come all the way across
the country to live if I was going to go back to
Dunkin after a couple of months?”

Burt shook his head sadly. “I'll just have to
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stay till I convince you, then. Daddy can run the
shop until we get back.”

“Hey, why weren’t we invited to the party?”
Summer said, standing in the open doorway
with Candy right on her heels.

“This is hardly a party,” Moni snapped.

“Okay, sugar, I'm sorry.” She came inside and
stopped in front of Burt. “Now, who do we have
here?”

Burt gave her his sparkling grin. “Hiya
ma’am, name’s Burt Reynolds. I'm Moni’s fi-
ancé.”

Moni shot him a glaring look. “Stop telling
people that.”

“Why? It’s the truth.”

Summer ignored the exchange. “It’s a plea-
sure to meet you, honey. I'm Summer,” she said,
boldly checking him out.

“Down girl,” Candy said, grabbing her arm
and pulling her back from Burt.

He blinked. “Wow, twins.”

“Double your pleasure,” Summer said with a
wink.

Candy jerked Summer’s arm harder. “Hi, I'm
Candy. Clearly, you all are in the middle of
something. We'll just get out of your way,” she
said, dragging her sister into the kitchen.

Burt gaped after the two women.

Moni looked at Burt and then looked at the
kitchen. She’d never seen that look on his face
before. Interesting.
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“Burt? Hey, Burt?” Finally she had to snap her
fingers in front of his face to get his attention.

“Huh?”

“I think you should go home.”

“Why, Ijust got here.”

Moni crossed her arms. “Well, where are you
going to stay? Because I hope you don’t think
you're staying here.” She knew how tight Burt
could be with money and was hoping the idea of
an indeterminate amount of time in a hotel room
would discourage him from staying on.

“We've got plenty of room,” Summer called
from the kitchen.

“Shut up,” Candy scolded.

Burt shrugged, never losing his good-natured
smile. “I can sleep in my truck if need be.”

Moni opened and closed her mouth. She
knew he’d do it in a heartbeat.

Finally, Grant spoke up and not a moment too
soon. “I don’t think the neighbors would appreci-
ate that. Sandra down the street is an overzealous
busybody and would probably call the police.”

“See, this doesn’t sound like a good idea, so—"
Moni started.

“But, I don’t have a problem with you staying
with me.”

Burt’s face lit up as he turned to pump Grant’s
hand gratefully. “Are you sure? 'Cause that
would be awfully kind of you.”

“Sure, it’s no problem at all. There’s plenty of
room at my place.”
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Burt threw up his hands. “Well, I guess that
settles it. Thanks, Grant.”

Moni pressed her lips together in a tight line.
“Yes, thanks, Grant.”

He just winked at her.

“No, he doesn’t look like that guy from “The Fast
and the Furious,”” Summer stated emphatically
to Candy. “He looks so much more like Bo Duke
from “The Dukes of Hazzard.””

Moni rolled her eyes. She’d been listening to
the twins go on and on about what a hunk Burt
was throughout dinner. There was no argument
that Burt was a handsome man, but that didn’t
mean Moni wanted to marry him.

Summer winked at Moni. “I have to admit,
I'm surprised at you, girl.”

She shrugged. “Why?”

“l didn’t think you country girls new any-
thing about jungle fever.”

Moni sighed heavily. “You know, I went
through this same thing in college. Everyone
thinks just because I'm from a small southern
town that we’re all backwards and segregated.
I'm starting to think you big-city types have got
it twisted.”

“What do you mean?” Candy asked.

“In Dunkin, we all know each other. We're all
family. We don’t worry about race or gender or
any of that other petty stuff. It's when I go out
into the so-called ‘real world” that folks start has-
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sling me about how I'm supposed to talk, or who
I'm supposed to date or how I'm supposed to act
because I'm Black or a woman or southern—"

Summer nodded. “Touché, girlfriend. You're
absolutely right.”

“Now, can we move on to more important
things?” Moni asked.

“What's the matter?” Summer asked, clearing
away their dinner dishes.

“Isn’t it obvious? I need to figure out how to
get rid of Burt.”

Candy nodded. “I guess the fact that he’s here
proves that he’s not taking no for an answer.”

“Exactly,” Moni answered. “I still can’t be-
lieve he just showed up out of the blue like this.”

“Well, you can handle this situation the way
my sister handles bad break-ups. You can get a
restraining order.”

“Hey, that’s not funny,” Summer called over
her shoulder as she loaded the dishwasher.

Moni rested her chin on her hands. “She’s
right. The difference between Burt and Nigel is
like apples and oranges. But he still doesn’t
seem to get it. I'm never going back home with
him.”

Summer closed the dishwasher and came
back to the table.

“It sounds like he knows that here,” she said
tapping her chest. “But he hasn’t accepted it
here.” She pointed to her temple.
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“lI don’t know what more I can do to get
through to him.”

Candy shook her head. “This really is pretty
funny when you think about it. Your ex-fiancé is
across the street, bunking with you current love
interest. How crazy is that?”

Moni pressed her hands to her cheeks. “I
don’t know what Grant was thinking when he
offered to let Burt stay with him.”

“Have you talked to Grant about Burt?”
Candy asked.

Moni shook her head. “Not recently. I'd men-
tioned leaving my high school sweetheart be-
hind in Dunkin, butI don’t think I told him we’d
been engaged. Fortunately, he didn’t seem an-
gry about it.”

Summer shrugged. “How could he be angry?
The two of you are going out of your way not to
establish a commitment.”

“That’s true,” Moni said. “But it’s still a very
awkward situation. I mean, can you imagine
what the two of them must be talking about over
there?”

Summer giggled. “Hopefully they’re not
comparing notes.”

“They wouldn’t dare.” Moni’s cheeks grew
hot. “Would they?”

“No, I'm sure they’re doing no such thing,”
Candy said.

Moni chewed her lip. “It’s possible, though. I
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mean, what if Grant tells Burt that we're . . . you
know . . . involved?”

Candy waved her off. “Why would he do
that?”

Summer shook her head. “I don’t know, men
do a lot of peculiar things when theyre jealous.”

Moni straightened. “I don’t think Grant’s jeal-
ous. Why should he be?”

Summer examined her manicure. “I could
give you a lot of reasons, but there’s no sense in
you getting all worked up over it. Tomorrow you
just go over there and tell that boy what’s what
and send him home.”

Moni sighed. “I wish it were that easy.”

The next morning, Moni rang Grant’s doorbell.
A few moments later, he opened the door. “Well,
look who’s here.” He leaned forward and
planted a solid kiss on her lips.”

Moni just gaped at him. “Where’s Burt?”

He led her into the house. “Don’t worry, he’s
in the shower.” Then he pulled her into his arms
and gave her a long, slow kiss.

Moni let herself relax into the embrace for a
minute before squirming free. “You sure are tak-
ing this whole thing well.”

Grant shrugged. “Do you want some coffee?”

“No, thanks. How did things go with you two
last night?”

“Just fine. We watched some television.
Talked about sports. We got along fine.”
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Moni frowned. “Don’t you find this situation
even the slightest bit awkward?”

“Awkward?” He poured coffee into his mug.
“No, not really.”

Moni crossed her arms across her chest.
“Well, why not?” It was starting to bother her
that the idea of her with another man didn’t faze
Grant in the least. If one of his ex-wives showed
up claiming to still be married to him, she cer-
tainly wouldn't like it.

Just because they weren't officially a couple,
didn’t mean he had to be so darned understand-
ing. It wouldn’t have hurt him to demand an ex-
planation, at least.

Grant leaned against the counter, sipping
his coffee. “I'll admit this isn’t the most ideal
situation. Sure, I was caught off guard at first. I
mean this burly, blond lumberjack-type shows
up claiming to be your fiancé—it was a little
odd. Especially since you never even men-
tioned that you’d been engaged. But, I'm a
grown man, what do you want me to do? Sit
here and cry about it?” He took down a mouth
full of coffee and slammed the mug on the
counter.

His even tone had slowly intensified with
each syllable, and suddenly Moni realized that
Grant’s calm, cool, and collected routine had just
been an act. He was jealous.

She smiled.

Then she walked over and slipped her arms
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around his waist. “Okay, as long as you're not
upset.”

He hugged her, then pulled back to look down
at her. “So what are you going to do about this
situation?”

“Well, I can only think of one solution.”

He was already nodding.

“I'll have to go back home with him,” she
teased.

“That’s right—what?”

“I'm just kidding.”

They heard the shower turn off upstairs, and
after a moment, the bathroom door opened.

Moni looked up at Grant. “He’ll probably be
down in a minute. Do you mind if I talk to him
alone?”

“No problem. I have to get started writing for
the day anyway.” Grant headed for the door
and then paused. “Are you going to tell him
about us?”

“Do you want me to?”

“Don’t you think it will make things easier? If
he knows you're involved with someone else,
he’ll have to accept that you're not going home
with him.”

“That’s true.” She nodded. “But, Grant, he’s
not going to understand if I explain where
things really stand between us.  may have to tell
him we’re serious about each other.”

“That’s fine. I'll even play along. It'll be tor-
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ture, but I'll suffer through it somehow.” He
leaned down and kissed her on the lips.

Moni reached up and wrapped her arms
around his neck as the kiss deepened. Grant
pulled her closer by applying gentle pressure at
the small of her back. She released a tiny sigh.

Finally Grant pulled away, looking down at
her with blatant passion in his eyes. And for a
moment, Moni forgot all about Burt and what
she had to do next.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs brought
her back to reality. Grant turned around, moving
past Burt. “Good morning, buddy. I've gotta get
to work.” He nodded to Moni. “I'll see you
later.”

“Hi, Burt,” Moni said, feeling a bit like a
guilty child. Could he tell that she and Grant
had just been kissing?

She didn’t want to break the news to him that
way. What she had to say was difficult enough
for Burt to accept. He’d driven three thousand
miles just to get his heart broken all over again.

She pulled out a chair and sat down at the
kitchen table. “Burt, we need to talk.”

Burt made a beeline for the coffeepot. “Look,
Moni, I already know what you're going to say.
But I don’t think you’ve given me a fair shot.
Maybe if I stay out here a while, and we start
dating again, you'll realize that I'm right. We're
meant to be.”
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“Come over here and sit down. There are
some things I have to tell you that you haven’t
heard before.”

Burt, wearing a wary expression, took his cup
of coffee and sat down across from her. “You're
not going to change my mind no matter what
you say.”

“Burt, I've found somebody else.”

“Whoa ... except that.” He stared down at
his cup. Finally, he looked up at her. “Well, who
is he?”

Moni didn’t know just how to phrase the
words.

“It’s not—Is it him?” Burt pointed toward the
stairs.

She nodded.

Burt slapped his hand to his forehead. “Good
Lord, why didn’t you say something sooner?
Here I am staying in the man’s house.” He
shook his head.

“I didn’t know you were coming and every-
thing happened so fast. I tried to explain my
feelings, but you didn’t want to listen. You al-
ways think you know what’s best for me. The
whole reason I moved so far away was so that I
could figure out what'’s best for myself.”

Burt shook his head, still staring down into
his coffee. “He seems like a nice enough guy, but
geez, I feel like such an idiot. Does he treat you
right?”

“He’s been wonderful. But, Burt, I need you to
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realize that this isn’t about me and Grant. . . . It’s
about us. I love you to death. You were my clos-
est friend in Dunkin. But what we had wasn’t
the kind of love that people base marriages on.”

Burt sighed, giving her a pleading look. “How
do you know unless we give it a try?”

“Burt, I just know. And if you really think
about it, I think you know, too. The fact is,
Dunkin is a small town, there aren’t a lot of peo-
ple to date. We tried seeing other people in col-
lege, but I don’t think either one of us really gave
it much effort. Don’t you want to see if there’s
someone out there more right for you?”

Burt gave her a sweet smile. “Moni, how
could there be anyone more right for me than
you? You're my best friend. We like all the same
movies. Play the same games. Read the same
books. I don’t know any other girls I can share
those things with.”

She reached across the table and took his
hand. “What you've just described is a beautiful
friendship. There’s a lot more to love than just
sharing common interests and having fun to-
gether. There’s another important element that
we’ve never shared. It's something that I think
I've found with Grant.”

Burt’s cheeks flamed bright red. “You mean in
the bedroom?”

She nodded. “You and I never could seem to
make that work.”

He ducked his head. “But you and he—"
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She swallowed hard, nodding her head. “But
that’s only because you and I were always meant
to be friends. We weren’t meant to be lovers.”

Burt let out his breath in a huge whoosh. “I
see what you're saying.” After a moment of si-
lence, a wistful look crossed his face. “I have to
admit, I am a little curious about dating other
women. Being out here does make you aware of
the possibilities.”

She squeezed his hand. “See. I'm glad you
understand.”

Burt scooted away from the table. “I guess I
ought to get my stuff and clear out of here.”

“Wait. Don’t rush off. You haven’t caught me
up on all the gossip in Dunkin. Despite every-
thing that’s happened, I'm hoping we can still
be friends.”

Burt gave her a shy smile. “I wouldn’t have it
any other way.”

A few days later, Grant rang Moni’s doorbell.
When she opened the door, he said, “Is the coast
clear over here?”

Moni laughed, letting him in the house. “I'm
the only one here, is that what you mean?”

He grabbed her around the waist and pulled
her against him. “That’s exactly what I mean.
Burt disappeared about an hour ago. I thought
I'd take a chance and see if you're alone over
here.”

“Yes. The girls took Burt sight-seeing today.
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I'm so sorry for all of this. When I suggested
Burt stay on in California for a few days, I didn’t
mean for him to impose on you.”

“It’s no trouble. But, I am starting to miss the
privacy. You and I haven’t had any alone time, if
you know what I mean?”

She laughed. “Oh, I know what you mean. I
think Burt will be heading out this weekend and
then you'll have the place all to yourself.”

“These past few days have actually been so
hectic, I barely noticed Burt. My parents’” an-
niversary party is Saturday night. I've been run-
ning around trying to take care of all the
last-minute details.”

“I'm sure the party will turn out great. And
don’t worry about the flowers, I plan to deliver
them myself.”

“That’s fine as long as you know you're at-
tending the party as my date.”

Moni smiled and Grant started nibbling on
her neck. “Why didn’t you end up going sight-
seeing with the others?”

“I told them to go without me so I could catch
up on some work.”

Grant lifted his head. “Oh, am I interrupting
your work?”

She laughed, pulling his head back down to
hers. “Only if you consider eating fudge ripple
ice cream and watching ‘All My Children’
working.”

Grant started backing her away from the door.
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“Good, then I say we take advantage of this rare
time alone.”

The sound of screeching tires floated through
the open window. “What'’s that?”

Grant didn’t turn around. “It’s just a car.”

Moni looked passed him out the window.
“The car is pulling into your driveway. Some-
one’s getting out.”

Grant’s heart rate picked up as he turned
around. His mother’s car was parked in his
driveway and she was carrying a suitcase up to
his front door.



“ Chapter 17 ¥

Grant ran out of the door and jogged across the
street. “"Mom, what are you doing here?”

Moni followed behind him.

The older woman turned around. She had a
stylish short haircut with streaks of silver run-
ning through it like highlights. She wore a pur-
ple jogging suit and carried a Louis Vuitton
suitcase in her hand.

“Oh, there you are, Grant. Sweetheart, could
you please do me a favor? I need to stay in your
guestroom for a few days.”

Grant blinked, clearly dumbstruck. “Well, ac-
tually there’s someone already in the guest-
room. But, wait a minute, why aren’t you
staying at home with Dad?”

She sniffed, lifting her chin. “I'm leaving your
father.”

“What? You can’t be serious.” Grant threw his
hands up.

Moni could only imagine what must have
been going through Grant’s mind. Here he was
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planning a fiftieth anniversary party for his par-
ents, and his mother was standing on his
doorstep claiming she was leaving his father.

She touched his elbow. “Grant, why don’t you
take your mother inside and get her settled. I'm
sure Burt won’t mind sleeping on the sofa.”

His mother looked past Grant to Moni. A
friendly smile spread across her face. “Hello,
dear. I'm Sylvia Forrest, Grant’s mother.”

Moni shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet
you. I'm Grant’s neighbor, Moni Lawrence.”

“Oh, how nice. How long have you been
here?”

“Tust a few—"

“I can’t believe this,” Grant muttered. He held
the front door open. “Mom, why don’t you come
inside and explain to me what’s going on here.”

His mother went into the house, and Moni de-
cided she’d better head back home so Grant
could sort things out. “I'm just going—"

Grant grabbed her wrist and pulled her into
the house. “Oh no you don’t. You've got to stay
and help me keep my sanity.”

Moni sighed, following Grant and his mother
into the living room. The last thing she wanted
was to get in the way. She leaned against the arm
of the sofa nearest the door so she could slip out
if things got too personal.

Grant paced the room. “Can I get you a
drink?”
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Sylvia leaned back against the cushions and
crossed her legs. “Oh no, dear. I'm fine.”

“Good. Then please tell me why you're here.”

“Well, both Samantha and Keith have chil-
dren so I figured you would be the best choice.”

“No, Mom, that’s not what I mean. Why did
you leave Dad?”

Her upper lip stiffened, and she crossed her
arms across her chest. “Oh, your father. I just
don’t think I can live with that man anymore.”

“Where is this coming from? Neither of you
mentioned that you were having trouble.”

His mother sat there in stony silence. She was
clearly still very angry.

“Don’t you want to talk about this?”

She huffed. “Not particularly. You'll probably
just take his side anyway. I need to go to the
powder room,” she said, getting up and leaving
the room.

Grant turned his gaze to Moni’s. “I can’t be-
lieve this. I must be trapped in some nightmare
that I can’t wake up from.”

Moni shrugged, uncertain how to help him.
“If your mother doesn’t want to talk, maybe you
should speak with your father. Maybe he can tell
you how this all got started.”

Grant snapped his fingers. “You're right. I'm
going to call him right now.”

While Grant was on the phone in the kitchen,
his mother came back to the living room and sat
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down on the sofa. She picked up a magazine
from the table and began flipping through it.

Moni, deciding she had nothing to lose, went
over and sat down next to her. “I understand
how you must be feeling,” she said. “Men can be
very difficult to deal with.”

Mrs. Forrest let the magazine rest in her lap.
“I'm glad someone understands.”

Moni nodded. “Yes, it’s just a fact of life that
sometimes couples fall out of love.”

Mrs. Forrest gave a start. “Well, Iwouldn’t say
that we don’t love each other anymore . . . I just
can’t live with him.”

“Oh, I see. Is it his temper? Some men aren’t
very good at controlling their anger.”

The older woman slapped her thigh. “Oh
goodness, no. Charles? He’s as gentle as a
lamb.”

“Ahh, I see,” Moni said, even though she
didn’t. “But, you can’t live with him. That’s a
shame after so many years together—how many
has it been?”

Her lips tightened. “We’re coming up on our
tiftieth wedding anniversary.”

Moni made a tsking sound. “Fifty years. Well,
I suppose some things just can’t be fixed. No
matter how many years you invest.” She gave
her a sidelong glance. “I assume you're keeping
the house? You could probably take in boarders
so that it doesn’t feel so empty.”
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“Well—"

“It’s really so much better that you're doing
this after your kids have grown up. It'll still be
an adjustment, but I'm sure Samantha and Keith
will work out some kind of agreement with you.
You know, so you and your husband can visit
the grandchildren on opposite weekends.”

Moni hoped if she laid it on really thick,
Grant’s mother might realize she hadn’t thought
things through. Judging by the shocked look on
the other woman’s face, she guessed it was
working.

“Oh my, I—" Mrs. Forest sputtered.

Grant burst out of the kitchen. “Dad’s on his
way over. He should be here in about fifteen
minutes.”

“You called your father?” his mother asked.

“Yes. I'm sorry, Mom, but I think you and Dad
need to talk things through. He says he has no
idea why you stormed out of the house.”

“It figures. We've been married all these
years, and he still doesn’t get it.”

Grant sat down beside his mother. “Now, I
know you're angry, Mom. But will you please
talk to Dad when he gets here?”

“Well . . .” She glanced at Moni. “Since you've
already called him, I guess I can listen to what he
has to say.”

Moni patted her hand to comfort her. “That’s a
really good idea, Mrs. Forrest.”
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Despite Grant’s clock-watching, pacing and
looking out the window every few minutes, it
didn’t take his father long to show up. As soon
as the car pulled up in front of the house, Grant
dashed out to drag him inside.

If Moni wanted to know what Grant would
look like in thirty years or so, all she had to do
was look at his father. The family resemblance
was striking.

Grant led his father into the living room and
stood between his parents. “Now that I have you
both here, will one of you please explain what
happened?”

Charles Forrest shrugged, looking completely
perplexed. “The whole thing is just plain ridicu-
lous. If you ask me, I'd say your mother’s gone
and flipped her lid.”

Sylvia Forrest came to her feet. “Are you say-
ing I'm crazy?”

“If the shoe fits.”

Mrs. Forrest turned to Moni. “Now do you see
why Ileft him?”

“Uh...I-I—" Moni stuttered.

“And just who might you be, young lady?”

“Dad, this is Moni. She lives across the street.”

“Across the street? The girl who drove
through your fence?” Mr. Forrest asked, chuck-
ling.

Mrs. Forrest turned to her. “Oh, was that you?
Well, you did an excellent job on the repairs. I
never even would have noticed—"
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“Excuse me,” Grant shouted. “But can we
please get back to the issue at hand? That would
be the two of you—my parents—splitting up af-
ter nearly fifty years of marriage.”

“Ijust got tired of living with a tyrant. I won’t
do it anymore,” Mrs. Forrest said, sitting back
down on the couch and folding her hands into
her lap.

“A tyrant?” Mr. Forrest was indignant.

“That’s right. He makes all the decisions.
Takes care of everything and never once asks for
my opinion. He never wants to know how I
might like things done or where I'd like to spend
our second honeymoon.”

Grant’s father threw up his hands. “Oh, is that
what this is about? [ was trying to do something
nice for you. All you had to say is that you don’t
want to go on a cruise.”

“How can I? You already bought the tickets.
Nonrefundable.”

Grant turned to his mother. “Is that all, Mom?
If you don’t want to go on a cruise I'm sure Dad
will cancel the tickets and take you somewhere
else. Isn’t that right, Dad?”

“That’s what I told her, but she still wasn’t
happy,” Mr. Forrest groused. “Instead she
packed a bag and tore out of the house. If you
hadn’t called, I would have had the police out
looking for her.”

“Is that true, Mom?”

She cocked her head, crossing her arms again.
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“It’s not about the cruise. It’s the principle of the
matter.”

Grant looked confused. “What principle?”

His father shook his head. “Hell if I know.”

Moni, feeling a bit conspicuous, raised her
hand. “Forgive me for butting in, but I think I
see what’s going on here.”

All eyes in the room turned toward her.

“I think what Mrs. Forrest is saying is that she
would have liked for you to discuss things with
her before you bought the tickets.” She turned to
Grant’s mother. “Am I right?”

“That’s right.”

“But I did discuss it with her. I asked her if she
wanted to take a second honeymoon for our
fiftieth anniversary. She said yes, so I made the
arrangements.”

Moni raised her hand again. “But, did you ask
her where she wanted to go?”

Grant’s father looked confused. “I don’t have
to ask. I know what she likes. Sunshine. Tropical
weather. So I booked a cruise to Hawaii.”

Grant frowned. “I thought you loved Hawaii,
Mom.”

The woman sighed. “Of course I do. That’s not
the point. It’s not that I don’t like the cruise. It
sounds wonderful. But, after all these years, a
woman of my age should be able to make some
decisions for herself.”

Both Forrest men looked at each with identi-
cal puzzled expressions.
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“Mrs. Forrest, what I hear you saying is that
the cruise itself isn’t the problem. It was just the
last one of a long line of decisions you feel you
didn’t get to participate in?”

“Exactly. Charles picked our home and sur-
prised me with it. This is the place where I
would spend my life raising our kids, and I
didn’t lay eyes on it until it was bought and paid
for. He told me when it was time to quit my
nursing career to raise a family. He told me how
many kids we should have.”

Mr. Forrest shook his head. “Are you telling
me you never liked our home? You didn’t want to
quit nursing? You didn’t want three children?”

“No, I'm not saying that at all,” Mrs. Forrest
said. “I'm not saying they weren’t good deci-
sions. They were, but I would still like to have
been a part of making them.”

Grant looked at his mother. “Mom, have you
been unhappy all these years?”

“No, Grant. Of course not, but when you get
this far in a marriage you start to notice things. I
see these young girls running around with ca-
reers and their independence, and suddenly I
feel like a child. I have someone to plan my day
and make my decisions. I don’t want to go on
like that. I have ideas.”

She looked over at her husband. “I know you
every bit as well as you know me. Why can’t you
trust me to decide what’s best for you some-
times?”
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He stood there quietly for a moment. “Sylvia,
I didn’t know you felt this way. Why didn’t you
ever tell me?”

She looked down, shyly. “I did. Just not in so
many words.”

The older man threw up his hands again.
“Hell, I'm seventy-two years old. I'm tired. You
say you want to take over making all the deci-
sions for a while, you're welcome to it.”

Mrs. Forrest looked surprised. “Charles? Do
you really mean it?”

He snorted. “Of course I do. Do you think I
like bearing all the responsibility? Do you think
it’s easy making all the decisions, trying to an-
ticipate your needs—because if you're not
happy I'm not happy. It’s a lot of work. If I'd
known you wanted the job, you could have
taken over years ago.”

Grant’s mother crossed the room into her hus-
band’s waiting embrace. “You really don’t mind
if I make some of the decisions from now on?”

He smiled lovingly at her. “Just as long as
your next decision is to come back home with
me, and the one after that is to spend the next
tifty years as my wife.”

“Done,” she said, and he leaned down to kiss
her.

Grant sighed in relief. “Oh, thank God that’s
over.”

Moni gave him a thumbs-up.

“Sorry about that.” Grant’s father picked up
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his wife’s suitcase. “We're going to get out of
your hair now. Sylvia? What should we do for
dinner?” He looked over his shoulder and
winked at Grant.

She smiled. “I think you should take me out
tonight, Charles.”

“Great, there’s a nice little sea—I mean, where
would you like to go?”

“How about that nice little seafood restaurant
by the bay?” Mrs. Forrest said, closing the door
behind her.

Shortly after Grant’s parents left, Burt, Summer
and Candy returned from their sight-seeing trip.
Moni and Grant never got to enjoy their time
alone together.

Still, Grant had learned an important lesson
that day. When you had something as special as
what he had with Moni, you didn’t just walk
away from it.

He’d been dwelling too long on the mistakes
of his past, that he almost made an even bigger
one. When the right woman for him had finally
come along, he’d almost pushed her away.

The sensitive way she’d stepped in to help his
parents work things out made him love her all
the more. He’d never even told her how he felt
about her. It was time to change that.

Despite the fact that she claimed she wasn’t
ready for a serious relationship, he knew in his
heart she loved him, too. She was such an open
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person, it showed on her face every time she
looked at him.

After the way she got him through his par-
ents” near breakup, he wanted to find some re-
ally special way to tell Moni that he loved her.

Even more important than telling her, he had
to show her. He just didn’t have any idea where
to start. As Grant thought about the time he’d
spent with Moni and the things that were impor-
tant to her, an idea began to form in his mind.

Grant reached for the phone. It was time to
call in an old favor. He knew just the thing that
would make all of Moni’s dreams come true.

Moni was reading the paper at the kitchen table
the next morning when the telephone rang.
“Hello?”

“Hi, Moni. It’s Grant. Do you think you could
come over for a few minutes? There’s someone
here I'd like you to meet.”

“Oh sure, no problem.”

“Did you make the banana love bread I asked
for?”

She looked at the cooling rack above the stove.
“Three loaves, just like you wanted. But, I have
to warn you, Grant. If you keep gobbling down
banana love bread the way you do, you're going
to need Weight Watchers.”

“I'm willing to take the risk. Will you bring
the bread over when you come?”

“Of course. I'll be there in a minute.”
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Moni piled the three bread loaves on a tray
and gingerly carried them across the street.
Grant’s door flew open before she’d stepped
onto the porch.

“Here let me help you with those,” he said,
taking the tray out of her hands.

“I can manage—oh, well, okay.” She studied
him. “What’s gotten into you? You're wearing
the widest grin I've ever seen.”

He paused just outside the kitchen. “I have a
really big surprise for you.”

Moni clapped her hands together. “I love sur-
prises.”

She followed him into the kitchen and saw a
tall man in a suit standing there.

“Here she is,” Grant announced. “Moni, I'd
like you to meet Robert Keene. He’s the presi-
dent of the Universal Foods Corporation.”

Moni sent a puzzled glance in Grant’s direc-
tion, but stepped forward to shake the man’s
hand. “I'm Moni Lawrence, Grant’s neighbor.
It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

He pumped her hand eagerly. “Oh, I've heard
quite a lot about you, Ms. Lawrence.”

“Oh, please call me Moni.” She took a seat at
the table. “But, you've got me at a disadvantage.
What is all of this about?”

“In due time, Moni,” Grant called. “First
things first.”

He carried a slice of Moni’s banana love bread
over to Robert and placed it on the table before
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him. “Wait until you taste this. You'll see it’s
everything I told you about and more.”

Moni began to get a sinking feeling in the pit
of her stomach. “Grant? Please tell me you
didn"t—"

“Shh,” Grant said, pointing toward Robert
who was savoring the slice of bread.

“This is brilliant. A hint of lemon, but a strong
banana flavor and what else? Cinnamon?” He
looked at Grant with a wide grin on his face.
“Oh yes, this is definitely a product we can work
with.”

“Yes,” Grant said, punching the air.

Moni swallowed hard, staring from Grant to
Robert. “Will someone please tell me what’s go-
ing on here.”

“Oh, sure—" Grant started but Robert held up
his hand, smiling broadly.

“Grant, may I?”

“Absolutely.”

Meanwhile, Moni was feeling sicker by the
minute.

Robert picked up an art board and passed it
across the table. “Moni Lawrence, this is your
future.”

“My future?” She took the board. “Omigod.”

Sketched in full color on the art board was a
packaging mockup of Aunt Reggie’s Banana
Love Bread.

“What do you think?” Grant asked, clearly
thrilled.
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“This has to be some kind of mistake. I never
gave my permission for this.”

“Don’t worry about this.” Robert rushed to
appease her, taking the board out of her hands.
“It’s just something I had my art department
draw up to give you an idea of what the product
could look like. You, of course, would have full
control over the final packaging.”

Moni looked back and forth between the two
men. “Why are you talking about this as if it's a
done deal? My aunt’s banana love bread isn’t for
sale.”

Robert reached into his vest. “Grant said you
might need some convincing. Shall I give you a
quote?”

Moni stood. “You can put your checkbook
away, Mr. Keene. This isn’t about money.”

Grant rushed over to her. “Moni, Universal
Foods is behind the Mrs. Wilder’s Cookie fran-
chise. He could have Aunt Reggie’s Banana Love
Bread at food stands in every mall.”

Moni glared at Grant. “I already told you I
didn’t want this.” She turned to Robert Keene.
“I'm so sorry Grant wasted your time, Mr. Keene.
But we won’t be doing business together.”

She turned and headed for the front door.
Grant followed her outside. “Wait, Moni, what's
wrong?”

She spun around. “What do you mean what’s
wrong? How can you even ask me that?”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand.
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You've been having so much trouble with your
business lately, I just wanted to do something to
help you. I thought if I got Robert here to help
you see the possibilities—"

“What? That I'd realize you were right all
along about my going into the food business? I
told you I didn’t want this. I don’t want to sell
Aunt Reggie’s banana love bread recipe.”

“Why? For sentimental reasons?”

Moni snapped. “No, simply because I don’t
want to be in the food business. I've told you this
time and again. You refuse to listen, don’t you?”

Grant went still. “But—"

“Now you’ve gone and wasted that important
man’s time. Did you really think I'd change my
mind just because you showed me some fancy
poster?”

“I'msorry ..."”

She nodded, not sure when she’d ever felt this
mad. “Good, because you should be. Didn’t you
learn anything from your parents yesterday?”

w__n

“That’s too bad, because I don’t have fifty
years for you to figure this out.” She started
stalking across the lawn. “I knew falling in love
with you was a mistake.”

“Moni, wait.” He ran to catch up to her.
“Honey, I've fallen in love with you, too.”

Moni felt her chest burning. She should have
been overjoyed to hear those words. Instead, all
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she felt was overwhelming pain. “I'm sorry. I
can’t see you anymore.”

“What are you talking about? Just because I
made a mistake? I'm sorry. I get it. This was your
thing I shouldn’t have interfered.”

She swallowed hard. “I knew this would hap-
pen. It wasn’t meant to last anyway, remember?
That was the deal. I'm just holding up my end.”

She turned away.



“ Chapter18™

Grant stood staring out at the panoramic ocean
view from one of the many windows of the
Hotel Del Coronado ballroom. It was an hour
before guests were due to arrive for his parents’
fiftieth wedding anniversary party, and all he
could do was shake his head. He’d been plan-
ning this evening for months, and now, he’d
rather be anywhere but here.

He watched with disinterest as the staff moved
tables and set up chairs around him. The only
thing he wanted was for the bar to open early.
He’d never been much of a drinker, but, at that
moment, he couldn’t think of one good reason
for not getting stinking drunk that night. Saman-
tha and Keith were perfectly capable of handling
things on their own. In fact, it was time he started
letting go of the reins and allowing them to fig-
ure their problems out for themselves.

Moni had shown him that much. He may not
learn fast, but when he finally learned his lesson,
it stuck. Too bad he hadn’t gotten the hint from
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Moni a bit sooner—before he’d blown it with
her entirely.

Two men held the ballroom doors open as a
giant Ficus tree decorated with white lights was
carried in. Grant, who, up until now, had been
paying little attention to the setup, was immedi-
ately drawn to the person carrying the tree. It
was clearly a woman, evidenced by the small
hands with pink-polished fingers and the
sparkling red heels showing below the over-
sized flower pot.

Several of the hotel staff gathered around, try-
ing to help her carry the tree, but the woman
stubbornly gripped the unwieldy tree, teetering
and tottering until she finally plopped it down
in front of the podium.

Then Moni stood upright, brushing leaves
from her red dress.

“Now, that’s what I call a dress,” Grant mut-
tered, feeling a familiar tightening in his groin.

By design, it was a simple dress with
spaghetti straps and a modest V-neck. The dress
whisked over Moni’s curves, barely hinting at
the temptations hidden beneath. The dress’s
sexy hemline waved and curled a few inches
above Moni’s ankles. But the best feature by far
was the daring split that shot up to the middle of
her thigh.

The dress was a killer, but there was also
something else that caused Grant to hold his
breath. Her hair. For the first time, she wasn’t
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desperately trying to tame it with barrettes,
bands, scarves or clips. She let it curl freely
around her face.

Her trademark look of youthful innocence
was nowhere to be seen. Gone was the fragile,
helpless little thing who’d driven her car into his
pool earlier that summer. He saw her as a
woman—strong, sassy and just a little bit out of
control. But that wasn’t a bad thing. It was the
kind of out of control that made a man want to
throw her over his shoulder and carry her up to
the bedroom.

Had she changed that much? Grant shook his
head, sensing that she hadn’t. He knew he was
finally seeing her clearly—the way she’d always
been. He was the one who’d changed.

Grant noticed that he wasn’t the only one who
felt the intensity of Moni’s presence. Several of
the hotel staff stopped moving furniture to ogle
her as her hands smoothed over the fabric of her
dress.

“If she’s trying to torture me, she’s doing an
excellent job so far,” Grant said through his
teeth. Then he was moving across the ballroom,
hoping she wouldn’t turn, see him coming, and
bolt.

She did turn, but instead of fleeing, she met
his gaze directly and waited for him to reach her.

“I wasn’t sure you’d be here tonight,” he said,
stopping in front of her.

“I'’honor my commitments,” she stated simply.
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“Look, can we please talk?”

Moni nodded and Grant felt a rush of relief
overtake him.

“Absolutely,” she continued. “I've got two
dozen more of the ficus trees. Where would you
like them?”

“I don’t care about the trees. I want to talk
about us.”

“I'm here to do the flower arrangements for
the party. And I'm here to celebrate with your
parents—because I like them, and because I feel
partly responsible for getting them here tonight.
But I'm not here for you. And I'm not here to talk
about us.”

Grant’s heart wrenched hearing Moni speak
to him so coldly. This was the woman who al-
ways had a smile on her face, no matter how bad
things got. This was the woman who bent over
backward to make other people happy. This was
the very same woman who had confessed to
him that she’d never told anyone one off in her
lifetime.

He knew he was dangerously close to becom-
ing her first. Instead of letting that happen, he let
go. Hadn’t he vowed to stay away from serious
relationships after the last divorce? He should
have taken a piece of his own advice.

Shoving his hands in the pockets of his tuxedo
pants, he took a step back. “Well, thanks for
coming tonight. My parents like you, too.
They’ll—” He swallowed, remembering the
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kind words his father had said about Moni a few
days ago. “They’ll be happy to see you.”

Grant turned and walked back across the
room. He looked down at his watch. At least the
bar would be open in a half hour.

Moni released the breath she’d been holding as
Grant walked away.

“You did the right thing. You did the right
thing. You did the right thing,” she muttered,
hoping she’d soon begin to believe it.

She couldn’t bear that she was the one who’'d
caused Grant to have that crushed look on his
face. Chewing her lip, she turned away. This
time, she had to stand her ground. She’d worked
too hard for too long to abandon the whole
thing now. Moni knew she’d thank herself later.

That fact didn’t keep her from feeling miser-
able right now.

Guests began to arrive at seven o’clock sharp
and Grant took his place at the bar. He’d or-
dered a double martini, hoping to obtain the
maximum effect as soon as possible.

“You're drinking already?” Samantha said,
coming up behind him. She pulled the drink out
of his hand and set it on the bar. “Shouldn’t you
wait for the champagne toast after Mom and
Dad arrive?”

Grant reached for his drink. “I'm thirsty now.”

Samantha took the drink from him and
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handed it back to the bartender. “Get rid of this,
and please don’t serve him anything before the
champagne toast.”

The bartender nodded and Grant threw his
hands up. “What are you doing?”

“The question is what are you doing? This is
not the time or the place to start drowning your
sorrows.”

Grant took a few steps away from the bar, out
of the bartender’s earshot, and Samantha fol-
lowed him. “What makes you think I have sor-
rows?”

“I saw your neighbor in the lobby. Keith told
me the two of you had been dating. Judging by
the shape you're in, and the look on her face, it’s
not hard to figure out the two of you aren’t to-
gether anymore.”

He blew his breath out in a rush. “I'm not sure
we ever were together. Anyway, this is for the
best.”

“That’s not true and you know it. You need to
fix this. Go out there and talk to her.”

Grant stopped in his tracks and faced his sis-
ter. “Since when are you so bossy?”

“Since I decided you needed a little bossing.”

He shook his head, noticing that his sister
seemed to be doing better than ever. Carl finally
got tired of hearing her complain and suggested
she start working from home. She hadn’t called
with an erroneous complaint in nearly two
weeks.
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“Don’t you want to tell me about your latest
affliction? Some new anxiety or phobia you
think you're coming down with?”

“Don’t change the subject—besides, I'm feel-
ing just fine. We were talking about you. Don’t
try to squirm out of it. Let me help you for a
change.”

That struck a chord with Grant. Moni had
walked away from him because he’d tried to
help her and it backfired. Why did he think he
was supposed to be the savior to the world?
Clearly, he was the only one who seemed to need
help at the moment.

Grant took another deep breath, but this time
he released it slowly. “Okay, you win.” He put
his arm around her and led her toward the
doors. “Let’s go outside and talk.”

“Hey, this dress wasn’t expensive.” Samantha
said, clearly moved that he wanted to confide in
her. “Go ahead and cry on my shoulder.”

“Whoa, this place is amazing. Am I too late for
the surprise?” Summer asked, skittering up to
Moni’s side.

“Summer, what on earth are you doing here?”
Moni said, quickly looking around to see if
Grant had seen her yet.

“Why, crashing of course. You didn’t think I
was gonna miss a fancy-schmancy shindig like
this, did you? The Hotel Del Coronado is da
bomb. Everyone knows that.”
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“But, Summer, Grant may get upset if he sees
you here. This is a surprise for his parents.”

“First of all, what do you care what he thinks?
Second, I plan to behave myself, don’t worry. I
may even find me a rich man to marry. Look out,
girl, it’s on tonight.”

Moni shook her and then shrugged. Aunt
Reggie always used to say, “If you find yourself
knee-deep in mud, you may as well lay back and
take a bath.” Moni intended to do just that.

She hooked her arm through Summer’s and
headed toward the bar. “We're both single
ladies. Point me toward the cute bachelors.”

A few minutes later, Moni and Summer were
standing by the grand piano chatting with two
of the players from the Los Angeles Clippers.
Apparently Grant’s father was an attorney for a
lot of important people. Over Summer’s shoul-
der she saw two things that were sure to upset
Grant more than Summer. Entering the ball-
room was Grant’s first wife, Charlotte. Farther
into the room, at the buffet table was his second
wife, Katrina.

Moni quickly surveyed the room but Grant
was nowhere in sight. “That’s not my problem
anymore,” she said to herself.

“What did you say?” the basketball player
closest to her asked, leaning down to hear her.

“Uh, how tall are you, six-four?”

He grinned at her. “Well, actually, 'm . . .”

Moni knew he was talking, but she couldn’t
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focus on his words because Grant had just en-
tered the ballroom with his sister.

“Thanks for the talk, Sam. I feel a lot better,”
Grant said as they entered the ballroom.

Samantha leaned over and gave him a quick
hug. “I'm glad I could help.”

Getting over his feelings for Moni would be
difficult, but, after talking to his sister, he was
beginning to feel like he could face anything. He
knew he had the support of his family.

Grant saw that his brother seemed to have
been watching for them. He pulled away from
his wife and strode over to them. “There you
are,” Keith said when he’d reached them.

Grant looked down at his watch. “We’ve got
plenty of time before Mom and Dad get here. By
the look on your face, you’'d think we were late.”

“It’s not that—"

Samantha kissed Keith on the cheek. “I'm go-
ing to find Carl and the kids. See you two later.”

“Hey, I see you brought Janet. I guess every-
thing is working out?” Grant asked.

“Yes, we're getting back together . . . for good
this time.”

“Congratulations, bro. How did you finally
convince her to stick it out?”

“We’re going into business together. We're
going to open Forrest Auto Repairs.”

Grant clapped his brother on the back, “All
right.”
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“Yeah, I finally realized that if I wanted to
keep my family together, I had to make some
changes. I can work on the cars while Janet runs
the business.”

Grant nodded without speaking.

“So how are you? Samantha seems to be un-
der the impression that there’s trouble between
you and Moni.”

“Yeah, she and I are over.”

“What ha—"

The look on his face must have clearly stated
that he didn’t want to talk about it.

“Never mind, that’s not why I came over here.
I have bad news, Tater.”

“What is it? If you tell me Dad’s car broke
down on the freeway . . .”

“No, it's worse than that. Your ex-wives are
here.”

Grant’s body went cold. “What? Both of
them?”

“Yup.”

He closed his eyes, took a breath, then opened
them again. “Okay, where are they?” he asked,
wishing Samantha had let him start drinking
when he’d wanted to.

Keith just shook his head and pointed. Both
Charlotte and Katrina were standing in the cen-
ter of the room, beside the grand piano. They
were both talking to Moni.

Grant spun around and started off in a differ-
ent direction.
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“Where are you going?”
“To the bar. This is going to be a long night.”

“I never realized the two of you felt that way.
How come you never told him?” Moni asked.

Katrina shook her head. “He doesn’t want to
hear it. Not now.”

“Well, I still think—" Moni was cut off by a se-
ries of melodic electronic tones.

“Honey, I think your purse is playing ‘I Be-
lieve I Can Fly,”” Charlotte said, pointing to her
evening bag.

“That’s my phone. I'm not expecting any
calls.” She looked down and saw Burt’s cell-
phone number flashing in the screen of her
phone. “Please excuse me,” she said, walking
out of the ballroom.

When she was out of earshot from the party
guests, Moni pushed the talk button. “What's
the matter with you, Burt? You know you
shouldn’t be calling me here.”

“Moni, we’ve got a problem,” Candy shouted
into the phone.

“Candy? What's going on?”

“You'll never believe what this idiot—"

“T am not an idiot. I didn’t know,” Burt called
from the background.

“Shut up and drive,” Candy shouted, then re-
turned to Moni. “Burt answered the phone and
Nigel was on the line. He said he was Summer’s
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cousin and this fool told him exactly where to
find her.”

“You all knew she was going to crash the
party?”

“Of course. Didn’t you? Anyway, Nigel’s on
his way there right now. You’'ve got to get her out
of there.”

“Where are you two?”

“We’re about ten minutes away. Warn Sum-
mer about Nigel. We’ll be there soon.”

“You're coming here? Wait—" Moni said, but
Candy had already hung up.

Moni looked at her watch. It was almost
eight o’clock. Grant’s parents were supposed
to be there any minute. She could just imagine
the spectacle that could break out if she didn’t
get Summer out of there before Nigel showed
up.

Rushing back into the ballroom, she scanned
the room for her friend. Finally she spotted
Summer flirting with an older gentleman that
Moni vaguely recognized as a prominent politi-
cal figure.

Moni took a deep breath and started across the
ballroom. She hadn’t gotten too far when some-
one tapped her on the shoulder. She turned. “Oh.
Hi, Keith. I was just on my way to—"

“Moni, I wanted you to meet my wife, Janet.”

Moni couldn’t hold back the wide smile that
spread across her face. She held out her hand.
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“Janet, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I've heard so
many good things about you.”

Moni exchanged enough polite words with
the couple so as not to be rude when she excused
herself. Thank goodness Summer had not
moved. Once again, Moni began crossing the
ballroom, and, once again, she was stopped—
this time by Keith’s daughter, Tara.

“Hey, Moni, I'm wearing the scented eye-
shadow from the free sample you gave me. How
do you like it?” She fluttered her eyelids.

“Tara, I thought you and your friends said you
hated the scented eye shadow.”

The girl looked a bit embarrassed. “Well,
maybe some of them thought so. I don’t think I
agreed with them.” She shrugged her shoulders
and clearly abandoned her attempts to cover her
chagrin. “Come on, Moni, you know how kids
are. We go along with whatever our friends like.
I actually think the eye shadow is cool.”

“Great. I've got a whole case of it at home, and
it’s all yours.”

The girl’s face lit up and she rushed off to tell
her father she was getting free makeup.

Moni shook her head. That was exactly why
she decided not to market any more products
exclusively to teenagers. They were way too
tickle.

Turning around, Moni looked across the room
and saw that Summer was no longer there.
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“This is just great,” Moni muttered as she did
another scan of the room.

Before she could track down her friend again,
the lights dimmed, indicating that Grant’s par-
ents were about to enter the room.

Throwing her hands up in defeat, Moni gath-
ered with the rest of the guests to shout surprise
as the doors opened. The lights went up and
flashbulbs started going off to capture Mr. and
Mrs. Forrest’s expressions.

There was a lot of crying, hugging, speeches
and singing, and in the melee Moni had no idea
how she was going to find Summer.

Then a flurry of movement caught Moni’s
eye. Burt and Candy had arrived and were
clearly arguing with Summer. Moni rushed
over to them.

“What's going on? Summer, you've got to get
out of here. Nigel will be here any minute.”

“I refuse to be a victim any longer,” Summer
said, her voice full of bravado. No doubt forti-
tied by the wine she’d been drinking.

“This has nothing to do with being a victim,”
Candy said, taking her sister by the arm. “This
has to do with staying safe.”

Summer pulled out of her sister’s grasp. “No.
I'won’t run. If Nigel comes here, I'm not going to
back down from him. If I do, he’ll never leave me
alone.”

“Summer, this isn’t the time and certainly
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isn’t the place to take a stand.” Moni glanced
around nervously; still seeing no sign of Nigel.

“I've had enough of this crap,” Burt said sud-
denly. “Woman, if you don’t know what’s good
for you, that’s your problem. But I'm not gonna
sit here and watch you suffer.”

Moni should have expected Burt to stalk off,
and in fact, that is exactly what he did. But not
before he scooped up Summer and tossed her
over his shoulder.

Summer was so stunned she didn’t even fight
Burt as he carried her out of the room. The
crowd noticed what was happening and several
people began to applaud.

Candy looked at Moni. “That’s just great.
How the heck am I supposed to get home?”

7

“Cheer up, your party is a success,” a female
voice said from behind him.

“Yes, I told you that your parents wouldn’t
mind having me here,” said another female
voice.

Grant didn’t even turn around. He continued
to sit at the table, watching his parents dance,
hoping his two worst nightmares would just
fade away.

Instead, they both pulled up chairs. “We need
to talk to you,” Charlotte said. “You need to lis-
ten to us before you make another mistake.”

Reaching up, he began to massage his tem-
ples. “Why should I take advice from the two of
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you—especially since neither one of you is sup-
posed to be here?”

Katrina grinned broadly. “I sold the concert
tickets on eBay so I could buy this Versace dress.
Isn’t it hot?” she asked, spinning around.

Grant rolled his eyes and turned his gaze to
Charlotte. “What about you?”

“Brockwell canceled our lunch meeting. I had
no choice but to try and catch him here,” she
said, shrugging.

“Never mind all that,” Katrina said. “Moni is
perfect for you. Are you going to let her get
away?”

Grant turned in his chair, facing them both for
the first time. “What did you just say?”

“Look,” Charlotte said. “Katrina and I have
been talking—"

“And you've obviously been talking to Moni,
as if I wasn’t in enough trouble without the two
of you jumping into the mix.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, we have been talking
to Moni. She’s a nice girl. Just your type, and she
loves you.”

He went still. “Did she tell you that?”

Charlotte smiled. “She didn’t have to. It was
written all over her face.”

Grant turned away again. “You'll have to for-
give me if I don’t take your word on this. I've
seen no evidence that either of you would rec-
ognize true love if it bit you on your collective
behinds.”
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“Ooh, so bitter,” Katrina said, shaking her
head. “Yes, I know. Having both of your ex-
wives counseling the love counselor seems a bit
crazy. But, answer one question for me, Grant.
Do you want to end up alone?”

“If it means not having to deal with any more
crazy females, then maybe I do,” he lied.

“Brace yourself, Katrina. We’re going to have
to tell him.”

Grant looked from one woman to the other,
wishing for the second time that he’d made
good on his promise to get completely plastered.

Moni looked at her watch and sighed with re-
lief. It was almost 9:30, and she’d seen no sign of
Nigel. Summer and Burt were long gone, so
maybe it was time for her to relax and enjoy
herself.

Moni ate dainty hors d’oeuvres, sipped cham-
pagne and made small-talk with some of the
most fascinating people she’d ever met. She’d
just begun a fox trot with Grant’s father when
she spotted trouble.

Nigel strolled into the ballroom as though he
owned the place. Moni immediately recognized
the two men flanking him from the raid on
Grant’s place. They were all dressed in tuxedos,
blending with the other party guests, so that
only Moni knew they didn’t belong there.

She missed a beat and almost tripped on Mr.
Forrest’s foot.
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“I'm sorry, dear. My fault,” he said graciously.

When she tripped again, he slowed down.
“Are you all right?”

Moni pulled away gently. “Thank you for the
dance, Mr. Forrest. But there’s something I need
to do. Right now. Happy anniversary,” she said,
hoping she’d be able to keep it that way.

Picking up the hem of her dress, Moni tried
to weave through the crowd on the dance floor
as quickly as possible. Because she was so short,
it was hard to see through the throng of sway-
ing bodies. She just hoped she could reach
Nigel quickly enough to tell him Summer had
left a long time ago. Hopefully then he’d leave
quietly.

She reached the end of the dance floor and
caught sight of Nigel and his buddies. They
were making a beeline for Grant, who was danc-
ing with his mother. He looked the happiest
Moni had seen him all night, and her heart
ached.

Turning around, she headed back through the
dancers. She reached Grant and his mother just
as Nigel and his friends did.

Nigel tapped Grant on the shoulder as though
he meant to cut in.

“Grant, watch out,” Moni called.

Grant turned around and found himself nose
to nose with Nigel Montgomery. “What are you
doing here?”

Moni rushed to Mrs. Forrest’s side and guided
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her off the dance floor. If Grant and Nigel got
into a fight, Moni would just die if Grant’s
mother were caught in the middle of the fray.

“What’s going on? Who is that man?” Mrs.
Forrest sputtered as she allowed Moni to take
her arm.

Moni didn’t have any good answers for the
older woman, so she chose to ignore the ques-
tions. “You should be safe here, Mrs. Forrest. I'll
be right back.”

Then she dashed back to Grant and Nigel.

“I just told you, I don’t know where Summer
is.”

“I know where she is,” Moni called from be-
hind them.

Nigel turned to face her. “You again. Where is
she?”

“She left hours ago. She’s not here.”

Nigel seemed to mull that over for a minute.
“Oh, she left?”

“Yes.”

“She’s not here?” he asked again.

“That’s right. I saw her leave.”

“Really? Then who is that over there,” Nigel
pointed behind her and Moni turned, praying it
wasn’t who she thought it was.

“That’s Candy.”

Nigel grinned. “How did I know you were go-
ing to say that.” He brushed past Moni to go af-
ter Candy.



WEDDING BELL BLUES 333

“Wait,” Grant said, grabbing Nigel’s shoulder.
“You weren't invited to this party. You and your
goons have to leave.”

Moni had no warning when Nigel reared up,
catching Grant square in the jaw with an upper-
cut. Grant’s head snapped back and he stag-
gered backward but didn’t fall.

She saw red. Moving instinctively, she
grabbed a serving tray from a passing waiter
and brought it down on Nigel’s head, complete
with shrimp dip and crustless toast.

One of Nigel’s goons grabbed Moni by the
waist and Grant moved with lightning speed to
pull her away.

Moni was vaguely aware of an all-out brawl
erupting around them as she became the rope in
a human tug-of-war.

The clamor of shattering glass, startled gasps
and screams, and pained grunts roared in her
ears. The confusion overloaded her senses, and
Moni wasn’t sure just what was going on
around her.

The next thing she knew she was falling for-
ward into Grant’s arms as they collapsed in a
heap on the floor. Police officers and hotel secu-
rity were everywhere.

Grant’s arms tightened around her as she lay
on top of him. “I knew I'd get you back into my
arms sooner or later,” he said.

Then the fog began to clear from her brain.
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Grant was holding her, and she felt safe and
comfortable. Too comfortable.

Pulling away, Moni scrambled to her feet and
ran from the Hotel Del Coronado ballroom.



“ Chapter 19 ™

Grant sat on his bed watching the eleven
o’clock news. His parents’ fiftieth anniver-
sary party was the top story.

“And in a related story,” the blond reporter
said, standing outside the Hotel Del Coronado.
“Nigel Montgomery, son of billionaire Forbes
Montgomery, was arrested in the ballroom
brawl that took place here this evening.”

“In addition to the assault charges he acquired
for instigating the fracas this evening, it seems
the younger Montgomery, owner of an adult
nightclub in downtown San Diego, is wanted for
multiple charges of assault and harassment
along with bail jumping and attempting to vio-
late an order of protection.”

Then they cut to a clip of Moni’s roommate
Candy, who’d been interviewed earlier that
evening.

“I think that punk got just what he deserved.
He’s in deep—" Her expletive was beeped. “His
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daddy’s money ain’t gonna get him out of trou-
ble this time.”

“Ms. Rayne, did you witness the events this
evening?”

Candy tossed her braids over her shoulder
and gave the camera a brilliant smile. “I saw the
whole thing. It happened just like this . . .”

Grant’s phone started ringing, and he turned
the television sound down with his remote.
“Hello?”

“Hey, Grant, it's Dad. Mom’s here, too. Did
you see the news?”

He sighed. “I was just looking at it. Look, I'm
so sorry about the way things—"

“Hush, Grant. Stop apologizing already,” his
mother said. “I told you, this is the most excite-
ment ['ve seen yet. I'm starting to really look for-
ward to what the next fifty years hold for your
father and me.”

“Yes, but they ruined—"

“Boy, didn’t your mother tell you to hush? We
didn’t call to hear you whining. We wanted to
say thank you for the wonderful party. So, there
was a little fight. No harm done. The police
cleared out the thugs and your mother and I
danced the night away.”

“It was a lovely party. And it was so nice to see
you, Keith and Samantha work together for a
change. You've all made us very proud.”

Grant smiled. “Thanks, Mom. Thanks, Dad.”

“It was also nice to see your young lady again.
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But, we hardly saw the two of you together. Is
anything wrong?”

He hadn’t told his parents that he and Moni
weren’t a couple because he hadn’t wanted to
spoil the evening. If three thugs and a fistfight
hadn’t spoiled their anniversary, he had no in-
tention of telling them the truth now.

He’d tell them eventually. Just not now. “No,
there isn’t anything wrong. I'm glad you two
enjoyed the party despite everything. It's been a
long day, so if you don’t mind—" Grant feigned
a yawn, knowing he’d probably be awake half
the night.

“Of course, you get some rest,” his father said.

“Don’t be shy now,” his mother said. “We
may be old, but we’re not stupid. Moni’s there,
isn’t she? Tell her good night for us.”

“Sylvia, don’t put the boy on the spot.”

“Now, Charles, I just want him to know that
we were young once, too. We know what goes
on when two young people are in love.”

Grant closed his eyes, trying not to scream out
loud. “Good night, Mom. Good night, Dad.”

He hung up the phone harder than he should
have. Glancing toward his bed, Grant turned
away. He was way too wired to sleep.

Reaching up to unknot his bow tie, Grant en-
tered his office. The scrolling marquee of his
computer’s screensaver taunted him. YOU
SHOULD BE WRITING!!!

He walked right past it to the window that
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overlooked his front lawn, and more impor-
tantly, Moni’s house. All the lights were on in-
side. Burt’s black monster truck was parked on
the street, Summer’s neon blue Kia Sephia was
in the driveway and Candy’s red Toyota was be-
hind Burt’s truck. But Moni’s silver Jeep was
nowhere to be found.

He looked down at his watch. It was 11:23.
Where was she? He hadn’t seen her since she’d
fled the ballroom. At first he’d thought she’d gone
to the ladies” room to freshen up, so he’d waited
a few minutes before searching for her.

By the time he’d made the rounds, it was clear
she was long gone. Grant turned away from the
window, running his fingers over his scalp. To-
night had been a night of important revelations.

His mind drifted back to getting ambushed by
his ex-wives. The stuff nightmares were made
of. Yet, the reality had been a complete surprise.

Grant had thought both of those chapters of
his life had been closed. He’d had no desire to
reread or rewrite them. As a therapist, he’d natu-
rally done more than his share of soul-searching
and rationalizing, and had been certain beyond a
shadow of a doubt that he’d come to terms with
the failures of both marriages.

There was nothing more either of them could
do to impact his life. Until they’d come to him
with four simple words, “It wasn’t your fault.”

He’d known that, right? In fact, he’d declared
it on several occasions to all who would hear
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him. Why should hearing the actual words
make any difference.

But they had. When each woman stated that
simple truth in her own way, something inside
Grant had broken. Now he realized it was that
last barrier surrounding his heart. The shield
he’d left in place to keep himself from letting an-
other woman get too close.

His ex-wives had given him an important
gift—the hope that he could still get it right.
They had seen Moni and they had seen him, and
they’d known before he’d fully recognized that
things with Moni could be different.

Grant turned back to the window when he
heard Moni's car; she was pulling into her drive-
way behind Summer’s car. She got out and
quickly wrapped her hands around her bare
arms to shield herself from the cold night air.
Skittering to the door, she turned for just a sec-
ond and looked toward his house.

He knew she could see him standing in the
window. Then she turned and let herself into the
house. Grant remained where he was.

Things just couldn’t end this way. It wasn’t
meant to. He felt that fact in his gut. This was the
same intuition he often experienced in therapy
sessions. It was the instinct he let guide him to
the truth when one part of a couple was holding
back from the other. Or when two people were
letting their fears interfere with their true poten-
tial to love.
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He had to let that instinct guide him now. He
needed to tell Moni how he felt, and he’d never
get to sleep if he didn’t do it tonight.

Moni walked into the house, and was surprised
to find it so quiet, considering the fact that all
the lights were on.

“Hello,” she called, walking through the
house and turning off lights. Apparently, every-
one had gone to bed.

She paused as she walked back through the
living room. Burt’s car was still outside, but she
was certain he wasn’t back at Grant’s. Why
wasn’t he crashed on the living room sofa?

Pulling off her shoes, Moni made her way up
the stairs. Something made her pause as she
passed Summer’s bedroom. The door opened
and she jumped.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” Burt said,
coming out of Summer’s room. His chest and
feet were bare, and his fingers were in the pro-
cess of buckling the snaps on his jeans.

Flustered, Moni averted her eyes. “Oh no, I'm
sorry. Excuse me.” She rushed into her bed-
room, shaking her head.

Then she laughed and said to herself, “Sum-
mer . . . you must have rocked his world.”

“You know I did.”

Moni yelped and spun around to see Summer
standing at her door, wearing nothing but her
bathrobe.
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“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” she said as
she stepped into the room and shut the door be-
hind her.

Moni collapsed on her bed. “It’s okay.”

Summer sat down at the foot of the bed. “Is
this awkward? You don’t mind, do you?”

“Mind what?”

“You know . . . Burt and me.”

“Oh gosh, no. Are you kidding? I think it’s . . .
well, it’s great. You're probably just what he
needs.” Then Moni paused. “You're not just
playing with him, though, are you? Because I re-
ally don’t think Burt’s the type—"

“Girl, I think I'm in love.”

Moni blinked. “What?”

“You heard me. I know it sounds crazy. He
was so strong and forceful when he carried me
out of the hotel. I've never felt so ... protected
before.”

Moni smiled. Her friend’s face was actually
glowing.

“I heard what you said about me rocking his
world and . . . well, I really think it was the other
way around.”

“Shut up. Burt?”

“Girlfriend, have you seen this guy lately?
He’s a blond god. I think you're crazy for letting
him go, but hey, it works for me. And in bed,
he—"

Moni shoved her fingers in her ears. “La-la-la-
la-la.”
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“Sorry, but one girl’s milquetoast is another
girl’s hot-fudge sundae. Hey, that sounds like
something Aunt Reggie could have said.”

Moni smiled. “I'm really happy for you, Sum-
mer. I think you're just the kind of spice Burt
needs in his life, and, no doubt he’ll be a stabiliz-
ing force for you, too. Hope this works out.”

Summer rushed forward and pulled Moni into
a hug. She squeezed her tight, and when Sum-
mer pulled back, she was blinking away tears.

“I'm not trying to rush into anything. But this
thing with Burt—it feels so different.” She
sniffed and dashed the back of her hand against
her eye. “It’s scary actually.”

Moni took Summer’s hand and gave it a
squeeze. “It's going to be okay. Just give it a
chance.”

They were just sitting there smiling at each
other when the doorbell rang. Moni jumped up,
sliding her feet into her slippers. “Was that the
doorbell?”

Summer dashed out of the bedroom door
ahead of her. “Maybe it’s more reporters. I can’t
believe I missed all the excitement the first
time.”

By the time Moni reached the top of the stairs,
Candy was already at the door. “Grant. .. uh,
come in.”

Burt came out of the kitchen eating a sand-
wich. “What'’s he doing here?”

Summer rushed up to him and dragged him
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back into the kitchen. Candy looked from Grant
to Moni, who had now reached the bottom of
the stairs, then back to Grant. Without another
word she followed Summer and Burt into the
kitchen.

Moni took a few steps forward. “Hey, Grant.”

He was still wearing his tuxedo, with the top
two buttons of his shirt open and the bow tie
hanging loose on either side. She raised a hand
to her chest as if to cover that rapid beating of
her heart. He still made her mouth water.

“Hi. I know it’s late. But I really think we
should talk.”

Moni swallowed. “Okay. What did you want
to talk about?”

“I want to talk about us. I know I screwed up,
but—"

There was a heavy thunk and crash followed
by a cry of pain from the kitchen. Moni ran
around the corner to see Summer and Candy
helping Burt up from the floor.

“What happened?”

“He tipped his chair back too far—trying to
listen to your conversation,” Summer said, look-
ing sheepish. She waved Moni and Grant into
the living room. “You two go back and have
your little talk. We'll be quiet.”

Moni turned to look at Grant. “Maybe we
should go outside.”

He nodded. “Good idea.”

They stepped onto her porch and Moni shiv-
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ered, immediately realizing it hadn’t been a
good idea to come outside. She started to turn
around and suggest they go back inside, but
Grant was already pulling off his jacket and
wrapping it around her shoulders.

She pulled it close around her. It was still
warm from his body, and it smelled of his fa-
vorite cologne. She closed her eyes trying to
numb out the persistent ache in her heart.

Grant sat down on the edge of the porch and
patted the space beside him. “I know ‘I'm sorry’
isn’t enough to cover how I made you feel,” he
said when she’d taken her place next to him.

“I want you to know that I understand why
you're upset with me, and I want to make it up
to you.”

Moni shook her head. “I don’t think there’s
anything you can do.”

“I know I can’t help you with your business.
You need to handle that on your own. I get that.”

She looked up at him. “This is about so much
more than just my business.”

“I hear that. This is about your need to feel in-
dependent and the fact that I undermined that.”

Moni sighed with exasperation. “No. This
isn’t about you at all.” Her words were harsher
than she intended them to be, and she tried to
start again. “Grant, you're wonderful. You're
one of the most incredible men I've ever met.
Maybe at another time, in another place—"

“Whew, that sounds familiar—"
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Moni realized she was repeating almost word
for word the speech Grant had first given her.
“I'm just trying to say that I'm still trying to fig-
ure out what I need. That’s what I need to focus
on right now. If you and I were together right
now, I'd be completely focused on you.”

“And I'd be completely focused on you. Love
is giving and taking. You're the one who taught
me that.”

Moni stared down at her fingers. He wasn’t
making this easy for her. Her heart was scream-
ing for her to give in. She wanted to let go and
indulge her feelings, but she was afraid of being
swallowed up by them.

“Grant. I don’t think I should be with anyone
right now.”

“No, you don’t think you should be with me.
Why?”

Moni felt a hot fat tear slide down her cheek.
“Because you don’t believe in me.”

She heard Grant’s sharp intake of breath and
she forced herself to keep talking even though
she knew she was hurting him. “You think I'm
silly, crazy, funny. You think my ideas are hare-
brained.” She sniffed.

“I know in your heart you think you can steer
me in the right direction. Give me stability, fo-
cus, sensibility.”

“Moni, [—"

“Don’t bother denying it, Grant. I've seen the
way you look at me. Sometimes you humor me.
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Other times I amuse you, but you've never taken
me seriously. Not when it comes to my feelings
or my dreams.”

“I didn’t realize I made you feel that way. Is
that how you really believe I see you?”

His voice seemed so weighed down with hurt,
Moni’s tears started flowing rapidly. She wiped
at her eyes with her hands, trying to get enough
air into her lungs to continue speaking.

“Grant, I really love you, and that’s the main
reason I can’t be with you.”

“What? That makes no sense.”

“If you think about it, it does make sense. If
we were together, I'd start to see myself through
your eyes. Eventually, your perception of me
would begin to overwrite my perception of my-
self. I'd let you take care of me, the way I've let
people take care of me my entire life. I'd work
the business you thought I should work. I'd
dress in the clothes that you liked best. And I'd
never know what it is that I really want.”

“Moni, I'd never let that happen.”

“No. I'd never let that happen, Grant. Don't
you remember what you told me about your
clients?”

Grant shook his head.

“You said marital therapy isn’t always about
keeping couples together. Sometimes it’s about
helping two people realize that they shouldn’t
be together.”



WEDDING BELL BLUES 341

“Moni, I love you.”

“I'love you, too, Grant. I really do.”

He reached out and pulled her into his arms.
“Then we can make this work.”

Moni let herself melt into his arms because
she didn’t have the strength to resist him. She
needed this too. Closing her eyes, she buried her
face in the warm space of his neck.

Grant’s arms locked around her as though he
would never let her go. For that moment in time,
Moni let herself pretend this was all she needed
from the world.

Grant’s arms. The warmth of his body seeping
into hers. His hands lightly massaging her back.
The pleasant mingling scents of soap and
cologne. The rise and fall of his chest, steady and
comforting. The feel of the soft hairs at the nape
of his neck.

His lips on her temple. His breath on her cheek.
Grant’s kiss. She tasted the salt of her tears on
his lips. Then his tongue entered her mouth and
her entire body went hot.

She let her nails rake down his back, enjoying
the feel of each muscle jumping beneath her
touch. They clung to each other, their kisses
both desperate and urgent. It was both the most
exquisite pleasure and the worst torture.

Moni pulled away from the embrace while
she still could. Turning away, she covered her
tace with her hands.
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“Moni?” Grant whispered in her ear. It was a
question. Did they still have a chance? A world
of emotion was expressed in that single word.

She raised her head. “Grant, it's not that I
don’t want to be with you. And it’s not that
I don’t love you with all my heart. It’s just that I
have to put myself first this time. I have to do
this for me.”

She stood before she could change her mind.
“You told me yourself, sometimes love just isn’t
enough.”

Moni took off Grant’s jacket and dropped it in
his lap. She turned to go back into the house and
saw the living room drapes swing back into
place. Her roommates had been watching them.

“Moni?” Grant’s voice was raw. She turned
and saw him standing on the lawn, hands in his
pockets.

“When I told you that, I wasn’t talking about
us,” he called to her, then turned and walked
back across the street.
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For the next several weeks, one day blended
into the next for Grant. He didn't feel like he
was letting himself slide downhill, he just wasn’t
motivated to do many of his normal activities.

Activities such as shaving, dressing well, and
working on the book that was due in three days
didn’t seem pressing to Grant. What did seem
pressing to Grant were reruns on the Game
Show Network, playing spades with faceless
strangers online and reading newspapers word
for word.

He had these and numerous other engaging
pursuits to invest his time into. He most cer-
tainly didn’t have time to think about Moni.

Grant had just entered the online game room
on his computer when he heard the doorbell
ringing. For a split second his heartbeat picked
up, but he immediately slumped back into his
chair. It wouldn’t be Moni. She didn’t ring his
doorbell anymore.

If it were anyone it was either Keith or Saman-
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tha. Grant considered ignoring the door, but in-
stead he headed for the stairs. If he didn’t make
an appearance one would call the other as well
as his parents and they’d all be standing on his
doorstep.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said, yanking
open the door and retreating into the house
without looking at his visitor.

“Good Lord, this place is a mess.”

Grant turned, surprised to hear Mitch’s voice.
“What are you doing here?”

“And you look like hell. What on earth have
you been up to.”

“Nothing,” Grant said, sinking into the sofa
and propping his feet on the coffee table.

Mitch stood over him shaking his head.
“That’s exactly what it looks like. I guess you've
been burning the midnight oil trying to finish
your book before your deadline.”

“Well—"

“It’s a good thing because I'm definitely ready
for you to come back to work.” His friend
dropped some paperwork on the table. “In fact,
Ineed your help with this client. Can you review
her background this weekend, because I'd really
like you to take over with her on Monday. She’s
driving me nuts.”

Something in Grant’s expression must have
gotten through to Mitch because he paused.
“Wait a minute. What’s going on with you?”
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Grant shrugged. “I don’t know what you're
talking about. I'm fine.”

“No, you're clearly not fine. You're neat to
the point of being certifiable, but you've got,
what, like a month’s worth of newspapers un-
der that coffee table. You're unshaven. You're
wearing sweats. You're telling me Moni hasn’t
said anything about the sloppy mess you’ve be-
come?”

Grant couldn’t prevent himself from wincing
at the sound of her name. But he forced his voice
to sound casual. “Why would she say anything?”

Mitch swore violently. “I get it now. How did
I miss this? I know I've been caught up in my
own wedded bliss lately, but how come you
didn’t tell me?”

Grant didn’t particularly want to talk about it,
but he knew it was unavoidable. Still, Mitch was
going to have to drag it out of him. “Tell you
what?”

“That you and Moni aren’t together anymore.
What happened?”

Grant snorted. “Together? And what do you
mean what happened. You know we had a no-
strings-attached thing going.”

Mitch sat down on the love seat that faced
Grant, making it hard for Grant to avoid his
gaze. Instead he stared at his feet.

“I know that’s what you two were telling
everyone, but any fool could see the two of you
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had more going on than just sex. Which one of
you panicked and called it off?”

Grant felt like his heart was bleeding. He
hadn’t discussed Moni or the way things had
ended with anyone. Samantha had tried to pin
him down, but he’d managed to distract her
every time.

Now, even though it felt like he was prodding
his wound, he couldn’t resist the urge to talk.
“She did.”

Mitch released a pained hiss.

Grant glared at the other man. “But that’s not
a surprise, right? You said yourself that I should
leave her alone before I dragged her down with
me.”

Dropping his head into his hands, Mitch
cursed again. “You didn’t believe that crap, did
you? I was wrong. I thought you figured that out
by now. You two had something special. Some-
thing you never had with either Charlotte or
Katrina.”

“Oh yeah, well maybe you weren’'t wrong
then. Maybe you're just wrong now.”

“No. I know I'm not wrong.”

“How do you know?” Grant had meant to
sound surly, but the question came out wistful.

“Because you're wrecked. Look at yourself.”

Grant rolled his eyes.

“Seriously, look at yourself. I've been your
friend for fourteen years. In college I saw girls



WEDDING BELL BLUES 353

come and go and afterward I saw you through
two divorces. In fourteen years, I've never seen
you get wrecked over a woman. What does that
say to you?”

Grant stared at the rubber treads on his
sneaker. “That I really screwed up this time.”

“Or maybe it was finally the real thing this
time.”

He felt his stomach lurch. The thought that
he’d lost something real for the first time only
made him want to retch. “So? What am I sup-
posed to do. She doesn’t want to be with me.”

“Is that what she said?”

“Yeah. She claims I don’t really believe in
her.” Grant quickly recounted the mistake he
made trying to set her up in business.

At the end of the story, Mitch flicked him on
the forehead. “What the hell were you think-
ing?”

“I wasn’t, obviously.”

Mitch began pacing the room. “Let me think
for a second. I think this is fixable. You just have
to find a way to show her how you really feel.
You know how this works. She wants to forgive
you, man. She just needs you to give her reassur-
ance that she won’t get hurt. Somehow she must
have been giving you a sign.”

Grant dropped his feet to the floor, thinking
back over the last month and a half. “I can’t
think of anything.”
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Mitch had been staring out of the front win-
dow as they talked. “Wait a minute. You haven’t
been running your dishwasher, but you’ve had
time to tend to your garden?”

He shook his head. “No, of course not.”

Mitch turned to look at him. “Then how come
your flowers aren’t dead.”

“Flowers?”

The two men went outside to survey Grant’s
front lawn. He’d seen the flowers planted along
the line of the fence. Moni had told him she was
putting those down to hide the bald spots in the
grass.

What he hadn’t seen before were the clusters
of bird-of-paradise plants in between his shrubs.
For that matter, suddenly there were four more
smaller shrubs that were new. He hadn’t been
leaving the house as much lately, and usually
when he did it was late at night to raid the con-
venience stores for junk food.

“I guess Moni got carried away with the land-
scaping.” He found himself grinning. “Know-
ing her, she probably thought the flowers by the
fence made the rest of the yard look plain and
she wanted to balance it out.”

Mitch gave Grant a hard look. “There’s your
sign, man. What are you going to do about it?”

“I'm sure your wife will love these,” Moni said,
handing her customer yellow gladiolas wrapped
in tissue.
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“Thanks again for your help. Please, keep the
change,” he said after she tried to hand him a
five-dollar bill.

As the customer left the store, Moni noticed a
sharply dressed woman with three young boys
enter the shop. She immediately recognized her
to be Grant’s sister.

Almost unconsciously, she glanced over the
woman’s shoulder half expecting to find Grant
standing there.

“Oh, there you are, Moni.” As Samantha ap-
proached the counter, her kids started to scatter
around the shop. “Oh no you don’t, get back
here, kids. This is a grown-up store. There’s
nothing in here for you.”

With further cajoling the children finally re-
grouped with their mother. “I'm sorry about
that. How are you?”

Moni began to feel nervous. There could only
be one reason for Samantha’s presence. Well,
two reasons. “Are you here to buy some flow-
ers?”

“No, I was hoping we could talk.”

She smiled politely. “Now’s not a very good
time for me. I'm working, but we have some re-
ally beautiful red daisies, if you're interested.”

“Thanks anyway. I don’t want to take up
your—]Johnny, stop that. Come here.” Once the
kids had settled down, Samantha tried again. “I
just wanted to find out what’s going on with you
and my brother.”
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Moni paused, caught off guard by her blunt
approach. “What'’s going on?”

She leaned in close, lowering her voice. “I
know I must seem like a busybody to you, but I
just know something’s wrong and he’s not talk-
ing.”

Moni continued to concentrate on wiping
down the counters. “Well, if he hasn’t said any-
thing, why do you think something is wrong?”

“Because every time I ask about you, he
changes the subject.”

“That should answer your questions, then.
Grant and I aren’t seeing each other anymore.”

“Why not? He needs you.”

Moni finally turned to face Samantha. “Grant
understands why we’re not together. He’s ac-
cepted it and so should you.” She was a bit sur-
prised at how firm her voice sounded.

“Are you sure? Because I really think it’s a
mistake for the two of you to be apart. He’s mis-
erable without you.”

Moni sighed heavily. She had trouble believ-
ing that. No one was more rock solid than Grant.
It would take a lot more than the end of a rela-
tionship he’d claimed not to want in the first
place to get him down.

“Look, I understand that you're concerned,
but I have to do what’s best for me. Being with
Grant just isn’t right for me right now. I'm sorry
if that’s not what you were hoping to hear, but I
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really can’t tell you anything else. So, unless
you’d like to buy some tulips, I can’t help you.”

Samantha nodded solemnly. “I'm sorry if I've
bothered you,” she said, rounding up her kids
and leaving the store.

Moni held her head firm and proud until she
saw Samantha head down the dirt road toward
the parking lot. When she was out of sight, she
pulled off her apron.

She turned to Vera, who’d been pretending to
arrange some violets throughout her conversa-
tion with Samantha. “I'm taking a break for a
change.”

Moni skittered out to the back porch of the
shop and not a moment too soon. She felt the
prick of tears just before they slid down her
cheeks.

She’d made her point, Moni thought. She was
a strong, independent woman who was stand-
ing up for herself. People were going to have to
take her seriously now. Why else would she al-
low herself to be so utterly miserable if it weren’t
for a very good reason?

Besides, obviously Samantha had it all wrong.
If Grant really wanted to be with her, he
wouldn’t have taken her breaking up with him
so easily. She’d kissed him off and he’d disap-
peared from her life.

He’d never even sent so much as a thank-you
note for the extra work she’d done on his flower
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beds. She’d told herself she was doing it just be-
cause she couldn’t bear to see the contrast of his
plain yard against the vibrant fence with the
new flower beds. But part of her had to admit
she’d been hoping to keep the connection be-
tween them alive.

She couldn’t be his lover, but she’d thought
they could at least be neighborly. But obviously
Grant didn’t agree.

SLAM!

She heard a door swing closed behind her and
turned to find Vera coming out of the store. “I
didn’t think I'd ever live to see the day Little
Miss Sunshine clouded over.”

Moni dashed away her tears. “What are you
doing out here? I was actually hoping to be
alone.”

“What on earth are you crying about?”

“Who’s watching the store?”

Vera shrugged. “Nobody, that’s why I put the
closed sign in the window.”

“Now, why would you do that? You're losing
customers.”

Vera shrugged again. “So, was that lady right?
You're out here 'cause you're pining for a man.”

Moni couldn’t believe that Vera had suddenly
become so interested in her life. Aunt Reggie
raised her to respect her elders, so she knew it
would be going too far if she told the woman to
get lost. Instead she resigned herself to the awk-
ward company.
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“I'm not pining for him. I'm reveling in my
ability to make tough decisions.”

Vera studied her carefully. “You love him.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is the point?”

U

Vera nudged her. “He cheat on you?”

“No.”

“He a liar?”

“No, nothing like that . . . he’s a good man.”

“So he didn’t do you wrong?”

Moni started wringing her hands. “Not in the
way that you think. It's more complex than that.
I don’t think I can explain it.”

Moni expected Vera to keep pressing her, but
she fell silent for a moment. Finally, she said,
“Did you know this was my husband’s store?”

Moni perked up. “Oh, I didn’t know you were
married.”

“Jacob passed away two years ago.” The pain
in the older woman’s voice was still fresh.

“I'm so sorry to hear that.”

“This store was his pride and joy. Not me so
much. I was more into books. Woulda loved to
have me a bookstore, but Jacob loved messing
with those dern flowers.”

“I see,” Moni said, realizing that explained a
lot.

“After he died, I kept the shop, thinking it
was my way of keepin” a piece of him. But it’s
not the same, really. Not the same at all. Still, I
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come here every day, hoping I'll find a piece of
him here.”

Moni swallowed hard, feeling herself becom-
ing emotional again. “I could sense your heart
wasn'’t really in the floral business.”

Vera nodded. “Yours is, though. You've got a
big heart, young lady.”

Moni blinked. She was fairly certain that was
the closest thing to a compliment she’d received
from Vera. “Why, thank you.”

“So why are you being so hardheaded?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“If you keep toeing such a hard line, like you
did this afternoon,” Vera said sternly, “you’re
going to end up a bitter, lonely old woman just
like me.”

Moni was so taken aback by Vera’s words, she
just stood silently.

“I gave my heart away. I don’t mind the bitter-
ness, because I know wherever my Jacob is, he’s
taking good care of my heart. And when it’s my
time, I'll have it back again. But you...I don’t
understand you.”

“Well,” Moni said, looking down at her
hands. “I don’t expect you to. My situation is
more complicated than you think.”

Vera shook her head. “Pride. It all comes
down to pride.” She straightened. “But you say
you know what you're doing so I'm not gonna
meddle no more.”
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Moni nodded and Vera turned toward the
door. “But, Missy, you’d just better be sure your
pride is worth losing a good man. ‘Cause I'd
give my right arm to have my man back.”

When Moni re-entered the store she couldn’t
stop reflecting on Vera’s words. Not the words
about Grant, those were too painful to dwell on.
She was feeling a bit ganged up on when it came
to Grant, and she needed some time before she
could allow herself to question her decision in
that regard.

What kept plaguing Moni was the flower
shop. She’d known all along it wasn’t Vera’s
dream. And she’d spent the entire summer try-
ing to convince herself that being a florist wasn't
her dream. But suddenly it all seemed so clear.

It was time to stop running from the truth.
She would always be a florist at heart.

“Vera, I've been thinking.”

The older woman didn’t look up. “Don’t hurt
yourself, now,” she said, back to her old self.

“Don’t you think Jacob would be happy to
know his flower shop was in the hands of some-
one who could love it the way he did?”

Vera shrugged. “What you asking? To buy it?
It don’t sell cheap. I don’t know—"

Moni grabbed a piece of paper from the
counter. “Why don’t you let me make you an of-
fer?” She wrote a number down and slid it
across the counter.
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She expected Vera to haggle a bit, so her reac-
tion was unexpected.

Vera grabbed Moni’s head in her two hands
and kissed her squarely on the cheek. “I'm
gonna buy me a bookstore!”

Moni went home that evening feeling emotion-
ally drained. It had been a very big day for her.
She was going to buy the flower shop. For some
reason, she thought she’d be more excited about
it.

She knew she’d made the right choice. It was
the first business decision she’d made since
moving to San Diego that truly felt right. No
more floating in limbo. No more business plans.
No more feeling like an imposter.

Still, as Moni let herself into the house, she
knew something was still missing.

“—lots of potential customers—” Candy
broke off as Moni entered the living room.

“Hey ya’ll, what’s going on?”

“Hi, Moni. Nothing much. Burt was just
telling me what an untapped market Dunkin,
Virginia, is for Web design. Out here they’re a
dime a dozen,” Candy said.

“Oh hey, Moni,” Burt called from the kitchen.
He was wearing his standard attire for around
the house. Blue jeans—nothing else. “I'm mak-
ing hamburgers. How do you like yours?

Moni smiled. Once upon a time Burt knew ex-
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actly how she liked her hamburgers. But ever
since meeting Summer, it was as though he’d
forgotten all about the unrequited love he was
supposed to be holding for her. And that made
Moni really happy for them both. But it also
made her feel just the slightest bit lonely.

“I think I'll pass on the burger for now, Burt.
I'm not that hungry.”

Summer came out of the kitchen looking like
Burt had done a lot more than just cooking with
her. “Are you sure, we’ve got plenty? Why don’t
you sit down and eat with us.”

“Not this time. It’s nothing personal. I just
think I need to lie down first,” she said, starting
to climb the stairs.

As she reached the top she could hear them
begin to whisper—“Do you think she’s okay?
She’s been keeping to herself a lot. I think she’s
feeling down. . ..”

Moni closed her door and flopped onto the
bed.

She loved her friends, but the living situation
was starting to wear a little thin. Moni was un-
prepared for how difficult it was to live with a
new couple that was happy and in love when
she was trying to convince herself that her heart
wasn’t breaking.

She knew Burt was getting antsy to get back to
Dunkin, and she had a strong suspicion Sum-
mer would be going along when he left. But she
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also knew they were feeling protective of her.
They’d never leave her if they thought she
wasn’t doing well.

Maybe once she told them about buying the
tlower shop, it would ease their minds.

Getting up from the bed, Moni looked out her
window to Grant’s house. Maybe she had been
too hard on Grant. If she went over there now
and pounded on his door, she knew the deep
aching in her chest would finally ease.

But she hadn’t come to San Diego to take the
easy way out. She’d always second guess her-
self. She couldn’t make up with Grant just to
make herself feel better. He’d always see her as a
cute little playmate. How could she spend her
life with a man that didn’t take her seriously.

Moving away from the window, Moni
stretched out on the bed again. She had to hold
her own, no matter how much her heart wanted
to surrender.

The next day, Moni got up early. After her morn-
ing jog, she planned to search for a good lawyer
to walk her through purchasing a business.

Turning up the volume on her Walkman,
Moni stepped through the front door and nearly
tripped over a rectangular package.

Picking it up, she carried it into the house. She
started to leave it on the kitchen counter and
open it later, but curiosity got the best of her.
That package hadn’t been outside last night, and
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seven A.M. was entirely too early for any kind of
delivery service.

As she unwrapped the brown paper, Moni
discovered that it was a manuscript. Her heart
started beating wildly. “Grant?”

There was a card on top. She opened it up and
read:

Dear Moni,

Thank you for not only brightening up my
lawn but my life as well. I can’t find the right
words to tell you what kind of impact you've
had on me. I'm hoping my words will speak for
themselves.

Lowve,
Grant

Moni didn’t quite understand what the note
meant. Why was he giving her his manuscript?
What could reading his book possibly change
between them?

Still overwhelmed with curiosity, Moni
flipped past the title page. She was startled once
again to find that the book was dedicated to her.

“This book is dedicated to my muse, Moni
Lawrence. Without her, this book would have
never gotten written.”

Moni pressed her palm to her chest. After
such sweet words she had to read on.
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And read on she did. Moni sat at the kitchen
table reading Grant’s book until the rest of the
house began to wake. Not wanting to share her
precious gift just yet, she grabbed the manu-
script and huddled in her room to continue read-
ing in private.

Several times during the course of the day, she
found herself crying or laughing out loud.
Grant’s book was truly an impressive work.

When she finally turned the last manuscript
page over, Moni pressed her hands to her face
and wept. He was definitely sending her a mes-
sage. She hadn’t realized it right away, but he’d
clearly fashioned the character Naomi after her.

And this woman was no damsel in distress.
She was strong, sassy, funny and endearing.
Moni swallowed her tears, realizing she could fi-
nally see herself through Grant’s eyes.

This wasn’t an image he’d developed over
night. The character introduced herself early
and had grown until she was an integral part of
the book. Grant really loved her. She felt so stu-
pid for doubting that.

Moni looked at the clock and realized that
she’d been reading Grant’s book nonstop the en-
tire day. It was almost seven o’clock at night.

Hoping that Grant would be home, she
grabbed the manuscript and ran across the
street. With her heart drumming loudly in her
ears, she rang the doorbell.

Grant must have been waiting for her because
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he opened the door right away and let her in-
side. “Moni, I see you got it.”

She nodded. He looked so beautiful to her
eyes. Being this close to him she realized how
terribly she’d missed him. “It was wonderful,”
she gushed. “Truly the best thing I've ever
read.”

Grant’s relief was obvious on his features.
“Did you understand? I wanted to run across
the street and beg you to take me back, but I was
hoping the book would pave the way.”

Moni nodded. “I understand, and thank you
for not giving up on us.”

He sighed, running his hand lovingly across
her cheek. “Thank God the book got through to
you, because plan B was not looking good. Do
you smell that?”

She sniffed the air. “Oh my, did you burn
something?”

He nodded and lead her into the kitchen.
What she saw made her want to laugh and cry at
the same time. Three burnt misshapen attempts
at banana love bread cooling on the counter.

“I didn’t know the exact recipe, so I was try-
ing to improvise.”

Tears of joy won out over laughter and Moni
buried her face in Grant’s chest. “You may need
some help with the banana bread, but you got
the love part exactly right.”

Grant pulled her back so she could see his
face. “I think you're the most amazing woman
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I've ever known. And now that I have known
you, I can’t imagine my life without you.”

Moni wrapped her arms around Grant’s neck.
“Grant, I love you so much. I was so stupid to
push you away.”

“Moni, I love you, too.” He leaned down and
kissed her hard before lifting her into his arms
and carrying her upstairs.
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Moni listened to all the wedding reception
chatter and felt her heart warm. She slipped
out onto the balcony to get some fresh air and re-
flect. Never in a million years would she have
guessed that she’d be back in her hometown cel-
ebrating a wedding after leaving just a few
months ago.

She missed Aunt Reggie more than ever, but
being home again allowed her to feel closer to
her as well.

The ceremony had been filled with love, tradi-
tion and the good old-fashioned southern
charm that only Dunkin, Virginia, could pro-
vide. It had been a wedding that dreams were
made of.

Grant approached her with two champagne
glasses in hand. He looked incredible in his sim-
ple black tuxedo. Handing her a glass of cham-
pagne, he leaned down and kissed her cheek.

“What's that wistful look for?” he asked, smil-
ing down at her. “You're not disappointed that
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our own wedding won’t take place in your
hometown, are you?”

Moni shook her head, staring down at the dia-
mond engagement ring on her left hand. “No.
Celebrating here with Summer and Burt was
enough. Dunkin will always have a special place
in my heart. And we’ll be back to visit the new-
lyweds often, but coming back here has helped
me realize how much I've changed. I'm looking
forward to the wedding we’re planning at the
Hotel Del Coronado. It will be fun to show my
friends from Dunkin my new home.”

He clinked glasses with her. “To our home.”

“And our future together,” Moni said before
she sipped her champagne.

“Speaking of our home,” Grant said, slipping
an arm around her waist. “Are you sure you
don’t want to sell your house and just move in
with me? We spend so much time at my place
anyway.”

Moni grinned. “Nope. We’ve been over this.
I'm not moving in until after we’re married.
Now that Summer and Candy have moved to
Dunkin, I can experience living alone for the
rest of the year. But, whenever I get lonely, you're
just across the street.”

Grant shook his head. “It’s going to be tough
sleeping in separate beds for the next eight
months, but you've got the rest of our lives to
make it up to me.”

Before Moni could answer, Candy rushed
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over to them, dressed in the same purple chiffon
bridesmaid dress Moni wore. As maid of honor,
she wore a tiny crystal tiara that matched Sum-
mer’s larger crown.

Summer had insisted on the grandest wed-
ding Dunkin had ever seen. She’d chosen
Candy, Moni and three girls she used to work
with at the Silver Spur for her bridal party, and
Moni had referred her to the best local resources
for the cake, dresses and catering. Of course,
Moni’s Elegant Flowers provided all of the
flower arrangements.

“There you two are,” Candy said, grabbing
Moni and Grant’s hands. “Sorry to interrupt, but
Summer and Burt are about to cut the cake.”

The wedding had been lovely with all the tra-
ditional elements, but it wouldn’t have been
Summer’s style not to add a little extra pizzazz
to the event.

Candy, Moni, Grant and the rest of the wed-
ding guests gathered around as Summer and
Burt prepared to slice a five-tier chocolate cake
covered entirely in lilac icing. Moni had accented
the purple confection with delicate white roses
and Stephanotis. It was truly a majestic site.

Summer and Burt sliced the cake and lov-
ingly fed each other pieces. She ended up with
icing on her lips and Burt carefully removed it
with a long kiss.

“Save it for the honeymoon,” someone
shouted as the kiss lingered on.
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Finally, the couple parted and Summer gave
her audience a sparkling smile. “Okay, we’re go-
ing to do the bouquet and garter toss a little
early. Burt and I have places to be and . . . things
to do,” she said with obvious innuendo.

Moni caught the bouquet and Grant caught
the garter. As the rest of the guests rushed out-
side to send Summer and Burt off on their jour-
ney to wedded bliss, Grant and Moni hung back.

He grinned down at her as she sniffed the
lovely bouquet of lavender and roses. “Think the
whole thing was fixed?”

“Probably. Everyone in this room knows that
you and I are next.” She winked at him, unable
to resist the urge to tease him. “Third time’s a
charm, right?”

He ignored her joke and pulled her close with
a serious look in his eyes. “There was no one un-
til there was you. You're my first and only true
love.”

Then he lowered his mouth to hers and gave
her a kiss that was filled with infinite promise.
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