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Amethyst, Wisconsin is a small, peaceful town on a pristine lake with an active tourist season in summer. When the air turns chill, the area is transformed into a ghost town with only a handful of lifers who stay. Populated with colorful characters, Amethyst is bursting with mystery, romance, and jealousy. Come and visit a place where anything is possible all-year-round.
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A ROSE FOR ROMEO

 

What happens when a nationally renowned sex therapist and author begins to abhor every aspect of her successful occupation? She falls in love, of course.

Dr. Melina Rose is sick of discussing, listening to, and writing about sex.  She's spent her life avoiding intimacy in her own personal life.  After abandoning everything she's worked all her life for, she returns to the small, peaceful town of Amethyst, Wisconsin she grew up in only to discover that everything has changed--everything except her crush on her sister's old boyfriend Scott "Romeo" Romero.

 

 




Chapter 1

 

"I don't understand any of this, Doctor," Lauren said, shaking her head in disbelief.

Dr. Melina Rose understood how shocking all of this had to be for her assistant. She'd come to work this morning expecting nothing more than to facilitate a full schedule of patients through their appointments the way she usually did.

Melina stopped boxing up her most confidential files to look up at Lauren. The generally sturdy, immaculate woman resembled a baby bird trembling on a branch in a windstorm, where she sensed the inevitability of being torn from everything safe she'd known.

She doesn't feel my convictions, Melina reminded herself. Lauren hadn't been up all night--again--agonizing over the horrendous curve her life had taken away from her original goals and convictions.

Melina walked over to her. Going against her natural instinct to keep her distance, she took Lauren's hands securely in her own. "Lauren, I don't expect you to understand this. A part of me doesn't understand what I'm doing either. But the fact is, I can't do this anymore. That much I know beyond a shadow of a doubt."

She couldn't cope with the images, the shock, the disgust, the depravity, the nightmares, the attacks, the need to distance herself from everyone for fear that, if she exposed herself, they would open up to her without permission and shatter any potential for friendship and respect. All of it had to stop--before her soul withered and dispersed like the way ashes did from a campfire. 

"Do what?" Lauren wailed uncharacteristically, her dark eyes filled with uncertainty and tears. "Counsel? You can't counsel anymore?"

Melina took a deep breath. "Yes. Counsel. I'm closing this chapter of my life."

Lauren's mouth opened, but all that came out was a gasp of shock and dismay.

No one could know the dread Melina felt over coming in to work each day. Her only desire throughout the day was to escape this place, but she couldn't escape the words, the images provoked by their words, their horrible disclosures that should have remained hidden in their own minds. They haunted her so she had no safe haven from them, not even in her New York penthouse, where she closed herself away in her private fortress when she wasn't traveling to promote a new book. She couldn't remember the last time she'd slept without reliving the images brought about by the perversions of her patients. And to think her intention from the start, and the reason she'd stayed so long, had been her overwhelming desire to help people.

Early in her career, she'd become terrified of letting anyone get close to her. She didn't want them to touch her because she could lose herself in their world of danger, illusion, and constantly metastasizing obsession. It was why she'd established a deep cover of her true identity with the persona she'd assumed, and become known nationally for, as acclaimed sex therapist and bestselling author Dr. Mindy Rose. 

When she'd made her decision to walk away from her highly successful career last night, she'd been wildly grateful for her need to distance herself with a different identity. No one knew who she really was or where she was from. 

"Lauren, this is all sudden. I know," Melina said, squeezing her assistant's cold hands tighter. "I've already written you a glowing letter of recommendation that should secure you as a shoo-in anywhere you apply for a position. I've also cut you a generous final paycheck that includes the wages you've earned, your annual bonus very early, as well as a three-month severance package. So you'll have plenty of cushioning while you look for another job. Finally, I've prepared letter for all my colleagues in New York, recommending you for employment. If you're comfortable with them, you may send them out at your own discretion."  

As she spoke, Melina could see the relief spreading over Lauren's rounded face. Her lips trembled, and she warmly clasped Melina's hands. "Really?" she asked, hope in her voice.

"Really." Melina gave her a reassuring smile that made Lauren brighten. 

"I worried about you, Lauren. I knew I needed to take care of you before I walked away. I don't want to set you adrift because of my decisions. You'll be amply provided for until you can find work elsewhere."

"Thank you. You're very generous, Doctor. You always have been. I can't tell you how much I appreciate this...especially because of the down payment I just put down my first house last month."

The withdrawal Melina experienced at her employee's sudden, intimate revelation made her step back both physically and emotionally. Though she and Lauren had worked together fluidly for more than ten years, their relationship could be considered nothing more than coolly business-like. Lauren had seemed to sense her penchant for closing herself off personally and had respected her invisible and impenetrable guards. Clearly, her gratitude for Melina's generosity--and Melina's own desire to reassure her--had made her unthinkingly cross the line.

Awkwardly, Melina turned back to the half-empty file cabinet and resumed the task of getting all her patients files boxed up and ready to transfer across town. "After you've cleaned out your desk, you can go home if you'd like," Melina murmured, disliking the coolness in her tone. "Your letter of recommendation and severance pay are on your blotter."

"You've already paid me, no doubt for today, too. I'd like to stay and assist you in any way you require, Dr. Rose."

Lauren's voice was both respectful and professional--perfectly willing to once more accept a purely business relationship. Her flexible attitude was part of the reason they'd worked so well together from the beginning.

"I'd appreciate that, Lauren."

She had a plane to catch in two hours. "Dr. Daniels has agreed to take over my cases. I need to box up all the patient files before the messenger arrives to transfer them to Dr. Daniels' office across town."

Though Dr. Daniels had accumulated many accolades scholastically and set up a private practice in the city, his client list remained small. When Melina had called him at three o'clock that morning, he'd initially been stunned to have her call him so early, but he'd become eager when she explained the nature of her call. 

Her own practice had thrived right from the beginning, with the publication of her first self-help book on intimacy coinciding with the opening of her new private office. Only two years afterward, she'd gotten to the point where she had no choice but to turn away patients because her current clientele filled her schedule to maximum capacity. Those who remained interested in her services even after her moratorium on new clients and referral to other competent therapists went on an ever-growing waiting list on the off-chance that she'd have an opening in the future.

Lauren moved to another file cabinet with an empty box and began unloading. "I assume you've canceled all your appointments for the day?" she queried.

"Yes."

Lauren didn't glance at her as she said, "I'll cancel those for the remainder of the week as soon as we're done here, and I'll contact everyone on your client list and inform them that you're retiring."

"Dr. Daniels said his secretary could do that," Melina said, though the prospect had bothered her. She was too relieved to be getting out to do anything about it.

Lauren shook her head. "I believe it would be better received if the announcement came from your own office, Doctor."

She hadn't wanted to make Lauren do more work, knowing she'd be out of a job immediately after. She'd wanted to give her the choice to walk out with her severance package as soon as she heard. "Thank you. I've asked the phone company to disconnect the business lines first thing tomorrow morning."

"Then I'll have to complete the necessary calls quickly. Will you be vacating the office tomorrow as well?"

"The movers will be here soon to clear everything out."  

"Goodness. Sounds like you've taken care of everything," Lauren commented in mild surprise.

She didn't know the half of it. As soon as Melina had made her decision, she'd begun preparations for closing every avenue of her life immediately and permanently, including the sale of her penthouse suite and the closing and emptying of all her accounts. Everything she was leaving behind in her apartment was going to Goodwill, and she'd written a letter to her publisher through her now-former lawyer, stating that she wouldn't be writing anymore, and royalties should be sent anonymously to World Vision. She'd severed all connections she had to this life. Since they were business contacts, she had no regrets whatsoever. She hadn't slept more than an hour last night. She'd had too much to accomplish in too little time, and her growing confidence in what she'd been doing had kept her wide-awake.

She knew where she was going and nothing more. Crazy as it was, she'd never been surer she was making the right decision before. She was going home--the place she'd vowed never to return to when she was eighteen and had never looked back at until last night. Home, where she had a supernaturally strong feeling that she would find her own heart.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

After countless years of using a car service or an airplane to take her everywhere she needed to go, Melina found she still had driving skills when she rented a car from the airport in La Crosse and drove north for an hour through the winter wonderland of west-central Wisconsin. As she neared her hometown of Amethyst, she realized she'd forgotten how much she missed seeing snowbanks hugging the ditches through miles and miles of pure forestland. She missed the wide variety of trees surrounding the roads, trees weighed down cheerily with fat boughs of fresh snowfall.

Amethyst was a dinky, unimpressive town that always had hundreds more people in the summer than in the winter. In summer, crowds came in droves from all over the United States to enjoy the pristine waters of Lake Amethyst. Once autumn began to settle in with the colorful leaves dropping to leave the trees depressingly bare, when the air turned chill, a major evacuation seemed to happen in the blink of eye. In that short time, Amethyst transformed into a virtual ghost town with a handful of lifers who stayed regardless of...and in some cases because of...the weather. 

They'd be gearing up for the upcoming tourist season soon, Melina realized upon passing the sign that said "Amethyst 2 miles". Soon all the rental cabins on the lake would be painted and restored. Amethyst would again have purpose. Maybe I will, too.

Tension settled into Melina's chest at the prospect of seeing the run-down sign announcing the town with a population of seven-thousand-five-hundred in summer, a mere seventy-five in winter. She'd left here, convinced she couldn't stay. Convinced going it alone was better than staying here, where she felt betrayed by everyone and everything. Convinced she could make her own way in life without her family. Her mother was dead anyway. And her mother had been her home, and the only one who truly knew her. Her only safe haven. 

Except Scott Romero, her deeply buried subconscious reminded her as if being so close to home had shaken it up. But my Romeo's long gone.

Now her reasons for fleeing didn't seem so emphatic. After all, if anyone had been betrayed, it'd been her mother's memory. Yet her father's intimate relationship so soon after her beloved mother's death had filled her with fury and devastation at that time. She'd been unable to accept the relationship, let alone stick around to endure it every single day. 

Gripping the steering wheel a little tighter, she wondered what she'd feel if her father was still seeing that woman. She hadn't thought much about reconciliation with her father and long-estranged older sister. She couldn't explain her own conviction. As soon as she'd decided she had to walk away from her career--without delay and without return--she'd known just as certainly where she'd go when she left New York. She'd find peace at home, she'd felt strongly. She'd find her heart right where she left it. 

Lord, I need peace. I can't spend the rest of my life searching for peace. For a place to feel safe. I've got the financial resources to take my time. So she could follow her heart, and her heart told her home was the place to return in search of a safe haven.

When she followed a familiar curve in the road just outside Amethyst, she deliberately reached down and turned off the soft music playing on the radio. She slowed the car to a crawl.

The first thing she noticed as she rode into town was the welcome sign had gone from a black and white board to a full-color, three-times-the-size-of-the-original painting. The seven-thousand-five-hundred in summer, seventy-five in winter slogan remained, at least.

She passed it only to get another shock. Amethyst had little by way of amenities--or had never had much. One ancient gas station had serviced the town previously. Now a huge convenience mart gas station--complete with a full-service truck stop and restaurant--took its place. Before she'd left, Amethyst had two restaurants--Mrs. Bea's Café, with the best fried chicken and potato salad in a hundred mile radius, and a formal dining restaurant that specialized in fish and steak out at the edge of town. 

She turned down what had always been considered optimistically the "main" street and found Mrs. Bea's still there, in much better condition than she remembered, with a new coat of paint and a new fancy sign. The sewing and upholstery renovation shop still stood next to it, and Simonson's Realty remained across the street, older and more decrepit in a dirty white, peeling building. 

She drove up to the realty and parked her rental compact next to the boat of a Chevy in the front of the business. 

Ed Simonson's father had owned the business as long as Melina lived there. Her sister Lona had dated Ed once, and then dropped him for God only knew the reason. It could have been anything with the fickle Lona. Melina's older sister had dated every halfway cute guy in town at least once, and left the string of broken hearts behind her without a second thought. Even when she dumped them in the same unceremonious way she dumped the fake fingernails she'd worn since she was ten, her hanger-ons continued to flock around her like some pitiful fan club. 

If Ed, Senior still owned the realty, he'd remember her and, in less than an hour, everyone in town would know the prodigal daughter of Randall Rose had returned.

 And that feels okay, Melina thought in surprise, pushing open the driver's door. The main street looked virtually deserted at her emergence. She looked around, wondering if the few patrons in the café across the street were hanging out by the front windows to see who'd arrived in the rented car. She'd probably never forget the nosiness of this town--and how sensitive she'd been to it as a child. First, with her five-year-older sister, who'd been called anything in-between popular (by the few she'd kept in good graces) and a slut (by those who'd either been burned personally or had a son burned by her impulsivity and fickleness). Then by her father's deep depression over the death of his wife--Melina and Lona's mother. 

As Lona was their daddy's favorite and Melina was her mother's girl, she'd been left alone to grieve her mother--the person she'd loved and trusted more than anyone else in the world. Long before she'd come to accept the reality of her loss, her father had proved to have his eldest daughter's lack of commonsense when he began an affair with the town's pity-case. Abby Merchant had been married to an alcoholic truck driver who seemed to return home for no other reason than to beat his wife senseless before leaving for another six months on the road. Everyone in town knew it and, though the sheriff went out to their house to break it up every time Dick showed up for a week here and there, everyone accepted it like it was...well, acceptable. 

The inappropriately intimate relationship between Melina's own father and Abby was not only known by everyone in town, but commended. Poor Abby deserved some happiness after a lifetime of suffering (though Melina thought she'd had more than ample opportunity to pick up and disappear) and Randall had grieved his dead wife long enough. As if four months or four years could magically erase all traces of grief. As if uncommitted sex could relieve grief! Even Lona had enthusiastically encouraged the purely-sexually relationship.

Melina couldn't. She wouldn't. She'd left town in defiance of it and had only spoken to her family in merely signed Christmas cards in the past seventeen years.

She'd made her own way with a Ph.D. in Psychology and a nationally known therapy practice and annual self-help books on intimacy. The truth was, it was all theory and no practice. She shared no intimacy with her family, her past, let alone a love partner. Though she'd often told herself she had nothing to be ashamed of, she'd often felt shame when she wondered if her hometown was proud of her or embarrassed to admit they'd ever known her. Was she a joke like Dr. Ruth? She didn't know anymore, and whatever pride in herself she'd begun with had long since faded.

Forcing her head up higher, she walked up to the door, opened the creaky screen, then shoved on the solid door inside. She pushed harder, finding it stuck. When it finally gave, she stumbled into the cluttered, dusty office, surprising the balding, overweight man behind the desk elbow-deep in picking his nose.

When he sprang up, first wiping his hand under his chair, Melina recognized him in violent disgust. Ed Simonson, Junior himself. She only recognized him because of his box-square jaw that her sister had swooned over at one time--briefly, back when he'd had thick, blond hair and a football player's build. No wonder her sister had dropped him, if he indulged in his nasty little habit whenever he thought no one was looking.

"Damn cold," he muttered. Ed swiped under his bulbous nose, sniffing loudly as he tried unsuccessfully to make her believe she hadn't seen what she had when she entered.

Then something changed in his expression. He frowned, his face lighting up in surprise. "Melina Rose! Are you sh@#n' me?"

"Ed," she said with reservation. "You took over your father's realty business I see."

He nodded. "Slow this time of year."  He suddenly seemed embarrassed by the piles of junk on nearly every surface, and Melina didn't want to know what else under them.

"Yeah. I can tell."

"So what brings you home?"

When he waved her toward the chair in front of his desk and moved back to occupy his own (which protested mightily), Melina shook her head emphatically. No way she'd take the chance that Ed had left a little piece of himself all over his office. She vowed not to touch a thing--she'd ask him to open the door for her when she left.

"Change of career," she said without elaboration.

"You sh@#n' me? Thought you was rich and famous now."

Melina shrugged, not wanting to discuss it, especially with Ed.

"Been in contact with your old man and sister?" Ed asked, and Melina shook her head. "Suspected so. Well, your sister's been married couple times now. Divorced once, but everyone's heard rumblings of another bust-up on the way. What man could keep her happy? I don't think she even knows."

That sounded about right. "Children?"

Ed shook his head. "Nope. But...well, guess we all get older, and Lona's no exception, no matter what she used to be."

Melina felt a naughty thrill that even one of Lona's old admirer's was admitting she'd fallen by the wayside with her looks. 

"Your daddy...well, he's become a regular saint. Yeah, he broke up with Abby Merchant right after you left town. She took off and nobody's heard from her. Ol' Nasty Dick comes back here and there, but he's got no one to pick on now. No s@#n', your daddy's an elder at the Baptist church. Cleaned himself up proper. Some say he's never forgiven himself for lettin' you go off on your own so young, right outta high school."  

Melina felt a strange flutter in her chest, not simply from having someone else tell her how her own family had fared all these years, but hearing that her father had responded to her threats about leaving if he didn't break it off with Abby. Maybe he regretted the past, but she wasn't sure what she felt yet. Why hadn't he told her all these years in their chilly Christmas cards back and forth? But then why hadn't she told him more than her address?

"I'm looking to buy a house, Ed."  Melina stood up straighter. "I was wondering if the McNulty house is for sale." 

She'd considered driving past it before she came here, but it was on the other side of the lake, tucked into the woods, and overlooking a very small piece of the clear blue water that so attracted the summer tourists.

"Wow. You're the second person in the past two weeks who's been in here askin' about that there property."

Melina frowned. 

Ed shook his head, his face sad. "McNulty let that beautiful piece get so run-down and overgrown that by the time he keeled off, nobody was interested in bringin' it back. Until two weeks ago."

"It's been bought then?"

"'Fraid so. Just signed off on it two days ago."

No! She hadn't come this far just to be thwarted from gaining her safe haven. She'd walked past that beautifully built, deluxe log cabin twice a day on school days on her way to the bus stop. She'd fallen in love with the tranquility of it, so nestled into the trees, a haven for countless varieties of birds and wildlife. She'd seen deer come right into the yard sometimes to nibble on maple bark and blackberries. Early in the morning, rabbits scurried back and forth, pausing with their twitchy noses, to chomp down dandelion stems and spit out the tops.

Melina had come looking for a haven and that house had been the very epitome of safety and peace to her for most of her life. Regardless of what it cost her, she wouldn't give up until it belonged to her.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

Run-down and overgrown were mild terms for a complete fall into desecration. If Melina hadn't known better, she could have convinced herself this absolutely wasn't--couldn't be--the perfect house she'd loved when she was younger. 

For a long time, she stood against the open door of her rental, just staring in disbelief. How could Mr. McNulty, with his perfect little family, allow his beloved home to get like this? How often had Melina seen Mrs. McNulty kiss her boys and wave them off as they ran to the bus stop, then turn and put her arms around her loving husband? They'd kiss for an impossibly long time before he finally got himself to separate himself from her and get in his car. She remembered one time that they'd actually gone back inside the house and they'd still been there when she arrived at the bus stop at the end of the street. On an average morning, Melina would walk slowly just to watch the romantic kiss and to get McNulty's friendly wave to her as she neared. Seventeen years had passed. The children would have moved out long ago, possibly away from Amethyst. Had Mrs. McNulty passed on, too?

The house was in an unbelievably sad state, but Melina found herself still convinced her heart would be here. And she had all the time in the world to fix this place up, if she could convince the new owner to sell to her. 

She glanced at the black pick-up parked in the clearing on the other side from her vehicle. Whoever had bought this place was intent on fixing it up as well. The back of the truck was filled with junk that had no doubt been carried out of the house. 

How would she talk this person out his or her purchase? She wasn't sure, but she'd spent a lifetime persuading people effortlessly to do the right thing--even if it meant taking it one day at a time and renewing courage daily. She'd do it again this time.

She slammed the car door and marched up to the back porch. Stuff that could be considered nothing else but junk covered the wrap-around porch as though it'd been thrown out the door without thought. Beyond it, the front door stood open with the screen door ajar on the corner of some junk. She heard hear banging and breaking just inside. The surging whirr of a buzz saw made her jump. 

Melina forced herself to open the screen door and enter. The scent of freshly cut wood filled her nostrils. That was followed by clouds of sawdust--a not unpleasant smell--and tiny feathers. She stepped around the further junk that'd been deposited unceremoniously near the door.

She saw the new owner near an old sofa he'd reduced to sections. The thin, stained covering on the wood remained, and puffs of feathers kept drifting out into the open air, carried by the wind coming in through the open windows. 

He wore jeans, a black t-shirt, and a pair of Ray Bans sunglasses instead of safety goggles. He was covered from head to boot in sawdust. 

She would have known him if he'd been covered in thick, black mud. She recognized him with the vicious slam of her heart and the soul-deep memory of the only boy her sister had ever cared to continue a long-term relationship with, which could have qualified for love from Lona. The only boy her sister had ever lost instead of dumped. Scott "Romeo" Romero. The only man Melina had ever loved, with all the angst, secretiveness, and fawning of a young girl who didn't know her mouth from her foot back then.

So much of Amethyst had changed. Yet here he was, back where he'd probably thought he'd never return. Back in the house she'd revealed to him alone that she herself would someday own. Even as she'd claimed it at the tender age of ten, she'd also claimed she never wanted to marry or have children. Knowing she was too young for him and that he was so far out of her league she didn't have a prayer even when she wasn't young, she'd accepted that her enemy sister was probably his true love the way all Lona's guys believed her to be. She claimed she'd never marry at a time when she loved him to the exclusion of everything but her mother. She'd been just as devastated as Lona when Scott shocked everyone in town by choosing a football scholarship over a small-town marriage to the catch of Amethyst.

I haven't given you a thought in seventeen years, Romeo, Melina told herself in a state of shock. I couldn't because I was afraid that meant I'd never get over not having what I'll never have. Better to be lonely. Better to take nothing, hold onto nothing. But now all I have to show for my so-called courage are empty arms and a shriveled heart and soul.

Scott set down the saw, and Melina shifted like a gawky teenager as she broke herself out of her shocked trance. A large wood chip near her foot skittered across the room and hit the buzz saw with a ping.

When he turned to her, Melina couldn't control the goofy smile that rose on her face. Everyone in school had called him Romeo. Every girl wanted him. He had the looks and "bod" (as they used to say) of a movie star. He still did. And Melina still thought she'd swoon over him even if he was ugly. She loved the way he moved. In slow motion, as if he had no particular place to go soon. Like a panther, lazily uncoiling himself from a nap, stretching his graceful, sexy, powerful arms and legs. A panther just about to stalk prey.

He reached up and dragged off his shades, a slow grin spreading across his sensual mouth. "Melina Rose," he said like warm caramel dropping over popcorn, taking its own sweet time. 

Why didn't he sound--or look, for that matter--at all surprised to see her?

"Scott Romero, you bought this house?"

"Yup. Your dream house."

He remembered. After all this time, he actually remembered the babblings of a love-struck ten year old. Remembered a moment in time that she'd shared a little piece of herself with someone other than her mother. 

And I thought I'd died with her, Melina thought in wonder, tears stinging her eyes. Because only she knew. Only she would remember me. But Scott knows me. Scott remembers.

Completely shocking her, Scott raised his face to the ceiling and started laughing wildly. "A divine sense of humor. I love it." Still chuckling, he looked at Melina and said in awe, "And any other rose...wouldn't have been as sweet."

What the heck was he talking about and enjoying so darn much? she wondered. But then her cell phone trilled inside her handbag, and she knew only her past could be calling.

 

 


Chapter 4

 

Melina Rose had changed. Oh man, had she changed. She'd gone from a non-descript wallflower with legs as long as a giraffe to a sexy, vibrant woman who'd stand out in any crowd--and not just because she now had shapely legs that still went all the way up to her eyebrows. They were encased in faded, well-worn denim that loved her as much as his hands would have at the moment. Even her skinny chest...

Ah, don't go there, Romero. Only trouble there.

Something about her smile had changed, too. No longer was it cane-sugar sweet and shy over buck teeth. Her teeth were as perfect as darn near everything he could see from across the room. She had a more confident, secure smile. 

She's a woman, from the tip of her dripping winter boots to the top of her orange-red hair. Think I'm gonna miss those million and one freckles competin' for space on the bridge of that adorable nose though.

"How did you get this number?" she asked quietly. 

She stood, turned slightly away from him, a silver cell phone held to her ear, but she wasn't talking half as much as she was listening. 

Scott had to walk around the in-shambles room to see the worried expression on her face as she listened. Her hair-matching eyebrows had drawn together to the point that a crinkle appeared between them. Even the veins and cords in her elegant neck stood out prominently with stress. Who was she talking to, and what upset her so much about what that person said?

"You'll find my colleague just as compet--" she started in a tone that he knew from watching quite a few of her televised interviews over the years. The second the interviewer or caller got personal, she shut down into an armored tank. Nothing would get in.

"'Abandoning' is a strong word, Lawrence. We'd discussed this before. Am I living in a free country?... And are you free to do as you like so long as you don't hurt anyone?..."

For another minute, she listened, then she said firmly, "You'll have to find alternate means of therapy, if continuing is important to you."

From across the room, trying to tear battered old tables apart without making too much noise, Scott could hear the voice on the other end coming through loud and clear, and she whipped the phone away from her ear in pain. Somebody was infuriated with her and didn't mind giving her an earful of it. 

She brought the phone back and touched a button, a determined expression on her face. She glanced around for him. "So what kind of tools do you have around here, Romeo?"

Romeo. No one had called him that since high school. "You name it."

"Sledgehammer?" 

He pointed to the fireplace. First, she walked straight to him and took his shades right off his face. After she slipped them on her own face, she crossed the room to the sledgehammer and he watched her with enough interest to choke a horse. She set her cell phone on a junked 2x4 just as it began trilling again. Instead of answering it, she picked up the hammer with more strength than he would have ascribed to her, considering--shapely giraffe-legs notwithstanding--her petiteness. She lifted the hammer over her head, then brought it down with dead accuracy hard on her insistently trilling phone. The sound stopped abruptly as the little thing exploded into pieces.

Scott couldn't help smiling at her. "Nice work, Melina. Got an encore?"

She brought him his shades back, hips swiveling enticingly and oh-so-lovely breasts bouncing sweetly beneath the wool-lined jean jacket and over the plunging neckline as she came. She rubbed free her hands together in satisfaction. "Yeah. I want this house, Romero, and I'll fight you for it if you're not willing to negotiate."

He grinned, especially when he saw her own challenging one. 

"You never were much of a scrapper, honey. And you know I'm a lover through and through."

"Tell me what you want, Scott. I want this place. Bad. What are your intentions?"

He raised an eyebrow at the pert lift of her nibble-worthy chin. "I thought I knew, but now I'm not so sure."

Her baby-blues narrowed slightly. "Are we going to play games, Romeo?"

"Wouldn't be much fun if we didn't, would it?"

She crossed her arms over her hot pink sweater. "I want this house!" she repeated, a heaping dash of stubbornness in her otherwise husky tone. 

He'd always hated Lona's stubbornness. Once that girl got herself fixed on a bone, she never let go. Seemed it ran in the Rose family. But coming from the former mouse--a mouse he'd found irresistibly adorable--he found himself enjoying her determined attitude to the hilt.

Scott shrugged, giving up without a fight. "Okay, Melina. The house is all yours."

Now she lowered her arms in astonishment. "What? Are you...?"

He could hear it coming. Growing up in Amethyst, you couldn't go anywhere without hearing someone demand, "Are you s@#n' me?"--whether discuss upcoming weather or a murder two counties over. Scott hadn't heard the expression...or said it himself...since he left Amethyst when he was eighteen. He suspected Melina hadn't either, until--almost--just now.

"No, honey. I ain't s@#n' you. It's yours."

Her woman smile came back, and he felt bathed in pure sunshine with it, even as a cold February breeze crossed the room from window to window.

"You remember my Uncle Jake?"

She nodded. "You worshipped him," she said softly.

"Yeah," he admitted, even now considering his uncle more worthy of it than his old man. "Remember what he did for a living?"

"Fixed houses, didn't he?"

Scott nodded. "Bought 'em cheap, fixed 'em up cheap, and sold 'em at more than fair market value."

"Is that what you're doing here?" she guessed.

"That was the plan, although I planned to fix this one up with better than wholesale stuff. Just as soon as I get it fixed up real nice for you, it's all yours."
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