

  

    

      

    

  




		

			The Art of Love


			In the game of love, there can only be two winners.


			Architect Jolly Andolini has built her career on both award-winning structures and meaningful connections—but has no talent for it when it comes to her love life. Margot “Mimi” Mulle’s star is rising in the art world, and she’s finally getting her big break with her first major gallery show. Thrilled, she invites Jolly as her date.


			But when gallery owner Bianca Griffin sets her sights on Jolly, she’s determined to win her affection, even if it means upsetting Mimi. Sparks fly, loyalties are tested, and hearts collide as they navigate the unpredictable nature of their hearts.


			In the art of love, will destiny decide who belongs together?


			Content advisory: infidelity
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            Chapter One








			“Fanculo!”


			“No means no, Alexandro.” Jolly Andolini hated having these conversations with clients, especially when they repeated the word “fuck” in Italian on a loop as if that would make a difference. That was especially true of clients who built or wanted to renovate in areas with historical commissions who were intent on not changing anything they deemed, well, historic. Members of those types of entities would rather the buildings crumble and cave in than allow anyone to change one damn thing about them.


			“No means I am not trying hard enough.” He laughed.


			“You’re impossible, and remember, that applies to any women you’re seeing,” she joked. Alexandro seemed to have a revolving door on his bedroom, and she had to admire the guy’s stamina considering his age. Viagra had to be a godsend to guys like him.


			“All I want is a gym, Andolini.” Alexandro said her name with the perfect Italian accent even she had trouble achieving. “Did you see any while you were in Venice?” he asked, not waiting for her to answer. “No, because there are none. Do you want me to die from a bad heart because of all the pasta?”


			“It might be easier to buy a rowboat and paddle up and down the Grand Canal to get your cardio.” On her drafting table she had rolled out the blueprints for the palazzo Alexandro had purchased in the heart of Venice on the Grand Canal. She ran her fingers over it, knowing the place had sat empty for twelve years, so just making it livable would be a major project. “Or perhaps one of us could get sworn into the mafia so we can move things along.”


			“It’s the cosa nostra, amica, the mafia is an American thing, as you say. And I have faith in you to do this without selling your soul to the mob,” Alexandro said with a low chuckle that Jolly took as concession. She loved him, but he was a pain in the ass. “If this takes much longer, I might consider the life of a wiseguy. I’d have to be the one who joins, since your Italian needs work.”


			“Faith is relative, since you know what the commission is like. Had you not purchased right on the Grand Canal, we might’ve had some chance they’d bend. You, though, bought right next door to the Gritti Palace.”


			“Fanculo,” he said again with passion. “Those bastards are ridiculous, calling and calling about every little thing.” She heard something slam down. It was time to talk him out of the tantrum building.


			“Fuck is right, but we’re working on it. I also have Mario walking through the Gritti every day finding code violations. Once we hit fifty, we’ll call them in so they’ll be too busy dealing with their shit to worry about our project.” The Gritti Palace was a five-star resort hotel right next to Alexandro’s place, and the manager acted as if he owned the property and had to protect it at everyone else’s expense. The last thing the asshole wanted was a neighbor with Alexandro’s reputation for partying. “For now, I have all the information I need to come up with solutions and give you everything on your list. I’ll get back to you in a week.”


			“Fantastico,” he said, way too loud for how early it was her time.


			“Grazie, Alexandro, and remember to check your world clock before you get any other ideas. If I lose any more sleep, I might miss putting in foundation columns,” she said, loving his laugh.
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        * * *


      


			Elvis’s “Love Me Tender” was barely audible from the speakers above Jolly, and she sang along while pulling out another set of blueprints that needed finishing touches. Bianca Griffin lived in San Francisco but had fallen in love with New Orleans and the eclectic art scene. She wanted a house built to very specific characteristics, and Jolly had turned her down when she’d first explained what she wanted. She was moving to open a gallery featuring well-known, worldwide artists, as well as showcasing the new talent New Orleans was rich with.


			That had piqued Jolly’s interest. And while ultra-modern was something she could appreciate, like polka-dot dresses in store windows, she’d never be caught dead in one. Those types of places were somewhat easy to design, but she’d concentrated on historical renovations and had enough projects lined up to keep her busy for years to come in the States and in Europe. New builds were handled by her partner and cousin, Tim Andolini, but Ms. Griffin had been insistent on hiring Jolly for the design.


			They had yet to meet, but as with Alexandro, they’d had plenty of telephone conversations about what kind of house Bianca wanted. Jolly was an architect who worked for the challenge, not for the money. She was successful with the projects she’d chosen, even if they came with plenty of headaches. Bianca had asked her to drive by the lot that she’d had to fight to get. It was one of the last large lots in old Metairie, and it deserved a house that would do it justice.


			After a couple of weeks of asking, Jolly had given in. The land—more than Bianca’s begging and sad story about how she’d paid way too much—was what had gotten her to give in and design the house. An acre that overlooked Lake Pontchartrain with mature oak trees did indeed need the right house, and the Andolini and Andolini Architect Firm would deliver the perfect one while also saving the trees. Cutting down something that had survived for at least three hundred years was a sin to someone who’d been raised to respect wood. Wood was one of the reasons Jolly disliked modern architecture. All that metal, concrete, sleek lines, and glass had no character, and she’d been raised to save what made old houses treasures. She also knew how to recreate that in new places, and she was proud of the buildings she’d not only designed but overseen.


			The chair at her drafting table creaked when she stretched. Both the chair and the table showed their age in the scratches, dings, and cigar burns from when her grandfather Francois had owned it. The pieces were some of her prized possessions since she could almost feel the old man with her as she worked. His creations were some of the most beautiful buildings in the city, and they were her go-to spots when she needed inspiration.


			“Couldn’t sleep?” Tim asked from the doorway of her office at six thirty. They’d been born six days apart and had bonded almost from birth. They had a closer relationship than she had with her siblings, and Tim probably knew every secret she’d ever thought to have. She had brothers, but Tim was her rock as well as her best friend.


			“Alexandro called at four,” she said. “He can never quite get the time difference right, at least that’s what he says. I think he calls whenever the mood strikes him, my sleep schedule be damned.” She’d spent three weeks in Venice going through the palazzo Alexandro had purchased with an engineer and the ministry of antiquities to see what could be changed and how the rest could be restored. “Once he talked about tile for forty-five minutes straight, I was up and drove in.”


			“He does realize we can’t move forward until we get the permits? Retrofitting that first floor to make it usable is going to take an act of whatever the hell kind of congress they have.”


			“Oh, he understands it, but he also likes to complain about it.” She laughed. “Since we shared three espressos while we talked, I’m wired enough to draft a whole neighborhood. The one good thing about getting up this early is I’m finishing the last few things on the Griffin house. We’re good to go since the additions had more to do with the driveway design and minimizing the damage to the rooting system of all those trees.”


			“I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to hear that. With no rain and the perfect amount of heat, the foundation has cured enough to start construction. Marlin is overseeing Hank and Pepe’s crews, and they have most of the first-floor framing done. Pepe’s guys were available due to a snag with materials at their job.” Tim liked taking care of the scheduling, which was great because she sucked at it. “We have them there for the next week and a half, so they should make good progress.”


			The reason their firm was sought after was that they not only designed the projects but had a construction company with three crews who brought them to life. All had been trained by Jolly, and the older guys who were site managers had been brought into the family business by their grandfather. Marlin had been a seventeen-year-old immigrant from Honduras when he’d asked their grandfather for a job, and he was now her construction manager for all their projects in New Orleans.


			“Great.” She rolled up the changes she’d made and slipped them into a tube. “Can you get these to Rudy and let him know only sand on the brick parts?”


			“Where are you going?”


			“I want to oversee the joists for the second floor. It’s a new design for height and noise reduction, and it’s only the second place we put them in.” She grabbed her bag and keys, ready to head out. “See you soon, partner.”


			Tim saluted as she waved from the truck she’d had since high school, when she’d started working for her grandfather. The Andolini Construction logo on the door was faded, but it brought back so many memories. Her tool belt was on the front seat, the floor was covered in sawdust, and the seats were worn, but she wouldn’t trade it for anything.


			The drive to the lake made her think of Bianca Griffin and her upcoming move. She’d been an interesting client, one who understood the importance of character when it came to a home. Growing up in San Francisco had seemingly given Bianca an appreciation for grand homes and the architecture that made them memorable. Yet she had her own opinions and wasn’t afraid to voice them.


			Their phone conversations had been pleasant, and they seemed to agree on almost everything. There’d been something nice about getting to know someone over the phone and not in a tiny Zoom square. Jolly had enjoyed it as much as putting the plans together. This would be one of her better projects, and Bianca hadn’t complained about any add-ons, so the final product would be something to be proud of.


			They hadn’t met, but Jolly could pick Bianca out of a lineup. When discussing the kitchen layout, to show the gist of what she wanted, Bianca had emailed her a magazine, which also had an article about the art dealer with a talent for finding the next big thing. The photo layout that accompanied the article had made Jolly and Tim conclude that women like Bianca turned a person’s brain to mush. There was beautiful, and then there was Bianca Griffin; one flirty smile was enough to make a person forget their own name.


			Sometimes, though, a pretty smile came with the belief that someone could get their own way no matter what. Jolly hoped meeting her wouldn’t ruin the illusion.


			“You’re not dating her,” she said to herself as she turned down the street leading to the property. “Finish the project and move on.”


			Bianca had finally arrived and would be coming out to the site to review everything before they got too far along. That was usually code for “I want to change almost everything,” but maybe she’d surprise Jolly this time.


			Her phone rang with a call from Tim as she strapped her tool belt on. “Hey, did I forget something?” she asked. There was silence after that, and she was about to hang up when she caught the conversation from Tim’s end. When it was a client she needed to know about, he’d call and place the phone on speaker so she could listen in.


			“Ms. Griffin, the foundation is done, and the framing should be finished in a couple of days. If this weather holds, you should have a roof and a roughing out of all the spaces by next week.” Tim stuttered a little, and it was enough for her to tease him later. Pretty girls made him nervous, which made her wonder how he’d convinced Pam to date him, much less marry him. “If you have any questions or concerns, you can call either me or Jolly, and we’ll be happy to help.”


			“Thanks, Tim. Let’s hope that’s true. I’ve discovered I detest apartment living. My house sold sooner than I thought, so I didn’t have much of a choice but to move into what seems like a box with three small windows. I’m looking forward to the space this is going to give me. I’ve only been in the place for a couple of days, and I’ve already had enough.” Bianca laughed, and it sounded carefree and sexy to Jolly as she leaned against the side of the truck.


			Jolly glanced over the construction site. Building something in a space like this changed it forever, so the secret was to enhance the land, not make people cringe when they drove by. Finding this much land in this area was as much a miracle as someone parting the Mississippi River, but Bianca kept mentioning how much over asking she’d paid, saying she was counting on them.


			“The thing about New Orleans is, it rains a lot, so don’t be disappointed if the timeline changes a bit,” Tim said, and Jolly cringed. There was no reason to antagonize someone like this until it was necessary. Sexy could turn to bitchy fast when delays started piling up.


			“I understand not everything goes according to plan, but do your best to finish in a reasonable amount of time. It’s why I picked you and have trusted you to this point.” The serious tone marked a change in Bianca’s mood. She had initially listened and agreed to the additions Jolly had suggested, but now it sounded like emotion was setting in.


			“We appreciate every client, Ms. Griffin, but I wanted to be honest. Fall weather here usually adds up to warm, shower-filled days we need to work around. If the roof and outer walls can be finished before that happens, the guys can move inside.”


			“Good. If you could be done by Thanksgiving, that’d be great. My parents are coming in, and I’d like to host.”


			They’d had a few demanding people like Bianca, but they usually stuck to the city’s old neighborhoods, preferring the charm of New Orleans’s architectural masterpieces of wood, plaster walls, and slate roofs erected decades before. They were more desirable than the stodginess of the suburbs. Even a renovation, though, wouldn’t be done by Thanksgiving, and this was a large new build. “Speak up, Timothy.”


			“I doubt Thanksgiving will be possible this year, so you might want to rethink that,” Tim said, and it sounded like he’d found his footing. “Maybe invite them for Christmas or Mardi Gras. The spring, when the purple martins come back to town, would also be a good time.”


			The lakefront didn’t lack sprawling, beautiful homes, mostly owned by older people looking for a quiet lifestyle. For age and historical homes, the city was the only place, but the suburbs did have a certain charm. It was also a paradise for purple martins lovers. The birds migrated in the spring to roost under the twenty-four-mile-long Lake Pontchartrain bridge, leaving for warmer climates in the fall.


			Surprisingly, it was the martins that brought a renewed interest to the area. Bird lovers of every age sat on the lake’s levees every afternoon to watch the black clouds of birds return to their nests after consuming their weight in mosquitoes as if someone had rung a dinner bell at dusk. After the nightly show, people went back to exercising as if it was their job. The suburbs also had plenty of very tanned people who consumed a lot of kale and did hot yoga, whatever the hell that was.


			Jolly had designed a home that’d blend in with the large oaks and Lake Pontchartrain at the back. It would have large windows to not only infuse the rooms with light but allow the occupants to see the natural beauty around them.


			From the veranda of the main bedroom suite, Bianca would be able to sit and watch the flight of the punctual insect-eating machines and the ancient trees. She had mentioned plenty on the phone, but at no time had the Thanksgiving holidays come up, so this was Bianca reaching.


			“Will the infamous Jolly ever be around for me to thank for this great house you two are building me?” The happy Bianca was back.


			“Jolly isn’t much for being in the office on days like this, Ms. Griffin.” Tim laughed. He knew her so well. “Remember, it’s not too late if you want to make changes to the rooms. Once the frame is up, changes will cost money and create delays.”


			“Thanks, Tim, I’ll expect weekly updates.”


			“You got it,” he said, and Jolly waited for him to be alone.


			“Weekly updates? That’s giving her permission to show her fangs,” she said and sighed. “Did she say when she’d get out here? If we have to rip out anything, I’m going to let you and Marlin deal with her.”


			Tim laughed and seemed to fumble with the phone. “It might be soon.” He coughed. “She was here and has good taste in cars. She’s getting into a midnight blue BMW X7 that matches the skirt she has on. In that car she could be there in minutes,” he teased. “You should be here checking it out for yourself.”


			“Get away from the window, pervert, before she sees you and reports us to the Better Business Bureau. Now I’m not so keen on meeting her. She seems like a hoverer. I hate those. Is there anything else, or are you goofing off for the rest of the day?”


			Tim exhaled as if he’d lost patience with her. “I’m entertaining clients. You’ll never know what I’m up to if you’re never here.”


			“If you want to play Lincoln Logs with big pieces, come by. Was she happy with her final draft?” Jolly walked up the levee to look at the lake and get away from the noise of the trucks delivering the lumber they would need for the rest of the framing. The anticipation of creating something was starting to burn through her, but having to deal with demanding clients put a damper on that. From the short conversation she’d heard, Bianca wasn’t anything special.


			“She was. Her only disappointment was that the genius who did them wasn’t here to bask in her praise.”


			“That’s what I have you for, Timmy. You’re supposed to charm the clients into loving the plans and having confidence in the building process. I’m sure she’d rather I see to the construction of her house than spend time at the office staring out the window.”


			“Why in the hell did you waste all that time in architectural school if you really wanted to be a carpenter? You should’ve concentrated on project management. I believe one of the courses was how to spit, scream at people, and get your pants to hang low enough to see your butt crack. You would’ve aced it.” He tapped his finger on the receiver to be aggravating, she guessed.


			“I do not spit.”


			“No, but I’ve heard that mouth of yours. You’re like a sailor when you want to be. I miss you around here.”


			“I told you to take on as many projects as you want, but—”


			“I know, I know. When someone spends this kind of money and has envisioned this kind of space, they deserve your all. I worry about you overextending.”


			“I know, buddy, it’s why I love you so much.” Jolly made a loud kissing noise into the phone. “We should pride ourselves on the stuff we put our name on. Integrity means everything, and I know you feel the same.”


			“You aren’t your old man, Jolly. Cookie cutter isn’t your style, and that’s why I love you so much.”


			“Thanks, but think, if you’d stayed with the firm, you’d be rich by now,” she teased.


			“You’ve already made me rich, and the bonus is you attract all the beautiful, artsy kind of people who wouldn’t go near Uncle Phillip. Thanks to you, I can live vicariously in my own little twisted fantasies watching you date your way through New Orleans.”


			“I’ll make sure and mention that to Pam the next time I see her.” She waved to Marlin and started down the slope to get to work.


			“Pam knows what I’m capable of, and she married me anyway. Good thing there’s a large streak of eccentric running down the center of her family tree. Now get going, and I’ll call if there are any other surprises today.” Tim made his own kissing noises, making her laugh.


			She turned and gazed out over the water and the ten small sailboats clustered together. Tim had taken sailing lessons with her when they were twelve, even though he was terrified of the water. He’d proven himself loyal over and over, but not thinking twice about following her out the door of her father’s firm was the greatest gift he’d ever given her. Their partnership and collaborations kept her work clean and fresh. In their six short years together as business partners, they had made Architectural Digest ten times, so he was right, they were doing more than all right.


			Tim had married his high school girlfriend, and they were planning a family. Both he and Pam wanted the same for Jolly, but she’d spent a lifetime of watching her parents go at each other, so marriage was the last thing she wanted.


			Phillip Holland, her father, was so different from her, she doubted he was her biological parent. She’d made the break from him permanent by changing her name to her mother’s maiden name, Andolini, as a tribute to her grandfather. Papa Francois, as Tim and Jolly called him, was the real reason Jolly had studied architecture. Papa Francois had built beautiful things all his life, and she wanted to continue his legacy.


			Their grandfather had been a hero to both Tim and Jolly, but especially to her. His children had married two very different people, but his two firstborn grandchildren had formed a bond that time had only strengthened.


			“Let’s get this done,” she said, shaking hands with Marlin. It wasn’t often she wasted time thinking of her dad, but Alexandro’s call reminded her that he had never ventured out of the area. Courage to try new things had come from the Andolini side of her genetic pool. She was through reminiscing. “Then we can concentrate on the Atlanta project.”













			



    

            Chapter Two








			“How’d it go? All set with the house?” Lisa Whitney asked.


			Bianca combed her shoulder-length hair back before twitching her jacket back into place. She’d taken her heels off, wanting to walk the gallery while it was empty. It would never have this naked feeling again if she could help it. New Orleans was lucky to have her, and she’d do everything she had to in order to keep their eyes on her from the day the gallery opened.


			She’d lucked out finding an assistant like Lisa, and was fortunate she’d decided to make the move with her. Together with a small staff from San Francisco, they’d put together one of the best shows the local art scene had seen for their upcoming New Orleans debut. The space Lisa had found for the gallery was phenomenal. From the guest list and inquiries for more invites, they were off to a good start.


			“If it doesn’t start to rain every day, Tim said everything should go smoothly. Once the roof is done, it can rain every day for all I care. I need out of that apartment, I haven’t been able to find half my stuff in all the boxes. This outfit and the other three I’ve managed to put together are the only ones I have that actually match. I’m starting to think the movers tossed some of my stuff out so they wouldn’t have to carry it upstairs.”


			Lisa laughed. “I’m sure you won’t mind shopping. I’d have gotten something better, but both Tulane and Loyola are back in school next week. They leased all the good places in the area, so it was either the one I found you or one of those large complexes.”


			Bianca laughed at how well Lisa knew her. There was only one way she knew how to live, and that was with order and beautiful surroundings. She was known for her organizational skills, as well as her aggressive nature to go after new and exciting artists. Being exiled to a small space for six months was about to kill her.


			“It would’ve been great to find a house and renovate, but I think I’m going to be happier if I can get everything I want. Besides, new construction is better than renovations. I’ve seen those shows, and it’s one nightmare after another.”


			“I’ll say a prayer for drought conditions until you’re done.” Lisa had her planner out and pointed to it. “Are you ready to go over the opening?”


			“Definitely, it’s why we’re here. Have Mimi’s pieces started to arrive yet?” Bianca walked to her office past the empty walls that had been painted for their opening in a week.


			“The truck is at Mimi’s now, so they should be able to start hanging by tomorrow morning. Before you ask, we’re already at full capacity, and the caterers will send you the final list this afternoon.”


			Bianca smiled up from the ton of mail on her desk. “I love that you can read my mind. If we’re lucky, we’ll sell out opening night. Mimi’s going to be a hot commodity after this, and I want her experience with us to be memorable. It’ll make the next artist easier to work with.”


			“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. Mimi’s work is already a hot commodity since it’s the best I’ve seen in forever. She’s just been picky about who displays her stuff, so we’re lucky. Anything else?” Lisa slammed the book closed and took out her phone.


			“Yes, make sure we have the gallery covered this week. We have our major buyers coming, and we want to impress. I want to spend some time out at the construction site to get a feel for the space before they get too far along.”


			“Boss,” the receptionist said.


			“Yes?” she yelled through her office door, wondering why they weren’t using the intercom.


			“Mimi Mulle’s on line one for you.”


			Bianca took a breath and picked up the receiver. “Mimi, hello. I was just talking about you. Did the guys get there all right?”


			“They’re packing up crates as we speak. I just wanted to call and let you know I’ll be out of town for a couple of days, so just leave a message if you need anything. I’ll have my cell, but the place I’m going has spotty service at times.”


			“Don’t worry about anything, and have fun. We’ll get together at the beginning of next week to make sure you’re happy with the display before the opening.”


			“Thanks, Bianca. I trust you with the display and with the work. I’m looking forward to working with you. I know you and Lisa will make the show a success. Call and leave a message if you have any problems.”


			“Anything else?” Bianca asked Lisa.


			“I’ll stay and wait for the delivery, so start your weekend early if you want. We’re not hanging anything until the walls have cured for a few more days.”
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        * * *


      


			She had dedicated the weekend to emptying as many boxes as she could so she’d have room to walk around her apartment. This morning, she’d driven out to the construction site and was pleased by how none of the trees had been sacrificed to make room for the foundation. The large slab of cement and framing looked like a blank canvas waiting for someone to create something wonderful that would be all hers.


			She smiled thinking of the first day she’d walked this little piece of the world that’d belonged to her father. He’d inherited the land from an aunt, and when he’d seen the light that filtered through the trees in the afternoon, he’d thought she’d be in heaven if she had a studio facing the lake.


			That dream was getting closer, and she couldn’t wait to get back to her true passion of painting. At first, Jolly and Tim had turned her down and offered to put her on the waiting list, but she’d told Jolly a white lie about paying over asking for the land. She’d done a good job of crying that after the trouble of getting the lot and paying so much, she wanted the best firm to design the house. Jolly had given in, and it’d been worth it. So far, they were ahead of schedule, and she loved the renderings Jolly had sent of the final product.


			Her phone buzzed, and she smiled. “Hey, Mom,” she said, closing her eyes and turning her face to the sun.


			“Hi, sweetheart. What’s got you up so early on a Sunday morning?” her mother asked.


			“Checking the construction and enjoying the trees,” This spot really was perfect.


			“How’s it looking? Have you met the architect?”


			“I stopped by, but she wasn’t in.”


			“I think you need to make meeting her a priority. She could be a nut for all you know,” her mom said with the same exasperation she saved for most everything in her life that bothered her. Hillary Griffin lived to bend the world to her will.


			“Hill,” Bianca’s dad said, “come on. Bianca knows what she’s doing. I’ve seen the plans, and they’re a winner, baby.” She could always count on her dad to back her up on anything she wanted to do. He often told her how proud he was of all she’d accomplished with his initial investment after school. He’d had to pump more money into her business than she’d imagined, but she was determined to pay it all back. Both her parents wanted her to succeed and were always encouraging when they made their joint calls. They had the type of relationship she wanted.


			“Thanks, Daddy, and he’s right, Mom. I love the design. Tim and Jolly were the firm that did Tish and Allen’s house, and you love their place.” She stepped inside the shell of framing and tried to imagine the finished product. “When are you two coming for a visit? I threw Thanksgiving out there, but Tim told me to forget it. A bit of gentle shoving might change his mind.”


			“Six weeks, but call if you need anything.” Her parents were on their annual summer vacation in Europe, so except for the daily postcards and phone calls, she never knew where they were.


			“Great, there should be significant progress by then if they keep up this pace.” She stepped back out to the cloudless sky and took a deep breath. “I can’t wait to see you both.” The wood around the entrance to her three-car garage was rough against her arm when she leaned against it, and she smiled as her parents said their goodbyes.


			She had to get back to work, and she drove back toward New Orleans with a newfound sense of the place. It was the perfect time to stop by the gallery and walk the floor without any distractions. The quiet helped her figure out the right place for every piece. The one thing she knew for certain was that she’d made the right move leaving San Francisco. Her new house and gallery would help her forget all the bad memories.


			This was the new start she deserved, and she couldn’t wait to build a new existence here.
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        * * *


      


			“God, I’m tired, and I haven’t done shit in days,” Margot “Mimi” Mulle said as she loaded two small canvases into the back of the new electric blue Land Rover. The vehicle had been a gift on her last birthday, and it still made her nervous to get behind the wheel. A weekend of sand, water, and margaritas was worth the drive and would hopefully knock her out of the creative slump she’d been in for the last month. Since her art took loads of creativity, it was a little disconcerting to have so little going on in her head.


			A blank white canvas was like the dreaded blinking cursor on a computer screen to a writer. Mimi was an artist, and she was in the studio almost every day because she loved it. Mixing paint and bringing out her vision was something she wanted to do until she couldn’t hold a brush any longer, but finishing her first big show had left her drained.


			“Honey, you have to give yourself some major slack,” Vanessa said.


			On their first day of kindergarten, Vanessa had tried to steal the pink crayon out of Mimi’s box, and Mimi had punched her on the side of the head. They’d been sent to the principal’s office together and been best friends ever since. That was also the year she’d gotten the nickname Mimi, as opposed to Margot, since she always raised her hand when the teacher asked something and screamed “me, me.” She’d done that until the day she graduated but had learned to control the screaming part after raising her hand.


			“That had to be hell coming up with all those fantastic pieces. And trust me, I’m not trying to flatter you. The show is going to be a sellout when people get a look at what you’ve done. Unless they’re blind, they’ll see your heart in each canvas.”


			“She’s right,” Iris said. She had completed the trio in high school, and they always had Mimi’s back. “It’s normal for your brain to be mush after all that work. Once you smell the salt water and feel the sand on your ass, you’ll be fine.”


			“Getting sand on my ass is the last thing I’m planning, but thanks for coming.” Mimi finished loading the bags and slapped her hands together. “Are we ready?”


			“An awesome beach house, loaded bar, and secluded beach was in no way a hard sell, girlfriend.” Vanessa and Iris both kissed her cheeks. “It’ll be a blessing to get away from the little people for the weekend.” Vanessa was an art teacher at the highly competitive school for the arts, and all her students were “the little people,” even though some topped her by a foot.


			“It also gives us a chance to catch up,” Iris said, throwing her phone in her purse. The damn thing was so big, it reminded Mimi of carry-on luggage a person really needed to check. Iris seemed to have her whole life packed away in the damn thing, and if Mimi had to guess, there were at least five legal files, along with three bags of chips and a first aid kit inside. “The margaritas are a definite plus, not going to lie.”


			“Shut up and get in.” Mimi put her sunglasses on and wiggled in the seat to get comfortable.


			“What are you working on now?” Iris took the back seat.


			Mimi bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “Nothing really. I brought the canvases in case I get a whim, but I want to have fun with you two. A couple of days of fun should get me going again.”


			“If you’re interested in major changes, think about going on a date,” Vanessa said, putting her hand on her chest like it was some shocking revelation. “You can’t just paint your life away. If you start having sex on a regular basis, it’ll clear your head and relax you more than a weekend at the beach. Trust me, I speak from experience.”


			“I’ll have to remember that, but let’s stick to the weekend getaway for now.” She put her blinker on way early to have something to distract Vanessa from saying anything else. “Getting ready for the show just about killed me, so I want to pretend I’m a dental hygienist until Monday. I’m not ungrateful for the opportunity of a show, but the last couple of pieces felt like I’d rather be cleaning teeth. Not to knock hygienists, but that would be a slow, agonizing death for me.”


			“You’ve already made your mark, honey,” Iris said. “The show will get you more business, but you already sell well. What’s the problem?”


			“I know, but Mom called, and I was an idiot and answered the phone without looking at the caller ID.” She was the youngest of three, and her mother treated her like the black sheep because she hadn’t followed her wishes when it came to her career choices. Being an artist was right up there with crack dealer if you asked her mother.


			“Girl,” Vanessa said, lengthening the word. “You need to stop listening to the dragon lady and block her number. How you two are related is a bigger mystery than who killed Kennedy.”


			“How many times do I have to say it was the mob?” Iris said with exasperation. She always took the bait when it came to JFK, never mind that they weren’t born anywhere near when Kennedy was president. She’d read a million books having to do with every conspiracy theory out there, and this month, she was convinced it was the mob. “And Van’s right. You need to start looking before answering. There’s no reason to invite that kind of negativity into your life.”


			“I’m trying, but you both know I suck at confrontation. That ability obviously went to my siblings, and they didn’t want to share.”


			“We don’t want you to change a damn thing about yourself, so forget the shit and concentrate on the work you’ve done,” Vanessa said. “Actually, right now, concentrate on Britney.”


			Vanessa turned up the stereo after connecting her phone to get to the playlist they’d started in high school and added to every year. It was nice to sing loudly and laugh for the three hours it took them to reach Orange Beach, Alabama. The beach house had three bedrooms on the second level, a main suite on the third, and two large, covered decks. The view of the Gulf from up there was spectacular, and Mimi had painted it dozens of times.


			She stared at the series of small canvases covering one wall and remembered working on every single one. The sunsets were her favorites and were clustered in the middle in a random pattern. Maybe a few more of this view would be what it would take to get going again, but that would have to wait. Vanessa yelled up, so Mimi dropped her bag and joined them on the downstairs deck.


			“Why the hell don’t we come here more often?” Iris asked. She was opening a bottle of wine from the outdoor cooler they’d unlocked.


			“Because you two lead busy, respectable lives.” She walked out to a lounge chair, glad the house service had put the cushions out. “Had you chosen a loser lifestyle, we could get away more often.”


			“My friend, I know a couple of losers, represented a few, and you’ll never fall into that category,” Iris said.


			“We’ll find out next week.”
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        * * *


      


			“On three,” Jolly yelled down as she blinked the sweat out of her eyes.


			“You got it,” Marlin answered for the row of workers waiting to secure the section of outer wall for the second floor. They’d started at six to crane all the framing they’d constructed on the ground into place. The second floor would be the main living space of the house, with the bottom floor being garage and storage. This height would give an excellent view of the lake over the trees and levee.


			Jolly straddled the top of a fifteen-foot ladder, waiting for the guys to muscle the wall into place so they could release the crane straps. She was ready to hammer the pieces at the corners so they could get the two walls up. With any luck they could finish this part by lunch.


			“Okay, one, two, hold.” She loved the smell of pine when she got this close to the raw wood. A quick hammer stabilized the wall, and then she slid down to get to the other corner to repeat the process.


			“Why fourteen feet, boss?” asked Hank, the crew manager assigned to the project.


			“It’s a fifteen-foot levee, so if Ms. Griffin hopes to get a look at the lake from upstairs, she’ll get it by going up another four feet on each floor. With the two-foot floor joists in between floors, she’ll get a great view from the second and third floor. The size of the house will make it look great, and we’ll be able to go bigger on the crown molding to bring the scale down a little.” Jolly wiped her brow despite the cooler temperatures. She’d worn shorts and a T-shirt like the guys. This was the grunt part of the job, which she usually skipped, but she was supervising the new building techniques, so she was framing. “Take an hour, everyone.”


			The guys pulled out their coolers and headed for the trees for lunch. Most of them had been with her from the beginning and enjoyed what they did as much as she did. At first, they’d had doubts, not because she was a woman but because she was an architect. They’d thought she’d bitch about every aspect of the process, but they’d come around when they saw she was as good with a hammer as she was with a pencil.


			Her grandfather had loved to say she had a way with wood that could make anyone envious of her skill. The inside of the homes they had built together had a mix of wood, brick, and accent pieces that gave them a uniquely old-world style but a comfortable appearance. It was what she’d build for herself once she found the person she wanted to build a home for.


			“Boss, the lumber company’s back with the rest of the joists for the second floor,” one of the guys said.


			“Put it at the back and tell the guys to tarp them after lunch. I don’t want them warping if they get wet with dew. I want to finish by this afternoon, but let’s not take any chances.”


			“You got it, Jolly.”


			Once they started again, it took three hours to drop chalk lines throughout the space and Marlin on the ground to send up the correct inner walls. He came up once they were all in place, and together, they double-checked the measurements and ensured everything was plumb.


			“Coco,” Marlin called out to his son. The kid was fearless when it came to heights and was crazy hyperactive, so the crew had nicknamed him Coco Loco for some of his crazier stunts. “Get the stencils out and start marking the plumbing. Badger and his guys will be here in the morning, and I want all those pipes run as soon as they can finish.”


			“Okay, Papi.” Coco got a copy of the blueprints from Jolly. “Do you want me to put up the electrical box when I’m done with this?”


			“Sure, and be here early to run lines when Joe starts in the morning. You need more hours for your certification.” They were still subcontracting plumbing and electrical work, but with guys like Coco, they’d have that covered in no time.


			The work continued until six, when they knocked off after getting up the framework for the second floor. Jolly thanked everyone and did a quick inventory to ensure they had everything ready to get started in the morning. then headed to the office for a couple more hours of work on Alexandro’s project. Work took up most of her days and helped her forget that she was alone. Although she was alone, she wasn’t lonely, and hadn’t been from the day Mimi had come into her life.


			She made a call when she was back in the truck and smiled when she heard screaming on the other end. “Hey, I’d ask if you’re having fun, but I hear proof.”


			“Iris just dumped a piña colada on Van to make her get in the water.” Mimi always sounded like happiness to her, but even perky people needed a break every so often. “Are you working today?”


			“Finishing the framing on the lakefront place, and I’m headed to the office. Mario needs some stuff for Alexandro’s project, and if I can finish tonight, I’m taking tomorrow off.”


			“Tomorrow’s Saturday, Babe,” Mimi said, lowering her voice. “At least go out to eat. Don’t make me worry.”


			“I’m fine. I have a surprise coming for you guys, so answer the door in an hour.” The office was dark, which meant there would be no interruptions and she’d get home faster.


			“What is it?”


			“It’s called a surprise, sweet pea. Doesn’t count if I tell you,” she said, going in and picking up her messages. “Did you like the wall?”


			“I loved it.” Mimi blew a kiss into the phone and made her feel less tired. “You have a way of hanging stuff that makes it look like planned chaos, and it’s exactly what I wanted.”


			“Go have fun and know I miss you.” Jolly dropped her bag on the floor and flicked on her desk lamp.


			“I miss you more, and don’t work too late. When I call you back, you’d better be at home.”


			She could picture Mimi shaking her finger along with that reprimand. “See you soon.” The work kept her there for another two hours before she headed home. She didn’t mind living alone, but lately, she was starting to feel lonely even with Mimi in her life. “No sense in dwelling on it.” Lonely was temporary. Long-term happy relationships were an illusion perpetuated by Lifetime. “Maybe I should get a dog.”









 



    

            Chapter Three








			On Tuesday, Bianca made it to the site before the crew left for the day and talked to the manager to get his rough timeline on the completion date. From experience, she knew the worker bees were more honest, and she hadn’t heard from Tim in days. Whenever she’d asked for Jolly, the message was always “She’s out of the office.” She didn’t want to listen to that nagging voice in her head that sounded like her mother about hiring someone so unavailable, but it was getting louder.


			She’d come the day before, but the last vehicle had turned out of the lot as she turned in. Today, there was a crane lifting sheets of wood to the two workers who were doing what looked like a high wire act on top of the skeletal walls of the second floor. Yesterday, she’d noticed a lot of crosspieces of wood in the framing that appeared to be a waste to her, so she was there for answers.


			She left her suit jacket in the car, stepped out, and leaned against it as she watched one of the workers swing a hammer. She shielded her eyes from the sun and stared as a few more guys headed up.


			The woman she was gazing at was balanced on the balls of her feet swinging a hammer. She drove in the long nails they were using to secure the pieces with three forceful strokes, and Bianca could see why that looked so easy when she studied the tan, muscled arm. “Good God.”


			“That will be the last one, guys,” the woman yelled. “Take a break and we’ll get this floor done. Hopefully by Friday we’ll be ready for the roof.”


			“You got it. Heads up, boss.” The crane operator lifted the piece and swung it into place, waiting for the nails to go in before releasing the cable. None of the workers seemed to notice Bianca when she walked up into what would eventually be her dining room.


			She headed up the stairs to see what they were doing and was surprised when the female carpenter turned, knocking her back. That caused her right heel to break, which really unbalanced her, and she flailed her arms to stay upright.


			It appeared to be pure reflex when the woman grabbed her as she started to fall, letting her go just as fast when she was okay. It was only after the save that she noticed how dirty the woman’s gloves were and that the handprints on her Irish linen shirt were very noticeable.


			“Sorry, I didn’t see you. If you send the cleaning bill to the office, Tim will take care of it, Ms. Griffin. I really didn’t mean to startle you.”


			Bianca looked at the big hands the woman was holding up and wanted to cringe. “You big goober. You’re too high up to move that fast without looking. If this is how your manager runs this place, one of you will be dead before the end of the month. I’m not going to be held responsible for any work-related injuries because of people like you.” She didn’t realize how loud she’d gotten until she snapped her mouth shut. And when in the hell had she ever used the word “goober” in her life?


			The guys around them started chuckling, and that made her angrier, so she turned and glared at them. The laughing dried up instantly.


			“We run a safe operation, ma’am, and no one is allowed on the site but our workers. I’m sorry for your shirt and for scaring you. Did you need something?” The woman wiped her hands on the back of her shorts, and Bianca wanted to yell it was too late, but she already appeared unhinged.


			“No, I just came to see what was going on before heading to a meeting. I’m going to have to cancel since I look like I got mugged.” She pointed to her sleeves.


			“I apologize, but Tim will be happy to cover the cleaning costs or a new blouse if the wood sap doesn’t come out.” When the woman smiled, she had the best dimples Bianca had ever seen on a person. That bought a lot of forgiveness.


			She wanted to stay mad, but glancing up at the straight, light brown hair in a short ponytail and deep blue eyes was melting her righteous indignation. She shook her head to get her emotions under control, and the workers stayed quiet. The thought of her parents or Lisa’s face if she showed up on a date somewhere with a construction worker was almost worth asking the woman out. “I’ll live.”


			“Is there any way that I can make this up to you?” The woman put her hands up, laughing when she took a step back.


			“You could put your hands in your pockets and keep them there until I drive away.”


			“Fair enough. How about I walk you to your car to save you from getting any dirtier? Sorry about the shoe.”


			They were silent as they walked to her car, neither of them making eye contact. The woman opened Bianca’s door, then returned her hand to her back pocket, probably as a joke. Bianca started the ignition and was about to drive away when it occurred to her to ask how this woman knew her name. Her run-in with the handsome worker had made her forget why she was there. If the woman was going to be working there daily, though, Bianca sure didn’t mind coming back.


			She loved art, but a handsome butch usually sparked a lot of things in her, starting with attraction. That usually led to nowhere good, but everyone had their weakness. Someone like this was better than drugs, so she brought out her flirty side.


			“Hey, goober, how’d you know I was Bianca Griffin?” she asked, her head out the car window.


			“Tim did a great job of describing you, and don’t take that the wrong way. I asked.”


			“Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?”


			“Goober. Ms. Big Goober to you. That’s the most interesting insult ever thrown at me, so congratulations. It was memorable. Now, don’t forget about your meeting. You don’t want to be late. Oh, and if anyone asks, tell them you fired me.” As she turned and walked back to the site, a tool belt never looked so sexy.
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