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One





So? Laurel Kanes coworker, Angela, looked at her expectantly.


They were standing on the Metro escalator, rising from the warm depths of the Dupont Circle Station into the frigid air of Connecticut Avenue.


A chill wind whipped them both in the face as they emerged. An effective wake-up early on this January morning in downtown Washington, D.C.


So? Laurel repeated. What?


So, how did it go this weekend? Angela flipped the collar of her coat up around her ears, squishing brown, shoulder-length curls against cheeks pink with cold.


Laurel wrapped her gloved fingers around the ChapStick in her coat pocket and squeezed. She had hoped to avoid this topic, at least until shed gotten into the office and had some coffee, but here she was, not even technically out of the Metro station, having to relive the awful scene. Not very well.


You didnt tell him? Or you did and it didnt go well?


Oh I told him. And no, it didnt go well. Laurel hunched into her coat as they approached the hot-dog vendor a block away from their office. It was early for hot dogsjust after 8A.M.but someone was standing by the cart. Someone with even worse eating habits than Laurels, apparently.


She pondered how hard it would be to get a hot dog down first thing in the morning.


Angela gasped. Laurel, look!


Laurel wheeled to glance at her, then looked where she was pointing, expecting to see an oncoming bus or a mugging, or something other than the hot-dog vendor.


Coffee! Angela cried. Its a coffee cart! I was just thinking Id kill for a cup of coffee.


Jeez, Angela. Laurel put a hand to her chest as her heart labored to return to its normal rhythm. I dont even need coffee now. You scared me to death. I thought youd at least spotted Elvis.


But Angela wasnt listening. She was racing down the sidewalk, teetering on the stiletto-heeled pumps she favored, toward what had been, until today, the hot-dog vendor.


Despite being more comfortably shod than her friend (she wore flats with everything, fashion be damned), Laurel arrived a minute or so after her friend, only to see that the greasy, vaguely hostile balding man who sold meat products of questionable origin was now a youngish, rumpled-looking guy of indeterminate age. (Could be twenty. Could be forty. It all depended on what was under that army green ear-flapped hat and maroon scarf. Both of which suggested sixty.)


And it was true, he was selling coffee. The nectar of the gods.


Across the front of his cart was an orange-and-black logo, suggestive of Halloween, that said HOT STUFF.


Laurel had to admit, seeing coffee on this corner after years of smelling grilled fat every time she walked out of her office cheered her. Unbridled coffee consumption was one of her favorite vices.


Angela was ordering a cappuccino when Laurel caught up to her. Skim milk, vanilla flavoring if youve got it, no sugar and just a single shake of chocolate on the froth. With her cute pixie smileshe was Irish through and throughAngela beamed with open interest at the side of the coffee vendors face.


Ill let you shake your own. Without even a glance in her direction, the vendor indicated with a fingerless-gloved hand a line of flavorings, sugars, cream and stirrers along the edge of the cart.


Angela giggled as if hed said something provocative. Angela would flirt with the Pope if he had more hair.


God, I love this. Dont you, Laurel? she enthused, her cheeks even pinker than theyd been in the wind. Im going to be down here five times a day.


What happened to Frank? Laurel asked the vendor.


He didnt look up as he snapped a metal part filled with ground coffee onto the machine. Who?


The hot-dog man. Frank. Who used to be here.


The guy glanced at Laurel. What she could see of his expressionnarrowed, lightish eyesseemed to be lit with amusement. The hot-dog mans name was Frank?


It took her a moment to realize what he meant, and once she did, she blushed. In the three years shed worked here, walked by, occasionally bought from and talked to the hot-dog vendor, the irony of his being named Frank had never occurred to her.


She immediately wondered if shed just assumed his name was Frank because the front of his cart had said Franks. It could easily have meant FRANKS.


See the confusion a misplaced apostrophe can create? she thought.


I hope hes gone for good, Angela said. I hate hot dogs. Please tell me youre a permanent replacement.


Permanents a relative thing, Coffee Guy said, Buddha-like.


God Laurel, think of it. Angela breathed the words like Marilyn Monroe. Caffeine, just steps away. Well get so much more done!


Laurel glanced again at the guy behind the cart. In addition to the hat, his scarf was bunched over the bottom half of his face as he watched the milk steam in the little chrome pot he held, but the outer line of one eyebrow swept the corner of an eye lined with shallow crows feet. Not old, she thought, but not a college kid.


So whats your name? Angela asked.


Though Angela had asked the question, Coffee Guy shot Laurel a sly look. Joe.


Well, nice to meet you, Joe. Angela held out her hand.


Laurel scoffed. His name isnt Joe.


Angela looked at her. What do you mean? He just said it was.


Joe handed Angela her coffee and she took it like a supplicant at the altar of consciousness. Mmmmm.


Anything for you? He lifted a brow. Laurel?


It startled her, his knowing her name, but then she quickly realized Angela had just said it several times.


Yes Joe, Id like a tall latte. She shifted her gaze to Angela, who cradled her cup and blew on it as if bestowing kisses on a newborn.


Whole milk, no flavor. Raw sugar. Right? His voice was low and smooth, like a deep dark cup of espresso.


She turned back to him. Hed gotten it exactly right. She supposed he was trying to make her feel predictable. Unoriginal. And he succeeded. Then she felt spineless for caring at all what the coffee guy thought.


Yes. Thanks. She picked up a couple bags of raw sugar and a wooden stirrer, shaking the little bags in preparation.


So you were saying. Angela turned to Laurel, finally finished with her ablutions. It was awful. Your weekend. Did he cry?


Laurel winced at the question and turned her eyes to the coffee guys hands. Clean fingernails, she noted. Another improvement over the hot-dog vendor.


As a matter of fact, she said with as much detachment as she could muster, he did cry. Thats how awful it was. I felt like the worst sort of shit.


The fingerless gloves manipulated the espresso machine with quick, sharp motions.


Youre joking. Angela lowered the cup from her face and gaped at her.


I wish I were. Laurel put the sugar down on the edge of the cart and shoved her hands into her pockets, shivering against the cold wind. Her fingers clutched the ChapStick again.


Lemme get this straight. You made Ethan Connelly cry?


Laurel glanced uneasily at the two people in line behind Angela. Keep your voice down. People might know him.


Angela was shaking her head. I cant believe it. Hes justhe seems so in control all the time.


He is. Which was part of the problem. Laurel swallowed over a lump of guilt in her throat. I guess I just took him by surprise.


Ill say. Angela sipped her cappuccino. Wow.


Coffee Guy finished with her drink and Laurel handed him a ten. He pulled a wad of bills from his pocket and dropped some singles and some change in her palm. She looked around.


What, no tip jar, Joe? She cocked her head at him.


The eyes above the scarf met hers and while she noted they were a lovely shade of light green, she could also swear they were smirking. Nope.


Well, here. She held out some change but he shook his head. She laughed. No tipping? This coffee carts getting better all the time.


He inclined his head. We aim to please. Heres a tip for you, though. This time she knew the eyes were smirking. Give up on the sensitive guys.


I beg your pardon?


His name should have been your first clue. Ethan? Come on. You should have known he was a crybaby. One corner of his mouth curved upward where his scarf drooped.


He isnt a crybaby. He happens to be a very successful


Yeah, yeah, whatever. Women all say they want sensitive men, he continued. Then when they get one, they cant stand it. He wasnt strong enough. He was too needy. His voice rose to a Minnie-Mouse falsetto, then returned to a cynical bass. Stick with the macho types, honey. Thats my advice.


She gave him a disbelieving laugh. Thanks, but I wasnt actually looking for advice.


Dont kid yourself, Laurel. People are always looking for advice. He shrugged. But you can take it or leave it. Next? He jutted his chin toward the woman behind Angela. What can I get you?


Think Ill leave it, thanks, Laurel murmured, though he wasnt listening. He was winking at the woman in the fur coat behind them who ordered a triple-shot latte.


She and Angela walked off.


Can you believe that guy? Laurel asked.


That guy? Angela said. I cant believe you made Ethan Connelly cry.





An hour later Rulinda Mason swept into Laurels office on a cloud of Chanel No. 5, gauzy skirt flying out behind her slender body like a trail of cosmic dust.


Laurel had smelled her coming. Unfortunately it was too late to run.


Rulinda was Laurels boss, publisher and founder of DC Scene, the weekly tabloid for which she worked. Rulinda was a relentless go-getter who prided herself on actually living the trendy lifestyle their magazine promoted, though none of the staff knew what kind of personal life she had beyond what she chose to brag aboutusually an appearance at some theatrical opening or a party at Mr. Very-Important-Senators house.


The ironic thing was, Rulinda was the polar opposite of most of D.C. society. She was flamboyant and offbeat, believed in astrology, had her tarot cards read weekly, and claimed to be the victim of an overabundance of cosmic energy. She spoke her mind to whomever she was with, and her mind was frequently on a planei.e., astralnot often visited by many lawyers, senators, congressmen or lobbyists. The fact that she actually was included in so many upscale social events led Laurel to suspect that she was invited along as an oddity, someone to give the stodgy, conservative, political people something to talk about that wasnt administrative.


According to Rulinda, her parents couldnt decide between the names Ruth and Linda, so she wound up with both. According to her birth certificatewhich a disgruntled former assistant had dug up and shared with the rest of the staffher name had started out as Ruth Linda Martin, only to morph into Rulinda Mason about the time she started the newspaper.


Laurel, dear, she said in her intermittent British-esque accent, Ive got something I want you to include in the February Two issue. Itll be perfect to coincide with Valentines Day.


Laurels brows rose in automatic politeness, while her mind inquired with much less tact, What the hell is it now? February Two meant the second week of February in Rulindas weekly-tabloid-speak.


But


Dr. Cornelius Nadalov. Rulinda announced the name with arms outstretched and a broad, assured smile.


Laurel worked to find an appropriate expression but, having never heard of Dr. Cornelius Nadalov, she wasnt sure what that might be. She stuck with her raised-brow politeness. Oh?


Author of Love Is Not the Answer.


Laurel leaned forward, elbows on her desk, and took a long time shifting in her seat. She gazed at her blotter, pushing aside some papers to see the calendar underneath. That sounds, ah, good, Rulinda, but actually weve got a Valentines article. Stephanie Porter is doing one on using the monuments for a romantic outing.


Can it. Rulinda dropped the accent for this bit of direction.


Well, but


Rulinda waved a hand. Put it in three.


Yes, but, well have missed Val


I dont care. Save it for next year. She flounced into the chair across the desk from Laurel. This is big. This is huge. Youve heard of his book, of course.


Love Is Not the Answer? Laurel felt stupid even saying the name.


Its climbing all the bestseller lists, and hes even scheduled for Oprah. She said the name reverentially.


Rulinda loved Oprah, whom she claimed was a personal friend, and had been promising the staff an interview with the daytime doyenne for about the last five years. In Laurels opinion, the chances of that were as slim as the chances of getting an interview with Colin Powell, who was another close personal friend of Rulindas who probably wouldnt be caught dead in a publication with such third-rate circulation.


Whats the book about? Laurel made a reluctant line through Stephanie Porters name on her blotter.


Rulinda laughed. Oh my dear! I cant believe you havent heard of this book. You of all people! You have to read it. Its written especially for people like you.


Laurels eyes narrowed. People who hated their jobs? Who didnt respect their bosses? Who wished they were writing for Time instead of DC Scene?


People who? Laurel prompted.


Who havent found Mr. Right. Whove scoured all of D.C., Virginia and Maryland, and still havent gotten married. Older singles who are wondering what to do with their livestheir personal lives, she emphasized, as if anything else might be insulting.


Laurel felt herself flush hot. I see.


Wait. Hold on. She leaned across Laurels desk and picked up the phone, punching four numbers with her index finger, the only one without a carmine-red talon and that only because shed filed it so hard it broke during yesterdays art/ed meeting.


Mitchell, she barked into the phone. Get that book off my desk and bring it to me in Laurels office. She hesitated, rolled her eyes. The book about love. Its the only one on the desk.


It was probably the only book in the entire office.


You can have my copy, Rulinda said. Read it, Laurel. Seriously. Thats an order. Itll do you good. And pick a chapter to excerpt because theyve approached us about it and I think its a fabulous idea.


It doesnt sound very romantic, Laurel hedged. You know, for Valentines Day. I mean, Love Is Not the Answer, what does that mean? Give up? Look for something else? Grow old alone?


Rulinda smiled benignly. Just read it, dear. She was back to her British accent. Its you. Youll want to live by it. Trust me.


A moment later, Mitchell arrived in Laurels office with a book entitled Your Sexual Sun Sign Planner, which he claimed was open on her desk. After verbally flogging him for several long minutescausing the slightly built Mitchells head to bow lower with every word under Rulindas superior height, weight and volumeRulinda stalked back to her office. Moments later a cowering Mitchell returned with the recommended tome.


Thanks, Laurel said, looking at Mitchell with pity. She wondered why in the world he stayed in his job. He was abused by Rulinda daily, even though everyone in the office knew she would be cosmic energy run amok without his attention to detail and organizational skills.


No problem, he said. His thin shoulders almost made hanger points in the shoulders of his pale blue shirt. I dont know why shes so gung-ho on this book. I think its crap.


Her brows rose. Youve read it?


He tipped his head. I glanced through it.


Whats crappy about it?


The guy doesnt have a romantic bone in his body. The moment the words were out of his mouth, Laurel noted two bright patches of red on Mitchells cheeks.


How did this delicate fellow survive in Rulindas shadow every day?


Well, Laurel said with a companionable smile, neither do I.


He was stepping out of her office when she called him back.


Yes? Typical of Mitchell, his eyes met hers for a split second, then darted away.


If you read this book, surely you knew what book on love Rulinda meant when she asked you to bring it.


Mitchells head was bowed, but his eyes darted back up to hers for a second. Stunned, Laurel saw him smile.


Well, he said, scuffing one shy toe on the ground. I figure if shes going to blow her top at me five times a day, I might as well pick when and what for.


Laurel burst into laughter and Mitchell, withshe could sweara devilish grin, left her office.





Listen to this. Laurel stopped at the corner of Connecticut and Q and opened the book in gloved hands. Her breath fogged in the winter air.


Angela turned to look at her, shoving her hands in her coat pockets. Without planning or even thinking much about it, for the last two years Angela and Laurel met nearly every morning at the Metro Center Station and ended up riding in together.


The imperative to love, Laurel read, and he has love in quotes here. Is easily explained by the biological need to procreate. While simple sexual urges might be the only thing needed to compel the male and female to mate, the chemical process we call love is required to ensure that any offspring are taken care of. Further proof of this is the average span of the typical love relationshipseven years. About the time it would take for a child to be old enough to keep up with the tribe.


Laurel raised her eyes to Angela, who was gazing down the street.


Is that not incredible? Laurel demanded, laughing. She wants to run this for Valentines Day. Is she crazy?


Angela looked at Laurel. The authors a woman?


No, Rulinda! She wants to run an excerpt of this in the paper February Two. I mean, for Gods sake, have you ever heard anything less romantic in your life? She laughed again, shaking her head. Though I have to say, the mans got a point or two.


Maybe shes hoping for a romantic backlash. Angela started walking again.


Laurel followed. Yeah, right. Well, its good news for you, Angela. Since youre still in your twenties youre still susceptible to the kind of love that would lead to that coveted seven-year relationship.


Angelas stride was purposeful. What has age got to do with it?


Here, Ill read it to you. Hang on a second.


Angela stopped slowly. Cant we just make it to the coffee cart? Im freezing and barely awake.


Laurel looked up. Oh, sure.


They marched down the last block to the coffee cart, in front of which was a substantial line.


Were going to be late, Laurel said. Jim wanted to talk about the restaurant reviews. He says theyre the main reason people buy the paper and he wants to put them on the front page. Nothing like making sure people dont look at the rest of the paper.


She flipped through the book, looking for the part that would concern Angela.


Oh good, hes here. Angelas voice held such a note of relief that Laurel followed her gaze to the figure manning the cart.


Her lips curved slowly and she directed a knowing look at her friend. Oh, I get it. Got a little crush on the coffee vendor, have we? Well, Dr. Nadalov would say thats just your ovulatory hormones making you think hes virile enough to impregnate you and strong enough to protect you and your young.


Angela glanced back with a coy smile. He can protect me any day. Hes cute. And hes fun to talk to. You should read him some of that book.


Laurel snorted. Hed probably agree with every word. Nothing pleases men like hearing theyre not built to be monogamous.


They got in line. Does it say that?


You bet. She opened the book and flipped through the pages once again. And this is only in the first two chapters.


Angela leaned toward her and spoke in a low voice. Youre in luck. Jims in line, too.


Laurel looked up, but instead of scanning for Jimwho was indeed in the middle of the lineher gaze landed on the coffee vendors and held. His light green eyes didnt waver, despite the movement of his hands on the machinery in front of him and for a second she was unsure what to do. Smile? Nod? Wave? There seemed to be something expectant in his gaze. Or was it that hers seemed to ask something of him?


A split second and the moment passed. The coffee guys eyes shifted so they were looking at the next person in line, and Laurel had the odd sensation of wondering if theyd ever been looking at her at all.


She glanced down at the open book in her hands.




As females move past their prime childbearing years, the hormones compelling them to seek out and secure a mate diminish. This could be why falling in love, in the modern sense, is so difficult for women in their thirties and forties. Still in possession of their youthful expectations of romance, older females are far less likely to achieve even the illusion of it. They are destined for disappointment unless they shift their sights from passion to protection, from sexuality to security.




Laurel felt as if a flash of light had momentarily blinded her. Wow.


What? Angela inched forward as the line moved, grabbing Laurels sleeve and pulling her with her.


Listen to this. She read the passage aloud. You know, if we were to believe this guy, that would explain why all the single women my age are dissatisfied. Why nobody can find the man of their dreams. This is exactly what Ive been saying for years, its


Impossible to fall in love after the age of thirty, Angela finished for her.


Laurel looked up triumphantly. Exactly.


Angela shook her head. Except its a crock. Plenty of people fall in love after thirty.


No they dont. They only think they do. Laurel tipped a gloved finger toward her friend. What theyve fallen in love with is the security and the relief of not being single anymore. You have no idea how many women feel disenfranchised by the whole idea of being swept off our feet. Were not looking for sex three times a day or kisses that make us weak in the knees anymore. Weve had that and it led to nothing. What we want now is security. A man wholl stick around for the long haul, be a partner, a father, a friend.


Angelas expression turned to one of pity. Do you really believe that?


You bet I do. God, I cant believe how much sense this makes. She stared back down at the book, paging through it slowly.


I cant believe how much sense you think it makes. Angela sounded appalled.


Laurel sighed. I would have said the same thing at your age. But trust me, youll feel different when youre thirty-five.


Im going to be married when Im thirty-five, Angela said. After a minute she moved forward a step and broke into a huge smile. Hi, Joe!


Laurel raised her head from the book.


The coffee guy looked at Angela, then moved his gaze to Laurel. His mouth curved into a wry smile, exposing deep dimples on either side. Hello ladies.


Hows it going? Angela was as perky now as she was appalled thirty seconds ago.


Joe, Laurel greeted him, her voice heavy with irony.


What can I get for you?


Double cappuccino today, Joe. Angela leaned up against the cart. It shifted slightly and she straightened, giggling as her face turned red.


Tough day ahead? His hands moved rapidly over the equipment.


Laurel studied his face, which she could see fully today as the maroon scarf was nowhere in sight. His cheeks were lean and dimples showed sporadically even when he talked. His light eyebrows and ruddy complexion suggested blond hair but it was impossible to tell with the ugly, ear-flapped army hat he wore.


Yeah, pretty tough. Angela laughed and tossed her head, obviously forgetting that her curls were bound up by her coat collar. Seems Im going to have to listen to depressing excerpts about love from this stupid book Laurels reading.


Coffee Guys brows rose. Oh yeah? You reading a book about love, Laurel? His smile was positively seductive. No wonder most of the time, 80 percent of the people in line were women.


Hardly, Angela said.


Its something were going to excerpt in the paper. Laurel tucked the book under her arm. The publisher gave it to me to read. Besides, its more about biology, or physiology, than love.


Why was she justifying herself to this guy? This opinionated, overconfident guy? She still couldnt get over his calling Ethan a crybaby. He didnt even know the whole story.


We work for DC Scene, Angela explained. Read him what you just read me, Laurel. She turned to Joe with a nod. Listen to this.


Laurel looked from Angela to Joe, who glanced up from the milk steamer expectantly.


Hit me with it, he said. I could use some philosophy for the day.


She glanced at the line of people behind them. She would read him a short excerpt, just long enough for him to make coffees for her and Angela.


All right. She took a deep breath and opened the book. It took her a moment to find the passage, during which time Joe handed Angela her cappuccino. She paused. First, though, you need to tell me your real name.


Without missing a beat, he started another coffee. Why do you want to know?


She folded her arms across her chest, one finger in the book in her left hand. Because I feel like a jerk calling you Joe.


Angela stopped blowing on her coffee to ask, Why?


Laurel gave her a patient look. Because its not his name.


The coffee guy laughed. Honey, you can call me anything you want. He winked at Angela.


Laurel narrowed her eyes. Trust me, you dont want to know what I want to call you.


Coffee Guy raised his brows at Angela. Is she always this feisty in the morning?


Only when shes uncaffeinated, Laurel answered.


Angela laughed. Quick, throw her a coffee bean.


Coffee Guy feigned intimidation and pulled out a fresh cup. Yes maam. Help is on the way.


So Im going to have to settle for Joe, is that what youre telling me? Laurel put a hand on her hip. God, he was stubborn.


Ive had to, for years. Now read.


Fine. Laurel yanked the book from under her arm and opened it. As females move past their prime childbearing years, the hormones compelling them to seek out and secure a mate diminish


She finished the passage and looked defiantly back up at him. So the older women get, the less they need men. Makes sense to me.


It does, huh? The dimples showed, though he didnt look up. His hands were busy, pouring another carafe of steamed milk into a cup.


Yes, actually it does. She raised her chin. She was sure this was something this guy, more than most, needed to hear. Womens priorities change as they get older. Theyre more practical, less prone to the vagaries of love, the insincere promises of passion. Men can no longer take advantage of womens youthful desire for infatuation because the women have grown smarter, choosier, harder to blind with false emotion.


Joes face was thoughtful as he finished preparing the drink in front of him. He even picked up a couple of raw sugar packets and dumped them in before snapping the plastic lid on the cup. Laurel was sure he was buying time to think of a response, stumped by the unarguable logic of what shed just read.


Finally, he picked up the cup, handed her the latte she hadnt even ordered yet, just the way she liked it, and looked her dead in the eye.


If all thats true, he said, his eyes, she was suddenly sure, laughing at her, how come you dumped the crybaby?


Laurel was appalled that he remembered.


He wasnt a crybaby, she said. She hoped he at least didnt remember Ethans name.


Then whyd you dump him? He wiped coffee grounds out of a piece of machinery with a cloth.


It wasnt because he was a crybaby. It wasI just dont think thats any of your business. Its not even relevant. Laurel looked at Angela, hoping for a commiserative look in return.


Joe asked, So whattya need?


And what on earth does that mean? Her head whipped back and the words were out before she realized he was talking to the customer behind them.


Joe turned a slow look on her. It was the kind of look men give women they suddenly realize are insane.


Large coffee, the guy behind them said. Black. None of that fancy shit.


No fancy shit, comin up. Joes entire being focused on the espresso machine.


Laurel pressed two fingers to her forehead and turned away.


God, that was embarrassing, Angela said.


Thanks. Yeah, I wasnt sure.


They stepped away from the cart. Laurel shifted the book under her arm and held the warm cup in both hands.


You know, Im not sure this coffee-on-the-corner thing is going to work out for me, she said.


What do you mean? Angela glanced behind her toward Joe. She smiled slightly and gave a little wave.


Laurel sighed. I mean, I think Id do much better talking to that guy after Ive had coffee, not before.













Two





Laurel, I think youve lost your mind. Carole, Laurels sister, had made a rare appearance at Laurels apartment to drop off a dress Laurels mother had bought for her. Or rather, had bought for herself and had decided was too young. In fact, I should probably confiscate this book.


She sat on Laurels couch, flipping through Love Is Not the Answer and shaking her head.


Laurel didnt expect her sister to agree with her. The two rarely saw things the same way and in fact lived completely different lives. Carole was in the suburbs, with three children, a husband who worked for the navy and a whole host of duties from being president of the Junior League to shuttling her kids from piano lessons to baseball games to ballet classes.


Still, Laurel occasionally liked to run an idea by her sister, if only to understand a side of the issue she might not have anticipated.


I think it makes a lot of sense, Laurel said, pulling the dress from the paper Talbots bag. As if anything from Talbots could be too young for anyone.


As she suspected, the style, the length, the little round collar, were not the kind of thing she would ever wear. She lay it over the arm of the sofa to give to Women In Transition. Most of the clothes her mother gave her ended up there, which made her feel better about them than wearing them would have anyway.


A lot more sense, she continued, than, When its right, youll know it. Or, Itll happen when you least expect it.


Carole grimaced. Oh God, have I said that?


Laurel waved a hand and sat on the couch. Everyones said it. Ive probably said it. Its what we say when people feel alone, or break up, or get broken up with. Were all looking for a reason why we havent found that special someone. She rolled her eyes with the words and put her feet up on the coffee table. What the hell, it was hers and it was junk. Once she made editor at DC Scene she would get some real furniture.


Oh Laurel. Carole looked at her sadly. A look that for a second was too much like the one Laurels mother wore around her when this subject came up. Arent you looking for that special someone?


Laurel thought a moment. No. Actually, Im not. Not anymore. Im tired of thinking something magical should happen, that fate should step in. Everyone wants to feel as if something is destined, but what if its not? What if you just have to work to get what you want? Isnt that, in a way, better?


Caroles expression was skeptical. Why would that be better?


Because we have control. We just have to figure out what we want and go get it. No magic. No fate. No chorus of angels singing when he walks through the door. Laurel stood and walked toward the kitchen. Do you want some tea?


Sure. Carole got up from the couch and followed her into the kitchen.


On the way, Laurel picked up the dress to hang in her bedroom closet. You didnt want this? she asked with a sly smile.


Caroles expression was wry. I was blessed by its being the wrong size.


Laurel laughed. So how come Mother didnt drop this by on her way to bridge with Mrs. Bigby? Shes not, by any stroke of luck, avoiding me, is she?


Have you forgotten? Caroles face was filled with glee. She and Dad are at the Greenbrier for two weeks.


Oh my God. I did forget. No wonder she hasnt ambushed me lately.


Carole sighed. Lucky you. She got me right before they left. Spent an hour and a half telling me how to strip the wax off my kitchen floor. All as I was trying to clean up the breakfast dishes, help Seth get out the door with the dry cleaning and three bags of clothing for the Salvation Army, and get the kids dressed and ready so I could take them to their annual screaming trip to the dentist.


Laurel shook her head in commiseration. She and her sister had often compared notes on the impeccable timing their mother had for her unannounced visits. It was like a sixth sense; she always picked the worst possible time.


So what were you doing in town today? Laurel asked.


I had to pick up Pennys portrait proofs down on K. Penny was Caroles daughter. So, are you saying youre not looking to get married? Have you told Mother?


Laurel tossed a smile over her shoulder. Do I look crazy?


Carole pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and sat. There is some sense in what you say, I suppose. Telling people somethings just going to happen magically really does take away any responsibility for them going out and making something happen.


Laurel filled the kettle with water and put it on the front burner. Exactly. But even aside from peoples responsibility to make things happen for themselves, it just makes good sense. Id actually like to get married. She paused, feeling the oddness of the statement on her tongue.


You would? Caroles tone was almost offensive in its surprise.


Of course. I want that partnership. I want to find someone I can respect and admire. Id like to have that someone here at the end of the day, someone to share life with. Ive lived alone for five years, and believe me, its not all its cracked up to be.


Wow, Carole said softly, looking at her.


Id also like a child, Laurel continued, warming to her subject. Times running out, and I dont want to do it on my own. So why cant I make a rational, logical, calculated decision to find a respectable, admirable guy and build the life I want?


Carole leaned back and crossed her legs, looking at her consideringly. But She took a deep breath. What about love?


Laurel turned from the stove and leaned back against the counter. Ive done a lot of research lately. A lot of it on arranged marriages. And all the research, literally everything I could find about it, said that love grows in those unions from respect and admiration. But its not the love thats important anyway. Love comes and goes, we all know that. Its the commitment that matters. Did you know that arranged marriages are statistically far more successful than love marriages?


Laurel. Carole sat forward on the chair. Youre not thinking of making an arranged marriage, are you? Good God, what would you do? Hire somebody? Awhats it calleda yenta? A yentyl? No wait, that was a Streisand movie. Anyway a matchmaker, or someone like that?


As if in horrified agreement the tea kettle whistled shrilly.


Laurel took the pot off the stove and poured boiling water over bags of tea in two large mugs. She loved these mugs. Shed bought them years ago in a home store in Georgetown that had them set up in the middle of a fake log-cabin scene, complete with roaring gas fireplace. At the time, shed pictured herself cozying up to a flannel-clad Mr. Right in front of a crackling log fire with a steaming mug of apple cider on a crisp fall evening. They would talk about thingsintelligent, interesting conversations that would have them both thinking in ways they always knew they were capable of but couldnt achieve alone.


How young and nave shed been then.


No. Im going to arrange my own marriage. Im going to formulate a plan, seek out and interview candidates, and then make a decision. Laurel handed her sister a mug. Careful, its hot. Besides, I wouldnt be surprised to discover that finding the right guy this way, with a goal and a plan, is much easier than anyones willing to admit.


Carole stirred cream into her tea. Her chestnut hair, the same color as Laurels, was cut short and layered, her previously long, shiny locks the victim, as Ethan used to say, of motherhood. Why did women who had children always cut off all their hair? he would complain. To signal that they were off the market?


Laurel would say it was so their babies wouldnt grab hold and not let go, but that theory didnt work in Caroles case, because her daughter was seven and her sons ten and twelve. Sometimes style was just a decision.


Maybe sometimes love was too.


Okay, Carole said slowly. Maybe youre right. Maybe that can work. It justit just seems a shame.


What does? Laurel sat down in the chair across from her.


That you wont know love.


No, I just said


I mean real love. Carole looked at her firmly. Spontaneous love. Mutual, lightning-struck, walking-on-air love. How can you give that up? How can you believe you really wont miss that? Im sorry, honey, but I think youre kidding yourself here.


Stung, Laurel raised a cynical brow. Is that what you have? You came in here today bitching about Seths smelly feet. About how he leaves his shoes all over the place and couldnt be paid to wash his own socks. In fact, you said he probably hadnt done laundry since the day you got married. As I recall you were also recently annoyed with him for leaving great gobs of toothpaste in the sink. Seems to me you said something at the time about wanting to live alone.


Laurels heart was racing. For some reason she felt a need to prove her point, to believe that even her sisters marriage was little more than luck and stamina.


Carole looked startled. Well, yes, I did say all that. And, in a way, I meant it. In the same way people mean it when they say they could kill someone. A soft smile touched her lips and she looked at her hands on the table. She glanced back up at her sister. But there is no question in my mind that Seth and I were meant to be together. And I dont know if you remember, though you should because I talked your head off about it, but I was cloud-walking for months after he finally asked me out. And for months more after the first time he said he loved me.


Laurels heart softened. She did remember how over the moon Carole was about Seth. But she also remembered that at the same time she herself was crazy about a guy in her calculus class. She and Carole had even spent an evening speculating about a double wedding.


I was that way about Johnny Mulroney, remember? Laurel pulled the tea bag out of her mug and let it fall onto her saucer with a splat, an apt commentary on what had happened to her and Johnny Mulroney. I was also crazy about Don Kennedy for a while. And countless others. It always wore off. So what did any of those infatuations get me, except another opportunity to hurt someone else and feel bad about myself?


Carole moved the spoon in slow circles in her mug. Well, it didnt wear off for me and Seth. I can She paused and looked up at Laurel through her lashes. Dont laugh.


Laurel leaned back. Of course I wont laugh.


I can She sighed. I can still get nervous talking to him.


Despite herself, Laurel laughed. Not with mirth, more with incredulity. Sorry. That wasnt a laugh. I justyou get nervous?


Carole put her spoon down. Yes. You know, that kind of flirty-nervous. Or, okay, not nervous. Excited. Sometimes he can still seemI dont know, new to me. My heart can flutter when he walks in a room.


Laurel swallowed over an unexpected lump in her throat.


Thats all, Carole concluded with a shrug. She sipped her tea. But okay. Maybe that can develop, over time. Or something like it. Maybe I was just lucky. Or maybe She set her cup down and raised a finger. And this is probably it, maybe Im just the type to feel like that.


The type


Right. Im more romantic, more emotional than you are, so Im more likely to get all wound up over a man.


SoIm just not the type, Laurel said.


The idea had the ring of truth to it, and she wondered how shed gotten that way.


Yeah, youre not. Carole was matter-of-fact. Its just not in you.


Laurel knew her sister didnt intend to hurt her feelings, but for some reason she did.


Carole stood up and put her mug in the sink. Youve always been more analytical than I ever was. More methodical. Maybe this is the perfect thing for you to do, the perfect way for you to go about it.


MaybeOr maybe some Kane women just arent meant to have love. Remember Grandma Twila? Whose one true love died in the Great War?


Carole snorted. That was just her excuse for not liking Granddad.


I still have that charm her lover gave her, Laurel said, thinking of the little metal four-leafed clover she carried in her purse. Her grandmother had treasured it, though it was not anything close to fine jewelry.


Listen. Carole clapped her hands together and held them. I know a guy, from Seths work, you might like. Hes in the computer department, head of data processing or something like that. Hes really stable, got a good future at the company, and making good money, Im sure.


Laurel wondered if she should ask for a rsum. Is he new?


Oh no. No, Seths known him awhile. I wouldnt have thought of him for you before, but maybe hes what youre looking for.


Laurel took a sip of tea. Why wouldnt you have thought of him for me before?


Carole tipped her head and looked off into the middle distance. I guess I would have thought he wasmaybe too stable. A little She laughed. Square, to borrow an old expression.


Laurel felt a refusal creep into her throat but squelched it. If she believed what shed been sayingand she didshe was going to have to get rid of her adolescent reactions to certain kinds of men. Specifically, the stable, responsible, boring ones. Okay. Whats his name?


Larry Lutzki.


A laugh burst from Laurel. What?


Carole frowned at her. On second thought, maybe thats why I never mentioned him before.


No, no. It sounds good. I mean, the introduction, the fix-up, whatever, sounds good. Not the name. She laughed again. Laurel Lutzki.


Carole tried to keep a straight face, but after a second a giggle escaped.


Okay, fine, Laurel said. Set me up. But make it someplace neutral. She drummed her fingers on the table a minute. Like Caf Quiz.


That place next to your office?


Yeah. I dont want him thinking he has to show up at the door with flowers or anything.


Carole gave an exaggerated grimace. God forbid.


Thats right. This is more like an interview than a date. You might want to mention that. Laurel grabbed a napkin from the pile at the end of the table and mopped up tea dregs that had dripped from the bag on her saucer.


Sure, that ought to make it sound fun.


Hey, the guys in data processing, how much fun could he stand? She wadded the napkin to toss it into the trash.


Laurel?


She stopped, arm raised. What?


If youre looking for responsible, respectable, all thatif youre not so concerned with love, why did you break up with Ethan?


Laurel tossed the napkin. It glanced off the side of the can and landed on the floor. Why does everyone ask me that?


Because it seems to me your only problem with him is that you werent in love with him. Carole moved toward the napkin and picked it up, dropped it neatly in the can.


Laurel shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable. I wasnt. He justhe just wasnt right. And no, I wasnt in love with him. Im not even sure he was in love with me


But he was so upset when you broke up with him! Carole objected.


Laurel shook her head. Maybe. But maybe it was just the shock. He was upset about the routine he was going to miss. In any case, I couldnt have done the arranged-marriage thing with him because he never would have gone for it. He liked the fiction that we were in love. And you cant have one person thinking the marriage is arranged and the other person thinking its not. Just because you give up on love in a marriage doesnt mean you give up on honesty.


Carole nodded but looked unconvinced. Uh-huh.


Laurel looked at her, wheels she didnt want spinning beginning to move in her head. She wasnt in love with Ethan, but that wasnt the point. The point was the relationship wasnt working. And it never was going to work. If she could trust her feelings on anything, she could trust them on that.


Carole looked at her watch. Ive gotta go. Pennys at soccer practice and shell be furious with me if Im late again.


Laurel walked her to the door, reluctantly letting her sister leave her alone with her thoughts. She did believe she could arrange her own marriage. She knew she wasnt the type to lose her head over a man. Shed thought she was once, but that had been a long, long time ago. Shed grown up and grown practical.




The air felt like glass. Cold and crisp and crystal clear in the winter nights darkness. There were even a few bright stars visible in the city sky, Laurel noted as she walked briskly from the Metro toward Caf Quiz.


Across the street Kramerbooks was packed, the windows steamy and the interior moving with bodies like a kaleidoscope. She was headed to the corner of Connecticut and Dupont Circle, her hands shoved deep in her pockets and her head tucked into her collar for warmth. She hadnt worn a hat for fear of hat head. Despite the fact that tonight was more of an interview than a date, as shed told Carole, she didnt need Larry Lutzki thinking she didnt care about her appearance. After all, she expected him to care about his.


She stopped for the light at Q Street, stepping softly from foot to foot to keep warm as traffic moved through the intersection, when she saw a familiar ear-flapped hat up ahead. Coffee-cart guy Joe was standing at a street vendors table, apparently buying a pair of gloves.


Well, she thought, that explains where he got the hat.


The light changed and the Walk sign flashed, but Laurel didnt move. She wasnt sure she wanted to talk to him, though she was tempted to ask him why he was here on a weekend. Surely he didnt work every day of the week.


After a second he completed his transaction and moved down the block away from her. She crossed Q Street, staying a safe distance behind him, but noticed that he didnt put the gloves on, despite bare hands.


She studied his back. His gait was unhurried though purposeful. She liked the way he moved, his legs agile and limber in his jeans. And she had to admit he had a great ass.


She arrived at the door to Caf Quiz, grasped the metal door handle, but hesitated before 
opening it. Joe continued down the sidewalk, turning right at the corner.


After a seconds thought, Laurel followed him. She was a little early anywayon purpose, so that she could see Larry Lutzki before he saw herbut Joe seemed to be up to something. She would never have been able to explain how she knew that, but she did.


She reached the corner at the circle and turned right, stopping dead in her tracks as Joe was not ten feet away. Leaning against a wall in front of him was what looked like a pile of discarded clothing and blankets. Laurel had been a Washington resident too long not to know that the pile undoubtedly held a homeless person.


Joe was bent at the waist with one hand on the gloves hed bought and just placed on top of the persons blanket. Laurel looked closeit appeared to be a man, but could have been a woman. The face was weathered and lined, the head concealed by a tight hood.


Just as she was concluding that since the face was stubble-free it must be a woman, Joe straightened and stepped toward her.


She jerked to attention, but it was too late to look as if she hadnt been watching him.


He seemed to recognize her instantly. She could tell by the slight hitch in his step as he came toward her.


She smiled. Arent you the Good Samaritan?


He didnt look pleased to have been caught. As he moved closer his face got clearer in the 
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