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Chapter One
“I hate you.”
Michael Stone glanced over at the passenger seat, where his fourteen year old daughter slouched down with folded arms.
“I know.”
She shook her head. “You only think you know. This isn’t some teenage drama thing, Dad. This is Count of Monte Cristo hatred.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to spend the next thirty years plotting revenge?”
“I’m just saying I won’t forget this. Ever. And I’ll never forgive you. The day I turn eighteen, I swear you’re never going to see me again.”
He sighed. “Look, Claire, I know you wanted to go to that summer camp. But I only get to see you a few times a year, and—”
“The camp is only three weeks long. Why couldn’t I have done this stupid visit in August?”
Stay calm, he reminded himself. He’d only picked her up at the airport twenty minutes ago.
“Because I put in for this vacation six months ago. I have surgeries planned around my schedule. I can’t just—”
“I don’t see why the hospital couldn’t have worked with you.”
Stay calm.
“Because you only told me about the camp last week. Maybe if I had a few months notice I could have—”
“Forget it, okay? Just forget it. I don’t know why I even try to make you understand. Just because you happened to contribute some sperm during the conception process doesn’t mean you care about me.”
If he said anything to that, he’d regret it.
They drove for a minute in silence. Then Claire reached out to turn on the radio, scanned quickly through the channels, and settled on a song that sounded as much like music as a bone saw. He put up with it for a few minutes before turning the radio off again.
Claire didn’t waste words on him this time. She just slouched down lower and turned her head away.
Their annual summer visit was off to a bang-up start. Thirty minutes of icy silence later, Michael turned onto his street and slowed the car as he approached his house.
“Oh, my God,” Claire said suddenly, looking out her window.
Michael followed her gaze as he pulled into his driveway, but he didn’t see anything more startling than his next door neighbor getting the mail. Not that he didn’t find his neighbor startling, but he doubted it was for the same reasons Claire did.
“What is it?” he asked.
“That’s Jenna Landry. At least it looks like Jenna Landry. You live next door to Jenna Landry?”
“Well, that’s her name. But from the tone of your voice I’m guessing it means more to you than it does to me.”
Claire turned to look at him, and he was pretty sure he’d never seen such complete contempt in anyone’s face before. “You have no idea who she is.”
“All I know is that she’s my next door neighbor. She moved in a month ago.”
He remembered the day perfectly. He’d come home after spending twelve hours in emergency surgery, and all he’d wanted was to take a quick shower and crawl into bed.
There was a U-Haul in the driveway next door. He didn’t remember seeing a For Sale sign go up, but his neighbors, a middle-aged couple whose names escaped him, hadn’t been around for a few weeks. He glanced over without much interest as he went up his walkway, wondering if they’d moved away.
That’s when he saw her.
His eyes locked on her but his body kept moving, and he tripped over his front steps. He barely registered the fall as he scrambled to his feet, continuing to stare at the dark-haired beauty who was talking to two other people with big, enthusiastic gestures and an even bigger smile.
She had pale, creamy skin and jet black hair, held away from her face with a red headband. Her tee-shirt was red, too, and drew him like a cape draws a bull. He took a step towards her without thinking, bumping into his porch railing and grabbing onto it with both hands.
Her faded jeans showed off incredible legs. She leaned over to pick up a box, showing off an even more incredible derriere, and when her shirt rode up he could see a tattoo on her lower back. When she turned around again, the sunlight glinted on a silver belly button ring.
Tattoos and body piercings had never been his thing. His last girlfriend had been elegant and sophisticated and a little on the conservative side. Claire’s mother had been like that, too. He’d always assumed that was his taste in women—stylish, classic, refined.
So what the hell was happening to him now?
His heart was pounding. He was gripping the porch railing like a lifeline. And he was painfully, impossibly hard.
He forced himself to go inside his house, where he showered and slept for ten straight hours. When he woke up he told himself his reaction to his gorgeous new neighbor had been a combination of eleven months of celibacy and exhaustion brought on by his schedule at the hospital.
Except that it happened every time he saw her.
He’d never spoken to her, not even a casual hello. He’d learned her name when a package for her had been delivered to him by mistake, but she wasn’t home when he left it outside her door.
He assumed she was a musician, because she left the house most mornings with a guitar case slung over her shoulder. He knew she was social, with friends dropping by often, especially on the weekends. She smiled and laughed a lot, as if she enjoyed life.
The universe had sent his polar opposite to live next door to him, encased in the most beautiful body he’d ever laid eyes on.
“So who is she?” he asked his daughter as they got out of the car.
“Only lead guitarist for the Red Mollies, one of the greatest all-girl bands in the entire history of rock and roll. At least until they broke up a few years ago.”
Well, that explained why he’d never heard of her. His knowledge of music was pretty much nonexistent.
Claire continued chatting about her idol as they made their way into the house, and he tried to remember the last time he’d actually seen his daughter excited about something. Instead of disappearing upstairs with her suitcase she actually stayed with him in the kitchen while he got dinner started. He couldn’t think of the last time that had happened, either.
“They’re doing a reunion tour this fall, and everyone’s hoping they get back together.” She leaned against the sink and looked out the window, staring at Jenna’s house. “What’s she like? I bet she’s really cool.”
“I don’t know. We’ve never talked.”
“Why not?”
He shrugged as he chopped cucumbers for the salad. “There’s never been a reason for us to. And I don’t think we have much in common.”
He’d told himself that before. Every time he saw her, in fact, because his visceral reaction to her was so strong he was always tempted—for the most primitive male reasons—to find some excuse to talk to her.
Claire turned away from the window and huffed out an angry breath. “God, that’s so like you.”
He frowned at her. “What is?”
“You’re so judgmental. You decided what Jenna’s like without even knowing her. Maybe she’s really nice. Maybe you have tons of stuff in common.”
Michael added the cucumbers to the greens and started slicing radishes. “Claire, you just told me she’s a rock musician. I’m a cardiac surgeon. We don’t exactly travel in the same circles.”
“Do you even know how snobby that sounds?”
He’d grown up in a rough part of Chicago and made it through school on scholarships and loans, so he didn’t think he could qualify as a snob. But since he rarely talked about his childhood with Claire he didn’t bother making that point.
“I don’t think cardiac surgeons are better than rock musicians. Just different.”
“What’s wrong with different? Are you saying you can only hang out with other cardiac surgeons? What are there, like, twenty of you in the entire state of Iowa? Way to be broad-minded, Dad.”
Of course that wasn’t what he meant. But as usual with Claire, the conversation had gotten twisted around somehow, to the point where he wasn’t sure what they were talking about anymore.
The one thing he was sure of was that Claire didn’t want to be here, with him.
He sighed. “Why don’t you go upstairs and unpack? Dinner will be ready in an hour.”
She shrugged irritably. “Whatever.”
She grabbed her suitcase and left the kitchen. Michael added the radishes to the salad and started slicing carrots, listening to Claire climb the stairs and slam the door to her room.
He laid the knife on the cutting board and took a deep breath.
There was no reason to be disappointed that this visit had started off exactly like the last one. What did he expect? That all of a sudden, his daughter would turn from a sullen teenager into a rational human being? Someone he could actually talk to? Someone who didn’t seem like such an alien creature, with feelings and reactions he didn’t understand?
It had been so much easier when she was younger. When Claire turned six, the only thing she wanted was a princess dress. Cinderella’s dress, to be specific. He remembered how she’d looked when she asked him for it—the eager, wistful expression in her big brown eyes.
He’d gotten her the dress, of course. Along with matching shoes, a tiara, and a surprise trip to Disney World, where he’d made reservations for a character breakfast at Cinderella’s Castle.
She hadn’t asked him for anything in the last two years. He had to ask her grandparents what to get for Christmas and birthdays.
And from here on out, things would only get worse. The gulf between them would only get wider. Until Claire grew up, went to college, got married…at which point their contact would probably be limited to awkward phone calls once or twice a year.
He was surprised by the sudden stab of pain in his chest.
He’d been staring blankly out the window for the last minute, dinner forgotten. Now, slowly, Jenna Landry’s house came into focus as an idea took root in his mind.
There was one thing he knew Claire wanted. Something she’d told him about herself, that he hadn’t had to learn from her grandparents.
She wanted to meet Jenna Landry.
He wanted to meet her too, of course, although for completely different reasons. Reasons rooted in animal lust, which was why he’d never followed one of those crazy impulses to walk over there and introduce himself. Logic told him they had nothing in common, that her eyes would probably glaze over in boredom after two minutes’ conversation with him.
Now, though, he actually had a reason to go over there. If there was even a chance he could do something for Claire, something that would make her happy, he wasn’t going to pass it up. Jenna would probably think he was crazy—or maybe just pathetic—but he didn’t care. He was determined to make this trip different from the others, to make a connection with his daughter before it was too late.
And Jenna Landry might just be the key to that.
* * *
“It’s a conspiracy,” Jenna informed her mother.
She held the phone between her shoulder and ear as she bore down with the scraper, finding a simple, visceral satisfaction in peeling away the old paint and revealing the maple wood beneath. Maybe instead of repainting her aunt’s kitchen cabinets she’d sand and stain them, instead.
“Inviting you to Sunday dinner is a conspiracy?”
Jenna grinned at the acerbic note in Irene Landry’s voice. “You bet it is. First Hannah asks me to teach at her summer camp, then aunt Beth asks me to house sit. And now you with the home-cooked meals? You’re trying to get me to move back to Iowa. Admit it.”
She was joking, of course, but as she said the words she realized she was feeling a little defensive about being home. Because the truth was, it felt good to be back. Not good enough to stay once the summer was over, but good. So she was doing a little preemptive communication, in case her mom had any notion that she could be persuaded to stay.
“Don’t be silly. I couldn’t care less whether you move back to Iowa.”
“Very convincing, Mom.”
“Your father and sister are the ones who are all excited to have you home.”
“Uh huh.”
“So are you coming Sunday, or not?”
“Will there be corn?”
“Enough to feed a small army.”
“Then I’ll be there.”
They chatted a few more minutes before saying goodbye, and then Jenna turned her full attention to the cabinets. Aunt Beth had mentioned a few home improvement projects she could tackle over the summer—only if she felt like it, of course—and Jenna was surprised at how much fun she was having.
She smiled suddenly, thinking of the cabinets in her parents’ kitchen. They’d let their daughters be in charge of painting them when Jenna was fifteen.
Jenna, the oldest, had voted for purple. Allison, three years younger, had insisted on yellow. Megan was eight years old and the baby of the family, and she’d begged for pink. There were twelve cabinet doors altogether, which divided nicely into four apiece, so they’d agreed to compromise.
Irene’s mouth twitched a little when she bought the paint her girls picked out, and it twitched even more when Joe Landry caught his first glimpse of the kitchen after his daughters had finished with it.
“Jake and I are doing the living room,” was all he’d said. Jake was Jenna’s twin brother and the only boy in the family, and he and Joe had done the living room in a manly hunter green.
Irene had finally repainted the cabinets a few years ago. But she’d left the knobs pink, purple, and yellow.
The farm had been flourishing for several years now, and the house looked great these days. Growing up, though, it had felt like the Landry home was perpetually falling apart. Shingles off the roof, paint peeling, plumbing and wiring needing repair. There was always work to be done, as if there wasn’t enough to do out in the fields to keep the farm going.
Jenna had loved and hated that work, just as she’d loved and hated the farm itself.
Her feelings for her family hadn’t been so complicated. For them, she’d felt only love. But as much as she adored her parents and siblings, she’d itched to leave home from the time she was thirteen. And when the band she’d started with some high school friends started to take off, she hadn’t hesitated. She’d been out the door a few days after her eighteenth birthday.
Now, twelve years later, she was back in Iowa again.
Not that she was living here, of course. This was just temporary. Her teaching job was over in August, and then the Mollies were getting back together for a reunion tour. That would last a couple of months and then she was off to L.A. for a new gig—music supervisor for an indie movie.
Her doorbell rang. Jenna set down her scraper and rinsed her hands, glad to be finished for the night. It was time to dig into a large pizza with sausage and mushrooms and black olives.
She dried her hands quickly and went to the front door.
“Am I glad to see—”
The words died on her lips, and she found herself blinking up at her handsome next door neighbor instead of the pizza guy.
“Oh,” she said in surprise. “Hello.”
He was even more gorgeous up close, in the understated way that had appealed to her when she’d first seen him a few weeks ago.
His brown hair was cut conservatively short, and his eyes were the same shade of warm mahogany. Straight nose, firm jaw, nice cheekbones. He had a nice mouth, too. She bet he had a great smile, even though his expression, the few times she’d seen him, had always been serious.
In the music business, a man that good-looking would a) be aware of it and b) use the fact to his advantage whenever possible. But you could tell by the way he held himself that this man wasn’t conscious of his appearance at all.
Jenna, on the other hand, was very conscious that she was wearing old sweatpants, a faded Ramones tee shirt, and no makeup, with her hair tangled and wild beneath her faded blue bandana. In the occasional fantasy she’d entertained about her neighbor, she’d been wearing something a lot sexier.
“Hello,” he said. Unlike her, he looked like a grownup in khaki pants and a button down shirt. “I’m your neighbor. From next door,” he added, waving a hand towards his beautiful white clapboard house.
“Sure, of course. I’ve seen you around.”
Ogled him would be more accurate. Like the day she spent half an hour watching him out the window while he mowed his lawn. She hoped he might take off his tee-shirt in the ninety degree heat, but her wish hadn’t been granted.
Right now he was looking a little uncomfortable. Maybe he’d come to tell her the weekend jam sessions were too loud, even though she was keeping things unplugged.
“It’s the music, isn’t it?” she said contritely. “I’m so sorry. We’ve been playing acoustic but if it’s too loud I can…”
He was shaking his head. “No, your music is fine. That’s not why I’m here. My name is Michael, by the way. Michael Stone. And...okay, I’m just going to come out with it.”
He took a deep breath. “My daughter Claire is here for a visit. She lives with her grandparents and I don’t get to see her as much as I’d like. She’s fourteen and hates my guts, and the closest thing we’ve had to a civil conversation in two years was just now, when she recognized you. Apparently you’re a member of one of her favorite bands.”
He took another breath. “And that’s why I’m here. I’m pretty much throwing myself on your mercy, Ms. Landry. I’m hoping you’ll come to my house for dinner tonight and make me look like father of the year.”
If he’d planned it out deliberately, he couldn’t have said anything that would have melted her more. What woman wouldn’t be a sucker for a dad trying to improve his relationship with his teenage daughter?
“Call me Jenna. And of course I’ll come over.”
He looked surprised. “You will?”
She smiled up at him. “You expected a harder sell?”
“I don’t know,” he said after a moment. “Coming here was impulsive, and I’m not usually impulsive. I didn’t know what to expect. But I thought you might have plans.”
His brown eyes warmed a little as he looked at her, and Jenna felt a tingle at the base of her spine.
“My only plan involved a pizza, which I will now call and cancel. I’d love to come to your house for dinner. But your daughter knows I’m not in a band anymore, right? I don’t want to meet Claire under false pretenses of fame and glory.”
He shook his head. “She told me your band broke up a few years ago. She did say something about a reunion tour this fall. I think she’ll probably ask you about that.”
 Jenna laughed. “Her and everyone else. Give me a few minutes to change, okay? I’ve been doing some painting and I’m not exactly presentable.”
His eyes traveled down her body and back up to her face. “I think you’re very presentable,” he said, and she could tell it was the second impulsive thing he’d done today, because he looked a little self-conscious after he said it.
She felt a sudden rush of awareness, like an electric surge. It was so strong and so unexpected that she almost took a step back.
“Okay, then,” she said after a moment. “I’ll be over in, say, half an hour? Will that work for you?”
“That’s perfect,” he said. “We’re having salmon, if that’s all right.”
“Perfect,” she said, echoing him.
“Well…great. We’ll see you in half an hour.”
Jenna leaned against the doorframe and watched him cross the lawns between their houses. When she realized she was staring, she closed the door firmly and went upstairs to shower.
A few minutes later she was scrubbing paint flecks off her skin under the spray of hot water. She pictured Michael’s serious face and warm brown eyes, and the way his loose-limbed body had filled her doorway. She remembered his gaze moving over her, and the way her body had responded.
She hadn’t felt that zing in a long time. It had been a while since she’d even felt like flirting with anyone.
But why now? Why him? Michael was nothing like the bad boy type she’d always gone for in the past.
He struck her as the responsible type. Stable and mature. He looked so serious—and she knew from her neighbor on the other side that he was a doctor.
She’d turned thirty a few months ago, a milestone she hadn’t wrapped her mind around yet. Was her attraction to her conservative-looking neighbor a sign of things to come? Was this the final death knell of her old wild self, the girl who’d left home to start a rock band?
Jenna stepped out of the shower and toweled herself dry. She smoothed lotion onto her skin and stood at the counter to apply her makeup.
She’d always sworn she’d never lose her edge, never turn boring or conventional or tame. Look at Tina Turner, still rocking the house at seventy. If Tina could stay wild then so could she.
But looking at herself now, she acknowledged that she wasn’t the person she’d been at eighteen…or even twenty-five. Five years ago, for instance, she would have gone for dead pale skin and lips, and exaggerated her eyes with thick black liner. Now she was putting on mascara and lip gloss and not much else.
She couldn’t pin down the exact moment in time she’d changed her look. It had been a gradual thing.
There’d been other changes, too. She’d quit smoking almost three years ago, and to help deal with the nicotine cravings she’d started jogging. Now she actually enjoyed getting up early to run before breakfast. A far cry from her days in the band, when the Mollies would stay up till dawn and sleep till late afternoon, in time to get ready for that night’s show.
She didn’t go out to the clubs as much, either. She’d settled in Chicago after the Mollies called it quits, working as a studio musician and enrolling in a degree program for music education. Between work and classes something had to give—and that turned out to be her night life.
Then a few things happened. The Mollies made plans for a reunion tour, she got the job offer from L.A., and an old friend asked her if she’d be interested in teaching music that summer in Willow Springs, Iowa.
The lease was up on her Chicago apartment. Aunt Beth and Uncle Sean were travelling until fall, and when they offered her their house for a couple of months, the timing had seemed too perfect to pass up.
So here she was.
Coming back to Iowa made the other changes in her life stand out in sharp relief. When she was living in Chicago, giving up cigarettes and a few nights out hadn’t seemed like such a big deal. But here in the town where she’d grown up, it felt like the old Jenna had slipped away when she wasn’t even looking, replaced by a woman she wasn’t sure she wanted to become.
A woman who got up early to go running. A woman who spent her days teaching and her nights working on home improvement projects. A woman who found herself attracted to her next door neighbor, who was conventional and serious instead of wild and reckless.
A woman who was losing her edge.
No, she told herself, pulling on a pair of jeans and her CBGBs tee shirt. The fact that she’d made a few changes in her life didn’t mean she was losing her edge.
She was attracted to Michael because he was hot, not because he seemed mature and responsible. And she wasn’t going to act on her feelings. She hardly ever saw him, for one thing—he seemed to work a pretty intense schedule. And she was only here for the summer. Nothing, and especially not a man, would keep her in Iowa any longer than that.
Jenna had only two rules when it came to the opposite sex. Don’t let them change you, and don’t let them tie you down. She’d almost let a guy change her, once—before she found out the hard way that he wasn’t worth it.
It was a mistake she had no intention of repeating.
* * *
Michael took one last, critical look at his dining room.
Was it too formal? He’d set the table in here rather than in the kitchen, wanting to make a good impression on his beautiful new neighbor—who’d turned out to be even more stunning up close. Only now, remembering her paint-flecked sweatpants and tee-shirt, he felt a qualm. Maybe Jenna would prefer a more casual setting.
But it was too late to change things now. She’d be over any minute.
She’d be here. In his house. Thinking of that made his blood run thick and hot in his veins, a pulsing warmth that made his whole body feel…primed.
He knew, of course, that there’d been no actual change in the temperature of his blood. He was a doctor; he knew exactly what blood was and how it functioned in the body. He also knew that what he was feeling now was a biological reaction he could trace in scientific detail, from surges in norepinephrine and dopamine to the actions of his adrenal gland and blood flow to his corpus cavernosum.
Usually, that kind of knowledge gave him power. Logic and intellect could always control emotion and sensation. But this time, for some reason, it didn’t seem to matter that he knew exactly what was happening in his body. The effect Jenna Landry had on him was stronger than his ability to reason it into submission.
“Dad!”
He turned his head to see his daughter coming down the stairs. When he’d told Claire about the guest coming for dinner, she’d stared at him for almost a minute, actually speechless. Then she’d squeaked out something and dashed upstairs. Now she was back, having changed out of her blouse and into a tee-shirt with Death Cab For Cutie emblazoned on it.
“Do I look okay?”
That was an unexpected question. Claire had stopped caring what he thought about her appearance a long time ago.
“Sure, sweetheart. You look great. Is that the name of a band?”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, it’s a band. God, Dad, how can you be so—”
She didn’t get a chance to finish the insult. The doorbell rang and the two of them froze briefly, looking at each other.
They went to the door together, and he pulled it open.
Jenna stood there on his porch smiling at them both. She wore a silk headband the same sapphire blue as her eyes, the color vibrant against her black hair. Like Claire, she was wearing a tee-shirt in honor of something he’d never heard of. CBGBs, whatever that was. The shirt looked soft and well-worn from many washings, and was somehow more flattering to her slender curves than the most elegant cocktail dress could have been.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi, Michael. And you must be Claire?”
His daughter nodded. Jenna held out a hand and Claire took it, eyes wide. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said breathlessly.
“It’s nice to meet you, too. I hear you’re a music fan.”
Claire nodded again. “I have all your songs,” she said in a rush, and then winced. “Wow, that sounds lame. I mean, I bet you hear that all the time.”
Michael stepped back and gestured for Jenna to come in.
“It’s not lame at all, it’s flattering,” Jenna said as she crossed the threshold. “Wow, this place is beautiful,” she said, looking around her as Michael led the way into the living room.
“Can I offer you something to drink? Some, uh, wine?” He tried to remember what kind of wine he had. He hardly ever drank himself but he had several bottles in the house, given to him by friends and colleagues over the years.
“That sounds great,” she said, smiling at him, and he hoped to God his expression wasn’t quite as goofy as his daughter’s.
He went to the kitchen, and by the time he opened a bottle of Chardonnay and came back to the living room, Claire seemed to have gotten over her initial awkwardness and was sitting on the couch with her feet tucked under her, talking with Jenna about music. He knew he wouldn’t have much to contribute to the conversation, so he handed a glass of wine to Jenna and sat down on a chair to listen.
For the first minute, he didn’t take in much of what they were saying. He was too distracted by the curve of Jenna’s breasts under that soft tee shirt, a curve that seemed geometrically perfect to him—as if breasts were meant to be that shape and that shape only, and any variation would make them inferior.
Her entire body was perfect. There was a subtle grace in the way she held herself, in her movements and in her stillness. Her arms and legs were slender and toned, the muscles perfectly defined. He studied the V shaped insertion point of her deltoid on her humerus. Something about that dip from muscle to bone was incredibly appealing. He had a sudden urge to kiss her there, to press his lips to that exact spot.
Jenna glanced over at him, and he realized he had no idea what she’d just asked him.
“What?”
“I was asking if you’d ever seen a show at the Odeon.”
“Oh. No, I haven’t.”
Time to start paying attention to the conversation.
Apparently the Red Mollies were, in fact, doing a reunion tour at the end of August, beginning with a show at the Odeon in Des Moines. The tour wasn’t a big deal, according to Jenna—just a few cities in the Midwest. If they were well-received, they might consider hitting other parts of the country next summer.
“You guys are getting back together.”
“Definitely not,” Jenna said firmly. “We’re only touring for a couple of months.” She grinned at Claire. “Would you like to see us at the Odeon? It’s an all-ages show. I can get tickets for you and a few friends, if you’d like. And your dad, of course,” she added, giving him a quick smile.
“I won’t be here,” Claire said, looking stricken. Then she looked at him. “Unless you want me to stay longer?” she asked hopefully. “I know Nana won’t mind. I could stay until school starts in September.”
Michael stared at her. “You want to stay longer?”
Claire usually started talking about leaving Iowa thirty seconds after her plane touched down. Was she serious, or would she change her mind in five minutes? And if she was serious, how could he make it work? After two weeks, his grueling hospital schedule would start up again. How would he—
“Or what about this?” Jenna put in quickly, as if she sensed his confusion at Claire’s sudden request. “The band is coming here next week for a practice session. Would you like to see us rehearse?”
Claire’s mouth fell open. “I…that would be…”
“I think that’s a yes,” Michael said after a moment, seeing his daughter reduced to speechlessness for the second time that night. The oven timer went off in the kitchen and he rose to his feet. “I’ll have dinner on the table in a few minutes. Claire, would you—”
“I want to get a CD for Jenna to sign. And I have to go text some friends. I’ll be right back.” She disappeared in a rush, and Michael decided not to stop her. He’d been going to ask her to help get the food on the table, but what the hell. She looked so happy…and he didn’t want to mess it up.
Jenna went with him to the kitchen.
“I’m sorry for putting you on the spot about the concert,” she said contritely. “I should have checked with you before I suggested something like that.”
He shook his head. “Don’t worry about it,” he said as he took the salmon out of the oven. “I was just a little thrown. Claire talks nonstop about how much she hates being here, and then all of a sudden she’s talking about staying another month. Sometimes I get whiplash from the mood swings.”
“Teenage girls can be hard to take,” Jenna said, carrying the asparagus into the dining room while he took the salmon and the rice. “They don’t mean half the things they say.”
“Yeah, but which half?” he asked as he set the dishes on trivets. He took the asparagus from Jenna and set that down as well.
Jenna laughed. “It depends on the day and the mood. Adolescent hormones are terrible things.”
He did one last check of the table—he’d set out the salad and rolls before she arrived, and everything else was ready. “If I tell you the dumbest thing I ever did as a father, do you promise not to laugh?”
In the softer light of this room, her eyes were darker, almost midnight blue. But they were still warm. “I’ll do my best.”
“Last summer during her visit, Claire burst into tears for no reason. And I…well, I thought it would be helpful if I explained the science behind her mood swings. So I did. I even drew pictures.”
“Pictures?”
“Yeah. To illustrate the molecular structure of hormones.”
She managed not to laugh out loud, but he saw the corners of her mouth twitch.
“I guess I don’t have to tell you how that went over,” he said wryly. “It’s just…” he could still feel the frustration of that moment, the frustration he felt every time he talked to his daughter. “I really do want to help her. But all I have to offer is the kind of thing that helped me when I was her age. And it never works with Claire.”
She was looking at him thoughtfully. “So even as a kid, you were into science?”
She’d put a hand on the back of one of the dining room chairs, and he was struck by the way her fingers curved over the wood. She had graceful hands, sensitive and elegant. They could have been a surgeon’s hands.
He nodded. “Big time. Science helped me through everything. Being able to understand the world around me was like a lifeline. An antidote for anything that was wrong.” He shook his head. “Claire doesn’t care about science at all. Everything I love, she hates. And I don’t understand the things she loves. Like music.”
The laughter was gone from Jenna’s eyes, replaced by sympathy. “Sounds rough,” she said gently.
How had the conversation turned so serious?
“Sorry,” he said as he heard Claire coming down the stairs. “I didn’t mean to lay that all on you. I invited you for dinner, not an episode of the Dr. Phil show.”
“I don’t mind at all,” Jenna said, reaching out to give his arm a quick squeeze. It was just a friendly gesture, there and gone, but he wasn’t expecting it and his pulse kicked into high gear. Luckily Claire came into the room before Jenna could notice his reaction.
“I only brought one of your CDs with me because I have all your songs on my MP3 player, but it’s my favorite and I was wondering if you could sign the liner notes?”
Claire sounded eager and excited, and Jenna grinned at her. “Of course I will.” She took the pen Claire held out, opened the CD case, and spent a few minutes writing.
“There you go,” Jenna said, handing the case back to Claire. Curious, Michael came closer and read over his daughter’s shoulder. The page Jenna had written on was mostly white space, which had given her plenty of room.
Sometimes it feels like nothing’s alive
Everything dead but my raging heart
Every beat a pain that drives, drives
I want to be so alive I shake and quiver
So alive I could believe in forever
For Claire, from Jenna.
Believe in forever.
“That’s from my favorite Red Mollies song. How did you know that was my favorite song?” Claire asked, clutching the CD as if it were precious.
“Lucky guess,” Jenna said. She was smiling, her blue eyes gentle, and it was obvious she understood things about Claire—about being a teenager—that he never would.
His next door neighbor, a virtual stranger, had formed a closer bond with his daughter in half an hour than he had in fourteen years.
“Dinner’s ready,” he said abruptly, and Jenna shot him a quick glance before she took her seat at the table.
Claire was still chattering. Watching her talk and laugh so easily with Jenna, he realized how much he wanted a better relationship with his daughter.
When he looked at Jenna, he found himself wishing for something else, too.
But he knew better than to believe that either wish would come true.
 



 
Chapter Two
The salmon was melting in her mouth, covered in some kind of lemon hazelnut sauce so delicious she chased the last drops with her roll after she’d eaten every bite of the fish. The asparagus, the salad…it was all perfect.
Michael Stone struck her as a man who would always view perfection as the standard. He wouldn’t undertake anything lightly, and he’d want to be successful at everything he did.
Based on what she’d seen of his house, she could tell he valued order and structure. He wouldn’t be a big fan of chaos, internal or external.
Which meant his relationship with Claire had to be making him nuts. Because when you were fourteen, chaos was the name of the game.
It was obvious over dinner that the two of them weren’t comfortable with each other. They veered from stiff and awkward to downright sarcastic—on Claire’s part, anyway.
It was also obvious that Michael would love to be more at ease with his daughter. To be able to talk to her. To understand her.
And she was willing to bet that behind the whole teenage snark thing, Claire wanted that, too.
Jenna’s heart went out to both of them.
She wondered about Claire’s mother. Michael wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, and he’d mentioned Claire lived with her grandparents. Was her mother dead? How sad if that were the case.
Claire was confessing, now, that she’d always dreamed about being a rock and roll star. Jenna shot a glance at Michael, knowing that very few fathers would want that for their daughters. He was frowning at her. “But you don’t even play an instrument,” he said.
Claire looked mad. “I’ve been playing the piano for, like, years.”
Michael stared at her. “I didn’t know that. Why didn’t I know that?”
Claire rolled her eyes. “Gee, Dad, I don’t know. Maybe because you can only stand to see me three weeks out of the year? I hate to break it to you, but there’s a lot you don’t know about me.”
Jenna winced as Michael took a deep breath. “Claire, you know I’d see you more often if I could. And I email you all the time. Maybe if you answered more than one a week, or bothered to actually tell me something about your life—”
“Why should I bother? And since when have you cared if I play an instrument or not? You don’t even like music. Every time I turn the radio on, you turn it right off again.”
Jenna spoke up before the teenager could say anything else. “There’s a piano at my house, and I’d love to hear you play. I bet your dad would like that, too. Why don’t we go to my place for dessert?”
Storm diverted. Claire’s eyes lit up, her mood going from sullen to excited in the blink of an eye. “That would be great! Can we, Dad? Please?”
Michael blinked at the sudden mood shift, looking from his daughter to her. “Well…if you’re sure it’s all right?”
“Of course it is. I can’t offer anything fancy enough to match this amazing dinner, but I’ve got ice cream.”
He held her gaze for a moment longer, a silent thank you in his eyes, and Jenna felt a rush of warmth as she looked back at him.
Claire wanted to go right then, but Jenna insisted that they clear the table and load the dishwasher first. A few minutes after they finished Jenna was ushering the two of them into her house.
Claire went over to the wall where Jenna had hung her photos, the ones she always traveled with. Those pictures were always the first thing she unpacked in a new place, even if she was only staying a few weeks. They helped her feel at home no matter where she was.
There were pictures of her family, of course. And signed photos of Bo Diddley and B.B. King and some of the other legendary musicians she’d been lucky enough to meet over the years. And there was her wall of female rocker fame, autographed album covers from some of the women who’d left their mark on the art form she loved.
“How many have you met?” Claire asked in a hushed voice, as if they were in church.
“A few,” she answered with a smile.
Michael was standing beside his daughter. “I don’t recognize any of them.” He looked down at Claire, and something in his expression tugged at Jenna’s heart.
“Who’s your favorite band?” she asked, wanting to draw him into the conversation.
“I don’t have one. I listen to classical sometimes, but that’s about it.”
Now, maybe, but in high school? “What did you listen to as a teenager?”
“Whatever was on the radio, I guess. I never paid much attention to music. I was always pretty focused on school.”
Jenna blinked at him. She’d met people like this before, people who didn’t seem to have any natural passion for music, and she’d never understood it. Music was such an integral part of the adolescent experience that she couldn’t imagine getting through those years without it.
Claire had moved to the other side of the room now, where Jenna’s instruments were laid out. Her guitars, of course. And some of the pieces she’d collected from around the world—flutes, bells, stringed instruments, drums.
Claire had picked up one of the bells. “This is so beautiful. Where’s it from?”
“Tibet. That’s a magic bell, by the way.”
“Magic? How is it magic?”
Jenna went over and took the bell from her. “I used it a lot when I was a student teacher. I thought I’d faced some rough crowds when I was in a band, but you’ve never seen a rough crowd until you’ve stood up in front of an elementary school class near the end of a school day when they’re already bored out of their minds.”
She grinned. “Imagine you’re third graders. There are forty kids in your class and the noise level is unbelievable. If I try to shout over you, it’ll only help for a minute or two. So here’s what we’ll do instead.”
She held up the bell. “I’m going to ring this, and I want you to listen. When the last sound, and I mean the very, very last sound, has completely faded away, I want you to raise your hand.” She picked up the stick that went with the bell and struck it.
The sweet sound resonated through the room, pure and clear. She saw Claire and Michael listening, really listening, the way her students always did. Then the sound got softer, softer, softer…until it was so faint you could barely hear it.
Still, neither Michael nor Claire raised their hands.
There was a whisper of sound left…less than a whisper…then nothing.
Two hands went up, slowly.
Jenna let the spell last a moment longer before she put down the bell.
“Can you feel the silence? It’s actually inside you, isn’t it? Real silence, deep in your bones. Now we’re ready to learn something.”
“That was totally cool,” Claire said after a minute.
“It really was,” Michael agreed. “Maybe you’ll let me borrow that bell the next time I need to give a lecture to a group of medical students.”
“I didn’t realize medical students were as rowdy as grade school kids, but you can borrow it any time. Now, Claire, why don’t you play something for us?” she asked, and Claire looked over at the piano in the corner. She shrugged her shoulders and looked uncomfortable.
“I’m not very good,” she said. “And I don’t know what to play. I don’t think I—”
“Play something your dad and I can sing to.”
“You mean like a show tune, or something?”
Michael looked alarmed. “I don’t know any show tunes. And I don’t sing.”
The anxiety in his eyes mirrored his daughter’s, and for the first time Jenna saw the resemblance between them.
“How about a Christmas carol?” she suggested. “Everyone knows the words to those. Come on, Michael. If you tell me you don’t know the words to Jingle Bells I just won’t believe you.”
That made him smile. “Okay, I admit it, I do know the words to Jingle Bells. But it’s July. You want us to sing Christmas songs in the middle of July?”
“Sure, why not? Everyone loves Christmas music. Christmas carols are some of my favorite songs in the world.”
“How come?” Claire asked, sounding interested. Jenna gestured for her to take a seat at the piano and fished a book of carols out of the box of sheet music beside her.
“A lot of reasons, really. Memories of my family singing together on Christmas Eve. And the songs themselves are so beautiful. A lot of Christmas carols are like lullabies, have you ever noticed that? Away in a Manger, Silent Night.”
She found the page for Silent Night and opened the book on the piano. Claire leaned forward, looking at the music. Michael came closer, too.
“Something about that has always fascinated me. Jesus is supposed to be the son of God, right? Divine, all-knowing, all-powerful. But at Christmas time, we’re remembering that he was born into our world as a baby. Small and fragile, completely vulnerable. I always loved the idea that at Christmas the whole world is singing him a lullaby, holding him close and helping him sleep.”
She glanced at Michael, who was standing behind Claire, reading the words of the carol over her shoulder. “You’re right,” he said. “It is like a lullaby. I never really thought about it.”
“Can you play it, Claire?”
“Uh huh.”
“Okay, then, let’s try it. Claire, you can sing too, or just play if you want.”
Claire’s hands hovered over the keys for a moment. Then she started to play the simple melody, very softly. After the first few bars Jenna started to sing, her voice as soft as Claire’s playing. “Silent night, holy night…”
She wasn’t sure if Michael would join in or not. But he did, after a moment, his warm baritone sending a tingle down her spine. It was a nice counterpoint to her contralto. And then Claire joined them, too, her unexpectedly sweet soprano rising above the voices of the two adults, causing them to glance at each other in surprise.
They sang all three verses, the gentle magic of the song a tangible presence in the room. Jenna had moved closer to Michael without noticing it—or maybe he had moved closer to her. Either way she was conscious of his nearness, the solidity of him, the strength of the big body next to hers. And his voice was like the warm summer night outside.
After they finished the final verse Claire let the last note linger, and when the sound had faded completely she twisted around on the piano bench to look up at them.
“That was cool,” she said seriously.
Her father put a hand on her shoulder. “Yeah, it was.” He sounded husky, and he cleared his throat. “I didn’t know you could play like that. And your voice…your voice is beautiful, Claire.”
“Thanks,” she said a little gruffly.
Jenna felt a sudden burning behind her eyes.
“Let’s do another one,” she said quickly, and Claire turned the page of the music book to find another carol. It was Hark the Herald Angels Sing, which made their next musical effort a little more lively.
They kept going for a while after that, singing several more songs, until Jenna glanced at the clock on the fireplace mantel. “If you guys are going to get any dessert I should dish it up now. I didn’t realize how late it was. Why don’t you have a seat on the couch and I’ll bring out the ice cream?”
A few minutes later she came out of the kitchen with three bowls.
“Thanks,” Michael said as he took his, and she knew he was talking about more than the ice cream.
“My pleasure,” she said. And realized she meant it. She’d had fun tonight, but she’d also been…touched.
She decided not to analyze the feeling too much. The fact was, she’d had a good time with Michael and his daughter, and she was glad that they’d had a good time, too.
She was touched again when Claire asked her to come back to their house with them. She said it was to lend her a CD they’d talked about over dinner, but Jenna knew she wanted to prolong the evening a little more.
She didn’t have the heart to say no, so the three of them walked back to Michael’s house together. Once they were inside, Claire ran upstairs to get the CD.
Down in the foyer, it was suddenly quiet. “I’ll walk you back home,” Michael said after a moment, looking down at her.
“You don’t have to do that,” she objected.
“It’s late. I’ll walk you.”
“But I live next door. In a ridiculously safe neighborhood. Also, I’ve spent the last twelve years of my life walking alone on the streets of Chicago, Detroit, L.A…”
“Only because I wasn’t there,” he said, smiling at her. “Call me old-fashioned, but it’s just not in me to let a woman walk home alone.”
She shook her head slowly. “I didn’t know men like you still existed. Okay, you can walk me home. And if I drop my handkerchief on the way you can pick it up for me.”
“Deal,” he said with a grin.
“Okay, here it is,” Claire said, running down the steps with the CD in her hand. “You can borrow it as long as you want. And…” She hesitated.
“Yes?” Jenna asked after a moment.
“Just…thank you. For tonight. It was really fun.”
“I had fun, too. And I’ll be seeing you again, won’t I? You’re right next door, after all. And don’t forget you promised to watch the Mollies practice next week.”
Claire’s face glowed. “I won’t forget,” she said. She looked at her dad with the same expression, which made Jenna very happy. “Good night, you guys.”
“Good night,” they both said.
Jenna glanced at Michael, who was watching his daughter disappear up the stairs. Then he turned to her. “I don’t know how to thank you,” he said as he opened the door and the two of them stepped outside. “Claire was so different, tonight. With you here.”
“It was my pleasure. And I had a great time, not to mention an incredible meal.”
They walked in silence for a minute, across the broad expanse of his beautiful lawn towards her much more unkempt one. The soft night air was lush and fragrant.
She glanced up at him, and the moonlight was bright enough that she could see his face clearly, although she wasn’t sure about his expression. He seemed to be frowning a little.
“Michael, do you mind if I ask you a question?”
He looked down at her. “Uh…sure. I mean, no. I don’t mind.”
“I should warn you, it’s personal. So don’t answer if you don’t feel like it.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “How personal?”
“Why does Claire live with her grandparents? And not with you?”
“Oh,” he said, as if he’d been expecting something else. They were close to her back door now, and she took a detour to a bench in the back yard. She sat sideways, facing him with her legs drawn up and her arms wrapped around her shins, while he faced forward. He didn’t answer her question right away, and she had a chance to study him.
His hands were in his pockets and his legs were stretched out, one ankle hooked over the other. Even in the moonlight she could sense the tension in him—his shoulders stiff, his muscles tight.
“It’s okay if you’d rather not talk about it.”
He shrugged. “No, it’s all right.” He turned his head to look at her. “Claire’s mother and I split up when Claire was three. After the divorce, Angela took Claire to Florida, to be near her family. A few years ago, Angela was killed in a car accident.”
Jenna’s heart clenched. So she had died.
Michael took a breath. “I thought about moving down there, but I had commitments at the hospital I couldn’t walk away from. I asked Claire to come live with me, but her grandparents offered her a home and she said she’d rather stay where she was.”
Ouch.
“Have you asked her again, since then?”
He was quiet for a moment. “I think she’s better off where she is,” he said finally. “My schedule is pretty hectic, and I don’t have family in the area. It would just be me, and I wouldn’t be around that much. All Claire’s friends are in Florida, not to mention her grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins…Angela had a huge family.”
“You could ask, though. Even if she ends up saying no, she might like to be asked.”
He looked at her. “You know, you’re pretty pushy for a woman I just met four hours ago.”
That made her smile. “Fair enough. I’m sorry.”
He shook his head. “No, you’re right. I should ask her. The truth is…” He hesitated. “The truth is, she’d probably say no, which would hurt more than I’d like to admit. Or…she might say yes. And that would scare the crap out of me.”
Her heart tightened in her chest. “Michael, I saw how you were with Claire tonight. Just the fact that you invited me over, knowing it would make her happy…it’s obvious you’re trying as hard as you can.”
“Sure I am. You think I like being a lousy dad?”
“You’re not—”
“Don’t,” he said roughly. She stared at him, startled, and he rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Sorry. I’m not usually like this. The only person in the world who can get under my skin is Claire. Sometimes I wish…”
“What?” she asked after a moment.
“Nothing.”
He closed his eyes. One of his hands, the one nearest to her, was fisted on his thigh. Without stopping to think, she reached out and covered it with hers.
His eyes snapped open and his head swiveled towards her. After a moment he relaxed his hand, turning it so they were palm to palm. Then he laced his fingers through hers.
Jenna stopped breathing. Warm tingles, like darts of electricity, were shooting up her arm and all through her body.
His eyes were on her—not asking or demanding anything, just…on her. She watched his chest rise with a quick, sharp breath.
She felt lightheaded.
There were so many things she liked about this man. His intelligence, his love for his daughter…even his devotion to science, because it was a passion so different from any of her own.
All of which made him perfect friend-and-neighbor material. Michael was a great guy with a terrific daughter. He was smart and thoughtful and interesting, someone whose company she could enjoy for the short time she was living here.
But she definitely shouldn’t think about anything more. She was leaving town in a month and a half. As soon as the summer ended, she was out of here.
So it would be crazy to get tangled up in something that could get…complicated. And something in Michael’s serious brown eyes told her that a relationship with him could get very complicated. She already liked him, and she’d known him less than a day.
And she was really, really attracted to him. She wanted to move closer. She wanted to feel that long, hard-muscled body against hers.
She wanted to kiss him.
She should probably pull her hand away. But his touch felt good—really good—and he wasn’t making any kind of pass at her.
So Jenna didn’t move a muscle. She sat still, and felt Michael’s warm fingers tighten around hers, and let desire bloom in her body, slow and lazy and intoxicating.
It was a few minutes before Michael could trust himself to speak. He was overwhelmed by a feeling so powerful it seemed almost animalistic.
He wanted Jenna Landry. He wanted to lay her down on the grass and cover her body with his. He imagined doing that, imagined her looking up at him with those soft lips parted as his weight pinned her to the ground, her blue eyes filled with the same desire he was feeling.
His left hand, the one not holding hers, tightened into a fist. He was hard, his whole body aching, and wanted her so much he was sure she could see it, feel it, even smell it somehow.
He’d been in love with Angela, in the beginning at least, but even with her he’d never felt like this.
But long years of emotional discipline won out. When he knew he was under control again, he spoke, asking a question he’d wanted to ask earlier.
“How did you know that was Claire’s favorite song?” he asked. “Before dinner, when you signed that CD for her.”
“Because she’s a teenager,” Jenna said. As soon as he heard her voice he was glad he hadn’t dragged her close and kissed her, because she sounded completely unaffected by the lust he was drowning in.
“Alive was the first song I ever wrote,” she was saying now. “I was seventeen and it just poured out of me. Whenever I meet a teenager who likes the Red Mollies, that’s always their favorite song. It’s a teen thing, I guess.”
“The words were beautiful,” he said, remembering. “But I don’t think I understood them.”
“They’re not meant to be understood. They’re meant to be felt. I think that’s why teenagers love music so much, you know? It’s all about raw emotion. All the things they don’t have words for yet.”
“I always had words for it.”
She smiled a little. In the moonlight, her eyes were as dark as her hair. “All that science stuff, you mean?”
“Yeah, all that science stuff.”
“You said it was like an antidote, when you were Claire’s age. An antidote for what?”
He thought about brushing the question off, but something about the quiet intimacy of the night, the intimacy of holding Jenna’s hand, made him answer honestly. “I didn’t exactly have a stable childhood. My mother drank a lot, and my dad was a professional gambler. It made for a pretty chaotic household. Science was a refuge from that. A part of my life that always made sense. Where there was order and logic and meaning.”
Jenna didn’t say anything, but he could feel her understanding and empathy like a current flowing between them.
 “And then came adolescence and all those raging hormones. It seemed like everyone around me was at the mercy of their feelings and impulses. The kids at school, my own parents...and I knew I never wanted to be like that. I never wanted any impulse to have power over me. So I learned as much as I could about how the body works, how the mind works. I studied the chemistry of emotion. And the more I understood, the more confident I felt that my mind was stronger than any urge my body might have.” He sighed. “I don’t know why it doesn’t help Claire. To know what all those feelings are.”
Jenna shifted a little on the bench, as if looking for a more comfortable position. It would have been a perfect opportunity for her to drop his hand, but she didn’t. He felt ridiculously pleased by that.
“But chemistry and molecular diagrams don’t tell you what feelings are. Just what they’re made of.”
For one brief moment, some part of him understood what she meant. Not linearly, the way he usually understood things, but in an intuitive flash. There’d been a moment like that earlier, when he’d read her song lyrics over Claire’s shoulder. A flash of understanding, there and then gone.
And now it was gone again. “When you know what something’s made of, then you know what it is.”
Jenna shook her head, but she was smiling at him. “I have to disagree with you on that. Science is all well and good, but it might be time for you to broaden your horizons a little. It wouldn’t kill you to try a few right brain things. Maybe even listen to a little music. It might help you understand Claire.”
 “It’s not like I hate music. I do listen to classical sometimes. And I really enjoyed singing those carols tonight. But I’ve never loved it, the way you do. And the music Claire likes is just alien to me.”
Jenna shook her head again. “Nothing human is alien to me. Some Roman playwright said that thousands of years ago, and it’s still true. If it’s human, you can understand it.”
She slipped her hand out of his then, and set her feet on the ground. In another second she’d stand up, bringing the night to an end.
“Wait.”
She turned to look at him, and only then did he realize he’d spoken out loud.
He’s spoken instinctively, wanting to keep her with him just a little longer. But now she was waiting for him to say something.
“Maybe you could teach me. About the kind of music Claire likes.”
She tilted her head to the side. “You really want that?”
It would be a chance to get closer to his daughter, and to spend more time with Jenna.
“Yeah. If you’re willing.”
He could see her thinking about it. “If you’ve never gravitated to music on your own, I’m not sure how much I can—”
“What happened to nothing human is alien to me? Are you afraid to put that to the test?”
She started to smile. “That sounds like a challenge.”
“It is.”
She was grinning now. “All right, then, Dr. Stone. You’re on. We’ll get Claire in on this, too. She can help me put together a personalized syllabus. She’ll love the idea of teaching you something, for a change. When’s the last time you learned something from your daughter?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know if I ever have. Not like you’re talking about.”
“Well, then, it’s about time. Claire and I will give you a musical education that will land you firmly in the ranks of the cool. Music appreciation lessons, free of charge.”
“Nothing in life is free. How about letting me cook for you again?”
“Considering that my culinary skills consist of calling the pizza place, alternating with calling the Chinese place, I will gladly let you feed me anytime you’re willing.”
“Great. Name the day.”
“I have plans tomorrow, but how about Saturday? We could do the same thing we did tonight. Dinner at your place, music at mine.”
She had plans for tomorrow? “That’ll work.”
“Saturday it is, then.”
They both got to their feet, and he walked with her to her back door. He wondered why it hadn’t occurred to him that she was probably seeing someone. She was warm, intelligent, and sexy as hell. Of course she was seeing someone.
“Do you have a date?”
She looked up at him in surprise. “What?”
“Tomorrow night. Are you going on a date?”
She frowned a little. “No. I’m going to a fundraiser with my sister.”
“Oh.”
Jenna slid her hands into her pockets, still frowning. She turned her head to look out at the back yard.
After a moment she looked back at him again. “I’m leaving in August,” she said. “I’m only here for the summer.”
There was a funny lurch in his heart. “I know your band’s travelling for a couple of months, but you mentioned that your family lives nearby. I guess I thought you’d be coming back after the tour’s over.”
She shook her head. “I’ll be heading to L.A. in November. I’ve got a job out there.”
He looked up at her house. “But you have a piano.” The words sounded absurd as they came out of his mouth, but Jenna didn’t laugh.
“The piano came with the house. It’s my Aunt Beth’s place. She and my uncle are travelling this summer, and I’m house sitting for them.” She hesitated. “So...like I said, I’m only staying through August. And I’m not planning to date anyone while I’m here. It wouldn’t really make sense, with me leaving so soon.”
He was surprised at the strength of his disappointment. “Yeah, of course.” He took a quick breath. “Well, I’ll be glad to have you as a neighbor for as long as you’re here. And thanks again for tonight. Claire and I had a wonderful time.”
“So did I,” she said, her head tilted back as she looked up at him.
Her hair was a cloud of black silk, her eyes wide and blue. She was only a few inches away, and he could finally breathe in her wildflower fragrance, the scent he’d only caught hints of all night.
Her full, soft lips were parted, and he wanted to kiss her so badly he had to force himself to take a step back.
“Good night,” he said, his voice a little rough.
“Good night, Michael.”
She paused for a moment, still looking up at him. Then she opened her door and was gone.
 



 
Chapter Three
Jenna was right. Claire loved the idea of teaching him about music. He told her the plan over breakfast and her eyes lit up.
“That’s an awesome idea. Jenna is so cool.” She gulped down her orange juice and set the empty glass on the table. “Of course,” she added nonchalantly, “I know the real reason you suggested it.”
“The real reason?”
“Uh huh. I saw the way you looked at Jenna last night.”
He took a sip of coffee. “I didn’t look at her any special way.”
His daughter rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. You totally have the hots for her.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“No, it’s not.”
“Claire....” 
“Fine,” Claire said, sighing with exaggerated patience. “Whatever you say.”
He should have been suspicious at how quickly she gave up, but he was too grateful for the reprieve to care. Claire finished the last bite of her omelet and carried her plate to the sink.
“There she is now,” Claire said, looking out the kitchen window. “It looks like she’s been out for a run...she’s wearing spandex shorts and a tank top.”
Michael was on his feet before he realized it, going to stand beside his daughter. He looked out the window but didn’t see Jenna. “Where is she? I don’t—”
Too late, he realized what had happened. He glanced down at Claire and saw she was grinning at him.
“I can’t believe I fell for that.”
“Come on, Dad, just admit you have a crush on Jenna. I promise I won’t give you a hard time.”
“Oh, sure,” he said. He went back to the kitchen table and sat down again, pouring himself a fresh cup of coffee.
Claire cleared the table without being asked, and started to wash the dishes.
Their conversation might be embarrassing, but the upside was that she was talking to him voluntarily...and even doing chores voluntarily. That was worth a little humiliation, right?
Although he had to set her straight before she got her hopes up.
“Look, Claire...Jenna’s not interested in a relationship right now. So don’t get any ideas, okay?”
“How do you know she’s not interested?”
“Because she said so.”
Claire spun around to stare at him, her hands dripping soapy water. “You asked her? What did you say? What did she say? Exact words, Dad.”
He sighed. “I asked if she was seeing anyone. She said no, and that she’s not planning to while she’s here. Because she’s only staying for the summer.”
Claire looked disappointed. “She is?”
“Yeah, she is,” Michael said gently. “She’s starting a job in L.A. after her tour. I guess she doesn’t like Iowa any better than you do.”
Claire turned back to the sink. “Iowa’s not so bad,” she said, her back to him. “Maybe if you gave her a reason to stay, she—”
“Stop right there. Whatever romantic notions are floating around in your brain, let them go. Nothing’s going to happen between Jenna and me.”
Claire was quiet for a minute, scrubbing the omelet pan before she rinsed it clean and set it in the dish drain. Then she turned around. “Summer’s not over yet,” she said. “You’ve got enough time to convince her to stay.”
Something inside him tightened. “Yeah, right. Because I’m so good at convincing women to stay.”
As soon as the words were out of his mouth he wished he could take them back. They sounded bitter, and while he’d been thinking of Angela and his ex-girlfriend, Denise, it occurred to him that Claire might think he was talking about her.
But her expression was sympathetic. “Oh, Dad,” she said.
That made him smile. How bad did things have to be for a self-involved teenager to feel sorry for you?
“Hey, don’t worry about me. I like my carefree bachelor lifestyle.”
Claire rolled her eyes. “Uh huh. I’m sure you’re out partying every night.” She wiped her damp hands on the front of her jeans. “Jenna would be perfect for you. She could loosen you up, and—”
“Claire, stop. You need to let this go.”
Now she looked stubborn, an expression he was more used to. “If this was a math problem or some theory you were trying to prove, you wouldn’t give up so fast.”
Michael raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you always telling me people aren’t like math problems?”
“I didn’t say to treat Jenna like a math problem. I just think you shouldn’t give up, that’s all.”
Retreat might be the better part of valor here. “I’ll keep it in mind, okay? As long as you promise me you won’t expect anything. I don’t want you wishing and hoping for something that probably won’t happen.”
She smiled at him. “Okay, Dad. I promise.” She turned to look out the window again, and when she turned back her expression was innocent. “You know, Jenna’s lawn is awfully shaggy. Don’t you think you should offer to mow it for her? It would be the neighborly thing to do.”
He sighed. “Sure thing, Machiavelli. I’ll offer to mow Jenna’s lawn.”
Later that afternoon, Jenna gratefully accepted his offer. It was hotter than hell pushing the mower across her overgrown grass, but he was glad to do it after everything she’d already done for him and Claire.
He glanced over at her back patio, where she and Claire were relaxing in lounge chairs under the shade of an umbrella, sipping lemonade from an ice cold pitcher. They waved at him and he waved back, smiling. Then he got back to work.
Some primitive part of him, a part of him he hadn’t even known existed, liked to see them relaxing while he worked. No caveman had ever felt more satisfaction dragging a dead animal back to his mate than he felt turning Jenna’s lawn into a well-manicured showpiece. He wished he could do something bigger for her. Build a cathedral, maybe, or fight off a horde of invaders.
The scientist in him was interested in the biological imperatives behind the feeling. But to the man in him it just seemed...natural.
“Dad!”
He turned his head and saw Claire with a glass of lemonade in her hand. He turned off the mower. “Thanks, honey,” he said gratefully, even though he’d gone to the patio for a glass not long before. He took a long swig and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“She likes you,” Claire whispered, even though Jenna was twenty yards away and couldn’t hear them.
“Huh?”
“I said, she likes you.”
He stared at her. “What are you talking about?”
She rolled her eyes like he was dimwitted. “She’s watching you, okay? She pretends she’s not, but she is. I think you should ask her out.”
He glanced towards the patio in spite of himself. “Claire, I told you Jenna’s not looking for a relationship right now. And I’m not taking dating advice from my daughter.”
“If you were better at this on your own, I wouldn’t have to give you advice.”
“I just don’t think—” He shook his head. “No. We’re not having this conversation.” He handed her his empty glass. “Thanks for the lemonade, Claire.”
His daughter sighed. “You’re hopeless. You know that?” She headed back towards the patio and he turned on the mower again.
She liked him.
The fourteen-year-old phraseology was completely appropriate for the feeling rushing through him now. He knew he couldn’t put his faith in the conclusion of a teenager who worshipped the woman in question, but it didn’t matter. Just the thought that Jenna might be interested, might be watching right now and pretending not to, made his skin feel warm.
Of course, it was also a hot day.
He paused for a second. Then he pulled off his tee shirt and hung it over the handle of the lawn mower.
Talk about primitive. He might as well be a peacock displaying his plumage, or an elk tossing his antlers. In this moment, his education and scientific training had been wiped away completely. He was no more than a male animal who’d chosen his mate, and who was doing everything in his power to make her choose him, too.
However hopeless his efforts might be.
* * *
Oh, my.
Jenna closed her eyes briefly and opened them again. Smooth male skin, broad shoulders, and a powerful back tapering down to a taut waist, where his jeans rode low on his hips.
Then he turned around and came back towards them.
She’d known that his upper body was strong and defined, but seeing him like this, bare-skinned, was…wow. His abs were ripped, and it was impossible for the eye not to be drawn downward, following the V of his hipbones below the waistband of his jeans.
Without thinking she flipped her sunglasses to the top of her head and leaned forward a little.
“He works out a lot,” Claire said conversationally.
Jenna froze. Then she put her sunglasses back on and cleared her throat.
“Does he?” she asked, leaning back in the lounge chair and trying to sound unconcerned. She couldn’t believe she’d ogled the man in front of his daughter.
“Yeah. There’s a gym at the hospital where he works. He can bench press, like, a million pounds.”
She could believe it. But it was definitely time to change the subject.
Luckily, she spotted her other neighbor coming across the lawn with a girl about Claire’s age.
“Hi, there!” Mrs. Washington called out over the noise of the lawn mower. “I’ve got my granddaughter, Ellie, with me this week, and we wondered if Claire might like to come to the mall with us. We were planning to do a little shopping and then see a movie.”
Jenna glanced at Claire. “What do you think?”
“What movie are you going to see?” she asked. Jenna went into the kitchen for two more glasses, and by the time she came out Claire and the other girl were talking eagerly about a romantic comedy that had come out last week.
“We’ve both already seen it but we totally want to see it again,” Claire said, turning to Jenna.
Jenna poured out lemonade and handed glasses to the newcomers. “Why don’t you go check with your dad?”
Claire ran to go talk to him, and Mrs. Washington put a hand over her eyes to watch them. “I don’t suppose you can send that man over to my house when you’re done with him?”
“Your lawn looks perfect,” Jenna said in surprise.
“Yes, but I could use a little eye candy. I may be sixty-five, but I’m not dead.”
Jenna laughed, and Ellie groaned. “Grandma! Don’t say anything like that in front of Claire. You’ll embarrass me.”
“Sorry, Ella Mae. I promise I’ll behave.”
Claire came back, and the answer was yes. The three of them walked back to Mrs. Washington’s house, Claire and Ellie talking a mile a minute, and Jenna was left with hot sun, cold lemonade, and the delectable sight of Michael Stone mowing her lawn. And this time she could enjoy the view without worrying about the teenage girl sitting next to her.
He finished half an hour later and turned off the mower. In the sudden quiet, Jenna could hear herself take a deep breath as he came across the lawn towards her. She hadn’t felt this kind of raw animal attraction since Derek, and that had been five years ago.
And she wasn’t sure even that could compare with this.
His torso was just…godlike. His brown hair was falling over his forehead. He was holding his white tee shirt in one hand, and as he stepped from the lawn to the patio he started to pull it on over his head.
“Hold on,” she said. “Let me have that for a second, would you?”
He looked surprised. “Sure,” he said, coming up beside her and handing her the shirt. It was warm and dry from the sun and smelled like new mown grass and clean male skin. She rolled it up and tucked it behind her neck, using it as a pillow as she reclined back on the lounge chair and grinned up at him.
“I could have given you that, instead,” he said, pointing at the cushion on one of the patio chairs.
“Sure, but this way I’m killing two birds with one stone. I’ve got a comfy headrest, and I’m keeping you shirtless.”
She told herself there was no harm in a little flirting. She’d been clear last night she wasn’t in the market for a relationship. But as Michael sat down in the chair beside her and poured himself a glass of lemonade, she realized she wanted to do more than flirt with this man. A lot more.
Then he looked back at her. “The least you could do is return the favor.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You expect me to go shirtless? Dream on, my friend.”
He grinned at her. “Okay, maybe not completely shirtless. But you could show me the tattoo on your back.”
She pretended to think about it, secretly pleased that he was flirting back with her.
“I suppose that’s a reasonable request,” she said. She was wearing white shorts and a navy blue blouse, and now she pushed the lounge chair flat and turned over on her stomach. She tugged her shorts down an inch or two and flipped up her blouse, and rested her chin on her folded arms.
After a moment he sat down next to her, and her pulse jumped when she felt his denim-clad thigh against her hip. Then his fingertips brushed her lower back, and a wave of goose bumps swept across her skin.
“It’s music,” he said after a moment, his voice a little husky. He cleared his throat. “Musical notes, I mean.”
He was tracing over the tattoo now, stroking her softly, and it felt so good she had to tighten her muscles to keep from arching up against his hand.
“I had it done about ten years ago. It’s a few measures from Bach’s Concerto for Two Violins.”
His fingers stilled. “You’re kidding.”
“No. Why do you sound so surprised?” She turned on her side to look up at him, and his hand ended up on her bare waist.
“I love that concerto. I love Bach.”
She smiled up at him. “I thought you said you weren’t that into music.”
“I told you I like classical,” he reminded her.
She turned onto her back, and that brought his hand to her bare stomach. For a second she thought he’d pull away, but then his fingers trailed softly over her skin towards her belly button. Her stomach muscles tightened as he touched the silver ring there.
“Did it hurt to get this done?” he asked. He tugged on the ring gently, the barest pull, and sensation stabbed through her.
“A little,” she whispered. He was looking down at her bare stomach, and his index finger started to trace slow, hypnotic circles around the ring.
His touch was feather soft. Her skin there was so sensitive. Her breath was coming faster, and he had to be aware of it.
She started to tremble. God, he could see that, too. His eyes lifted to hers, and they stared at each other for one frozen moment.
“Jenna!”
She turned her head to see her sister Allison walking briskly towards them.
Good God. Was it five o’clock already?
Jenna hardly ever felt self-conscious, but she did now. She sat up quickly, thrusting Michael’s tee shirt at him and straightening her blouse. Michael jumped to his feet and pulled the shirt over his head. A moment later Allison was with them on the patio.
“Michael! I thought that was you.”
He cleared his throat. “Allison, hi. I didn’t realize you and Jenna were sisters.”
Jenna hoped her voice sounded as normal as his did. “You two know each other?” she asked, and Allison nodded. Her sister’s eyes were curious as she looked between the two of them.
“From the hospital,” she explained. Allison ran a charitable foundation for children with cancer, and she knew a lot of M.D.s. “And of course I work with Michael’s…uh…” she paused. “With Denise. I work with Denise,” she went on, looking flustered. “She’s an oncologist,” she added.
Jenna glanced from her sister to Michael. “Girlfriend or ex-girlfriend?” she asked, trying to keep her tone light. It wasn’t like she had a vested interest.
 “Ex-girlfriend,” Michael said. He paused. “Okay, I’m going to head back to my place now. I hope you ladies have a great time tonight.”
“You’re not going to be there?” Allison asked.
Michael shook his head. “I’m on vacation, and my daughter’s visiting. I sent my regrets—and a big check, of course. It’s a good cause.”
She and Allison were quiet as they watched him walk away, his long strides eating up the distance between the two houses. When he came to his back door he went inside without looking back.
“Well, well, well,” Allison said. When Jenna turned to look at her she saw a wide smile on her sister’s face.
“Don’t start,” Jenna warned her, getting to her feet and picking up empty lemonade glasses.
Allison followed her into the house with the pitcher. “Why shouldn’t I start? You used to tease me about Rick. A lot.”
“Yeah, but there was actually something going on between you and Rick. There’s nothing going on between me and Michael.”
“I’ve got two things to say to that,” Allison commented as she set the empty pitcher on the kitchen counter. “One, you are such a liar. Two, if there isn’t, there should be. He’s handsome, he’s a wonderful doctor, and he’s a good man. Women are always after him down at the hospital, but I’ve never seen him look at anyone the way he was looking at you. He’s also a grownup, unlike any of the other men you’ve ever dated. Explain to me what the problem is here.”
Jenna frowned, annoyed by Allison’s little summation. “Not everyone wants to date a grownup. Not everyone wants to be a grownup. And I’m only here for the summer, so even if I wanted to start something with Michael, I wouldn’t. Why go there?”
Allison leaned back against the counter, folding her arms. “You know, ever since you came back, you’ve been telling me and Mom and Dad all the reasons you’re not staying. Have you ever thought that maybe a part of you wants to stay?”
Jenna headed for the stairs and Allison followed her.
“No, I haven’t thought that.” She went into her bedroom and over to the closet. “I haven’t thought it because it isn’t true. I don’t want to stay. I don’t want to live in Iowa and be near my family, much as I love you all. And I definitely don’t want to marry a doctor and have kids and a yard and something hot in the oven.”
She pulled a low cut, fire engine red dress out of her closet. “What I want is to live in an apartment in the city, where I never have to cut the grass. I want to teach kids, but not have to put them to bed at night. I want to eat takeout every day. And I want to date men with commitment issues who will never ask me to settle down.”
Allison was sitting on the edge of her bed, completely unfazed by her outburst. “Wow. Michael’s really gotten under your skin, hasn’t he?”
Jenna stripped down to her underwear and bra and pulled the dress over her head. “You didn’t hear a word I just said, did you?”
“I listened to the subtext,” Allison said with a grin.
Jenna glared at her as she slipped on a pair of strappy red sandals. “Listen to the damn text the next time. I’m not interested in Michael, and I don’t want to stay in Iowa. Got it?”
“You bet,” Allison agreed cheerfully. “No Michael, no Iowa. Got it.”
Jenna went to the mirror to check her makeup. “It’s not that I don’t like him,” she said, wondering if she’d been a little too vehement. “I do like him. I like his daughter, too. She’s fourteen and she lives in Florida, and they don’t see each other very much. She’s here for a visit, and it’s obvious that their relationship isn’t the greatest. And it hurts him. I can see how much he loves her, and how much he wishes things were different.”
“So you feel sorry for him?”
“Well…yes. I guess I do. But it’s not just that. I mean, I’m interested in him as a person. In a neighbor-and-potential-friend kind of way,” she clarified.
“And it’s completely escaped your notice that the man is gorgeous?”
There was no time to tame her hair, so Jenna held it back from her face with a red velvet headband. “I wouldn’t say it’s escaped my notice,” she admitted. “But like I said, I don’t want to start something I already know is going to end. And even if I did want to, Michael doesn’t seem like the type to go for a casual affair.”
She paused, and then asked, “What was the deal with…what did you say her name was? Denise.”
“What do you want to know?” Allison asked, getting up from the bed to stand beside her sister.
Jenna looked at the two of them in the mirror, admiring the way Allison’s blue chiffon cocktail dress brought out the color in her eyes. Until recently, Allison would never have worn a dress like that. She never liked to draw attention to herself physically. But since Rick Hunter had come into her life, she’d grown comfortable with her own beauty in a way Jenna had never seen before.
“You look amazing,” she said now, putting an arm around her sister’s waist.
Allison smiled at Jenna’s reflection. “Thanks. So do you. But what do you want to know about Denise?”
What did she want to know?
“Why did they break up?” she asked as they went back downstairs. She grabbed her purse from the hall table and followed Allison out the front door.
“Well…you have to remember that I’m a lot closer to Denise than Michael. So this is all her side of the story. She said he’s a wonderful man but kind of…cold.”
Jenna frowned. “That’s not true,” she said as she went around to the passenger side of her sister’s truck. She slammed the door shut a little harder than necessary. “Michael’s not cold.”
Allison shot her a sidelong glance as she slid behind the wheel and turned the key in the ignition. “She said he was amazing in bed but a little detached. Like he’s not really a passionate person.”
Jenna felt a sudden rush of anger. “I don’t suppose it ever occurred to her that she might have been the problem? With the right woman, he—”
She stopped and looked at Allison. “Wipe that grin off your face. You used to look exactly like that when we were kids and you thought you scored some big victory.”
Allison kept smiling. “I just think you’re pretty protective of a guy you’re not interested in.”
Protective? Was she being protective?
Yes…and defensive, too. A sure sign that she was feeling vulnerable. That something had gotten under her skin.
Jenna thought about that little tug on her belly ring, gentle and yet subtly possessive, that had sent desire stabbing through her. She remembered Michael’s hand on her bare stomach, spinning a thread of want that spiraled through her whole body.
Detached? There had been nothing detached about it.
“You’ll be seeing Denise at the fundraiser tonight, by the way. She’s one of the speakers.”
Jenna shouldn’t have cared. But in spite of herself, she was curious. What kind of woman could think Michael was cold?
She’d only known him for two days, and she’d seen the warmth in him.
Not to mention the fact that he’d managed to raise her temperature several degrees. She thought of those dizzying moments on her patio and felt blood rush to her cheeks.
To a woman who didn’t want to get attached, Dr. Michael Stone could be a dangerous man.
But he definitely wasn’t cold.
 



 
Chapter Four
Michael was reading a medical journal in the living room, sitting by a window that gave him a perfect view of Jenna’s house. When he heard the sound of a truck pulling up next door, he looked up.
Allison had parked under a street light and he could see the two sisters clearly, talking and laughing for a minute before Jenna got out and slammed the door behind her. She waved as Allison pulled away.
She didn’t even glance at his house before going inside her own. He, on the other hand, had been sitting by this window for the past hour.
He was acting like a jealous lover. And from the moment he’d left Jenna on the patio, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her.
He kept replaying those last few minutes in his mind. The small of her back. The indentation of her spine, dipping down to her slender waist. The curve of her hips, and the glimpse of smooth, rounded flesh when she’d tugged her shorts down an inch or two.
That had nearly killed him. Even now, hours later, his body hardened when he thought of it.
Her tattoo was beautiful—musical notes dancing their way across her flawless skin. He’d touched her before he could stop himself, tracing over the elegant black marks, and she hadn’t pulled away.
Then she’d turned over. The sight of the silver ring in her belly button had shot straight to his groin. He’d felt a rush of possessiveness, something primal and primitive that he’d never felt for another woman.
He’d tugged on the little piece of metal before stroking her bare stomach, and her muscles had tightened beneath his fingers.
He’d looked into her eyes, and what he saw stunned him. He hadn’t really believed that Jenna Landry could be attracted to him—not like he was to her.
Then her sister had arrived, and he’d done the only thing he could do: gotten the hell away and prayed that neither woman had noticed the erection straining against his jeans.
He took a cold shower, which calmed his body for all of five minutes. Until he looked out a window to see Jenna leaving her house in a flame-colored dress, her dark gypsy hair floating loose around her shoulders.
She was going to the oncology wing fundraiser in that dress. He thought of the single men who’d be there, seeing her like that, and the possessiveness that had rocked him on her patio swept through him again, leaving him shaking.
He got a grip on himself and went into his study, hoping to calm himself down by working on one of his current research projects.
Compiling data had always been a soothing activity for him, but tonight he couldn’t stay focused. He sat back in his desk chair and dragged a hand through his hair.
What he needed to do was apply logic to the problem. That would put his feelings into perspective.
Jenna was leaving in August. She’d made it clear she didn’t want to get involved with anyone while she was here.
Which left them with three options.
The most obvious was for him to behave like a rational adult instead of a lust-crazed teenager, and ignore his attraction to her. That would be the intelligent thing to do, and Michael considered himself an intelligent man.
Then there was the option Claire was hoping for—the Disney fantasy option. Sweep Jenna off her feet and convince her to stay. Which would involve what? Falling in love? Getting married? Living happily ever after?
It sounded ridiculous even in his head. And even if, by some miracle, things did head in that direction, in the end they’d both regret it. He’d never been able to make a woman happy, and as much as he already liked Jenna, they were completely different people.
He and Denise hadn’t made it, and they were both in medicine. They spoke the same language and wanted the same things—or so he’d thought, anyway.
So what kind of chance would he and Jenna have? He remembered the song lyrics she’d written down for Claire. He could appreciate their power, and the restless passion of the mind that had created them, but only from a distance. He didn’t feel the kinds of things that Jenna felt. On an essential level, she was unintelligible to him.
So option two was out.
Then there was the third option. They could act on their attraction and have an affair. A no-strings, no-commitment affair.
He wanted that so much it was hard to think straight—and he could always think straight, no matter what the circumstances.
He couldn’t believe he was even considering it. He took his relationships seriously, like everything else in his life. He’d never gone into one with a built-in expiration date.
If he and Jenna got together, it would be because he couldn’t control himself around her any more. A problem he’d never faced in his life. If there was one quality in himself he’d always been able to count on, it was his self-control.
He’d gotten to that point in his thought process when the phone rang. It was Jim Healy, calling to ask if Michael could cover his shift at the free clinic tomorrow so he could observe a rare procedure at the hospital.
“I know you’re on vacation, but no one else can do it. You know I’m thinking about specializing in neurosurgery.”
“Yeah, I know. Don’t worry, you’re covered. You owe me, but you’re covered.”
He heard Jim’s sigh of relief over the phone line. “I do owe you, man. I owe you big.” There was a burst of something that sounded like applause, and Michael remembered he was at the hospital fundraiser tonight. The same fundraiser Jenna was at.
“How’s it going tonight?”
“Fine. Same old same old, you know? Your ex did a good job.”
“Yeah, Denise is perfect at this kind of thing.”
She really did make a good dinner speaker—funny, intelligent, compassionate. She’d been all those things when she’d broken up with him, too.
“You’re everything I could ever want in a man, Michael. Everything except madly in love with me.”
“That’s not true. You know I love you.”
“But you’re not madly in love. If you are, say it. Say, Denise, I’m madly in love with you.”
And he hadn’t been able to—not even to save his relationship. The words had stuck in his throat.
Suddenly, for some reason, he imagined saying them to Jenna.
He really was losing his mind.
“Any gorgeous babes there tonight?” he couldn’t help asking.
“Yeah, it’s a pretty good night, babe-wise. Denise looks awesome, of course. Luz and Sara, too. And that new obstetrician, what’s her name? Caroline. She’s very, very hot. And Allison Landry looks great, but I just found out she’s off the market. Luckily she made up for it by bringing her sister.”
Michael’s hand tightened on the phone. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah. Jenna Landry. She’s kind of a local celebrity. She was in a rock band, the Red Mollies. I saw her in concert once, which you’d think would be a pretty good pick up line, but no dice. She’s been shooting me down all night. I’m trying not to take it personally.”
Thank God for small favors. At least he wouldn’t have to listen to his friend describe a date with Jenna in vivid detail. The thought made something thick and dark settle in his stomach.
“I should probably get back,” Jim was saying. “So, we’re cool for tomorrow?”
“Yeah, we’re cool.” As much as he didn’t want to cancel his plans with Jenna, he couldn’t let the clinic down—they were always busy on the weekends. And Jim really should observe that surgery.
He knew Jenna would understand. They’d talked about getting together a few times while Claire was here, so they’d be able to reschedule. It would be okay.
Okay with Jenna, almost certainly. Okay with Claire? Not so much. His daughter made that crystal clear when she came back an hour later.
She’d had a great time, and actually sat down in the living room to tell him about Ellie and the movie and the window shopping they’d done at the mall. If he’d waited until tomorrow to break his news, at least they could have had a nice evening together.
But he hadn’t waited, and Claire had been furious with him and stormed upstairs. Michael, as usual, had no idea what the best response would be. Go up there after her or leave her alone?
He took the easy path and stayed downstairs.
Maybe it was a good thing Claire had blown up at him, and that he’d thought about his breakup with Denise. He’d needed a reminder that he would never understand women, and that he was constitutionally incapable of giving them what they wanted.
Angela had been the first one to teach him that.
What she had said to him was eerily similar to what Denise would say a decade later. Not that she’d accused him of not being in love with her. Angela had never questioned his feelings, at least as far as they went.
Or, as she put it, as far as he’d let them go.
“What the hell does that mean?”
She’d struggled to explain. “I know you want me to be happy, but what I really want is to know that you need me. That you can’t live without me. I never feel like I have anything to give you, Michael. You’re so complete in yourself. I didn’t even know I was missing something in our marriage until…”
That’s when it had come out. The affair she’d been having for six months, with a man who, apparently, had been able to give her whatever it was she’d been missing.
They divorced quickly, and for the most part, amicably. Their friends and family were impressed by how well he handled it. They praised his unselfish willingness to let Angela go, when he must be dying inside.
And he should have been. But even though he loved her, he never felt like he was dying inside. Whatever emotional lack in him had caused his divorce also made it bearable.
Now, as he stood at his living room window watching the lights come on in the house next door, he realized he’d made his decision. No matter how much he wanted Jenna, he wouldn’t act on his attraction.
Logic was against it. And in the end, logic still trumped emotion—and the crazy, primitive urges that assailed him when Jenna was near.
He stood at the window for a minute or two longer, and then, just when he was about to go upstairs and get ready for bed, her front door opened and she came out in her running clothes.
Why was she going out at this hour?
She’d seemed fine a few minutes ago, but the only reason he could think of for her to go jogging late at night was to relieve stress, or work through some kind of problem.
The only way to find out was to ask.
* * *
Jenna had just slipped on her headphones when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She spun around, and her heart skipped a beat when she saw Michael standing there.
Her face flamed. All she could think about was his hand on her bare skin, that afternoon on her patio.
Friends-and-neighbors, she’d decided on the drive home. That was definitely the way to go here. So there would be no thoughts of his bare skin, or her bare skin, or…
She backed away a couple of steps and took off her headphones.
“Wow, you surprised me. Sorry I jumped.”
“I’m sorry I scared you,” he said. His voice was warm and deep, like melting chocolate. “When I saw you out here I was worried something might be wrong.”
“Wrong?”
“Well, it’s pretty late for a run.” He paused. “I only exercise outside my normal routine if I’m feeling stressed about something, and I guess I projected that onto you. Sorry. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. And I know this is obnoxious, but I wanted to remind you that it’s dangerous to go running at night. You’re not wearing anything white or reflective, and you—”
He paused again, and Jenna knew it was because she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “You’re laughing at me,” he said, but he didn’t sound offended. “You’re going to remind me that you’re a big girl and you can take care of yourself.”
“Actually, I was just thinking what a nice guy you are. And you were right, too. About the stress. I had a good time at the fundraiser tonight, but I also had this weird moment of insecurity. It’s not a big deal or anything. I just…felt like running, I guess.”
He looked at her for a moment, and then gestured back towards his house. “Would you keep me company for a while instead? If you go for a jog now I’ll just worry about you. And I have a favor to ask, about tomorrow.”
The truth was, she didn’t really feel like running any more. “All right,” she said, and the two of them went up his walkway and climbed the steps to his big wraparound porch.
Michael led the way to his porch swing and took a seat at one end. Jenna sat at the other end, careful to put plenty of space between them. She was comfortable with her decision to keep things on a friend-and-neighbor basis, but there was no sense in tempting fate. Especially when the night air seemed to wrap them in a soft cocoon and the simple act of meeting Michael’s eyes made her feel warm all over.
“What’s the favor for tomorrow?” she asked, and he told her about his friend and the clinic shift he had to cover.
“I won’t be back until eight, so I’m hoping we can reschedule for another night.”
“Sure, of course. That’s no problem at all. I’m free most nights next week.”
“Claire was mad at me for taking the shift,” he said, looking out over the porch railing at the quiet, tree-lined street. A soft breeze teased through the leaves. “I told her you’d be okay with it, but…”
Jenna shrugged. “She’s a teen. Teens don’t like to wait for things. She’ll probably be fine with it by tomorrow morning.” A thought occurred to her. “I could still spend the evening with her, if she wants.”
He looked at her in surprise. “Really? You’d do that?”
What was it about this man and his daughter? Something about them just made her want to help. “Of course. I’d love to have dinner with Claire. And, you know, eight o’clock isn’t so late. The three of us could still get together for a little music appreciation, if you’re not too tired when you get home.”
“That would be great.”
“Okay, then, we have a plan. What time does your shift start?”
“I’ll be leaving around two in the afternoon.”
“Tell Claire I’ll stop by around then. We can spend the afternoon together, if she wants.”
“I can pretty much guarantee that she will.” He paused, and Jenna reminded herself not to close the distance between them, no matter how much she might want to. “So…what made you feel insecure tonight? At the fundraiser,” he reminded her.
She smiled a little. “It was your ex-girlfriend, actually.”
He stared at her. “Denise made you feel insecure?”
“Well, not just her. But she was at our table at dinner, and at one point people started talking about where they’d gone to school. Everyone went somewhere impressive, but Denise kind of took the cake. Summa cum laude from the University of Chicago, top of her class at Johns Hopkins...”
She shrugged. “Before the conversation could get around to me, I left the table and went to the bathroom. And I stayed there until I figured they’d moved on to a different topic.” She sighed. “Stupid, huh?”
He was frowning at her. “But you went to school, too. For music education.”
“Sure, at a college no one’s ever heard of. And before I could enroll, I had to get my GED. I never graduated from high school.”
Michael was still frowning. In spite of herself, she felt a rush of insecurity, just like she had at the fundraiser. “I bet you don’t hang around with a lot of high school dropouts,” she said, trying to speak lightly. “Do you think I’ll be a bad influence on Claire?”
She was only half joking.
“Do you really want to know what I think?”
Did she? “Um…yes.”
“I think you’ll be a great influence on Claire. You’re caring and smart and passionate, and I bet you’re an incredible teacher. And an incredible musician.” He paused. “As far as high school goes, I won’t lie to you. I hope Claire graduates. But you left to follow your dreams, and you made them come true. That’s what I want for Claire. I want her to find out what she wants in life, and go after it with everything she’s got. Like you.”
Jenna felt unexpectedly warmed by his words. “Thanks, Michael.”
After a moment he spoke again. “I have to admit, it surprises me that anything or anyone could make you feel insecure. You seem so…I don’t know, comfortable with yourself.”
“I am, most of the time. I don’t usually waste energy comparing myself to other people or worrying what they might think. But with this reunion tour coming up, I’ve been thinking a lot about choices. Wondering if I’ve made the right ones. Plus I just turned thirty, which feels like a milestone kind of birthday. I know I’m changing, I know I’m not the same person I used to be…but I’m not sure who I’m becoming. And I’m not always sure I want to change at all.”
She wondered why she was telling him all this. It was more than she’d told anyone else.
“What are you afraid of losing?” he asked. He was looking at her intently, like he was genuinely interested in what she was saying.
“My edge. I’m afraid of losing the wild part of myself, the adventurous part. I guess I’m afraid of being domesticated,” she added with a smile. “Does that sound weird to you?”
He shook his head. “No. You’re a free spirit, and you don’t want that to change.” He studied her for a moment. “Being in Iowa probably makes you worry about it more. Your parents live nearby, right? A reminder of the kind of life you don’t want.”
“That’s pretty perceptive,” she said slowly. “And yes, my parents’ farm is just outside of town. They’re wonderful, and I had a great childhood in so many ways—but the truth is, I couldn’t wait to get away. I love my mom so much, but when I thought about having a life like hers, tied to her husband, tied to her kids, tied to the land…it made me feel like I was choking. Like I couldn’t breathe. I was always so restless…being back here makes me remember just how restless I was.” She smiled reminiscently. “My dad used to call me his gypsy girl.”
“Do you think you could settle down in L.A., once you’re out there?”
She shook her head. “Probably not. I loved Chicago, but even there I got restless sometimes. The movie project I’ll be working on should last about six months, and I haven’t decided what I’ll do after that. The truth is, I like having the freedom to roam. I don’t think I’ll ever put down roots.”
“Has anyone ever tried to change your mind?”
She looked at him, wondering what was behind the question. “Once,” she said after a moment. “I fell madly in love when I was twenty-two. Derek and I were together for three years. He was a bass player, and when his band got big he wanted me to quit the Mollies and marry him. And I was ready to do it.”
“What happened?”
“I found him in bed with my best friend. Which ended our relationship and broke up the Mollies in one fell swoop, since she was our lead singer.”
He stared at her.
“What?” she asked after a short silence, trying to decipher his expression. Was he feeling sorry for her?
“I can’t imagine a man cheating on you. I can’t imagine being with you and even looking at another woman.”
It wasn’t the response she’d expected, but a rush of something sweet went through her.
“Well…thanks. The next time I see Derek I’ll tell him you said so.”
Silence settled over them. Michael rested a foot against the porch rail, rocking the swing gently back and forth.
“Do you miss it?” he asked after a while.
“Miss what?”
“The life you had with the Mollies. Before you broke up.”
“Sometimes. I really loved performing, and it was hard to give that up. But it’s a tough life, too. Late nights, crazy schedules, a lot of drugs around.”
“Were you ever into that?”
She shook her head. “No. My little sister, Megan, was diagnosed with cancer a few months after I left home. She died three years later. Watching her struggle so hard for life…there’s no way I would have thrown mine away on drugs.”
“Megan’s House,” Michael said softly.
Jenna glanced at him in surprise. “That’s one of Allison’s projects.”
He nodded. “I contribute to her foundation, so I get her newsletter. I didn’t realize the significance of the name, though. It’s a retreat center for families dealing with childhood cancer, right?”
Jenna nodded.
“How old was Megan when she died?”
“Fourteen.”
“She was Claire’s age. God, I can’t even imagine it. I can see why Allison does the work she does.”
Jenna slid her hands into her pockets as she looked out into the night. It was so quiet she could almost hear her own heart beating.
She’d been eighteen when Megan got the cancer diagnosis, and twenty-one when she died. One of her biggest regrets was that she hadn’t spent more time at home during those years. She’d buried herself in music, and even though she’d come home as often as she could between concerts and recording sessions, the truth was, she could have done more. The band had offered to cancel tour dates so she could take a break, but she’d said no.
Her twin brother, Jake, had just enlisted in the Army when Megan got sick, so there was no way he could have come home. But she could have.
“Did I say something wrong?” Michael asked after a minute.
She shook her head, wondering why all her insecurities were rising to the surface tonight. “I was just thinking it’s a shame Allison’s taken. The two of you would make a perfect couple. You’ve both dedicated your lives to helping other people.”
He shrugged. “I think Allison’s great, but there was never any attraction there.”
That was all he said, but unspoken words seemed to hang in the air between them. The silence felt charged, and a tingle of awareness made her conscious of every inch of skin as the porch swing moved slowly back and forth.
When it came to summer nights, Iowa had Chicago beat. The sweet scent of freshly mown grass…the soft breeze against her face…the music of the crickets. She tried to focus on that and not the big male body just a foot or two away from her. After a few minutes she leaned her head back and closed her eyes.
She jerked upright when she felt Michael’s arm slide behind her shoulders.
“Sorry,” he said when she turned startled eyes on him. “I just thought you’d be more comfortable with a head rest.”
She hesitated.
“It’s all right,” he said softly. “Go ahead and lean back. Close your eyes again.”
So she leaned back, a little cautiously at first but then relaxing against his strong arm. He shifted, and after a moment she found herself sitting sideways on the swing, her head resting against the place where his chest met his shoulder.
It was incredibly comfortable, but she had no desire to close her eyes. Her pulse was racing too fast for that.
He smelled so good. No cologne or after shave—just clean male skin.
After a few minutes he began to stroke her hair. His caress was light, gentle, sending waves of sensation through her body.
Then his thumb brushed against her earlobe. Shivers ran down her spine like water, and she made an almost helpless sound of pleasure.
His hand froze in her hair. Jenna stopped breathing, and they both went still.
“I should be heading home,” she said after a long moment, rising to her feet without looking at him.
After a few seconds he got up, too.
He walked her home, as she’d known he would. And he looked down at her again, like he had last night, in the dim glow of the light above her back door.
“Good night, Jenna. And thanks again for tomorrow.”
She nodded. “No problem. Tell Claire I’ll see her at two o’clock.” She reached for the doorknob, her hand shaking a little, and when the door stuck a surge of panic went through her.
It opened with a jerk. Michael hadn’t moved a muscle during her brief struggle, though she’d been very conscious of his big body looming behind her. His expression was hard to read when she met his eyes one more time.
“Good night,” she said, disappearing inside as quickly as she could.
She went straight through the kitchen and up the stairs, putting as much physical distance between her and Michael as possible.
Wasted effort. Standing in her bedroom, taking deep breaths while her heart thumped in her chest, she wasn’t sure Australia would be far enough away to dull her attraction to this man.
She didn’t think any place would be.
 



 
Chapter Five
Claire suggested a trip to the mall, and Jenna agreed. She hadn’t been to a mall in months, and she figured she’d enjoy it as much as Claire.
Well, maybe not quite that much. Claire was literally bouncing with excitement as she pulled her from store to store. They’d been at it for an hour and had already looked at video games, music posters, jewelry and shoes. Now they were going into what Jenna suspected would be the first of several clothing stores.
Claire went straight to the teen section and pulled a low cut top and a micro mini skirt off the rack. “This is so hot. Do you mind if I try this on, Jenna?”
“Not at all,” she said, even though she privately thought the look was way too old for a fourteen year old girl. But she’d decided at the beginning of this trip that she wouldn’t express any opinions that sounded like judgments—she remembered how well that had gone over with her when she was Claire’s age. So she went with her into the dressing room and sat down on one of the cushioned benches in the waiting area.
Yep, too old, she thought as the slender girl came out of her booth and twirled around in front of her. She didn’t have much cleavage, but the little she had was on full display. The top also left her stomach bare, and the mini skirt barely reached the tops of her thighs.
“What do you think?” Claire asked. “I know you’ll tell me the truth, Jenna.”
Jenna had opened her mouth to say something neutral, but Claire’s comment pulled her up short. She looked at the girl’s eager, smiling face.
“Do you really want to know what I think?”
“Of course!”
“Even if it comes out like a lecture?”
Instead of getting mad, Claire grinned at her. “It’s okay. I can take it. You think it’s too sexy, right?”
Jenna made room for her on the bench. “I just think that particular brand of sexy isn’t a woman’s best weapon, and it’s definitely not her only one. If you reduce yourself to that, then that’s what people will see. They won’t notice anything else about you.”
“You always look sexy, though,” Claire said. “Not slutty or anything,” she added quickly. “I mean, I usually see you in jeans and tee shirts.”
Jenna smiled. “That’s what I’m talking about. I don’t dress sexy very often—only on special occasions, and only when it’ll make me happy. But I’m comfortable with myself, and that always comes across as sexy. Real sexy, not the kind you can buy in a store.”
“Oh.”
Claire stood up and looked at herself in the mirror. After a minute she went back into the booth and came out in her jeans and Radiohead tee shirt.
“Where should we go now?” she asked.
Jenna smiled and got to her feet. “Anywhere you want. Are you hungry?”
Claire shook her head as the two of them made their way towards the exit. “Not yet. I know those clothes were skanky, but I really do want to do something to change my look. I’ve been thinking seriously about a tattoo, but I know my dad would freak.”
Jenna thought so, too. “How about a haircut? Something more...modern-looking,” she added diplomatically, eyeing Claire’s long, stringy blonde hair.
Claire brightened. “That’s a great idea. I’ve been thinking about that, too, but I wasn’t sure what kind of style to go for. But if you’ll go with me...maybe give me some suggestions...”
Jenna stopped walking and looked down at her. “Actually, I do have a couple of ideas. If you’re not afraid to try something daring?”
Claire’s eyes glowed. “I’d love that. Seriously. Where should we go?”
Jenna checked her watch. “I know a great salon, but it’s in Des Moines.” Inspiration struck. “We could get your hair cut and then stop by the clinic on the way home, to show your dad. We could bring him some dinner, too. Unless you think we’d be bothering him?”
Claire shook her head vigorously. “No, I’m sure it would be okay. That’s a great idea. Let’s go!”
And so they drove into the city to a salon that catered to a young crowd. They consulted with a stylist for several minutes before the woman put a big apron on Claire and took her over to the sink to wash her hair.
Forty-five minutes later the transformation was complete. Jenna and Claire stood in front of the big mirror, admiring the result.
Gone was the long, limp hair hanging in her eyes. Now she had spiky layers, their feathered ends framing her face and setting off the delicate lines of her jaw and cheekbones. Her neck was bare, and she was holding her head with more pride, more confidence. Her posture was better, too. She stood straight, not slouching forward with a piece of hair twisted around her finger.
Just for fun the stylist had added a few blue streaks with a washable rinse, giving her a hint of a punk look that would wash out in her next shower.
“Let’s go show Dad!” Claire said, excitement in her eyes. “I saw a deli next door—we could get sandwiches for dinner.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
A little while later they were pulling up in front of the clinic. “How often does your dad work here?” Jenna asked. She was impressed that with all his other commitments, he still found time to volunteer. “I would have thought a heart surgeon would already have a pretty full schedule.”
Claire shook her head as they walked to the front door. “I’m not sure. As much as he can, I think. Except for when I come to visit, he’s always working, either here or at the hospital. He’s hardly ever home.”
The clinic wasn’t crowded, but as they approached the reception desk Jenna knew immediately that something was wrong. The receptionist looked tense, and she was whispering to the nurse standing next to her with her eyes fixed on a point to Jenna’s left.
“Get Dr. Stone,” she said quietly.
Jenna looked over her shoulder. There were a few people scattered around the waiting room, but the one drawing the women’s focus seemed to be a man in his twenties sitting with his head down, his elbows on his knees and one foot beating a rapid tattoo on the floor.
“I didn’t even see him come in this time,” the nurse whispered. “Where’s George?”
“Left early.”
“Damn. But I don’t want to bother the doctor. He’s with a patient. And anyway, what could he do? Did you call the police?”
“Yes. But Dr. Stone can handle this guy. Didn’t you see him last month, with the husband who started beating on his wife right here in the waiting room?”
“I heard about it.”
“Get Dr. Stone. I mean it. The police will be here soon, but I’d feel better if he was out here. Maybe nothing will happen, but...”
“I’ll get him.”
Claire had picked up on the tension too. “Jenna, what’s wrong?”
“I’m not sure. But I think we should get out of here.”
She took Claire by the hand and turned to do just that. But she hadn’t taken more than a step towards the door when it was pushed open by Michael’s tall, blond friend. The one she’d met last night, and that Michael was here covering for. What was his name? Jim Healy.
Jim breezed into the waiting room, waving a hello towards the reception desk as he walked within a foot of the jittery man. Jenna opened her mouth to call out a warning, of what she wasn’t sure, when the man jumped to his feet and put his hand around the blond doctor’s throat. He started shouting something, words Jenna couldn’t understand.
She grabbed Claire’s hand and pulled her back, as far away from the action as she could. She stood in front of her, shielding her from view, as an inner door swung open.
Michael stood there for a moment, assessing the situation. Jenna felt a shock of surprise when she saw him—in his white lab coat and with that cold expression on his face, he was like a different person.
Then he was moving, crossing the room in a flash. He drove a knee into the man’s side, and when he doubled over Michael took him the rest of the way down. He stepped on his lower back and jerked one of his arms up until he yelped in pain. Michael snapped something at him, his voice hard and incisive, and when the man struggled to get up Michael jerked on his arm again until he stopped.
It had taken him less than ten seconds.
Jenna stared at Michael, unable to look away. Her heart was pounding. She couldn’t seem to draw a deep breath. There hadn’t been time to worry before, but now, after the fact, she thought about what could have gone wrong and her hands clenched into shaky fists.
He’d acted so fast. She and everyone else in the room had just stood there, frozen. He’d gone into that volatile situation without even blinking, and had handled it with cold-blooded efficiency.
Jenna heard a siren in the parking lot. A minute later two officers came in, taking charge of the man on the floor and talking with Michael. They pulled the man to his feet, cuffed him, and walked him out of the clinic.
Michael spoke to Jim, who looked a little shaken but seemed to be all right, before turning to survey the room. His eyes met hers and widened in shock. He strode towards her, his eyes never leaving her face.
“What are you doing here? Where’s Claire?”
“Here I am,” Claire said breathlessly, coming out from behind her. “Jenna got in front of me so I couldn’t see much, but Dad! What was wrong with that guy?”
“Meth addict.” His gaze swept briefly over his daughter, as if assessing her for injuries, and then snapped back to Jenna.
Her heart was still thudding against her ribs. She started to ask if he and Jim were all right, but he spoke first.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
He looked like he had when he’d taken down the addict—cold and furious.
“We just…came for a visit.” She held up the white deli bag. “We brought you a sandwich.”
He stared at her in disbelief. “This is a free clinic in a bad neighborhood. You don’t come here for a social visit. What were you thinking?”
Her head was spinning. His anger cut through her like a knife, affecting her far more than it should have.
She tried to pull herself together. He’d just been through an intense confrontation, the kind of thing he wouldn’t want Claire anywhere near. Of course he was upset.
“I’m sorry,” she said, hearing her voice tremble. “I have friends who live in this neighborhood, I don’t think of it as a bad area. I’ve been in much worse—”
He cut her off. “I’m sure you have. And I know you can take care of yourself, Jenna. You make sure everyone knows that. But that doesn’t mean you can just waltz into an unsafe situation. Especially when you’ve got my daughter with you.”
“I didn’t think it was an unsafe situation! I would never have brought Claire here if—”
 He paid no attention. “What if you’d gotten in that guy’s way? What if he had a gun or a knife? What if you or Claire—” he glanced at his daughter again, and did a double take. “What happened to your hair?”
In all the turmoil, she’d completely forgotten about the haircut. She turned to see Claire looking at her father with big eyes. “I got it cut,” she said.
“I see that. I also see that it’s blue. You dyed your hair blue?”
“The color was my idea,” Jenna said quickly. “And it’s only temporary.”
He just looked at her. “That is your specialty, of course.”
She stared at him. Before she could make any kind of response, another voice spoke.
“Jenna? What are you doing here?”
It was Jim Healy, looking fully recovered from having his throat grabbed.
She took a deep breath and did her best to smile. “Claire and I came by to bring Michael some dinner,” she said. “We got here just in time for the fireworks. Are you all right?”
“Fine, thanks to Michael. You two know each other?” he asked, looking at his friend.
Michael was frowning, his jaw tight, and he didn’t answer.
“We’re neighbors,” Jenna said after a moment. “I spent the day with Claire since Michael had to...” she stopped suddenly, remembering that Jim was the reason Michael hadn’t been home.
“Yeah, I owe him twice,” Jim said with a quick grin. “The surgery ended early, which is why I’m here. I came to cover the rest of the shift. I had no idea it would be so exciting,” he added wryly.
“Claire and I should head home,” Jenna said. Her face felt hot and her throat was tight.
“All right,” Michael said. His tone was cool, and she couldn’t tell if he was still angry. “Jim, I’ll take you up on your offer after I finish some paperwork. Jenna, I’ll probably be twenty minutes behind you.”
“Okay,” she said, and then she and Claire were walking through the clinic waiting room and out the front door.
As soon as she was outside the tears that had gathered behind her eyelids started to slip down her face. She wiped them away quickly, but not quickly enough.
“Jenna, please don’t cry. My dad was just worried about us.”
Jenna looked down at her. Claire didn’t seem upset. What was more, her assessment of Michael’s reaction was undoubtedly correct.
She took a quick breath. “I should be the one comforting you, kiddo. Not the other way around.”
Claire shook her head. “I’m totally fine. Seriously.”
“I’m glad. But, still...I should have checked with your dad before taking you to the salon. And I should have called ahead before we went to the clinic.” Jenna unlocked Claire’s door and went around to the driver’s side. “I’m so sorry you were there for all that.”
“It was intense, huh? Not just that guy and the police and everything, but the way my dad freaked out. He never does that.”
Jenna glanced at her as she pulled out of the parking lot. “He doesn’t?”
“Uh uh. That’s the first time I’ve ever seen him lose his temper. I mean ever. He really was worried about us. You could see it in his face. He was totally bent out of shape.” She smiled suddenly. “It’s nice to know he cares.”
“Claire, your father adores you. You know that, don’t you? You’re the most important person in his life.”
Claire shrugged. “I guess. But knowing it isn’t the same thing as feeling it. Do you know what I mean?”
Yes, she did. And it was obvious that Claire took her father’s uncharacteristic bad temper as an expression of love.
In Claire’s case, that was no doubt true. In her case, not so much. Michael had said a couple of things to her that definitely weren’t an expression of love.
She shouldn’t let it bother her. Why was she giving some man—a man she’d only known a few days—the power to make her feel so damn bad?
After a moment, she decided she didn’t really want to know the answer to that question.
* * *
“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you know Jenna. I went on and on about her last night.” Jim was standing in the office doorway, waiting for him to finish up his paperwork and head out for the night.
“You didn’t go on and on. You mentioned her briefly.”
“You still could have said something. You knew I was interested. And I’m still interested. My God, this is perfect. Next door neighbors! Invite me over this weekend, will you? I know if I have a little one-on-one time with her I can—”
He looked up, and Jim froze. A few seconds ticked by.
“Damn,” the younger doctor said softly. “Wow.”
“What do you mean, wow?” Michael asked irritably, his eyes on his paperwork again, wondering what had been in his expression to make Jim look like that. He’d always prided himself on his ability to hide his emotions, but today that skill had deserted him completely.
“I didn’t realize you and Jenna—”
“There’s no ‘me and Jenna’. We’re just friends.”
“Yeah, but you want more. Don’t deny it. I’ve never seen you go all alpha like that over a woman. Not even when Denise started dating again.”
Michael looked up again, frowning. “Alpha?”
“Alpha wolf, man. I’m telling you, if I had a tail, it would be between my legs right now. You should have seen your face. You made it clear that no other guy is welcome anywhere near her.”
Alpha wolf. It sounded so primitive.
But was it true?
Hell yes, it was true. He didn’t want any other man going near Jenna. The idea made something twist inside him. It made his muscles twitch, like he was getting ready to hit somebody.
“I need to finish this. I’ll see you in a couple of minutes.”
Jim took the hint and left him alone.
He looked down again, but the charts on his desk were just a blur.
He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Jim had been right about something else—he’d never felt this way before. But the idea that it showed in his face…what the hell was happening to him? Where was his self-control?
The way he’d talked to Jenna just now…God, she probably never wanted to see him again.
But when he’d seen the two of them right there in the clinic, so close to a violent scene that could easily have ended worse than it did…even now, his stomach tightened in reaction.
He’d grown up in a neighborhood where poverty and addiction and violence had been an inescapable part of life. His mother had been a drunk, his dad a card player who drifted in and out of their lives. He’d always been surrounded by ugliness and chaos, and as a father he’d sworn to keep Claire a million miles from any of that.
So, yes, he’d overreacted when he saw her in a place that wasn’t exactly a war zone but could definitely get dicey now and then. And it hadn’t only been about Claire—it had been about Jenna, too. The thought that either one of them could have been hurt…
His stomach tightened again.
And then the damn haircut. He might be an idiot when it came to the female of the species, but even he knew better than to insult a woman’s hair, no matter what her age.
It was just…Claire had had long hair since she was a little girl, and he was used to it. He remembered how she used to put it up like Cinderella’s, every Halloween until she was ten.
Seeing her look so different had thrown him. Seeing her and Jenna at the clinic, so close to danger, had thrown him.
The feeling itself was understandable. What bothered him was the fact that he’d let it show.
He finished up his paperwork, said goodbye to Jim, and left the clinic. A little while later he was pulling into his driveway. There were lights on in his house and in Jenna’s.
It looked like she’d dropped Claire off and gone home, which seemed to be a clear indication that the three of them wouldn’t be getting together tonight.
He sat in his car for a moment, trying to figure out who he was more reluctant to face—his daughter or Jenna.
Better tackle the home front first. Claire was probably so mad she’d locked herself in her room, and he could make his apologies through the closed door.
He sighed. Then he got out of the car and went into the house.
“Hey, Dad.”
He closed the front door behind him and turned to see Claire sitting in the living room, curled up on the couch with a magazine. She must have showered as soon as she got home, because the blue was out of her hair and it was still damp.
Viewed objectively, he had to acknowledge she’d gotten a good haircut. If she were anyone else’s daughter, he’d even say a great haircut. Those spiky layers flattered her face perfectly. As attached as he’d been to her long hair, it had always been messy and stringy and falling in her eyes, and he’d hated the way she’d slouch with a strand twisted around her finger.
She was sitting up straight now, and there was a new kind of confidence in the way she held herself.
“Your hair looks great,” he heard himself say.
She smiled. “Yeah, I know.”
He was used to feeling out of his depth around Claire, but this was a new level of mystification.
“Why aren’t you yelling at me? Aren’t you mad about the way I talked to you and Jenna at the clinic?”
She shook her head. “Nope.”
He went into the living room and sat down across from her. “Why not?”
She shrugged. “You freaked out because that guy was in the waiting room when we were there. You were just worried about us.”
“I’m always worried about you.” As he said the words, he realized how true they were. “I worry about you every single day. That’s no excuse for losing my temper the way I did, and snapping at you and Jenna. I’m sorry I did that, Claire.”
“It’s all right. It was kind of...comforting.”
He stared at her. “Comforting?”
She nodded. “I’ve never seen you lose your temper before. Everyone else yells or screams or cries when they get upset, but not you. It’s kind of depressing sometimes, like you’re, I don’t know, superhuman or something. I hate it.”
He remembered Angela yelling at him once, and saying she wished he’d yell back at her. He’d never understood why. He’d been subjected to plenty of screaming and crying growing up, and it was never an expression of love.
 “I never wanted to be the kind of dad who yells.” He hesitated, and then told Claire something he never had before. “My parents yelled. A lot. And it never made me feel like they cared about me.”
Claire was staring at him with big eyes. “I didn’t know that. Did they...hit you, or anything?”
He shook his head. “No. Just a lot of shouting.”
She drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around her shins. “You’ve never told me anything about them before.”
“It’s not my favorite topic. They weren’t good people, and I never wanted to be anything like them.”
“And that’s why you don’t yell and stuff? Because you don’t want to be like your parents?”
“That’s part of it, yeah.”
“Oh.”
They sat in silence for a moment. He could see Claire pondering this new information, and he wondered if he should have burdened her with even this small piece of his childhood.
“So you’re not upset with me?” he asked after a while.
“No. Jenna’s another story, though.”
He dragged a hand through his hair. “She’s mad, huh?”
“Well...I don’t know if she’s mad, exactly.” She frowned at him. “You made her cry, Dad. She kept wiping the tears away when she thought I wasn’t looking.”
His heart clenched in his chest.
“When everything went crazy at the clinic, Jenna got in front of me.” Claire bit her lip, which made her look younger than her fourteen years. “Mom used to do this stupid thing. Whenever we were driving somewhere, if she had to brake a little faster than usual, she’d throw her arm across my chest. It was totally ridiculous, because I was always wearing my seatbelt, but she did it anyway.”
She looked up at him. “That’s what Jenna was doing. Protecting me, you know? And you made her feel like she’s totally irresponsible, like you made a mistake trusting her, or something.”
His gut twisted. “I know. I know. I was just...”
“Freaked out. I get it, Dad. You just have to make Jenna get it. You have to go over there and apologize.”
“What if she won’t forgive me?” he heard himself ask.
And suddenly Claire was there, throwing her arms around him. “I’m sure she will.”
He couldn’t remember the last time his daughter had hugged him voluntarily. He hugged her back, feeling a tightness in his chest and an unfamiliar ache at the back of his throat.
“Your hair really does look great.”
“I know. But thanks for saying so, Dad.”
 



 
Chapter Six
A little later he was ringing Jenna’s doorbell with no idea of what he was going to say. A minute went by, and he wondered if maybe she wouldn’t answer at all.
But then the door opened, and she was there.
She was wearing jeans and a gray tee shirt, her silky black curls held back by a red bandana, and she looked so beautiful that for a moment all he could do was stare.
“Hi,” he said, finally.
“Hi,” she answered, her voice cool.
He took a deep breath. “Can I come in?”
She nodded, her expression as cool as her voice. She turned and headed for the kitchen, where he could smell coffee brewing.
Her jeans were old and faded and soft, and they fit her body like a second skin. He couldn’t take his eyes off the curve of her hips as he walked behind her. The events of the day had left him feeling a little raw, and he was almost painfully aware of his attraction to her.
“Would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked over her shoulder.
“Yeah. That would be great.”
“How do you take it?”
“Just black.”
She filled two mugs and handed him one. She stayed standing, so he did, too.
He was finding it hard to speak. His normally sharp brain was moving slowly, memories of what had happened at the clinic jumbled together with thoughts of Jenna. Wildly inappropriate thoughts.
He couldn’t stop staring at her, and he prayed she couldn’t read his mind. He wanted to kiss her soft, lush mouth and every inch of her skin. He wanted to pull her shirt over her head and fill his hands with her breasts. He wanted to...
He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“Is Jim all right?”
He dropped his hand to his side. “Yeah, he’s fine.”
“Does that kind of thing happen a lot?”
“Not really. Once a week, maybe, we’ll have some kind of incident—a drunk or a drug addict, or something like that. We usually have a security guard in the waiting room, but he left early today.”
She’d been avoiding his eyes, but now she looked up at him. “I would have thought...you being a surgeon...that you wouldn’t get into fights. Because of your hands.”
He smiled a little. “I try to avoid throwing punches. Luckily there are other ways to subdue people. Not that I’m in that situation a lot,” he added. “Like I said, we usually have a security guard down there.”
“But it seemed like you were used to it. Used to dealing with violence.”
It was a question, and after a moment’s hesitation he answered it. “I grew up in a bad part of Chicago. If I hadn’t learned to take care of myself, I wouldn’t have survived.”
Her eyes softened a little. “That sounds rough.”
He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. I got out a long time ago.”
Okay, it was time to do what he’d come over here to do. “Jenna, I’m sorry I snapped at you and Claire at the clinic. I had no right to lose my temper like that, to make you feel like I don’t trust you. Especially because I do trust you.”
She frowned down at her mug, which was black with a skull and crossbones on it. He hoped it wasn’t emblematic of her feelings about him. “I’m sorry, too,” she said. “I shouldn’t have taken Claire to that salon without checking with you, and I should have called before bringing her to the clinic.”
He shook his head. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Claire’s hair looks great, and I’m glad you took her to get it cut. I was just...surprised. And yeah, the clinic’s not the best place for a visit, but you didn’t know that. And today wasn’t typical. If you’d come on a quiet day I probably wouldn’t have reacted like that. It’s just...”
He wondered why it was so hard to say the next part. “When I saw you there...” He hesitated. “I thought about what could have happened, and I...” He remembered how Claire had put it. “I guess I freaked out.”
Jenna’s chest rose with a quick breath. “I get that. I do. That’s why I’m sorry. I should have called, but we thought it would be fun to surprise you.”
“I love that you wanted to do that. And I’m sorry about what happened.”
“I know.”
Relief spread through him. “So you’re not mad at me?”
“Oh, I’m mad at you.”
He stared at her. “But you just said—”
The cool reserve disappeared from her eyes, replaced with a flash of anger.
 “I’m not mad because you freaked out.”
He felt confused. “Okay, then, enlighten me. What are you mad about?”
She leaned back against the counter and folded her arms. “I’m mad because you took a couple of digs that really hurt my feelings. And you haven’t apologized for that.”
He shifted uncomfortably. “What digs?”
“Well, let’s see. How about, ‘I know you can take care of yourself, Jenna. You make sure everyone knows that.’” She took a breath. “And later, when I told you Claire’s hair color was temporary, you said, ‘That is your specialty, of course.’”
Damn. “I don’t know why I said those things. I didn’t mean anything by it. It was just a stupid—”
“Bullshit. You did mean something by it, and I’d like to know what.”
He felt an unexpected flicker of anger. “Look, I told you I was sorry. Can’t you just let it go? Not every feeling has to be dragged to the surface.”
Her eyes narrowed. “No, I can’t let it go. Unlike you, I don’t sweep my emotions under the rug.”
“Okay, fine.” His voice sounded cool, for which he was grateful. “You want me to talk, I’ll talk. Maybe the whole lone wolf thing bothers me a little.”
“I never said I was a lone wolf.”
“Gypsy, then. You’re determined never to settle down, never to put down roots. You said so, remember?”
She turned her back on him, taking her untouched cup of coffee to the sink and dumping it out.
 “Yes, I said so. I said so on your porch last night, and you seemed fine with it then. I didn’t realize you were judging me.”
He set his own mug down on the kitchen table. “I’m not judging you. But I don’t think it would kill you to keep an open mind about...things. You won’t even consider the possibility of staying here. What’s so terrible about Iowa? Your family’s nearby, and—”
She whipped around to face him. “Don’t you dare try to play the family card. Your own daughter lives in Florida, for God’s sake! Talk about a double standard—”
He struggled to keep his tone detached. “I just think if you spend your whole life drifting from place to place you could miss out on some things. Things that might make you happy.”
“What, like marriage and children? Not every woman wants a white picket fence, Michael. Did the feminist movement just pass you by, or something?”
His usual control was deserting him, replaced by anger he couldn’t justify and desire he couldn’t tamp down. His hands clenched into fists, as if he could fight his emotions physically.
“I didn’t say anything about marriage and children. But you said yourself you’re changing, and I know that scares you. I think you should make sure that leaving really is what you want, and that you’re not making decisions out of fear.”
Twin patches of red appeared on her cheeks. “I see. And what, exactly, do you think I’m afraid of?”
There were a dozen danger signs warning him off, but he waded in anyway. “Maybe you’re afraid of getting attached. You lost your sister, and you lost your fiancé and your best friend a few years later. Maybe you don’t want to be hurt like that again.”
She stared at him. “Wow. I suppose I should thank you for the free psychoanalysis. Of course, it’s pretty damn ironic that you’re telling me not to make decisions out of fear. You won’t even ask Claire to come live with you.”
His jaw tightened. “We’re not talking about me right now.”
“Oh, of course. It’s okay to put my choices under the microscope, but I’m not allowed to talk about yours? You’ve got no right to judge me or my choices.”
Her lips were parted, her eyes turbulent. Her body was taut with anger, her skin flushed with it, and all he could think was how beautiful she was.
And how much he wanted her.
He’d never wanted anything as much as he wanted Jenna. Not having her was a sudden agony, a burning pain that ignited his heart and his groin and every other part of him.
“It’s true. I don’t have any right at all.”
“Then where do you get off—”
He felt the exact moment his control snapped. For one instant he was weightless, motionless, balanced perfectly between opposing forces.
Then he lunged for Jenna like an animal bursting from a cage, grabbing her by the shoulders and pulling her hard against him.
She gasped, her eyes wide with shock. Hunger swept through him as he looked at her, at those lips that had tempted him from the first moment he saw her.
Then he brought his mouth down on hers.
He kissed her with everything he had, everything he was. He kissed her like it was the last thing he’d ever do.
For a second she was frozen, and he thought she might push him away. In his madness one coherent thought formed. If she didn’t want him, he had to let her go. He had to. He—
Then her arms were around his neck and she was surging into him, the soft curves of her body fusing to the hard planes of his.
“Michael...”
Hearing her say his name like that, her voice weak and dazed and helpless with longing, made his heart slam against his chest. He slid a hand to her nape to trap her against him. When her back arched, a rush of possessiveness hardened every muscle in his body.
He’d never craved a woman’s surrender before, but his body demanded Jenna’s. Feeling her pliant and trembling in his arms made him half wild.
Her lips parted and he was inside, everywhere, wanting everything at once. Nothing had ever tasted so good. She was hot and silken, sharp and sweet, and he would never, ever get enough. He backed her up against the counter and pushed his thigh between hers, and when she clutched at his shoulders and moaned against his mouth he almost lost his mind.
The universe shifted. Jenna was his center of gravity now, the pull of her more powerful than anything he’d ever felt. Falling into her was like falling into a star, the heat so intense he was consumed in the blink of an eye.
Jenna was drowning. She was drowning, and all she could do was hold onto Michael like her last hope of salvation, when he was the one who’d pulled her under.
Nothing had ever been like this. Nothing.
His body was so hard, so hot, so strong. She craved that hardness, yearned for it.
She yearned for him.
She should have had some defense against this. But it wasn’t a kiss as much as an explosion, and she never had a chance. His mouth burned through her, branding her, and she knew the mark of it would be on her for the rest of her life.
When he finally broke the kiss she twisted out of his grasp and stumbled away, gasping for breath.
This was it. Her one chance to return to sanity. After a moment she turned to face him, her cheeks flushed and her lips swollen, and when he reached for her she backed away further, holding out a hand.
“No,” she said, her chest heaving as she fought for breath. “You know we can’t do this.”
“Yes, we can.” His voice was raw with the need that had overtaken them both. He took a step towards her.
“You have to stop. If you kiss me again, we’ll...we’ll lose control.”
“I hope so.”
“No. No. You know this can’t go anywhere. I’m leaving in six weeks.”
That pulled him up short. “I know you’re leaving.”
She bit her lip, and his gaze dropped to her mouth.
“Don’t look at me like that.”
“I can’t help it.” He came towards her again and she darted away, putting the kitchen table between them.
“Why am I the voice of reason here? You’re the damn scientist!”
“I don’t have any reason where you’re concerned.” The leashed tension in him was like a vibration in the air. “All I know is that I want you.”
The naked hunger in his voice made her shiver.
She closed her eyes. “I want you, too,” she said in a low voice. “I do, but—” She scrubbed her face with her hands. “If I were staying then maybe we could see where this is going. But I’m not staying.” She looked up again, letting him see the truth in her eyes.
They stayed like that for a long minute.
“We could be together while you’re here,” he said finally.
She shook her head. “Think about Claire,” she said gently. “You know she’d get her hopes up for something more between us.”
He raked a hand through his hair. “We don’t have to tell her. We could—”
“Michael, that’s not who you are. Do you really want to have some secret affair you can’t tell your daughter about?”
He laughed shortly. “No, you’re right. That’s not what I want.”
He held her eyes for a moment. She looked back at him, her lips still tender from his kiss. She remembered his hands gripping her shoulders, hard enough to bruise, and a dizzying wave of lust swept through her.
But it wasn’t just lust. She liked Michael—liked him a lot. She enjoyed talking with him, enjoyed spending time with him.
She admired him, too. She remembered what he’d done at the clinic today, the way he’d handled a dangerous situation without an ounce of hesitation. She could picture him like that in surgery. He would face down a damaged heart like he’d faced down that addict, with cool confidence and absolute determination.
She’d gotten mad at Allison for saying none of the other men she’d dated had been grownups, but she knew in her heart it was the truth. They had all been boys. Michael was a man.
A flicker of panic stirred inside her.
After a minute he spoke again. “Look, Jenna. I won’t deny I’m disappointed, but...hell, you’re probably making the right decision. It’s not like I’m a great gamble when it comes to relationships. And if we don’t go down that road, maybe we can stay friends.”
 “I want that,” she said quickly. “Oh, Michael, I want that so much. I like you, and I like Claire, and I want to keep you both in my life.” She took a deep breath. “I have a bad track record too, when it comes to relationships. This way will be better. You’ll see.”
He smiled reluctantly. “I’m not sure I’m sold. But if friendship is what you’re willing to give me, then I’ll take it.”
Relief swept through her. “Okay. Good.” She took a deep breath. “So...what now? Can we still...we were going to...the three of us.” She realized she wasn’t making sense and tried again. “Maybe we could get together on Tuesday night? For dinner and music appreciation,” she reminded him. She wanted to get them back on their old footing as quickly as possible.
After a moment he nodded. “I’m in charge of the food, right?”
His voice was almost normal again, and she felt herself relaxing. “Why don’t you fill a picnic basket and bring it over? We can eat outside, on the patio.”
“Sounds like a plan.” He glanced at the clock on her wall. “I should probably be heading home. I’m sure Claire’s waiting up to find out how the apology went.”
She laughed a little shakily. “Considering I’ve completely forgotten what I was mad at you for, I think you can call it a success.”
That made him smile. “So coming over here wasn’t a total loss.”
She shook her head. “No.”
She went with him to the door. He put his hand on the knob and paused, looking at her. Something in his eyes made her take a quick step back.
“Are you sure about this, Jenna?”
“I’m sure,” she said quickly. And even though her heart was pounding, she knew she was making the right decision.
The regret she felt watching him go only confirmed it.
If she missed him this much after one kiss, how much worse would it be if they actually made love?
She had no intention of finding out.
* * *
It rained on Tuesday, so they ended up having a picnic on Jenna’s living room floor. She put down a red and white checked cloth over her rug, and the meal was lit by candles stuck in empty wine bottles, wax dripping leisurely down their pot-bellied sides.
It was the first time he’d been with her since the kiss, and things felt a little awkward at first. But Claire’s presence helped, and soon the three of them were talking and laughing—and, of course, eating.
Michael had made fried chicken, baked beans, and corn on the cob. He’d stripped the silk away from each ear and then roasted them in their husks. The corn was sweet and crisp and they ate a dozen ears between them, creating an enormous pile of husks and cobs in the middle of the picnic blanket.
Watching Jenna lick melted butter off her fingers, he felt the quick stab of lust she always inspired in him. But after a couple of days away from her he’d regained some semblance of self-control.
She’d gone out somewhere last night, and he’d resisted the urge to wait up until she was back. He and Claire watched a DVD together and went to bed. When he woke up this morning, he felt master of himself again.
He knew he wouldn’t stop wanting Jenna. But he also knew he couldn’t ask her to change her plans, to change who she was, on the off chance that a relationship between them could actually work.
And given how different they were, the odds of that were pretty slim.
After the turmoil of his childhood, he’d structured his life around stability and predictability. He was a workaholic. He had a few good friends, but spent most of his down time at home. He’d created a life that worked for him, but he knew it would never work for someone like Jenna.
She was passionate, outgoing, exciting. She craved variety and change. And while he didn’t share her need to roam or her love of city life, the truth was, he admired her adventurous spirit—even though it would take her away from him in all too short a time.
She’d made the right decision about the two of them.
She might have been right about something else, too. He looked at Claire, heaping her plate with chicken and baked beans, and thought again about what Jenna had said.
Should he ask Claire to come live with him?
He wished the answer to that question was as clear to him as it obviously was to Jenna.
If Claire moved here, she’d be leaving behind her friends, her family, her school. She’d be uprooted from the structured and stable environment he’d always wanted for her.
And he was afraid a life with him would be a poor exchange for what she’d be giving up.
He shook his head as he loaded up his own plate. He didn’t have to decide tonight. He could put off thinking about it a little longer and just enjoy the evening.
Jenna talked about the teaching she was doing at her friend’s summer camp, and how much she loved it. Remembering the first night the three of them had spent together, with the Tibetan bell and Christmas carols in July, he could imagine how fun and inspiring her classes were. Jenna’s enthusiasm was infectious and she had a knack for bringing out the best in people. He was glad to hear that along with the movie work she’d be doing in L.A., she was also planning to teach a few hours a week through an inner city arts program.
Claire asked a question about Jenna’s family, and she mentioned that her future brother-in-law was Rick Hunter, the man who’d designed Claire’s favorite video game. They talked about video games for a while, and then about violence in the media, and whether exposure to it made society more violent. Claire and Jenna both had strong opinions about that, and he let them carry the discussion.
He already knew that Jenna was an intelligent and original thinker, but he was surprised to find that his daughter was, too. He found himself asking questions just to hear her talk.
There was blues playing in the background, since Jenna and Claire had informed him that a rock-and-roll education should start there, but it wasn’t until after dinner that they got serious about music. They sat him down on the couch and played him songs by dozens of different artists. While the music played, they talked about the history of the blues, its roots in the musical traditions of Africa and America.
It was captivating to listen to them. Claire and Jenna fed off each other’s energy, and even though it was obvious that Jenna was the real expert, he was surprised at how much Claire knew, too.
Nothing human is alien to me. That’s what Jenna had said, and he remembered it now. He might not express it the way they did, but he was as passionate about medicine as they were about music. Even if he didn’t quite “get” the whole blues thing, he could definitely get the enthusiasm.
At the end of the evening Jenna took out her guitar and started to play. She sat cross-legged on the picnic blanket while Michael and Claire leaned back against the couch.
In the candlelight, her hair was coal black. His fingers twitched with the urge to touch it. He’d stroked her hair that night on his porch swing, and he knew how soft it was.
He knew how soft her skin was, too. And the way her body felt pressed against his.
He might never learn to be a music fan, but he sure was a Jenna Landry fan. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, couldn’t imagine a sweeter, sexier sound than her voice. She held her guitar the way a great surgeon holds a scalpel—like an extension of her body.
He loved listening to her, loved watching her play, but he knew he wasn’t feeling the music the way she and Claire hoped he would. He liked it, but he didn’t love it...and he definitely didn’t understand the emotion of it the way they obviously did.
She held the last note of the song until it faded away. Then she laid her palm softly across the guitar strings, stilling their vibration.
“Well?” she asked, laying down the instrument and leaning forward with a smile. He was spellbound, by her if not the music, and it was a moment before he could speak.
“Well, what?” he asked finally.
“Have we made a blues fan out of you?”
He hesitated.
“Not yet? Don’t worry, you haven’t hurt our feelings. We’ll just have to keep trying, that’s all.”
“He needs to go to a show,” Claire said, and Jenna nodded.
“There’s no substitute for seeing a real blues artist perform. Albert Cray is in Des Moines Friday night, but he’s playing in a bar, so that’s out. I’ll check the online listings for shows in the area and—”
“No, you and Dad should go see Albert Cray,” Claire said quickly. “I could stay over with Mrs. Washington and Ellie. They said I could, any time.”
Jenna glanced at him. “I don’t think so,” she said cautiously. “Why don’t we look for a concert we can all see? I’m sure there’s—”
“No,” Claire said firmly. “Albert Cray is playing on Friday, and Dad has to see him. It’s perfect. I’ll stay the night at Mrs. Washington’s, with Ellie.” She jumped up. “I’ll go and ask her right now!”
Michael spoke up at that. “Claire, it’s almost nine-thirty. Don’t you think you should—”
“If their lights are off I won’t bug them, I promise. But I bet they’re still up.”
And before he could say anything else, she was out the front door.
Silence fell.
He imagined driving into the city with Jenna, just the two of them. Leaving the bar with her after the show, stepping out into the warm summer night, the stars shining above them. Walking with Jenna along the city streets, hearing her voice and her laughter, maybe brushing against her every so often.
Neither of them had said a word since Claire had charged out of the house. Jenna was frowning down at the floor, her lower lip caught in her teeth.
He forced himself to break the silence. “So, what do you think? Going to a concert would definitely further my musical education,” he added, wanting to put her at ease but also really hoping she’d say yes.
“It would be a great experience,” she said, looking up at him. “Albert Cray is an amazing musician.”
He felt a rush of satisfaction. “Then it’s settled.”
“I know it goes without saying, but...it wouldn’t be a date.”
“Understood.”
“Nothing even resembling a date.”
“Got it.”
“Just two friends going to a show.”
He leaned forward. “Jenna, you don’t have anything to worry about. Okay?”
She looked at him for a second and then smiled. “Okay.”
She picked up her guitar again and began to strum softly, the fingers of her left hand curving over the wood as she formed chords. “It really is a good idea. If Albert Cray doesn’t turn you into a blues fan, nothing will. Not that I’ll be upset if you don’t like him,” she added. “I don’t want you to feel obligated to like him. Claire and I have given it our best shot, but if you don’t like the blues, you don’t. I want to know your honest reaction, whatever it is. Promise you’ll tell the truth, whether you love it or hate it or something in the middle?”
If he was out with Jenna, there was a chance he might not even notice the music. “I promise.”
Claire came back at that moment, brimming with satisfaction. “It’s all set,” she informed them. “I’m sleeping over Friday night with the Washingtons, so you can stay out as late as you want.”
Michael glanced at Jenna. As soon as their eyes met she looked away.
Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, after all. He’d just told her she had nothing to worry about, and looking at her now with that blush staining her cheeks, he wondered how the hell he was going to keep his hands off her Friday night.
With will power, damn it. Will power and self-control.
Two things that had never been in short supply before Jenna came into his life.
 



 
Chapter Seven
This isn’t a date, Jenna reminded herself as she stood in her bedroom, her hair still damp from the shower. Her clothing choices seemed loaded with meaning. Did she go with new jeans, the denim still stiff? Or did she go with an old, faded pair, soft as a bird’s wing from years of use—the ones that hugged her hips and made her legs look a mile long?
She reached for the old pair, telling herself they were more comfortable.
But if comfort were really the deciding factor, she’d go with a tee shirt instead of the red silk camisole top she was considering, cropped short enough to show off her tattoo and her belly ring.
There was no innocent reason to put on that top. Either she admitted she wanted to see the flash of desire in Michael’s eyes again, or she went for a tee shirt.
She thought about the kiss and felt a thrum of heat low in her belly. Then she thought about the warmth she felt when she was with him—a warmth that came from liking as much as lust.
That was the killer. If all she felt for Michael were desire, it wouldn’t matter so much. But her feelings were complex, all tangled up with affection and respect and care and concern, the kind of feelings that could touch her heart as much as her body. And since she planned to leave Iowa with her heart intact, she’d better make sure her body didn’t get the best of her.
She hung the camisole top back in her closet and grabbed a plain blue tee shirt out of her drawer.
A little while later she answered her door to find Michael standing there in jeans and a tee shirt of his own.
He grinned at her. “I see I dressed appropriately for the occasion. Of course Claire insisted on picking out my clothes, so I guess I have her to thank.”
“You look great,” she said, hoping he didn’t realize just how much she meant those innocuous words. When a man had shoulders like that, he should always wear tee shirts—or no shirt at all.
Her mind was on his upper body and not where they were going, and they’d crossed the lawn to Michael’s driveway before she realized it. Now Michael was holding open the passenger door of his BMW.
Jenna hesitated. She’d been thinking they could take her car, since this event had been her and Claire’s idea—and because it seemed less date-like that way.
“Is it okay if I drive?” Michael asked after a moment passed.
“Of course it is,” she said quickly, sliding into the seat. The mere fact that the man was driving didn’t automatically make it a date.
Nor did the fact that he opened the club door for her, or asked her what she wanted to drink, and then went to the bar to order and pay for it. Michael was just old-school that way, like he was about walking her home.
They took a table near the stage, on the edge of the open space where people would stand throughout the show for an opportunity to be near the legendary Albert Cray, and dance if there was enough room.
But the show wouldn’t start for another twenty minutes, which meant she had plenty of time to notice how much like a date this felt.
It was the way her body reacted when she was with him. The way her gaze lingered on him in spite of herself, as he leaned over to slide a cardboard coaster under one of the table legs so it wouldn’t wobble, and then rested his strong forearms on the scarred wooden surface as the waitress set their drinks down.
Actually, she thought as she met his eyes, this was nothing like a date. Not like the dates she usually went on, anyway. Michael was thoughtful and attentive, and there was a quiet competence about him that made her feel relaxed even as his nearness raised her heart rate.
She’d asked for a tequila sunrise, and now she noticed that he’d ordered one, too.
“You don’t seem like the tequila type,” she said.
“I’m not. This is my first.”
“You can’t be serious. You’ve never tasted tequila before tonight?”
“Nope.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Tequila’s not an ordinary drink, my friend. Your first time is a big deal.”
He grinned at her. “It is, huh? What’s so special about it?”
She folded her arms on the table and leaned forward. “Different drinks go with different experiences. Wine is for mellow conversation with your friends, or when you’re at a nice restaurant for dinner. Beer is for parties and barbecues and baseball games. Tequila, on the other hand, goes perfectly with the blues. It’s earthy and sensual and just a little bit evil.”
It’s not a date, he reminded himself. But listening to Jenna talk about tequila made him wish like hell it was.
Not to mention the fact that driving her in his car for the first time had made him feel like a teenager going to the prom.
“Here’s to new experiences,” he said, and took a sip.
He set his glass down and met Jenna’s blue eyes again.
“Well?” she asked.
“I tasted orange juice and grenadine and alcohol, but I’m not sure I got the unique tequila flavor.”
“For that you should do a shot.”
He was tempted. “I’m driving, but if we have a few hours—”
“At least two.”
Since this was the only Jenna-related temptation he could safely give into, he gave into it. “You’ve convinced me.”
He ordered a shot for each of them, while Jenna explained the procedure—salt on the tongue, toss down the tequila, then suck on the lime wedge.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
“As I’ll ever be.”
“All right, then. One, two, three.”
The sharp taste of salt, the oily bitterness of tequila, and then the tart zing of citrus on his tongue. A shudder went through him as he set the lime wedge down in his empty shot glass.
Jenna set her glass down beside his and grinned up at him, propping her chin on her hands.
The fiery combination of flavors was too much like her for comfort. “A unique experience,” he said.
“One you think you’ll repeat some day?”
“That’s hard to say. My lifestyle doesn’t exactly lend itself to tequila shots. But if I ever do repeat the experience, I’ll think of you.”
“Hmm. I wonder if that’s good or bad?”
Physiologically speaking, he knew the sensation he was feeling right now wasn’t caused by the alcohol. There hadn’t been enough time for that.
Which meant it was all Jenna.
“Good,” he said, looking into her eyes.
It’s not a date, he told himself as he got lost in the sapphire depths. It’s not a date, he told himself again as his gaze went to her mouth, her lips soft and full and slightly parted. Then his gaze drifted lower still, to the perfect curve of her breasts rising and falling under her tee shirt. The regular movement stilled, and he looked up to meet her eyes again.
Damn, he thought belatedly, trying to think of something to say.
“Did your band ever play here?” he asked quickly.
She took a quick breath. “Years ago, when the Mollies were just starting out. We played here a few times.”
Her eyes looked a little wistful, which made him curious. “How long has it been since you performed?”
She thought about it. “More than two years,” she said after a moment. “Wow, I can’t believe it’s been that long. After the Mollies broke up I played solo once in a while, or did guest gigs for other bands, but then I got busy with school and studio musician work.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I haven’t been on a stage in two years.”
“You miss it, don’t you?” he asked, signaling the waitress for another shot.
“Yes. I used to live for the rush—the lights, the music, the connection with the audience. There’s nothing like it.” She hesitated. “Would you like to come see us? The Mollies, I mean. When we perform at the Odeon.”
“I’d love to.”
She looked pleased. “Great. I know you’re not a big music fan, but I’d love for you to be there.”
He was surprised at how happy that made him. “I’m looking forward to it,” he said as the waitress set a shot down on their table.
“You’re having another one?”
He shook his head. “This is for you.”
She grinned at him. “I hope you’re not trying to get me drunk, Dr. Stone. For one thing, that wouldn’t be very gentlemanly of you. For another, I can hold my liquor really, really well. It would take at least five more of those before I do anything untoward.”
He tried not to think about untoward things.
“Just one more,” he said. “We did those other shots at the same time, and I didn’t get a chance to see you drink it. This is to further my tequila education—which, according to you, goes hand in hand with my blues education.”
“When you put it like that, how can I refuse?”
She licked the inside of her wrist, her tongue as delicate as a cat’s. Then she sprinkled salt on her skin, licked it off, and tossed down the shot in one swift motion. He caught a glimpse of her slender throat, and the movement of her muscles as she swallowed. Then she slammed the shot glass down and bit into the lime slice she had ready.
“Brrr,” she said with a quick shudder, setting the lime wedge down carefully in her empty glass. “So what did you think?” she asked him, resting her chin in her hand as she looked up at him. “Did it meet your expectations?”
He stared at her. “I’m speechless,” he said after a moment. “I’m going to have to ask you not to do that again, because it might give me a heart attack.”
She laughed, and at that moment Albert Cray came out onto the stage and sat down on the stool that had been placed there, tuning his guitar and checking his microphone. As Michael looked toward the stage he saw that the floor in front of it had filled up in the last several minutes, and the people standing there had already started to clap and cheer.
He looked back at Jenna and saw that she, too, was cheering, her eyes on the old man bent over a beat up guitar, tuning it as if he had all the time in the world. Every minute or so he’d glance up and flash a grin at the crowd as the shouts and applause grew louder.
As Michael settled back in his chair, a feeling of well-being stole over him. It was a beautiful summer night and he was out with a beautiful woman, and the tequila he’d drunk was buzzing through his veins.
Then Albert Cray straightened up, set his hands to his guitar, and began to play.
From the very first note, Michael was caught. He found himself leaning forward, watching those old hands moving over the guitar strings, coaxing emotion from the wood with effortless mastery. He sang about love and loss and pain and joy, the urge to ramble and the longing to go home again, and the words echoed with the humor and wisdom of eighty years of life.
He looked at Jenna, and saw she was leaning forward like he was, her expression rapt. He looked at the crowd of people in front of the stage, some of them dancing, some simply watching and listening.
He was used to feeling a little separate from other people, a little apart, but he felt unexpectedly connected to everyone in the room right now, to all these strangers gathered together to hear this music.
People continued to crowd the floor, and after a few minutes their view of the stage was blocked. He rose to his feet and held out a hand to Jenna. Their table was near the stage and it wasn’t hard to edge their way up front. It was crowded, and even though the people all seemed friendly there was some jostling, and it seemed natural to put Jenna in front of him, nearest the stage, and to lay a protective hand on her shoulder.
The next song was a slow one, the words low and sexy, the rhythm hypnotic. Michael could feel the slight sway of Jenna’s body under his hand. Without thinking he slid his other arm around her waist and pulled her back against him, and he felt her stiffen in surprise for just a moment before she relaxed.
He held her lightly, but they fit perfectly together. He closed his eyes and breathed in her fragrance, wishing he could bury his face in her hair.
The music seemed to flow through both of their bodies.
Jenna had never been so aware of another human being. When Michael’s arm slid around her waist she wanted to turn around and kiss him more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.
But even though he was a different person, he represented the same kind of danger to her that Derek once had. He could pull her off track, make her change course. And she’d promised herself after Derek that she would never make a major decision because of a man.
She had plans for her life that didn’t include falling for a handsome doctor who lived in the town where she’d grown up. A doctor with a fourteen year old daughter who wanted nothing more than to play matchmaker for them.
So Jenna didn’t turn around. She stayed where she was, letting Albert Cray’s ageless voice roll over her like water—like the waves of desire that made her very, very glad that Michael couldn’t see her flushed face or hear the pounding of her heart.
And because she knew there’d be no reason for the two of them to be this close again, she let herself revel in the contact, in Michael’s strong arm around her, his hard chest behind her. She let herself revel in the sensation of being protected, even cherished.
And desired.
He was careful to avoid contact below the belt, but not careful enough. A few times she felt the brush of his arousal against her, and the sensation made her legs tremble and her stomach clench.
They stayed like that for the rest of the show. The crowd called Albert Cray back for two encores before he took his final bow, and only then did Michael take a step away from her. As the two of them stood side by side, cheering, she ached to feel his touch again.
Eventually the crowd quieted, settling into bar stools and drinks and conversation. Jenna looked up at Michael, meeting his eyes for the first time since the show started. His expression was neutral, but the tension in his jaw told her his feelings, whatever they were, were under rigid control.
“Would you like another drink?” he asked after a moment.
She shook her head.
“Do you want to head out?”
She nodded.
A moment later they left the club and stepped out into the soft summer night, walking in silence to the lot where he’d parked. The moon, bright and full, outshone the street lights. In a few minutes they were on the road, heading out of the city.
Jenna stole a glance at Michael as they drove. The silence between them felt electric—and painfully awkward. The longer it went on the more awkward it felt.
Tension thrummed along every nerve ending in her body.
He pulled up in his driveway, and she hopped out of the car before he’d even turned off the ignition. She forced herself to wait for him after that, knowing he wouldn’t let her walk home alone. And, anyway, she wasn’t such a coward that she’d run away without saying good night.
When they reached her back door, she forced herself to speak.
“Michael, I had a wonderful time tonight,” she said, fishing her key out of her pocket. “I, um, hope you did, too.”
She paused, looking at his chest rather than his face, but Michael didn’t say anything. She glanced up then, and his expression made her breath catch. His jaw was tight and his eyes were dark, and he looked like something inside him was barely contained. She backed up a step and bumped into the door.
“Well...good night,” she said quickly, turning away and fumbling with the key. Her hands were trembling and she couldn’t seem to find the lock.
“Jenna.” It was the first time he’d spoken since they’d left the club. “You need to get inside.”
His voice was urgent, which only made her trembling worse.
“I’m trying.”
“Jenna, you need to get away from me. Now.”
She felt him take a step closer, and she knew he was only inches away. The hairs rose on the back of her neck.
Her hand shook again, and the key fell with a metallic ping.
“Damn,” she whispered. She leaned her forehead against the door and closed her eyes.
“Jenna,” he said once more, his voice almost hopeless.
A second later his hands were on her shoulders.
He stroked down her arms, and goose bumps swept across her skin. Then he gripped her hips and pulled her against him, into the hard ridge of his arousal, and a rush of desire made her gasp.
One of his hands slid into her hair, brushing it away from her neck, and she felt his mouth on the bare skin of her nape as his other hand moved up her body to cover her breast.
She moaned and arched into him before she could stop herself. His hand tightened almost painfully on her breast as he thrust hard against her, and she moaned again. Then she heard his voice.
“One night.”
Her heart was hammering, and it took her a minute to process what he’d said. “We can’t.”
He turned her to face him, pressing her back against the door. She’d never been so aware of a man’s physical strength, never felt so feminine in comparison.
The look in his eyes made her shiver. “I know you’re leaving. I know you don’t want a relationship. But we can have one night.”
He moved closer, until she could feel the heat coming off his body. He slid a hand down between them, and before she knew what he was doing he’d undone the button of her jeans. Then he tugged down her zipper.
He leaned down close to her ear. “I know you want this as much as I do.”
He pressed his palm against her stomach, and every muscle there tightened. When his hand dipped lower, stroking over the satin of her panties, her head fell forward onto his shoulder.
“Michael,” she said helplessly, but whether she wanted him to stop or keep going she wasn’t sure.
Then his hand moved again, slipping beneath the waistband of her panties to touch her bare skin, and she felt her whole body flush when he found out exactly how much she wanted him.
He sucked in a ragged breath. “Be with me tonight.”
“Michael,” she said again, moving in spite of herself, her body twisting against those searching, insistent fingers as they stroked over her most sensitive skin. Her heart was beating frantically in her chest, her breath coming in short gasps.
“I don’t know what to do,” she heard herself say, overwhelmed by confusion and longing and an ache that filled her heart as much as her body. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Be with me,” he said again, his thumb settling over her throbbing center as he slid two fingers inside her.
She cried out, the sound muffled against his shoulder. His thumb was moving now in quick tight circles and the rising torrent seemed to lift her off her feet. She locked her arms around his neck as she raised her head, her body arching and twisting against his hand, and when she cried out again the sound was swallowed up as he kissed her, hard and fierce and sure, as her body spiraled tighter and tighter and higher and higher.
He tore his mouth from hers. “You’re mine tonight. Say it.”
“Yes,” she gasped, and then her head fell forward as her climax hit her, and she bit down on Michael’s shoulder to keep from screaming as the explosion shattered her into a thousand pieces.
From far, far away she heard Michael murmuring her name. His lips were in her hair and his arms were tight around her as she came slowly back to earth.
He was breathing hard, like he’d been running. “Inside,” he said, bending down to grab the key she’d dropped.
He fitted it into the lock and pushed open the door, pulling her with him over the threshold. He was shaking, and something about that undid her. She tugged at him and he turned to her, and she slid her arms around his neck and kissed him. He groaned against her mouth as he pulled her close.
“Upstairs,” he said, breaking the kiss. “Upstairs now, or I take you on the floor.”
She kept her eyes on his as she stepped back, wriggling out of her jeans, kicking them away along with her shoes.
His eyes darkened as he reached for her. “The floor it is,” he said, but she laughed and ran for the stairway.
They made it somehow, stumbling up the stairs and down the hall into her bedroom, falling onto her unmade bed and into a kiss that made her dizzy. She fumbled with Michael’s clothes as he fumbled with hers, getting his jeans and boxers off while he slid her panties down her legs. Their tee shirts came off, and her bra, and suddenly the fumbling stopped as Michael rolled her onto her back and then rose up on his knees, looking down at her.
For a second they were both still.
His brown eyes were so serious. Something in his expression sent a wave of fear through her, because she was afraid the same thing was in her eyes.
His face was becoming dear to her.
He was becoming dear to her.
She shook her head sharply. She couldn’t feel those things—she wouldn’t. She reached for him, impatient to drown out liking with lust, but he stopped her.
“No,” he said, pinning her wrists above her head, on the pillow. “I’ve fantasized about you since the day I first saw you. If we go too fast I won’t believe it’s real.”
Panic rose in her throat. “But it’s not real,” she said, struggling against his grip. “We’re not—this isn’t—”
“I know,” he said, his voice suddenly harsh. “I get it. But for this one night, Jenna, you’re mine.”
Her body arched towards him, suddenly and instinctively. Something inside her, something utterly primal, responded to his words and the look on his face as if she’d been waiting for this her entire life.
The feeling should have terrified her. It went against everything she thought she knew about herself.
But it was just one night. One night of fantasy, of make believe.
One night to belong to him.
She met his eyes in the moonlight that streamed through the windows, and she knew he could feel the change in her, the pliancy that made her whole body yearn towards him. “What do you want me to do?” she whispered.
He smiled. Then he leaned in and kissed her, slowly and thoroughly.
“Arch your head back,” he whispered when he finally pulled away.
She’d never felt so safe and so vulnerable at the same time. The helplessness of having her hands pinned down, of exposing her throat...Michael caressed her neck with his lips, and then his teeth, and then his tongue, and the sensations made her shudder and writhe against him.
Michael knew he’d never recover from this. Every second he was with Jenna, he could feel the marks she was leaving on him.
“Leave your hands where they are,” he said, letting her wrists go and moving down her body to her breasts, stroking with his tongue, nipping with his teeth, teasing with his fingers.
He’d never felt this way before. With Jenna, the most primitive part of him surged to the surface. Nothing was more important than the need to claim her, to make her his. His body knew she belonged to him, and he didn’t give a damn about anything else.
The sweet peaks of her nipples drove him crazy. He bit down harder than he meant to and looked up, afraid he’d hurt her. But her gasp of surprise held pleasure, too, and her hands were still on the pillow above her head, where he’d put them.
The sight did something to him, made him feel like a barbarian king. He looked down, and saw the glint of moonlight on her belly ring. With a groan he lowered his mouth to the little piece of metal that had haunted his dreams, dipping his tongue into the dimple of her naval, feeling a rush of satisfaction when she shuddered against him.
He went lower. “Spread your legs,” he said in a voice so raw he didn’t recognize it.
She complied, and he moved between her thighs, kissing her there as he moved closer to the place he really wanted to be. When he heard Jenna moan he smiled against her skin.
He urged her legs wider apart. When he bent his head close he felt her trembling, and he gripped her hips hard, holding her in place.
He was drunk in seconds, ravenous for her. He showed her no mercy, delving into her body with tongue and fingers until she was twisting against him helplessly.
He’d never felt so attuned to a woman. He knew exactly where to touch her, when to go hard and fast and when to pull back, taking her close but not letting her go over until she was frantic with want, writhing so desperately it was hard to hold her down. Only then did he take her over the edge, his own heart pounding when she cried out his name, greedy for her pleasure as he drank in every spasm, every quiver, every tremor as she came slowly down from the crest.
Even then he went on kissing her softly, moving back up her body until he could look down into her eyes. Her skin was flushed, her face glowing.
She took a deep breath. “I’m going to make you pay for that.”
He brushed the hair away from her face. Before this moment, he wouldn’t have believed that anything could make her look more beautiful. “Should I be afraid?”
She put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him onto his back, throwing a leg across him to straddle his hips. “Very afraid.”
He forced himself to stay still. “Are you planning an assault on my virtue?”
“I am.” She slid along his body, kissing her way down his torso. Every muscle in his body was tense with anticipation.
She took him in her mouth, and his hips jerked in response.
It was too much. He slid a hand into her hair and tried to control himself, but there wasn’t a chance in hell he could handle this. Not when he’d wanted her for so long.
He took her by the shoulders and pulled her up to him.
“You have to stop. I’m close, and I need to be inside you. Please tell me you have condoms.”
“You tortured me for hours,” she said softly, her mouth close to his ear. “I can’t believe you stopped me after five seconds.”
“I didn’t torture you for hours. Ten minutes, tops. Back to the condom question…”
“I have them.” She moved over him and pressed a kiss to his chest. “But...” she hesitated, looking up. “I’m also on the Pill. I haven’t been with anyone in more than a year. I had a checkup a few months ago and I’m healthy. So, if you want...” She trailed off.
He pulled her down for a kiss. The knowledge that she hadn’t been with a man in so long made him happier than it should have.
“I’m healthy, too,” he told her. “I haven’t been with anyone in almost a year, and I had a physical last month.” He swallowed. “So, yeah, I want.”
They looked at each other for a long moment. She rose up over him, her knees on either side of his hips.
She looked like a goddess, her skin drenched in moonlight. Then, so slowly he thought it might kill him, she took every inch of his hard length inside her.
He was afraid he’d explode right then and there. He was harder than granite, every muscle in his body rigid as he stared up at her. She was hot and tight and perfect for him, and he would have told her so except his mouth had gone dry and he couldn’t draw a deep breath, and he couldn’t say anything but her name.
Even that came out as a ragged whisper. His hands settled on her hips, trying to urge her to move, but she just smiled.
“If I can’t torture you one way, I’ll torture you another.”
She lifted up slowly, and came down again even more slowly.
Need slammed through him. He grabbed her by the shoulders and flipped them over, pinning her against the mattress as he thrust into her.
Jenna gasped, wrapping her legs around him as her body surged to meet his.
His rhythm was hard and fast. He was out of control, desperate for her even though he was deep inside her. When the explosion came he clenched his jaw to keep from roaring, dropping his head onto her shoulder as he poured himself into her.
He shuddered with the aftershocks. When the storm finally passed he realized he was holding Jenna so tightly she probably couldn’t breathe.
He relaxed his hold as he looked down at her. His heart was still pounding.
“That was amazing,” she whispered, staring up at him with luminous eyes.
He rested his forehead against hers. “You’re amazing,” he said, his voice shaking a little.
He rolled onto his back, keeping his arm around her so he could bring her with him, stroking her hair as she rested her head against his chest.
Jenna made a small, contented sound, and his body twitched in response.
It was hard to believe, considering it had been less than a minute since he’d pulled out of her, but he was ready to make love to her all over again.
But she was boneless against him, languorous and sleepy, her breathing already starting to slow. If he started something now it would be about his need and not hers.
So he willed his body to calm down as he cradled her against him, and wondered how he was ever going to let her go.
 



 
Chapter Eight
Jenna woke suddenly. It was dark outside, and she was wrapped in a snug cocoon. After a confused minute she realized the cocoon was Michael. He was behind her, holding her securely against his chest, one arm around her waist.
A sense of well-being filled her, spiced with a dash of lust at the feel of his strong body pressed so close.
“Michael?” she whispered, not wanting to wake him if he was asleep.
“Hey,” he answered, nuzzling the back of her neck.
Her body flushed with pleasure. “What time is it? When do you have to go?”
“It’s a little before dawn. I don’t have to go just yet...if you don’t want me to.”
His hand moved up her torso to cover her breast. She arched back instinctively, her bare bottom coming into contact with an impressive erection.
“How long have you been like this?”
He played with her nipple, tweaking it between his thumb and forefinger. She squirmed against him as moisture flooded her center. “Just an hour or so,” he murmured into her ear.
“Michael! You’ve been awake this whole time?”
“Yeah. You’re lucky I didn’t ravish you in your sleep.”
She arched back against him again. “You could have woken me up.”
He groaned. “No, I couldn’t. You looked so peaceful.” His hand slid down to her hip and he pulled her tight against him.
He’d been watching her sleep? For the last hour?
She was assaulted by a sudden, wild affection for him—and another wave of lust, this one so powerful she moaned.
“I need you inside me. Right now.”
“I’m on it.” His voice was low and rough, and the sound vibrated through her.
She felt him nudge at her entrance. She moaned again, arching her lower back, and a second later he pushed inside.
He was so big he stretched her, filling her in a way she’d never experienced before. He rolled her onto her stomach and then pulled her up onto her hands and knees, thrusting deep.
The sensation was so intense she cried out. When he reached around to stroke the aching, throbbing juncture of her thighs, it felt like only seconds before she came apart.
He came too, gripping her hard as he slammed into her one last time, his whole body tensing and then pulsing inside her.
Their arms gave way at the same time and they collapsed together onto the bed. She drew a deep, shuddering breath.
“Wow,” she said, her voice muffled by the pillow.
She loved his weight on top of her, pressing her into the mattress. She loved the ragged sound of his breath, and the way he pressed kisses against her neck, her shoulders, her back.
Another wave of affection overwhelmed her and she twisted around to face him, sliding her hands into his hair and pulling him down for a kiss.
He kissed her back like he meant it, and as Jenna gloried in the feel of his lips against hers she realized suddenly that she meant it, too.
Something tightened in her chest.
“I can’t breathe,” she said, even though he’d been supporting his weight with his arms.
“Sorry,” he said immediately, rolling onto his side and lying next to her. He ran a finger down her forehead to the tip of her nose, and the casual tenderness of the gesture touched something deep inside her.
A part of her that wasn’t ready to be touched.
“You should probably go,” she said, her voice unsteady.
“Don’t worry. Claire’s not going to be home for hours yet. And, anyway, you know she’s hoping I’m over here. She’s rooting for us to get together.”
A cold feeling swept through her. She moved away from him and sat up, wrapping her arms around her knees. “That’s why she can’t find out about this. We don’t want her to get her hopes up. Right?”
She wanted reassurance that they were still on the same page, but something in his expression told her they weren’t.
“Jenna, listen. I know we said this would be a one-night stand, but—”
“Damn it, Michael!”
He grabbed her arm before she could jump off the bed. “Hey! Slow down a second.” She struggled against his grip, but his hold only tightened. “Don’t run away. You know damn well there’s something between us.”
She was furious. “I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”
“Doing what? What’s so terrible about saying I want more than one night with you?” He sat up, too, and faced her. “Most women would be glad to know that the guy they just had sex with actually wants a relationship.”
She jerked away from him. “I’m not most women. And we’ve already talked about this. You know how I feel. Why can’t you accept me for who I am, instead of trying to make me fit into your life the way you want me to?”
“Jenna—”
“Everything has to be on your terms, doesn’t it? You want a relationship with me, so you’re ready to steamroll over who I actually am to make that happen. And you’re terrified to have a relationship with your daughter, so you won’t even ask her to come live with you.”
He stared at her for a long moment. Then he got off the bed and started grabbing clothes off the floor. “Why do you always do that?”
“Do what?” She was trying not to miss the warmth of him in her bed, and she was failing.
“Bring up Claire when I’m trying to talk about us.” He kept his back to her as he stepped into his jeans and tugged his tee shirt over his head.
“Because that’s the relationship you should be thinking about. Your daughter is the most important person in your life, and you know it. Letting her go back to Florida would be a huge mistake, and you know that, too. But you’re too much of a coward to ask her to move here—or else it’s just plain selfishness, because you don’t want your life to change.”
He bent down to grab his second shoe from under the bed. “Her life is in Florida. Everyone she knows is there.”
“Except for you. And you should at least give her the choice.”
He strode over to the window, his back to her. After a minute he turned around. “I’ve never been her dad, not full-time.”
“I know.”
There was a long pause. When he spoke again, his voice was so low she almost couldn’t hear it. “I don’t want to let her down.”
Her heart contracted. “You won’t.”
His hands slid into his pockets as he started to pace. “I work eighty hours a week between the hospital and the clinic. I could try to cut back, but what if it’s not enough? A teenage girl needs more than a few minutes a day with a dad who, let’s face it, doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing.”
“Yes, she needs more than a few minutes a day with you. And you’ll have to make sure that happens.”
Tension was coming off him in waves. “I didn’t have the greatest role models, parent-wise.”
“I know,” she said softly. “But you’re nothing like them, Michael. And you and Claire have been getting along so well...”
He stopped pacing and faced her. “That’s because of you. If you weren’t here, we wouldn’t be getting along.”
She shook her head. “That’s not true. Sure, I was the catalyst in the beginning. But you don’t need my help anymore. You’ve spent the last three days together without me, and Claire said it’s been great.”
“She said that?”
“Yes.”
He dragged a hand through his hair. “I wish I could know for sure that it’s the right thing to do. For Claire.”
“You can’t hedge your bets on something like this. What does your heart tell you? Your instincts?”
“I don’t make decisions that way.” Then he looked at her, and his jaw tightened. “Except when it comes to you. I’ve got all kinds of instincts where you’re concerned, and they’re all telling me the same thing.”
In spite of herself, there was a flutter in her heart.
“You already know how I feel about...this.” She hugged her knees tighter, very aware that she was naked while he was now fully clothed. “I’m leaving, and...and we don’t want to give Claire the wrong idea.”
“I know.”
“So it’s okay?”
“No, it’s not okay. But I’ll try to accept it.”
She took a deep breath. “And will you think about what I said? About asking Claire to stay?”
“Yeah, I’ll think about it. The truth is, I’ve been thinking about it all week.”
She nodded. “That’s good. I’m glad.”
He went on looking at her, and goose bumps sprang up on every inch of her skin. She would have covered herself with a sheet but she couldn’t seem to move.
“God, you’re beautiful.”
The longing in his voice made her throat ache.
She swallowed. “You should go.”
He closed his eyes. “You’re right. I should.”
And he did. Jenna stayed where she was until she heard the back door slam shut behind him. Then she went to her bedroom window.
She watched Michael cross her lawn towards his, but halfway there he turned and looked back.
She sprang away from the window, heart pounding, even though she didn’t think he’d seen her. After a moment she went back to her bed and lay face down, breathing in the scent of him on her sheets.
And just like that, the ache in her throat spread to her heart.
* * *
“So how was the concert?”
Michael looked up from the paper to see Claire in the kitchen doorway. He hadn’t even heard her come in, evidence of his distracted mental state.
“The concert was great,” he said truthfully. “Albert Cray has turned me into a bona fide blues fan.”
And paved the way for the complete destruction of his peace of mind.
Although, to be honest, he didn’t think he could lay that at Albert Cray’s door. The way he felt around Jenna, it had only been a matter of time before he made a move on her.
Lying in his bed after coming home that morning, sleep had been impossible. He’d replayed last night in his head until his body was hard and aching.
But what he felt for Jenna wasn’t just about lust. Lust alone he could find a way to control—somehow. But the combination of lust and other feelings—feelings that seemed to grow deeper every time he was with her—was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.
Whatever had been missing in his previous relationships, he’d found—with a woman who would never be his.
“And what about Jenna?”
He looked up sharply. “What about Jenna?”
Claire rolled her eyes. “Come on, Dad. You know I spent the night at Ellie’s so you guys could have a real date. Did anything happen?”
“Not like you mean,” he lied. “We had a great time at the show, but that’s it. How about you?” he asked, hoping to change the subject. “Did you have a good time at the Washington’s?”
“It was awesome. Awesome on an epic scale. Ellie had some friends over, and we played that band video game, and they made me do the vocals for hours. They said I have a killer voice. We had so much fun.”
She sat down at the kitchen table across from him. “They’re all starting high school this year, like me.” She was wearing a beaded leather bracelet, and now she took it off and started playing with it. “It’s funny. I was thinking that if I was living here, I’d be going to school with them in the fall.”
She was looking down, twisting the bracelet between her fingers.
This was it. His opening. He should ask Claire right now if she wanted to move to Iowa and live with him.
He went to the counter and poured himself another cup of coffee.
“What about your friends in Florida?” he asked, finally. “Do you ever play that game with them?”
Maybe Jenna was right. Maybe he really was a coward.
Claire looked up, and he couldn’t tell if there was disappointment in her eyes or if he was just imagining it.
“Sometimes. Well, I guess I’ll go say hi to Jenna. I’m bummed nothing happened last night, but you still have lots of time before she leaves. And I had another idea.”
Great. “What’s that?”
“Well, you know how she’s fixing up the house for her aunt? She’s planning to do a lot of work this week, since she’s not teaching—there’s a break between summer camp sessions. I was thinking we could help her. You know, with all the painting and stuff.”
As ideas went, this wasn’t such a terrible one. Helping Jenna with home improvement projects would be a daytime activity, and all three of them would be participating. That dynamic had worked from the very beginning, and if they got back to it, they might be able to lay a foundation of friendship that had a chance of lasting.
Because he did want that. He didn’t want to lose touch with Jenna completely when she went away, and he knew the best way to ensure that was to convince her he was willing to accept her on her terms.
“Sounds good,” he said to Claire. “We can help Jenna anytime next week that she wants us.”
She beamed at him. That was something he could get used to—his daughter beaming at him.
“I’ll be back soon. I only had cereal at Ellie’s this morning, so maybe we could have, you know, a real breakfast?”
“Absolutely,” he said. “How about waffles?”
“Mmm. My favorite.”
After Claire left, he started assembling waffle ingredients on the kitchen counter. Jenna had been right about one thing—his relationship with his daughter should be his focus now. He had a chance to change things between them, to be a real father. Why had he backed away before, when she’d given him the perfect opening to talk about moving to Iowa?
He remembered how confident he’d felt the day he’d asked Angela to marry him. He’d been certain she was the right woman for him, certain they could build a good life together. Their family would be completely different from the family he’d known as a child. Instead of poverty and addiction and chaos, there’d be stability, prosperity, structure. He was sure he could give Angela that kind of life, that he could make her happy.
Confidence and commitment had gotten him everything he’d ever set his sights on: college, medical school, a career he loved.
Everything except a family.
When it came to relationships, he was out of his depth. All those years with Angela, and he’d never given her what she really wanted. So what made him think he could give Claire what she wanted? What she needed?
He wasn’t even sure he knew what that was. A parent was supposed to know what was best for their child, and he didn’t have a clue.
With Jenna, at least he had a clue. Enough to know that whatever she truly wanted in life, it sure as hell wasn’t him.
He was looking for the waffle iron, rummaging in the cupboard above the stove. Without warning he was rocked by a memory from last night—a memory of holding Jenna, the feel and smell and taste of her in his arms.
He bent his head and closed his eyes.
“Hey, Dad.”
He opened his eyes to see Claire standing in the doorway, with Jenna beside her.
He took a step backwards and cracked his head against the open cupboard door.
Claire and Jenna gasped.
“Dad! Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” he said quickly, even though it hurt like hell. “I just, uh, wasn’t expecting to see Jenna.”
She was staring at him. “Claire said you’d invited me over for breakfast.”
“Waffles, Dad. Remember?”
“Um...” He definitely recalled the breakfast portion of their conversation, but not anything about Jenna coming over.
“I’m going upstairs to check my email, okay? I’ll be back down in a few minutes.”
And with that, he and Jenna were alone.
His heart was thumping in his chest. When he looked at Jenna, all he could think about was last night. Her body beneath his. The way she moved, the way she moaned.
The way she looked after she came apart in his arms.
His mouth was dry, and he didn’t trust himself to speak.
“You really didn’t invite me over?”
He shook his head.
“Should I go home?” She looked poised for flight, like she might take off at any second.
“No!” The word was jerked out of him, and he realized how much he didn’t want her to go home.
She looked startled, and he tried to get a grip on himself. He needed to at least attempt to talk normally, and not like he was picturing her naked right now. “Of course you shouldn’t go home. I was just...surprised to see you.”
She bit her lip. “Is your head okay?”
“It’s fine.” Not wanting to be reminded of that moment, he changed the subject. “Would you like to help me make waffles?”
“Me?”
“No, the woman standing behind you.”
She started to smile. “Is the woman behind me wearing an apron? Because if so, I think she’s a better bet. I’m not exactly the domestic type.”
He started to relax a little. “Believe it or not, I’ve picked up on that. But it won’t kill you to measure out a couple cups of flour.”
She took a step or two towards him. “I guess I won’t know until I try.”
“That’s the spirit.” He held out the metal cup, and she crossed the rest of the space between them and took it.
Their fingers touched briefly, and a quick surge of electricity went through him.
“This seems way too precise,” she said a minute later, after he’d instructed her not to pack the flour into the cup but to scoop it up loosely and then use the flat edge of a knife to level it off. “Are you sure this isn’t just you being a control freak?”
He smiled. “With some kinds of cooking exact measurement doesn’t matter. But with pancakes or waffles, it does.”
“Fine, fine.” She followed his instructions and added the flour to the other dry ingredients in the bowl. Then she turned to see what he was doing.
“You have to separate the eggs?”
“That’s the secret to making perfect waffles. Separate the egg whites, beat them until they’re stiff but not dry, and fold them into the batter.”
She watched him set up the electric mixer and pour the egg whites into the bowl. “Why in the world would you add an extra step like that? Come to think of it, why aren’t we using mix from a box like every other normal American?”
“You’ll answer that question yourself after your first bite. You’re going to say, Michael, these are the best waffles I’ve ever tasted. I am in awe of your amazing technique and can only pray to God there’s more of it in my future.”
She looked at him sideways. “I’m going to say all that, huh?”
“Absolutely.”
“Are you always this arrogant about your cooking?”
“It’s a flaw.”
She leaned back against the counter and smiled. “I’ll add it to the list I’m keeping on my refrigerator.”
Claire came in just as he turned on the mixer, and she helped Jenna set the table. Soon he was spooning batter into the hot waffle iron and heating up the maple syrup in the microwave.
A few minutes later he was watching Jenna take her first bite.
“Okay, you win. These are the best waffles I’ve ever tasted.”
“Told you so,” he said smugly, putting the next one on a plate for Claire.
“You’re a sore winner, Michael. That’s an unattractive trait. I’m adding it to the list.”
“The list of what?” Claire asked, pouring syrup over her waffle.
“Your dad’s flaws. I’m writing them all down.”
“Ooh, I can help you with that. Did you get arrogant?”
“Of course.”
“Control freak?”
“Yep.”
“How about—”
“Hey! I’m right here,” he said, joining them at the table. “And might I add, you’re eating my food while you’re insulting me. Isn’t that biting the hand that feeds you?”
“He does have a point,” Jenna said to Claire.
“We can do a list of positive things, to make up for it. Like, he’s a good cook.”
“He mowed my lawn the other day.”
“He’s a doctor. So, you know, points for having a job that saves lives.”
Jenna nodded. “That’s a good one.”
“And he’s handsome. Don’t you think?”
Jenna hadn’t been expecting to be hit with that question. She should have been able to give a lighthearted answer, but she made the mistake of glancing at Michael—and the devil of it was, he was handsome. So handsome her heart rate picked up a little every time she looked at him.
She hadn’t been able to sleep after he left last night. She’d replayed their lovemaking over and over in her head, until she was twisting and squirming in bed, her legs tangling in the sheets.
She’d been in her kitchen having coffee—and remembering the first kiss they’d shared, in that very room—when Claire had breezed in and asked her about the concert. Then she invited her over for breakfast.
“Dad’s making waffles. You haven’t lived until you’ve tasted his waffles. Also, we wanted to help you with some of your projects. You know, all the paint and wallpaper and stuff. Anytime this week you want us.”
Knowing Claire was the least subtle matchmaker in the history of the world, Jenna thought there was a chance that both of those suggestions had come from her. When she’d asked directly, though, Claire had assured her that her dad was the initiator.
She took it as a sign that he wanted things to be normal between them again, and no way was she passing up that chance. So she’d gone over, and Michael had cracked his head against that cupboard door, clearly shocked to see her. She’d almost turned tail and run.
But then, somehow, things had turned out okay. Almost normal again.
Except for those moments, like right now, when she looked at him and pictured him naked.
She looked away again but she knew her cheeks were pink. Then she heard muffled music and realized with relief that it was her cell phone.
She pulled it out of her pocket and glanced at the screen. “Excuse me for a minute,” she said, getting up from the table and going into the front hallway to answer the call.
“Hey, Molly. Are we still on for Tuesday?”
“Definitely. We’ll be there in the afternoon. Where are we rehearsing?”
“An auditorium at a local college.”
“Sounds good.” Her old friend paused, and when she went on again her voice was uncertain. “Listen, Jenna. There’s something I wanted to run past you. Last night Barb called, and she’s gone off to India or Thailand or someplace. She said she’ll be back by September, but she’s going to miss rehearsals and the first couple of shows.”
Jenna groaned. “Great, just great. How are we going to find a bass player at the last—”
“I found one.”
“You did? Who?”
“You’re not going to like it.”
“Why wouldn’t I—” She stopped. “Oh, no, you didn’t. Are you kidding me?”
She sank down on the stairs and massaged her temples with one hand.
“Jenna, it’s no big deal. Derek and I aren’t together or anything. We haven’t been for a long time. If you want to know the truth...I think he kind of...regrets things. The way things ended, I mean.”
“Damn it, Molly. I assumed when we agreed to this reunion tour that Derek wouldn’t even be a topic of conversation, much less part of the band. I don’t want to see him, and I definitely don’t want to be on the same stage with him.”
“He knows every one of our songs. He’s a great musician. And he jumped at the idea when I mentioned it to him. Jenna, he really has changed. You know he’s been in AA since Irontown broke up—”
“No, I didn’t know that. I didn’t know that because I don’t care about Derek and I don’t care what he—”
“Please just think about it. Okay? Not just because of the band, but—” Molly hesitated. “I hated it too, you know. The way things ended. The three of us were such good friends, before—”
“Before you betrayed my trust and broke my heart?”
She regretted the words as soon as they came out of her mouth. She’d meant them to be flip, but they’d come out sounding bitter.
She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall. Maybe Molly was right. All that crap with Derek had gone down years ago. If she really had moved on the way she believed, wouldn’t this be the best way to prove it to herself?
She’d forgiven Molly. Maybe it was time to forgive Derek, too.
“Sorry,” she said after a moment. “I will think about it. Okay? I’ll call you back in a few hours.”
“You will, really?”
“Yes.”
“You’re the best, Jenna. You know that? And I’m beyond psyched that we’re going to be playing together again.”
When she thought about the music, she was psyched too. When she thought about the people involved, she was a little more ambivalent.
She stayed where she was another minute or two, her eyes still closed. Then she heard someone sit down next to her.
“Are you all right?”
She opened her eyes to see Michael sitting one step down, which put his head about level with hers. His brown eyes were serious and concerned. She let herself feel warmed by that concern, but then the memory of another expression flashed into her mind—the memory of Michael looking down at her in bed, his eyes hot and hungry and possessive.
She swallowed and looked away. “I’m fine.”
“You sounded a little upset on the phone.” He paused for a second and then added, “I didn’t hear what you were talking about, just the tone of your voice. And then you were just sitting here...”
She shifted so she was sideways on the step, her head resting against the wall. “Want to hear something funny?”
He shifted too, leaning back against the banister and facing her. “Sure.”
“Do you remember the guy I told you about? The one I was ready to marry, until I found out he was cheating with my best friend?”
He nodded, his expression neutral.
“Well, you’ll never guess who’s going to be playing bass for the Mollies for the next month or so—starting with Tuesday’s rehearsal.”
He stared at her. “You’re kidding.”
“Those were my exact words when Molly told me. And no, she wasn’t kidding.”
“But you shouldn’t have to see that jerk ever again.”
She sighed. “I’m right there with you. Except...well, it all happened so long ago. Shouldn’t I be able to see him now without freaking out? And if I can’t, then doesn’t that mean I’m not really over it?”
“No. It just means you don’t want to see him again.”
She smiled a little. “Molly says he’s changed.”
“Men like him don’t change.”
She looked down at her hands, plaiting her fingers together. “I don’t want to believe that. And, anyway, seeing him would be more for my sake than his. I don’t want to be carrying around any baggage. Not letting go of the past keeps a person from being completely free.”
“And that really is the most important thing to you, isn’t it? Being completely free.”
She looked up quickly, but there wasn’t any judgment in his voice or on his face. It seemed like he was genuinely curious, genuinely trying to understand her.
“I don’t know if it’s the most important thing. But, yes, I do treasure my freedom.”
“And seeing this asshole—”
“Derek,” she said, smiling in spite of herself. She’d just told him how important freedom was to her, and yet the protective tone of his voice sent a warm feeling coursing through her.
“Derek. Seeing him will help you feel more free?”
She shrugged. “It might. And, from a more practical standpoint, we really do need a bass player. And Derek is one of the best.”
“It sounds like you’ve made up your mind,” Michael said after a moment.
“I guess so,” she said with a sigh, pulling out her cell phone. “I may as well tell Molly the good news.”
Michael rose to his feet. “I’ll give you some privacy to make your call.”
“Michael.”
He paused. “Yeah?”
“I just wanted to thank you. For breakfast.”
She hoped he understood what she was really thanking him for. For making things okay between them again. For accepting that last night was just a one-time thing.
For being her friend.
“You’re welcome,” was all he said. But he smiled at her, and she could tell from his expression that he did understand.
Which was just one more thing to love about this man.
Like. One more thing to like about this man.
Michael walked back into the kitchen, and she caught herself staring at him before she forced herself back to reality. Which, in this instance, meant calling Molly and giving her the go ahead on letting Derek back into her life.
 



 
Chapter Nine
“So...this rehearsal you’re going to.”
It was Tuesday, and Claire had five different outfits arranged on her bed. “Yeah?”
“I was thinking...if you don’t mind, I’d like to come, too.”
Claire stared at him. “You can’t be serious.”
He frowned. “Why not?”
“Dad. You know I’m a total proponent of you and Jenna spending time together. It was my idea to help her fix up the house, remember? Thanks to me, we were over there yesterday stripping wallpaper. You totally failed to take advantage of the situation, but you can’t say I’m not doing my best to jump start your pathetic love life.”
She took a quick breath. “But not today. Today is about me achieving a coolness factor I’ve previously only dreamed of. Because of me, Ellie and her friends are getting to see the Red Mollies rehearse together for the first time in five years. If you’re there, it will completely mitigate the coolness of that. Do you understand what I’m talking about?”
He didn’t, but he understood this was important to Claire. “Yeah, okay. So I guess I’ll just drop you off and leave?”
“No, you don’t have to take us. Jenna said we could go with her in Molly’s van. Ellie and the other kids are going to be here any minute, so if you don’t mind, I need to figure out what to wear and get changed. Okay?”
He sighed. “Sure.”
He knew it was stupid, this urge to make sure Jenna was all right when she saw Derek again. The asshole who’d actually had Jenna in his life, willing to marry him—and had screwed it up so badly he’d lost her.
It was a particularly stupid urge given the fact that he and Jenna were actually moving towards a real friendship. Yesterday at her house had been relaxed and fun, and they’d played music for hours. They’d moved on from the blues to Elvis and Johnny Cash and Sam Cooke, and then onto the Beatles. He’d recognized a lot of that music but it was different listening to it with Jenna and Claire, the two of them bopping around and singing along at the top of their lungs. They’d gone past the Beach Boys and Jimi Hendrix and into early punk by the time they’d finished stripping the wallpaper and eating dinner—pizza, Jenna’s treat.
Every hour he spent with her was like a gift. She’d brought him and Claire closer, helped them have fun together. She made him think about the world differently, see himself differently. She made ordinary things seem extraordinary.
And she’d brought music into his life. When he’d realized he was singing California Girls in the shower that morning, he started to grin and couldn’t stop, thinking of Jenna and how he wanted to tell her.
He wanted to keep her in his life any way he could. He wanted them to stay friends after she left town.
So why was he fixating on Derek? Obsessing over past lovers wasn’t something a friend did.
Jenna was a big girl, she could take care of herself. She didn’t need him worrying about her and she sure as hell wouldn’t want him to. Whatever happened with Derek was none of his business.
He told himself that at least a hundred more times while the hours crawled by and he waited for Claire to come back.
“Dad!”
He’d managed to sink himself in professional reading as a distraction, so successfully that he didn’t hear Claire come in. Now he looked up to see her standing in the doorway of his study with her friend beside her.
“Can Ellie sleep over tonight?”
“Sure. If it’s all right with your parents, Ellie.”
“They’re still on vacation, but it’s okay with my grandmother.”
“Well, then, it’s fine with me. How was the rehearsal?”
“Awesome!” “Unbelievable!”
The two girls spoke at the same time, then looked at each other and giggled.
“Jenna’s incredible, Dad. You wouldn’t even believe what an amazing musician she is.”
“Sure I would. I’ve heard her play.”
Claire shook her head. “Not like this. Not her own music, plugged in, with the whole band there.”
He pounced on that. “The whole band, huh? Tell me about them.”
“There’s Molly Smith, of course. She’s the lead singer.”
 “Jenna’s lead guitar, and she does vocals on some songs.”
“Thao Li plays rhythm guitar.”
“Honey DeLuca is on drums.”
“Their regular bass player is away so Derek Masterson is filling in. His band was even bigger than the Mollies until they broke up a couple years ago. We got his autograph. We got all their autographs. They were so cool to us, Dad.”
Ellie nodded solemnly.
Michael slid his hands into his pockets. “Derek Masterson. That’s his name?”
“Uh huh.”
“What was he like?”
“Cool, like I said. Focused on the music. They were all pretty focused, because it was the first time they’ve all practiced together in a long time.”
He took a deep breath. “How was Jenna with him?”
Claire looked confused. “What do you mean?”
There was no way he could ask what he really wanted to ask. “Well, this guy Derek wasn’t one of the original band members. I was just wondering if Jenna was...okay with him.”
“Oh. I think so. I mean, you could tell they had real chemistry going.”
He froze. “Chemistry?”
“Sure. Everyone sounded amazing, and they were really clicking, you know? You could tell they were really happy with the music.”
“Oh. I guess that’s good, then.”
Claire and Ellie went upstairs, where the sound of giggling would no doubt continue long into the night.
He went into the living room to look through the window facing Jenna’s house. He could see a group of people sitting on her back patio, talking and laughing.
Jenna and the band. Including, of course, Derek. He stood there for a long time, just watching.
“Dad?”
He turned his head and saw Claire coming out of the kitchen with a box of cookies in her hand. “Hey, sweetie.”
“Hey.” Claire paused in the middle of the room. “You look like Mr. Rochester. Is everything okay?”
He raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Rochester?”
“Well, yeah. The lights are off and you’re standing by the window, staring out into the night. You know, all dark and brooding.”
He smiled in spite of himself, wondering how he’d ever be able to stand his house without Claire in it.
“Sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to brood.”
“Is it because of Jenna?”
He shrugged. “It’s not important. Nothing for you to worry about.”
“We’ll be over there again Thursday, to paint the dining room.”
“I know. Are you and Ellie hungry?”
Claire held up the cookies. “No, we’re good. We had pizza with the band, so this is just dessert. Have a good night, Dad.”
“You, too.”
He turned back to the window. His eyes were on Jenna and the happy, carefree group on her patio, but his thoughts were looking inward.
Dark and brooding.
For some reason, he found himself thinking about the kid he’d been in high school. Not dark and brooding, maybe, but aloof. Solitary. Part of that had been about survival, but some of it had been the sense of separateness he’d always felt around other people.
Keeping his distance from his parents had been a deliberate choice. Everything they were was diametrically opposed to what he wanted for himself. But why had he kept his distance from everyone else? His friends, Angela, Denise—even Claire.
Jenna had a knack for bridging gaps between people. He thought about the effortless way she’d made him and Claire feel comfortable, that very first night. She might have a restless soul, but she also had a way with people.
He didn’t have a way with people, but that didn’t mean he had to stand here in the dark, looking out at Jenna and her friends like the lonely kid he’d once been.
Like the lonely adult he was now.
The word echoed in his mind, echoed in the dark room behind him.
It went against the grain to admit he was lonely. It felt like a weakness.
But if he didn’t admit it, how could he change it?
When he was with Jenna, he didn’t feel lonely. He felt connected. To her, to his daughter—even total strangers, like that night at the Albert Cray concert.
But he couldn’t rely on her to do that for him. She’d be out of the picture soon. After she was gone, he didn’t want to go back to the ways things had always been. He wanted the changes she’d brought to his life to stick.
He might not be a natural the way Jenna was, but he was capable of reaching out to people. He could choose community over solitude.
And he could choose to stop obsessing over Jenna’s ex-boyfriend, who, because of Jenna’s generous spirit, had been readmitted to her life when he didn’t deserve it.
He took a deep breath and headed for the stairs.
“Hey,” he said a minute later, standing in Claire’s doorway. The two girls were sitting in front of the computer, giggling at whatever they were looking at.
They turned at the sound of his voice. “Hey, Dad,” Claire said. “What’s up?”
He was surprised at how awkward he felt. Downstairs this had seemed like a great idea, but now he wasn’t so sure.
“I was wondering if the two of you felt like doing something.”
Both girls stared at him blankly. “Do something?” Claire asked. “You mean, with you? Like what?”
“Well...” He hadn’t even thought this through. He racked his brain. “It’s only seven o’clock. The mall will be open till ten, right? We could go shopping. Or...we could go to a movie. Or...” He tried to think of another option.
“Bowling!” Ellie said suddenly. “Claire, you said you wanted to learn to bowl.”
“Ooh, good idea! Dad, do you want to take us bowling?”
He’d never bowled in his life. “Well...you’d have two students on your hands,” he said, looking at Ellie.
“No problem! It’ll be easy to teach you.”
Be careful what you wish for, because you might end up wearing rented shoes. “Okay, then. Bowling it is.”
* * *
“Bowling?” Jenna smiled in delight as she pried the lid off a paint can. “You really took him bowling?”
Claire nodded. “Yeah, and of course he picked it up right away and became, like, instantly awesome. He always has to be good at things. It’s kind of annoying.”
“I don’t have to be good at things,” Michael said mildly, stirring the paint he’d just opened. “But I do have a certain amount of manual dexterity and hand-eye coordination. I am a surgeon, after all.”
The manual dexterity she could attest to. She’d never been with a man who could turn her on so much with his hands, who knew exactly when and where and how to touch her.
She closed her eyes as a visceral memory hit her without warning, a memory of Michael looking down at her with that mixture of passion and possessiveness that turned her inside out.
Derek had never looked at her like that. When she was with him, what he’d wanted was sex. When she was with Michael, she knew with utter certainty that what he wanted was her.
Being wanted like that was a heady experience. The kind of thing a woman could get used to.
Which, she reminded herself, was the reason she couldn’t have him. When it came time to leave, she didn’t want to wrench herself away the way she’d had to wrench herself away from Derek and the Mollies. That had hurt like crazy, and she wasn’t in the market for that kind of pain again.
“The three of us could go bowling tonight,” Claire was saying now, and Jenna pulled herself out of her thoughts and tried to focus on the conversation.
“No, this is your last night here. I’m sure your dad wants you all to himself.”
In fact, Michael had told her that he’d made a reservation for the two of them at a fancy restaurant in the city, as a surprise. She glanced at him now, wondering if he might use the opportunity to ask his daughter to stay in Iowa for good.
She really, really hoped so.
Claire had been putting strips of blue tape over the window trim. Now she stopped, turning to look at Jenna. “Then...is this the last time I’m going to see you?”
“No, of course not,” Jenna said quickly. “I’ll see you tomorrow before you go, and after that...well, we have email and Skype. There’s no reason we can’t stay in touch.”
When she saw the sparkle of tears in the girl’s eyes, she went over and gave her a huge hug. “Don’t be sad, kiddo. I’m in your life for good now. Like it or not.”
And then, suddenly, Claire was crying so hard Jenna could feel her body shuddering with sobs. Jenna hugged her harder, patting her back and murmuring “It’s okay, it’s okay.” She looked over her shoulder to see Michael looking helpless, and she frowned at him. “Come here,” she mouthed at him.
After a moment’s hesitation he did, putting his arms around Claire and holding her, a little gingerly at first, and then tighter. Claire was small and her dad was big, so Jenna was enveloped in the hug, too. She was caught off guard at how natural it felt—the three of them in an interlocking knot of care and affection, her arms around Claire and Michael’s arms around them both.
“Sorry,” Claire said after a minute, after her tears had subsided. Jenna stepped back to give her a little space, and Michael did, too. “You guys must think I’m such a dork. I don’t know why that happened. I mean, I know we’ll be in touch, Jenna. So I don’t know why I broke down.”
She took a quick breath. “Let’s turn up the music and get started.”
* * *
Michael tried to concentrate on a medical journal while he waited for Claire to get back from Ellie’s. She’d been gone since mid afternoon, which had given him plenty of time to second guess his decision.
He was going to ask her to stay.
Logic was against it. Logic said that uprooting a fourteen year old girl from her support system of friends and family was insane—especially when all he had to offer her in return was himself. A workaholic single dad without a single successful emotional relationship in his past. And while he could try to scale back at the hospital, the truth was he’d never be able to spend as much time with Claire as she deserved.
So, no, his decision hadn’t been based on logic. It had been based on instinct, on the fact that he knew in his heart that Claire belonged with him. And that if he didn’t at least try to be a real father to her, he’d regret it for the rest of his life.
He checked his watch for the tenth time in the last five minutes. He’d told Claire they needed to leave by six, and she was already half an hour late. Maybe he should call the Washingtons to—
The front door banged open, and Claire shot up the stairs like she was being chased by wolves. A moment later he heard her bedroom door slam shut, the sound reverberating through the house.
He went to the front door, which she hadn’t bothered to close, and checked to see if there were actual wolves out there. Seeing nothing, he shut the door.
He looked up the stairs. What the hell was he supposed to do now?
He sighed. If this was fatherhood, he supposed the only thing to do was wade right in.
He went up the stairs and knocked on her door.
“Go away!”
He tried the knob, and found she hadn’t locked it. He poked his head into the room and saw her face down on the bed, crying.
“Sweetheart, what happened? Are you all right?”
Claire jerked her head off the pillow and glared at him. “I told you to go away.”
He shook his head. “Not until you tell me why you’re so upset.”
She glared at him some more. “Why are you all dressed up?”
He’d put on a suit and tie for dinner. “I was planning to take you out to a restaurant in the city. But we don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”
Her face crumpled up, and he couldn’t stand it anymore. He went over and sat next to her on the bed. “Please tell me what’s wrong.”
Maybe she was sad because she was leaving. Maybe she didn’t want to go back to Florida. Maybe when he asked her to stay, it would make everything all right.
She sat up, scooting back so she could lean against the headboard. “I had a fight with Ellie.”
So much for his theory. “What happened?”
She swiped the back of her hand across her damp face, and he looked around for a tissue. There was a box on her night stand and he handed it to her.
She blew her nose and took a deep breath. “You know how her parents were supposed to be on vacation? It turns out they were seeing a counselor. To try and save their marriage or something. Only, it didn’t work, and they decided to get a divorce.”
His heart went out to the family. “Poor Ellie.”
“I know. It’s a huge suck. She just found out today, and when I went over there she was crying like crazy. I stuck around because she asked me to, and we talked about stuff for a long time. Mostly she talked and I listened, because it seemed like that’s what she needed, you know? But then I wanted to show her I understood, so I told her about you and mom getting divorced, and then, you know, how mom died, and—”
She gulped. “She started yelling at me, saying that it wasn’t the same thing at all, and how her parents could still decide to get back together. And I...” Her eyes filled with tears again. “I told her that probably wouldn’t happen. Because it probably won’t, you know? I was just trying to be realistic. I didn’t want her to get her hopes up and then...”
She trailed off.
“You know she was just upset. She wasn’t really mad at you. She just—”
Claire sighed. “I know all that, Dad. I just...God, I miss home.”
It took him a moment to realize that by home, she meant Florida. And just like that, the bottom fell out of his heart.
“You’re...looking forward to going back?”
She blew her nose again. “I miss my friends. My real friends. I thought Ellie was a friend, but...” She shook her head. “And I miss Nana. I miss her so much. And...and...I miss Mom.”
There was no fixing that. “Oh, sweetheart.”
And then she was glaring at him again. “Just save it. Okay? I know you hate it when I cry, and I swear to God if you draw a diagram of a tear duct or something I’m going to kill you.”
“I wasn’t going to—”
“Why can’t you just leave me alone? That’s all I want. I told you to go away and you didn’t listen. Nana would listen. Mom would have listened.” Her lower lip trembled, and then suddenly she was shouting at him. “I hate you. I hate you! God, I wish you were dead instead of Mom. Why did it have to be her? Why couldn’t it have been you?”
He tried not to let her words draw blood, but they did.
He didn’t know what to say, what to do. He never had and he never would.
“Okay,” he said. “I’ll leave you alone.”
He went back downstairs. He paused in the foyer, looking at the front door. He hesitated just a moment before he left the house and headed for Jenna’s.
His jaw was set as he strode across his lawn and hers. She’d gotten him into this and she could damn well give him some advice now that it was all falling apart. If it wasn’t for Jenna, he never would have thought about asking Claire to move here. And now that she’d gone back to hating his guts for no reason that he could see, he needed to talk to a member of her species to get a little perspective.
He raised his hand to knock on her back door when it opened. Jenna was there, staring at him in surprise—and she wasn’t alone.
Derek. This had to be Derek. He had shaggy blond hair and blue eyes, and he was wearing jeans and a tee shirt. He had a tattoo that started at his left wrist, disappeared briefly under his sleeve, and continued up the side of his neck. His smile was easy and relaxed, which was more than Michael could say for himself.
“Michael! I didn’t expect to see you tonight.”
He kept his eyes on Derek. “Yeah. I guess not.”
“I mean...I thought you were going out with Claire. Is everything all right?”
He glanced at her, and saw the look of concern on her face. “Sure. Everything’s fine. I just stopped by to...” His mind was a blank. “To...borrow a CD.”
Borrow a CD? Jesus, he sounded like a high school kid. “But I can see you’re on your way out, so...” He looked at Derek again.
Jenna bit her lip. “I’m sorry, I should have introduced you. Derek, this is my neighbor, Michael. Michael, this is my friend, Derek.”
He resisted the urge to squeeze the other man’s hand until all twenty-seven bones cracked like twigs, and instead shook it briefly. “I hear you’re helping out Jenna’s band.”
Derek nodded. Michael was disappointed not to spot any overt evidence of evil, like shifty eyes or bloodstained fangs or horns sprouting out of his forehead. He seemed like a regular guy, in fact.
“Nice to meet you,” he said. Then he slid an arm around Jenna’s waist. “Ready to go, babe?”
And there it was. Overt evidence of evil.
He forced himself to take a step back so they could leave the house.
“Are you sure everything’s all right?” Jenna asked him after she’d locked the door behind her.
No, everything wasn’t all right. His daughter hated him, and the woman he wanted didn’t want him—and was heading out on the town with the ex-boyfriend who’d broken her heart.
 “Everything’s great. Have a good night, Jenna.”
She didn’t look convinced, but he turned and headed back to his house before she could say anything else.
Something familiar descended on him. A feeling of coldness, of distance. He found the sensation oddly comforting.
This was a state of mind he knew inside and out. A state of mind that didn’t confound him at every turn with the uncertainty and chaos of emotion, of feelings and impulses that led him down dead end paths.
This was the place he belonged.
 



 
Chapter Ten
Michael slept badly and woke up with a raging headache. He sat in the kitchen and tried to read the paper while Claire was over at Jenna’s saying goodbye.
When she came back he drained the last of his coffee and rose to his feet. “Time to go.”
Claire nodded without looking at him and went upstairs to get her suitcase.
A few minutes later the suitcase was in the trunk and Claire was sitting beside him in the passenger seat. She was slouched down, arms folded, her head turned away as she looked out the window.
He felt a moment of déjà vu. This was exactly how their visit had begun—the two of them in the car, not looking at each other, the chasm between them as wide as an ocean.
Frustration knotted his muscles as he turned the key in the ignition. The engine started up but he didn’t put his foot on the gas.
Nothing had changed between him and Claire. The last two weeks might never have happened. They were right back where they’d started—where they’d always be.
Claire glanced at him impatiently but didn’t ask why they weren’t moving. She reached out to turn on the radio, flipping through channels until she found a song she liked.
He realized with a shock that he recognized it.
It was one of the songs Jenna had played yesterday while they were painting. She’d informed him that he’d graduated to music recorded after 1990, and she’d played a wide variety all day, telling him to let her know when something clicked with him, so she could make a mix.
This was one of those songs. It was bittersweet, with a kind of raw tenderness at its core that something in him had responded to.
“Coldplay,” he said after a minute, remembering the name of the band.
Claire glanced over at him briefly. “Yeah.”
“This is a good song.”
“Yeah.”
He turned off the engine, and they sat in silence while it played.
A memory rose to the surface of his mind—a memory he tried never to revisit.
He was younger than Claire—ten or eleven, maybe. His dad had been home for a month but he’d left a few nights before to follow the poker circuit. It was summertime, which meant he’d been able to stay home with his mom after his dad was gone.
He’d been watching her like a hawk. Things were always better when his dad was home—she didn’t drink so much, and there was food in the house, and she even did some cooking. They watched baseball together sometimes, all three of them, and to Michael that was as close to heaven as he ever hoped to get.
It usually fell apart when his dad left, but this time he was determined to make things different. To take care of his mother, to take care of everything. He stayed with her every minute, hardly sleeping at night, and she actually seemed to be settling into a routine without alcohol.
Then, one night, he woke up to hear her moving around in the living room.
He was out of bed like a shot, and he caught her just as she was slipping out the front door of the apartment.
“Where are you going?” he asked, trying to sound casual.
She was wearing the half sly, half furtive expression he knew and hated. “I won’t be gone long,” she said. “Go back to sleep, pumpkin.”
“I’ll come with you.”
She tried for a light-hearted laugh. “Don’t be silly. I’ll be back soon, I promise.”
His parents both used that phrase a lot—I promise. He knew it didn’t mean anything.
“If you need something at the store, I’ll get it for you.”
She hesitated, and he knew she was searching for a lie to tell. They’d both pretended for so long that she didn’t have a drinking problem that it was automatic now, a habit they’d never be able to break.
“I’m actually meeting a friend, pumpkin. I’ll be back before you know it, okay?”
And then the feeling he hated most in the world was clawing through him—the scared little boy feeling that was his first conscious memory.
“Please don’t go.” He tried never to say that to his mother, because it never worked. It didn’t work now.
“Just go back to bed, angel. If you’re asleep you won’t even know I’m gone.”
She opened the door, and he grabbed her wrist. “Please, Mom. Please stay.”
He’d never done that before. Never begged her to stay after it was obvious she was going to leave no matter what he did.
His mother tried to pull away from him, but he hung on. He was crying now, tears and snot running down his face, and he didn’t even care. “Please, Mom. Please.”
She jerked her arm out of his grasp. “Stop it, Michael,” she said sharply. “You’re acting like a baby. Go back to sleep and I’ll be back before you wake up.”
It was two days before she came home again.
He’d gambled, and lost. He would never gamble again.
He never cried again, either. From that point on he’d honed a quality of detachment as his best defense against his parents, until eventually it became a part of him. Instead of armor he could put on and take off at will, he’d crafted himself an exoskeleton that would be in place forever.
It was still in place. And behind it, a part of him had never grown up. On the outside he was an accomplished surgeon, and on the inside he was no better than the little boy he’d once been, planning to be a doctor so that people would need him and not the other way around.
But in spite of all his efforts, he did need someone. He needed Claire. Needed her just as much, if not more, than she needed him.
If he asked her to stay and she said no, it would hurt worse than anything he’d ever experienced. It would mean that he’d failed.
And it didn’t matter. For the first time in his life, the fear of failure meant nothing. Not when he compared it to what he might gain.
The song ended, and he turned off the radio.
“Claire.” He looked over at her, but she was staring out the passenger window again.
“What.”
There was an ache in his throat he wasn’t sure he could talk past. He took a deep breath, and then another, hoping she’d turn around. When she didn’t he spoke to her back.
“I want you to live here. With me.”
No response. Claire kept staring out the window and didn’t say a thing.
He was pretty sure that when she did speak it would be to say no, thanks—or more likely, hell, no. But the important thing was that he’d told her. He’d told his daughter he wanted her with him, that she was more important to him than anything in the world.
Because they weren’t back where they started. The gap between them didn’t seem so deep and wide any more. The last two weeks had changed things—had changed him. And he wanted Claire to know it.
After a long minute, she turned to look at him.
Tears were streaming down her face. “Do you really mean it?”
His heart spasmed in his chest, and he reached over to hug his daughter, harder than he’d ever hugged her before. “More than I’ve ever meant anything.”
“What are we going to tell Nana?”
He pulled back and stared at her. “You mean—you really want to move here? To Iowa?”
She nodded, tears still running down her cheeks. “But I don’t want to hurt Nana.”
He tried to focus, but his mind was a jumble of thoughts and emotions. “Claire, you should know...before you decide for sure...I don’t know how this is going to go. I don’t know if I’m going to be any good at this. At being your dad.”
She threw her arms around him. “I’m scared, too,” she said, her voice muffled against his chest. “I’m scared you’ll be disappointed in me all the time, because I’m not like you.”
“Thank God you’re not like me,” he said, his voice shaking. “Thank God you’re exactly the way you are. I’ve got so much to learn from you.”
Claire pulled back and knuckled the tears from her eyes. “What about Nana? She’s been so good to me. I don’t want her to think I don’t love her anymore.”
“She won’t think that.” He thought about it for a minute. “Okay. How about this. Why don’t you fly back to Florida today like we planned, since everyone’s expecting you. You can spend a couple of weeks there. That’ll give you a chance to see everybody, to say goodbye. And to pack, of course.” He took a breath. “I’ll talk to your Nana today, before your plane even lands. Okay? I’ll make everything all right. I promise.”
“Okay, Dad.” She gave him a watery smile. “I thought about asking to stay, like, a hundred times. But I couldn’t stand the idea that you might say no.”
“I know the feeling.”
“I’m so sorry for the things I said last night. I didn’t mean any of it. I was just so miserable—”
He shook his head. “Don’t worry about that. It’s all forgotten. The only thing that matters is that in two weeks, you’ll be back for good.” He hugged her again, tears stinging his eyes. “I love you so much, Claire.”
“I love you, too, Dad.”
* * *
Jenna watched the sleek BMW pull out of the driveway and felt a hand squeezing her heart. She’d been so sure Michael would ask Claire to stay—that he wouldn’t let her go back to Florida.
Or maybe he had asked her, and Claire had said no.
She sighed and went back into the dining room, where she was painting the window trim. Was that why Michael had come by last night? Had he needed someone to talk to?
It had been good to spend some time with Derek, to see that she really had forgiven him...and that he really was trying to change his life for the better. Both were good things to know, but not at the cost of letting Michael down, if he’d needed her last night.
He’d be back from the airport in a couple of hours. If he didn’t stop by, she’d go over to his house. One way or another she had to make sure he was okay.
She got lost in the rhythm of painting, a task she actually loved. She found the back and forth motion of the brush on the wooden trim soothing and hypnotic, especially with Miles Davis in the background.
She found herself riffing off the music in her head, putting the bones of a song together for the first time in years. She hadn’t written anything since the Mollies broke up.
Not bad, she thought after a while, smiling to herself as she finished the last window and started painting the chair rail that ran the length of the room. Now for lyrics...
She let herself free associate, plucking phrases out of the air, keeping some and discarding others. The song took shape gradually until she thought it might be worth writing down. Maybe she should grab her guitar and—
She heard the back door open. She turned and saw Michael coming towards her, crossing the room with long, determined strides.
When she saw his expression her heart began to pound. The paintbrush slid out of her hand and landed on the floor.
He was there in seconds, gripping her shoulders and pulling her flush against him.
“Did anything happen with Derek last night?”
She should have been outraged at the question, at the tone of his voice and the look in his eyes. But she wasn’t outraged. Her breasts were crushed against his chest, and she felt her nipples harden. “No. Of course not. I don’t feel that way about him.”
He eased back the slightest bit. “I hated seeing you with him. When he touched you I wanted to rip his throat out.” He closed his eyes briefly, and a muscle twitched at the corner of his jaw. “I’ve never felt like that in my life.”
She felt herself starting to quiver. “Nothing happened with Derek. Nothing ever will.”
He looked down at her for a long moment, his eyes burning into hers.
Then he kissed her.
His mouth was hot and hungry and she opened to him eagerly, the slide of his tongue so erotic she felt a jolt between her legs. 
She needed him closer. She locked her arms around his neck and rose up on her toes, trying to press every inch of her body against every inch of his.
Suddenly he broke the kiss. “Wrap your legs around me,” he said as he lifted her off her feet.
She complied, and the feel of his hard length against her made her helpless with want. Her head fell back as he grazed his teeth along her neck.
He was carrying her somewhere, but she couldn’t focus on anything but his mouth and tongue, trailing wet heat across her skin. Then he was laying her down on something soft, the couch maybe, and her hands fisted in his hair as they kissed again.
“Get these off,” he said, and through the haze of desire she realized he was talking about her sweatpants. She shimmied out of them, and when she heard the slide of his zipper she shimmied out of her panties, too. She opened her legs for him and then, oh, yes, he thrust into her so deep she saw stars.
“Michael,” she gasped, and he went still.
“Say my name again.” His voice was raw, trembling.
“Michael...”
He thrust again, hitting her just right, and she knew she was about to come faster and harder than she ever had in her life. Every time she said his name he drove into her, pushing her towards the edge, and it wasn’t long before her orgasm hit like a tidal wave, sweeping her off her feet and into a maelstrom, a roar like thunder in her ears.
The aftershocks went on forever.
 “Jenna.” Michael had shuddered out his own release and now he breathed her name against her skin, his mouth on the place where her neck met her shoulder.
She couldn’t move. She lay limp and boneless, every cell in her body replete.
Her couch wasn’t wide enough for him to lie next to her. She loved his big body on hers, the weight of him pressing her into the cushions, but after a minute he slid off to kneel beside her, stroking her hair away from her face.
“I can’t believe how beautiful you are.”
She turned on her side to look at him. He was still fully dressed, only his zipper undone.
She ran a hand down his shirt front. “You didn’t even take your clothes off.”
“I couldn’t wait. I wanted you too much.”
She took a deep breath and let it out. “I wanted you too. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anyone like that. But...we weren’t going to do this again.”
“I know.”
“So what happened?”
He traced the line of her lips with one finger. “Ask me what’s going to happen, instead.”
Her mouth tingled from his touch. “All right. What’s going to happen?”
“We’re going to do this again. For the next two weeks, we’re going to do this every chance we get.”
“Why two weeks? What happens in two weeks?”
He smiled. “That’s when Claire comes back.”
“Comes back?”
“Yes. She’s going to spend the next two weeks in Florida, and then she’s moving back here for good. She’s going to live with me.”
She stared at him. “Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
A minute before she thought she’d never move again. Now she launched herself off the couch and into him, throwing her arms around his neck.
“Michael! I can’t believe it. No, that’s not true—I can absolutely believe it. And I’m so glad.”
He pulled her to him for a quick, hard kiss. “I thought you would be.” He shifted so he was sitting with his back to the couch, Jenna straddling his lap. “So, here’s the deal.”
She was still dressed from the waist up, but now he grabbed the hem of her tee shirt and pulled it over her head. “I have two weeks left before I’m a full-time father, and you’re going to help me celebrate my last days of freedom.”
“I am?” she asked breathlessly. She was wearing a white cotton bra, completely unsexy, but the way Michael was gazing at her, she might have been in a lingerie catalogue.
“You are.”
She tried to remember why they shouldn’t do this, but it was hard to think about anything while he was sliding his hands around to unhook her bra. He tossed it aside and covered her breasts with his hands, and she arched into him.
He held her firmly, his thumbs moving softly over her skin. “Do you want me to tell you why this is a good idea?”
“Yes,” she said, the word turning into a gasp as he bent his head and circled her left nipple with his tongue.
He lifted his head to look at her. “Every time I look at you, I feel like I’m on fire. Like I’m going to combust if I don’t throw you down on the nearest flat surface and bury myself inside you. And I’m willing to bet you’re on fire for me, too.”
She closed her eyes as he bent to tease her other nipple, swirling his tongue around the hard nub until she squirmed. “I think about you all the time,” she whispered. “I lie awake at night thinking about you.”
He lifted his head again. “So let’s get it out of our systems. Let the fire burn itself out. Two weeks ought to be enough for that, don’t you think? After that Claire will be living with me, and you’ll be moving away. We can have a friendship then. A lasting friendship, I hope. But the truth is…and please don’t take this the wrong way…I think I’ll have an easier time being friends with you from a distance.” He looked at her, and his brown eyes were dark with desire. “I can’t resist you, Jenna. Please don’t ask me to. There’s no reason we can’t have two weeks together.”
He made it sound so simple. So logical.
If she trusted herself to be equally logical, she’d agree without a second’s hesitation.
But looking into those brown eyes, Jenna felt a pull on her heart that had nothing to do with logic or with lust, and everything to do with the fact that it would be so, so easy to fall in love with this man. So easy to give things up for him, to change her own life so she could be part of his.
And even if she didn’t, even if she walked away as planned, she might not come out unscathed. After she’d left Derek and the Mollies, it had taken her a long time to feel whole again. She didn’t want to leave a part of herself behind when she moved away from Iowa...and Michael.
But it was impossible not to give into the magnetic pull between them, especially when Michael was running his hand over her skin, trailing his fingers slowly down her torso, stopping for a tug at her belly ring before he laid his warm palm across her stomach.
There was something deliciously possessive in the feel of his hand on her. Her body tightened and loosened in dizzying waves, and she knew she couldn’t say no to him.
He was right. They needed to get this out of their systems.
“Okay.”
He breathed in sharply. “Really?”
She nodded, and then gasped as his hands slid around to her backside, fitting her securely against his hardening body.
“I should warn you, I’m going to be sneaking into your bedroom at all hours of the night. My vacation officially ends today. As of six a.m. tomorrow I’ll be on call for emergencies, and on Monday I’m back at the hospital. I’m going to cut my schedule back so I can spend more time with Claire, but there’s no way that can happen in the next two weeks. So I won’t be around much to bother you.” His hands tightened on her hips. “But whenever I’m home, I won’t be able to stay away from you. You should probably give me a key to your house, because otherwise I’ll break the door down to get to you.”
She reached for his shirt and tugged it over his head. “You can have a key. And you can slip into my bed anytime, day or night. For the next two weeks I’m yours.”
His eyes heated. “I still have one night of vacation left. Can I spend it here?”
“Right here?” she murmured, running her hands down his bare chest.
“Well...maybe upstairs. Your bed would be more comfortable for what I have in mind. What would you think about making love for the next twelve hours?”
She pretended to think about it. “Hmm. What about meals?”
“We’ll eat in. Chinese. Pizza. Whatever you want.”
She grinned, suddenly exhilarated. “Sold.”
He managed to stand up with her in his arms, and she grabbed on to his shoulders as he carried her towards the stairs.
A little voice whispered inside her that she was making a mistake. That their plan would backfire. That two weeks of this, of him, would only make her want more.
He tossed her naked onto her bed, and paused only to shuck off his jeans and boxers before joining her there.
It would be all right, she reassured herself. They’d have their two weeks, and then find a way to move on. She’d be leaving a week or two after that. And Claire would be here, so Michael would be busy, too.
They’d found a way back to friendship after their one-night stand, and they could do it again. And maybe Michael was right. Maybe if they got this crazy lust out of their systems, it would actually be easier.
He was kissing his way down her body like she was an oasis and he was a man dying of thirst. Need swept through her and she moved restlessly under him, her hands on his broad back and then in his hair as he moved lower.
She felt herself surrendering to the moment, and to Michael. Whatever the future held, for right now, nothing else existed.
* * *
Michael wasn’t surprised at how good the sex was. The two of them were like gasoline and matches, and their physical relationship just kept getting better.
What did surprise him was how easily they adapted to each other.
As he’d predicted, his schedule that first week was hectic. On Saturday afternoon he was called in for emergency surgery, and he didn’t leave the hospital until three-thirty in the morning.
On the drive home he figured he’d give Jenna a break and sleep in his own bed. He was tired, and the two of them had spent Friday and most of Saturday together. Considering that, and the two weeks they had to look forward to, he could afford to show a little restraint tonight.
He was at his door when he paused and looked over at her house. It was dark, of course. Jenna had probably gone to bed hours ago. He pictured her curled up on her side, sleeping. Her black hair would be spread out against the white sheets, her body warm, her lips parted...
The key she’d given him was burning a hole in his pocket. Without stopping to think he crossed the lawn to her house and let himself in quietly, making his way upstairs and standing in her bedroom doorway.
She was even more beautiful than in his fantasy. He undressed down to his boxers, and lifted the sheet to crawl in beside her.
He moved as quietly as he could but she stirred and woke, turning to nestle herself against him. “How did the surgery go?” she asked sleepily.
He kissed the top of her head. “Touch and go for a while, but we pulled him through. How about you? How was your night?”
She rested her head against his bare chest. “It was good. I’ve got all these songs running through my head, which hasn’t happened to me in years. So I decided to spend some quality time with my guitar and see if I could turn some of the ideas into music.”
He ran a hand down her back, tucking her more securely against him. “That’s great. I’d love to hear what you’re working on some time.”
“Mmm,” she murmured, and he realized she was falling back asleep. He stroked her hair softly until he fell asleep himself.
They woke up making love. One minute they were sleeping and the next they were kissing, bodies pressed together and hands everywhere, his boxers and her panties cast aside. He rolled her onto her back and slid inside her, and the little sounds she made as she clutched at his shoulders made him lose his mind.
Afterwards they lay in each other’s arms, their legs tangled together and her head cradled against his shoulder. He would have been happy to stay like that all morning, but it was only a few minutes before Jenna gave him a quick kiss and slid out of bed. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got this damn song in my head and I won’t have any peace until I get it down on paper. Do you mind if I head down to the living room and work for a while? You should probably try to get some more sleep anyway. You only got a few hours.”
He shook his head. “No, I’m up now.” He paused. “I could bring my laptop over and do some work of my own. Or would that distract you?”
“No, not at all. That’s a great idea. I’ll put some coffee on, if you like.”
“Sounds perfect. I’ll be back soon.”
It felt good to work in Jenna’s living room. He sat on an overstuffed chair with his computer, working on an article he was submitting that week. Jenna sat on the floor with her back to the couch, frowning as she scribbled words and music into a notebook, occasionally stopping to try out passages on her guitar.
Every so often he looked up from the computer screen, and let his gaze rest on her. Looking at her focused him, made his thoughts flow more easily. Almost before he realized it three hours had gone by and he’d written two thousand words.
Then his pager went off.
“Got to go,” he said after he called the hospital. “They’re prepping a patient for me.” He went to Jenna and dropped a kiss on her forehead. “I wanted to cook dinner for you tonight, but I don’t have any idea when I’ll be back.”
She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. And, anyway, I’m meeting the band tonight. I might be back later than you.”
“That’s right, I forgot. I hope you have a good rehearsal.”
She looped an arm around his neck and pulled him down for a real kiss. “Thanks. Good luck at the hospital, Michael. I’ll be thinking of you.”
Her words warmed him. “I’ll be thinking of you, too.”
Surgery went well, and he was back by eight o’clock that night. Jenna’s car was gone and he knew it might be several hours before she was back from rehearsal.
He made himself dinner and went to bed early, figuring they could spend tonight apart since he hadn’t been able to stay away from her last night.
He woke several hours later to the sound of the doorbell ringing.
He lay awake for a moment, disoriented, before he threw on his robe and went downstairs.
The bell rang again just before he got to the door. When he opened it, Jenna was there.
“Hi,” she said, leaning against the doorframe and smiling at him.
“Hi,” he said, his body tightening at the sight of her. “What time is it?”
“Much too late for a visit. How was your surgery?”
“It went well.” He pulled her inside and shut the door behind her. “So, what brings you here? Is there something I can...do for you?”
She grinned at him. “I’m sure I can think of something. I would have let myself in and crawled into your bed, but you didn’t give me a key. That doesn’t seem fair, does it? I gave you a key to my place. Shouldn’t I have a key to yours?”
He scooped her up in his arms and carried her upstairs to his bedroom. “You’re right, it is unfair. You should definitely have a key. I don’t want anything to stand in the way of you crawling into my bed.”
He laid her down gently and kissed her. “How was rehearsal?”
She arched up into his kiss. “Good. Really good.” She sighed. “So good it’s messing with my head a little.”
He settled himself next to her, lying on his side and pillowing his head on his arm. His free hand moved slowly down her body, shaping itself to her contours. “Messing with your head how?”
“I’d forgotten how much fun it is.”
“And that’s bad?”
“Not exactly. It’s just...” she shifted restlessly, and he let his hand settle on her hip, relaxing her. “It just makes me think about roads not taken. About where the Mollies might be now if we hadn’t broken up.” She sighed again. “If I hadn’t broken us up.”
His hand tightened on her unconsciously, and she glanced at him. “I don’t regret leaving Derek,” she said, and he realized she’d both sensed his tension and recognized the cause. “But maybe I shouldn’t have left the Mollies.”
He took his hand away from her hip and stroked her hair. “Don’t look backwards. That never does any good. Think about the future instead. Is there a chance the Mollies could get back together? Is that something you might want?”
She frowned. “I don’t know. I just...don’t know. I’m looking forward to the job in L.A. But the way the music came together tonight...”
She turned her head to look at him. “I guess I’m just...confused. Everything seems so fluid right now, like I could go in a hundred different directions. And I’m afraid to choose one path, because it might be the wrong one.” She bit her lip and looked away. “I was lying in bed thinking about it, and I realized there was only one thing I knew for sure I wanted. And that was to come over here. To be with you.”
He closed his eyes, wishing her words didn’t make him feel so damn hopeful.
“I’m glad you came,” was all he said.
She was still turned away from him, so he bent to kiss the side of her neck, just below her ear. Every inch of her was soft and smooth, but this place was exquisite. He tasted the faint tang of soap and the sweetness of wildflowers, and her scent went to his head and his heart and his groin, just like it always did.
He felt her shiver. Then she twisted around so she was facing him again, sliding her arms around his waist as she pressed her lips to his.
From that moment on, they spent every free minute together.
They talked about everything. Of course, almost from the moment he’d met her, he’d told Jenna things he’d never told anyone else. But now he found himself telling her darker things, things he’d almost forgotten himself. He told her about the first time he’d lost a patient. He told her about his childhood. And he talked about Claire, his fears and uncertainties about being a father.
She always made him feel better, just by listening. And her perspective on things was so unique, so different from his...she always gave him something new to think about.
He’d never shared any of that stuff with Angela. He’d never leaned on her for anything. He’d wanted to be her knight in shining armor, to give her a life free from worry or doubt. He’d been afraid that if he let her see his weaknesses, it might undermine her confidence in him.
He was starting to realize now that in his desire to protect Angela, he’d kept her from being a real partner in their marriage.
It was ironic that Jenna was teaching him what a relationship between equals was like, considering that his feelings for her were more primitive and possessive than anything he’d ever felt in his life. But he also trusted her. She knew his strengths and his weaknesses, just as he knew hers.
Of course none of that would stop Jenna from leaving him. But he’d known that from the beginning, and somehow he’d find a way to accept it.
Because he had to.
 



 
Chapter Eleven
The days slipped past too quickly. Jenna wished she could hang on to each moment, the days filled with music and teaching and the nights filled with Michael. She started resenting the need for sleep, staying awake one night to watch him sleep, instead—the way he’d watched her their first night together.
But no matter how hard she tried to slow the passing of time, the last day arrived anyway. Summer camp was over, and Claire was flying in tomorrow morning. As thrilled as Jenna was that Michael’s daughter was coming back, she couldn’t help but feel an ache of regret that her time with him would soon be over.
It was early afternoon and she was sitting on her patio with a book. After getting half a dozen new songs sketched out in the last ten days, she actually needed a break from music.
But she didn’t need a break from Michael. The truth was, she wasn’t ready for things between them to end.
Their plan had been to get their desire for each other out of their systems. To let the fire between them burn out.
In her case, at least, the plan was a miserable failure. Not only was she more attracted to him than ever, but she’d discovered more pleasure in his company than she’d ever felt with anyone.
After that first day, they’d fallen into the habit of working together in the evenings when Michael was home—he on the computer and she on the guitar. There was something effortlessly harmonious about pursuing their separate projects in each other’s company. Her creativity seemed to flow more freely when he was around, as though his quiet presence stimulated her. And he’d told her once that he always seemed to get twice as much done at her place, even though he never lasted more than a couple of hours before scooping her up and carrying her off to bed.
She loved their time in bed, too—not just the sex, although that was incredible, but also the hours they spent talking. She was still amazed at how easily they talked to each other, considering how unlike they were in so many ways. But behind the differences in their childhoods and temperaments and careers, there was a deeper affinity that made those differences seem to fit together, like puzzle pieces. She loved putting half-formed ideas in front of him and letting his clear-headed, scientific mind go to work on them...and he seemed equally stimulated by her more intuitive, non-linear approach.
When she thought about all the ways she enjoyed being with him, about the different layers of intimacy that had opened up between them, it was hard to think about being just friends again.
But Claire was coming back. She wouldn’t feel right seeing Michael secretly, without telling his daughter—and she wouldn’t feel right telling Claire about their relationship, either, knowing that she was leaving so soon.
Unless, of course, she stayed.
It wasn’t the first time that thought had occurred to her. But every time she got to that point, she reminded herself that parts of her nature would always pull her away from Iowa—and Michael.
The band was starting to talk seriously about getting back together. She’d spoken with her director friend about the possibility, and he’d been open to the idea of her working on the movie remotely, travelling to L.A. once a month or so. As she’d told Michael, it seemed like a dozen different roads were opening up in front of her.
The only problem was, she couldn’t go down them all.
She wondered what it had been like in the past, when people’s choices—women’s especially—were so much more limited. Had she lived in those times, she would have longed for more freedom...for the wealth of opportunities that presented themselves to her now.
She kept half-expecting Michael to bring up the future himself, but he never did. It occurred to her suddenly that he might not feel as torn as she did. Maybe now that he’d had some time to think about it, he was glad things between them were only temporary.
Or maybe he was planning to say something tonight, their last night together before Claire came home.
Familiar panic seized her at the thought, and she realized that as much as she’d been thinking about a possible future with Michael, there was no way she was ready to talk to him about it.
She’d been staring at the same page for at least ten minutes. Now she set the book aside with an impatient sigh, looking up to see the mailman pulling away from the curb. She rose to her feet and walked across the lawn to the mailbox, glad for a chance to stretch her legs. Maybe she’d go for another run today, even though she’d done her five miles that morning.
Bills, her copy of Rolling Stone...and an elegant, cream-colored envelope with no stamp in the corner, and nothing but her name written in clear script across the front.
Miss Jenna Landry
Bemused, she walked back to the patio and sat down before opening the envelope and pulling out the single sheet of stationary.
The pleasure of your company is requested this evening at seven o’clock, for dinner and entertainment.
The entertainment is a secret. Don’t even try to wheedle it out of me.
Formal attire is required. Bonus points if you wear red, and extra bonus points if it’s low-cut.
If you’re wondering about the occasion, it’s to celebrate the end of an incredible two weeks—and the beginning of what I hope will be a life-long friendship.
Michael
She read it again and again. After a minute she took a deep breath and held the invitation to her heart.
Now she knew why he hadn’t said anything about the future. It was because they’d agreed not to, and he was respecting those boundaries. He was respecting her. He’d loved their time together as much as she had, and he wanted to keep her in his life.
And he wasn’t going to put any pressure on her.
A wave of energy went through her and she jumped to her feet. Nothing she had in her closet was good enough for tonight. She was going shopping, and she wasn’t going to be satisfied until she found a dress Michael would see in his dreams for years.
* * *
When she opened her door to him that night, she knew she’d picked the right one.
She’d gone with something deceptively simple, a tea-length cocktail dress with spaghetti straps and a deeply scooped neckline. It was made of ruby red silk and clung softly to her waist, where it flared out to create a floating hemline that swirled around her when she walked.
Her legs were bare, and she stood tall in red stilettos. She wore her hair up, something she didn’t do often, gathering the black curls into a knot tied with a red satin ribbon.
The only jewelry she wore was a pair of ruby earrings that had belonged to her grandmother. The only makeup she wore was mascara and lipstick—lipstick that matched her dress exactly.
“Wow,” was all Michael said, but the look in his eyes was worth the small fortune she’d spent downtown today.
He was looking incredibly good himself, in a charcoal gray suit with a crisp white shirt and dark blue tie.
She grinned at him. “So, do I get my bonus points?”
“Yeah. You do.”
He handed her a bouquet of red roses, and she bent her head to breathe in the scent. “Oh, Michael, they’re beautiful. Come in while I put them in water,” she said, but he shook his head.
“Not a chance. If I go in there with you we’re not coming out for at least an hour, and we have reservations at Ambrosia.”
“Do we really? I’ve never eaten there, and I’ve always wanted to.”
“Then I’m definitely waiting for you out here.”
She put the flowers in water but set aside one perfect rose, snipping off most of the stem and sliding it behind her ear.
Michael touched it gently when she came back. “Rose Red,” he said softly, and she looked at him quizzically. “Snow White’s sister,” he explained. “Did you know that Snow White was actually a blonde?”
“No, I didn’t know that. How in the world do you know that?”
He put his hand on the small of her back as they walked to his car, which he’d parked in her driveway. “I used to read fairy tales to Claire when she was little. There was one called Snow White and Rose Red, no relation to Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. It was about two sisters. Snow White was blonde and sweet and shy, and liked to stay indoors. Rose Red had dark hair and preferred to play outdoors, and was much more boisterous. Claire liked Snow White, because they were both blonde. I always preferred Rose Red.”
She smiled at him. “I never would have pegged you as a fan of fairy tales. You’re a man of many surprises, Dr. Stone. Speaking of surprises...”
“I told you, no wheedling,” he reminded her as he opened the passenger side door.
She waited until he was sitting beside her, ready to turn the key in the ignition, before she leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “Pretty please?”
He turned his head to look at her. “Evil temptress,” he whispered back, his eyes gleaming with equal parts amusement and desire.
“Just give me a hint,” she asked as he turned on the engine and pulled into the street. “Movie? Play? Dancing? What?”
“No hints.”
He held out all the way into the city, even though she tried a few wheedling techniques that probably wouldn’t have met with the approval of a motor vehicle safety commission. By the time they got to the restaurant she’d gained no information about the evening’s entertainment, but had revved Michael’s engines to the point where, after the valet had driven off with his car, he pulled her into the alley beside the restaurant and kissed her senseless.
He tucked the rose back into place when he was done, and offered his arm in a courtly gesture. “Milady?”
She was still patting her hair into place, her face warm and glowing. “You’re lucky I’m wearing smear-proof lipstick,” she told him primly, and he grinned at her. “You have to give me a hint after that,” she added.
“No hints,” he said again, escorting her into the beautiful restaurant.
“What if I—”
“If you finish that sentence, you won’t get dinner. I think I remember you saying something about being hungry?”
They were inside the restaurant now, being led to a corner table, and the scents around her were delectable.
“You win,” she said.
It was a perfect meal. Delicious food, incredible wine, and great conversation in a lovely, romantic setting. Jenna gave a little sigh of contentment as they left the restaurant, pausing under the red awning to wait for the valet to bring the car around.
But Michael took her hand and started to walk down the sidewalk instead.
“Aren’t we taking the car?”
“Nope.”
She looked at him, but his expression gave nothing away. “Okay. Wherever we’re going is within walking distance. Hmm. I can’t think of any—”
He stopped just three buildings down from the restaurant, and Jenna looked up to see a beautiful old church.
She looked at him with her eyebrows raised. “Okay, you’ve managed to surprise me. Out of all the places I thought you might take me tonight, church wasn’t even in the top fifty.”
He was grinning at her. “We chose this place because of the acoustics.”
“The acoustics? And what do you mean, ‘we’?”
He tugged on her hand. “Come on.”
He led her inside, and she gasped.
It was fairyland. Candles flickered along the main aisle, leading them to two empty chairs at the front of the nave, where a group of classical musicians were tuning their instruments.
One of the violinists looked up when they came in. “Michael! I was wondering if you’d be on time. And this must be Jenna.”
“Hello, Sally. It’s wonderful to see you again. And yes, this is Jenna.”
“Lovely to meet you, dear. I’m Sally Vale.”
“I—it’s lovely to meet you, too.”
Jenna stared at the woman, whose silver hair fell past her shoulders. “That’s Sally Vale,” she whispered urgently to Michael.
“I know.” He gestured for her to take one of the seats, and then sat himself.
“She plays violin for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.”
“I know that, too.”
“What’s she doing here? And how do you know her?”
“Her son’s an old friend. We went to college together. I’ve known the family for years. When I happened to mention the fact that I was looking for a few classical musicians, Sally kindly offered to—”
“Sally Vale is one of the most famous violinists in the world.”
“Yep. You should check out the other one, too.”
She’d only had eyes for Sally, her gaze riveted on the graceful hands tuning her instrument. But now she looked at the others, and when she noticed the violinist who’d just sat down, she grabbed Michael’s hand. “My God. Is that Anthony de la Vega?”
“I believe it is.”
“Did you go to college with his son, too?”
“No, but I operated on his wife a few years ago. I must have done a decent job because he seemed to think he owed me a favor.”
She couldn’t say anything else. All she could do was sit and stare at the two violinists and the musicians around them, waiting with breathless anticipation.
There must have been an invisible cue, because all at once the tuning stopped, and every bow was at the ready.
Sally gave a quiet nod, and the music began.
It was Bach’s Concerto for Two Violins.
The music danced around her, through her, the notes spilling into the beautiful church like raindrops, light and soft and sparkling, each one more rare and precious than diamonds.
Jenna had listened to glorious music before but never like this. Never had she been so pierced and exalted, the music taking her mind and heart, body and soul.
When they played the largo ma non tanto, it was almost too much beauty. There was an ache in her throat, an ache in her heart, and she found herself fumbling for Michael’s hand. He squeezed her fingers in a warm, strong grip, and somehow he seemed to anchor her, steady her, so that the soaring music couldn’t carry her too far away. She closed her eyes and let it shimmer through her veins, knowing all the time that Michael was there with her.
When the concerto was over they played another piece by Bach, and then another. When they finished Jenna stood up with Michael beside her, clapping and calling out “Bravo!” and “Brava!” while the musicians took their bows.
“We’re glad you enjoyed it,” Sally said with a grin, coming over to shake Jenna’s hand. “It’s always a pleasure to play for a true aficionado. Now, if you don’t mind, we have a date downtown with a pool table and several pitchers of beer. I’d ask you to join us, but I suspect this gentleman has other plans for you.”
She winked at them, and then Michael was tugging her away, back down the aisle and out of the church.
Once they were on the sidewalk she turned to look at him. “Michael.”
He looked down at her, his head tilted to the side. “Yeah?”
She swallowed. “That’s the most incredible thing anyone’s ever done for me. I never...I...”
Words failed her. She laced her hands behind his head and pulled him to her for a kiss.
When the kiss was over he cleared his throat. “I only did it for ulterior motives. I’m trying to get you into bed.”
“Mission accomplished.” They looked at each other, smiling, before continuing down the sidewalk hand in hand.
When they got back to the restaurant the valet brought the car around, and in another minute they were driving out of the city again.
“Would you open the windows?” Jenna asked suddenly. “It’s such a perfect summer night. I want to feel the wind.”
He opened all four windows and the moon roof, too, and Jenna closed her eyes and let the cool air rush over her.
Michael reached for her hand. They drove the rest of the way like that, in a silence as rich and harmonious as the Bach had been.
When they got home, they made love for hours. Michael touched her like she was precious, looked at her like she was the most beautiful woman in the world. They couldn’t seem to get enough of each other, and the knowledge that it was their last night made them both reluctant to spend a minute sleeping.
“What are you doing?” he asked once, as she lay in the cradle of his arms.
Jenna realized she was chording against the hand that held hers, her fingers pressing lightly against his skin. “Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “I was thinking about the music, seeing if I could remember how to play it. I actually started out as a violinist, you know. When I was a little girl.”
“You did?”
“Yes. But I gave it up when I realized I’d never be more than competent.”
“Being a competent violinist isn’t anything to sneeze at.”
“No, but it would have broken my heart. Bach deserves to be played like...well, like we heard tonight. I was twelve when I quit, and for a year I didn’t play music at all. Then I got my first guitar.”
“And you knew you’d be more than a competent guitarist?”
“No, it wasn’t that. It was more like...it didn’t matter if I was just competent, or even less than competent. I just had to play it. You know?”
“I know. I love watching you play. When you hold your guitar, it’s like it’s a part of you. I’ve seen surgeons hold their instruments that way.”
“That almost makes me want to observe you doing surgery.”
He grinned at her. “It wouldn’t be like watching a musician perform.”
“Probably not,” she agreed. “On the other hand, music has never actually saved anyone’s life. So far as I know, anyway.”
A little later Jenna was lying on her stomach with her head pillowed on her arms, fighting the urge to close her eyes. Michael was lying beside her, stroking her back softly.
“Why did you get this tattoo?” he asked suddenly, tracing the notes with a fingertip. “Out of all the music in the world, why do you love this particular concerto so much?”
She turned on her side to face him. “Why do you love it?”
“I don’t know. I just always have. But I thought you might have a better reason than that,” he added with a smile.
She felt an odd reluctance to talk about it. “Well...it’s actually an unusual piece of music. Most of the time, when there are two leading parts like that, the two lines aren’t really equal. One of them is always subordinate to the other. Or else both parts are dependent on each other, neither of them able to stand alone. But in the Concerto for Two Violins, neither part is secondary. They’re both equally strong, whole and complete on their own. But when they’re played together, something amazing happens. There’s this alchemy, this...”
She paused, and for some reason couldn’t finish the sentence.
Michael finished it for her. “Magic,” he said softly.
She nodded, not looking at him.
They lay in silence for a long time. Jenna closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she saw that the first faint light of dawn had crept into the room.
“It’s morning,” she said, sitting up in bed and wrapping her arms around her knees.
Michael sat up, too. “Claire’s plane will be landing in a few hours.”
She nodded, not sure what to say. She’d put off even thinking about this moment, and now that it was here, she wasn’t ready for it.
Michael got out of bed and started to get dressed. She watched him in silence.
“Thank you for last night,” she said after a minute, ashamed at how forlorn she sounded.
He finished tying his shoes before he looked at her. They stared at each other for a second and then he was there, by her side, wrapping her up in a fierce hug. “Thanks for the last two weeks,” he said, his voice muffled in her hair.
“I loved being with you,” she said, pressing her face against his shirt. “I’ll never forget it.”
“Neither will I.”
He hugged her again, and pressed a quick, hard kiss to her forehead. “Claire will want to see you as soon as we get back from the airport.”
“I’ll be home all day today, so she can come by whenever she wants. I’m excited to see her again.”
“She’ll be excited to see you, too.”
He let her go then, getting off the bed and moving towards the door.
She knew she was only a few seconds away from crying. But he was almost gone—she just had to hang on a little longer.
Then he paused in the doorway, his back to her. He stood like that for more than a minute. Even from across the room she could feel the tension in him.
Suddenly afraid, Jenna jumped out of bed and went to her dresser. She pulled on sweatpants and a tee shirt.
“I still have so much to do downstairs. I should really finish painting the—”
“Jenna.”
She leaned back against the dresser. “Don’t. Please, don’t.”
He turned then, and her heart skipped a beat. “I can’t help it,” he said in a low voice.
“Michael—”
“Can’t we at least talk about it?”
She wrapped her arms around her middle. “It won’t do any good. Last night was so perfect…can’t we leave it at that?”
He looked at her. “Jenna, these past two weeks with you have been the best of my life. I’m not going to stop thinking about you when you go away. Damn it, I don’t want you to go away. Can you honestly tell me you haven’t thought at all about staying? That you’ve never imagined being with me…really being with me?”
She hugged herself tighter. “Of course I have. But if the Mollies do get back together, we’ll be touring. I’d be on the road all the time, especially in the beginning. It just wouldn’t work, Michael.”
Just talking about the possibility seemed to bring out his stubborn streak. “But you haven’t decided yet about the band. You could still change your mind.”
Feeling suddenly cold, she rubbed her palms up and down her bare arms. “The Mollies are important to me. Music is important to me.”
 He frowned. “And I’m not important to you? Is that what you’re saying?”
The coldness crept deeper, into her bones. “Are you asking me to choose between you and my career?”
“No, of course not. But what about your own songwriting? You could do that here. Aren’t there recording studios in Des Moines? And places you could perform? And Chicago’s only five hours away—you could play there sometimes, too.”
He took a breath. “And there’s a private school a couple of counties over that’s looking for a music teacher. I know the chairman of their board of directors, and I bet they’d love to interview you. And the performing arts center of Des Moines is looking for private guitar instructors. Or you could give lessons right out of the house—”
“Wow. You’ve really thought this through, huh? You’ve even done a job search for me.”
The tone of her voice pulled him up short. “I’m not trying to control your life. But I hate the idea of losing you. And I wanted you to know that there are options for you here, if you want to stay.”
He hadn’t said he loved her. Jenna wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed by that omission. There’d been times during the last two weeks when the feeling between them had been so intense, so unlike anything she’d ever felt before, that she’d almost said the words.
Now, she was glad she hadn’t.
“It’s not just logistics, Michael. It’s the kind of person I am. I’m not the kind of person who stays. I never have been.”
And she definitely wouldn’t stay for a man who, while he might appreciate that music was part of her life, would always expect to come first. Which meant that she’d always be disappointing him, always letting him down.
“People change, Jenna. Hell, look at me. I was always the kind of person who kept people at a distance. You helped me change that…you and Claire. So I know for a fact that people can change.”
She shook her head. “Nothing Claire or I did could have made you change if you didn’t want to.”
He went still. “So you don’t want to change.”
It was so much more complicated than that. But she was afraid that trying to tell him everything that was in her heart, every painful contradiction and fear and desire, would tear her to pieces. Because a part of her wanted to stay, wanted to give up everything to be with Michael and Claire.
“I’d never be able to change enough to make you happy,” was what she said.
His chest rose and fell with a quick breath. “Okay,” he said after a moment. “Then I guess there isn’t anything else to say.”
 



 
Chapter Twelve
If Michael had been hoping that Claire’s return would distract him from missing Jenna, he now knew better.
Not that it wasn’t great having Claire around. In fact, he was amazed at how she transformed the house, filling it with laughter and chatter and friends.
She and Ellie had made up, and Ellie was over almost every day. She and her mother had moved in with Mrs. Washington, and as sorry as he was that Ellie’s parents were going through a divorce, he was glad that Claire had a friend living so close by.
So far, Claire seemed to be happy. She was excited to start school and she was already making friends. Of course he knew there would be plenty of explosions and tears in his future, but as the days went by he started to feel more confident—not that the crises wouldn’t happen, but that he and Claire would find a way to deal with them.
If only he could find a way to deal with Jenna.
Or, rather, his feelings for Jenna—since he’d hardly seen her at all in the past week.
A part of him—a really pathetic part—had been hoping she’d change her mind. That she’d miss him. That she’d admit she wanted to stay, that she had feelings for him.
But she hadn’t changed her mind.
He still didn’t understand why. They were amazing together. That last night had been so incredible, so magical...all night as he’d held her in his arms he’d waited for her to say out loud what seemed so obvious to him. To say that they belonged together.
But she hadn’t said a thing. And even though he believed in his heart she did have feelings for him, the fact that she’d rejected him when he’d asked her to stay had cut to the quick.
It wouldn’t hurt so much if he could believe she missed him as much as he missed her. But the few times he saw her that week—always with Claire—she seemed busy and distracted. The Mollies were in town and all her energy was focused on the band.
Not being with her was a hundred times more painful than he’d imagined. It felt like a part of him was missing—a part Jenna had taken with her without even realizing it. And he didn’t know how to get it back.
“Dad?”
He looked up from his computer. “Hey, Claire. What’s up?”
“Are we still on for the state fair?”
“Absolutely. We should leave in about half an hour.”
He’d been able to carve out more time for Claire than he’d expected. It still didn’t feel like enough, but he was amazed at how accommodating the hospital had been so far.
For years he’d worked a brutal on-call schedule, taking almost every weekend and holiday except when he had Claire with him. The other two cardiac surgeons on staff had children, and he’d been happy to lighten the load for them. He’d felt guilty asking for a more balanced schedule, but they’d agreed right away. Their kids were older now, and rotating weekends and holidays between the three of them wouldn’t be such a burden.
Stepping back from some of his research projects hadn’t gone over so well with the head of his department, since research was an important revenue stream for the hospital. But no one could deny the reasonableness of his request, once he’d reminded them that he was involved in twice as many projects as anyone else on staff.
So even though it was still a work in progress, he was able to spend a lot more time with his daughter than he’d ever imagined.
Claire was looking at him now with folded arms and a frown on her face. “So…are you ever going to tell me what happened with Jenna?”
He stared at her. Claire hadn’t said a thing about Jenna—at least in terms of the two of them getting together—since she’d gotten back.
“What do you mean?”
“It’s obvious that something happened while I was gone.”
“Obvious how?” he hedged.
“Well, whenever I talk about Jenna to you, you always quiz me about her. How is she? What’s she doing today? Does she seem happy? And on and on. Like you can’t find out for yourself anymore. And when I talk about you to her, she changes the subject. Once she even started to cry.”
She’d cried? Over him?
“What do you mean, she started to cry? What did she say? What happened?”
Claire pointed a finger at him. “See? You’re doing it again. And she said she was tearing up because she had something in her eye, which was a total lie. What did you do to her, Dad?”
All of a sudden, he felt something inside him give way. He slumped back in his chair and rubbed a hand over his eyes.
“I didn’t do anything to her. I just…asked her to stay.”
Claire stared at him. “Oh, Dad. Just like you asked me.”
He smiled. “Yeah, but with a different outcome. I guess one out of two’s not so bad, huh?”
Claire started to pace now, a frown on her face and her hands shoved into the pockets of her jeans. “I’m sure you won’t give me the gory details, but I guess you guys got together while I was gone. Am I right?”
He thought about denying it, but somehow he’d lost the will to deny things where Jenna was concerned.
“Yeah. But it’s over now.”
“You asked her to stay?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you actually propose to her? Or just tell her you love her?”
He blinked. “Well…”
Claire stopped pacing. “You do love her, don’t you?”
A hand closed over his heart. “Yes. I love her.”
“Please tell me you told Jenna that.”
He shook his head. “Not in so many words.”
“What is wrong with you? Are you saying you asked her to stay here, to change her whole life for you, without even telling her you love her?”
“I…” He wasn’t used to feeling this defensive with his daughter…or with anyone. “She knows I love her. It was obvious every time I was with her.”
She looked at him in disgust. “Unbelievable. Okay, Dad, let me clue you in here. You have to say the words.”
He remembered the way he’d felt walking home from Jenna’s that last morning, the pain that had radiated through him. “To be honest, I’m glad I didn’t. Because I’d feel even worse right now.”
“Is that why you didn’t tell her? To protect yourself? My God, Dad, I had no idea you were such a coward. You know what? You deserved to get rejected. You didn’t ask her to marry you, you didn’t tell her you love her—”
“Okay, fine. I deserved to get rejected. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to go to the state fair and try to have a good time.”
“You think the butter cow sculpture is going to make you forget about Jenna?”
That made him smile. “Hey, it’s worth a shot. Did you know the statue weighs 600 pounds and could butter 19,200 slices of toast?”
Claire shook her head at him. “You’re hopeless, you know that? But you’re the only dad I’ve got, so I guess I’m stuck with you.”
For the rest of that week, he couldn’t get Claire’s words out of his head.
It didn’t take him long to realize she was right.
He should have told Jenna he loved her. He should have asked her to marry him. Because that’s how he felt, and that’s what he wanted.
Maybe it was crazy, since they’d only known each other a month. But when he looked into his heart, all he could see was Jenna. He could be cautious, and hedge his bets—and lose her. Or he could throw caution to the wind, take a risk—
And probably still lose her. But at least he’d know he hadn’t held anything back, that he’d done everything he could to win the woman he loved.
He went downtown the next day to look for a ring. Instinct led him away from the usual stores and into a boutique that sold antique jewelry, where he found an engagement ring that might as well have had “Jenna Landry” in a neon sign above it. It was an art deco square cut ruby set in gold filigree, and it was so perfect he had to stop himself from tracking Jenna down and proposing to her then and there.
But Jenna had enough on her mind right now, getting ready for tomorrow night’s concert. She’d told him—through Claire, of course—that they should come backstage after the show.
That’s when he would propose. He’d do it in front of a hundred people if he had to. But he couldn’t wait any longer than that, with the ring burning a hole in his pocket and his heart aching without her.
* * *
He and Claire got to the Odeon early, mostly because Claire was so excited she couldn’t sit still. The old-fashioned theater was a great venue, quirky and shabby with a kind of gone-to-seed elegance that appealed to him. He and Claire were sitting in the front row of the balcony, dead center.
He leaned his arms on the railing in front of him and surveyed the crowd below. The opening act didn’t seem to be holding anyone’s attention. There was a standing room only section right in front of the stage, and none of the people down there seemed particularly interested in the band.
“I hope they pay attention when the Mollies are performing,” he said with a frown.
Claire laughed at him. “Don’t worry, Dad. You’re going to see this place go nuts when they come on stage.”
He looked around him, at the people talking and laughing. They didn’t look like a crowd ready to go nuts. They were people of all ages, all backgrounds—even some pushing forty, like him. “If you say so.”
At that moment, the opening band finished their last song and left the stage, to applause that sounded more polite than enthusiastic. The lights came up in the theater, and a crew of people came out on stage and cleared the previous band’s equipment. Then they started setting up for the Mollies, bringing out microphones, amps, and instruments.
That’s when he felt it. A thrum of excitement running through the crowd, like a spark of electricity. He found himself sitting straighter in his seat, watching the crew finish. When they left the stage was ready, but the house lights hadn’t gone down yet.
He didn’t know how it started, but suddenly the crowd was clapping and stamping in rhythm. His heart rate picked up as he felt the slow build of anticipation.
The theater went dark, as if someone had snuffed out a candle. There was a howl of approval from the audience, and then five spotlights came on, one for each member of the band.
Pandemonium. All around him people were surging to their feet, cheering and shouting and stamping, and he and Claire were on their feet, too, carried away by the irresistible tidal wave that swept through the building.
His eyes went to Jenna and stayed there. She was standing a few feet to the left of the redhead at the microphone. She was wearing jeans and a black tee shirt, her hair loose and wild around her face. Her guitar was in her hands, and she was looking out at the crowd with a crooked grin on her face, like she knew every single one of them by name.
“Hey, Des Moines!” the redhead shouted. “Where the hell have you been for the last five years?”
A roar of laughter greeted her, and then she took two quick steps back and looked to the right and left. “One, two, one-two-three-four!”
For the next two hours, everyone in the building stayed on their feet. They sang with the band, they danced in the aisles, they clapped until their hands were sore and cheered until they were hoarse. Michael and Claire clapped and cheered with them, and even though Michael only had eyes for one member of the band, he could feel and hear how good every one of them was, and how good they were together.
The music was more than infectious—it was electrifying. And the spark at the heart of it all was Jenna, her hands moving so fast and skillfully over her guitar strings that Michael could hardly follow the movements.
He’d seen her play guitar but never like this. Nothing like this. And the way she sang, the way she moved—it made his body tighten and his mouth go dry.
She belonged there. He’d never seen a human being belong anywhere as much as Jenna did on that stage, bringing a crowd of people to their feet.
The band was encored three times and the audience still didn’t want to let them go. Finally they took their last bows and the house lights went up, and all around him Michael heard people raving over the performance as they reluctantly left the theater.
He couldn’t seem to move. He stayed where he was, staring down at the empty stage, until Claire poked him in the ribs. “Dad! Are you ready to go backstage?”
“She should do this,” he said softly, his eyes on the place where she had been.
“What? What are you talking about?”
“This. She should do this. I can’t believe she ever stopped.”
“Well, bands break up all the time. Sometimes they get back together, and then break up again, and—”
Claire’s chatter faded into the background. He couldn’t believe he’d been so selfish as to think Jenna should stay with him, buried in Iowa, when she could do something like that.
He took a deep breath. “Let’s go find her.”
It was a zoo, of course. They had backstage passes, but even so, Michael was on the point of suggesting they leave when Jenna caught sight of them. She called out a greeting and made her way towards them, pushing through the crowd. Her face was glowing.
“I’m so glad you came. What did you think?” she cried out when she reached them. She gave Claire a huge hug and then turned to give him one, too. It was the first time they’d touched since that last morning, and in spite of his new resolve, he had to force himself to let her go.
“It was unbelievable,” Claire said excitedly. “You guys were tight.”
“We really were—if I do say so myself,” she added with a grin. She turned to him. “What about you, Michael? What did you think?”
“I—” he couldn’t think of the words to tell her how good she’d been.
“Not your cup of tea?” she asked after a moment, the bright light in her eyes fading a little.
“My God, no. Jenna, you were incredible. The whole band was incredible. In fact...” He hesitated. “I know you’ve got a hundred people waiting to talk to you, but if you have a minute—there’s something I have to tell you.”
Jenna glanced over her shoulder. “Molly! I’m taking five, okay?”
Molly gave her a thumbs up from several yards away.
Michael looked at his daughter. “Claire, do you mind waiting for me for a few minutes?”
Claire was looking at him with big eyes. “No, of course not.”
He was acutely aware of the ring box tucked in his right front pocket as Jenna led the way to a deserted dressing room.
“Is this okay?” she asked, leaning back against the Formica counter that lined the room.
He nodded. “Yeah, this is great.”
He hesitated a moment, gathering his thoughts, but Jenna spoke before he did. “I have something to say, too. I want to apologize for avoiding you this past week. That last morning was pretty intense, and I...I guess I needed a little space.”
“Of course,” he said. “I understand.” He hesitated again. “I need to apologize, too.”
“For what?”
“For being a selfish jerk.”
She stared at him. “Michael, you’re not a jerk. If I said something to make you think—”
“Jenna. I really need to get this out, okay?”
Her eyes searched his before she nodded. “Okay.”
He took a deep breath. “When I asked you to stay with me...I didn’t understand.”
“Didn’t understand what?”
“I didn’t understand this part of you. I thought I did, but...deep down, I don’t think I really took your music seriously. Not the way I should have.”
She tilted her head to the side as she looked up at him. “I haven’t always taken myself seriously.”
He nodded. “I know. And instead of helping you get over that, I treated your music like a hobby. Like something you could give up to be with me.” He took another breath. “But tonight I found out that it’s not your hobby. It’s your calling. I saw you on that stage, and...” he shook his head slowly, words failing him again. “My God, you were incredible. You were incandescent.”
She smiled at him. “Incandescent? I like that.”
“It doesn’t do you justice. Watching you tonight, I realized how selfish I was to suggest you give this up for me. You shouldn’t ever give this up, Jenna. Not for me, not for anyone.”
She stared at him in silence for a moment. “You mean that?”
“Yeah, I mean it. And I hope you can forgive me for asking you to be less than you are, just so I could keep you with me.” He smiled a little. “My only excuse is that I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, and it made me greedy.”
She was looking down now, and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking.
He knew he should tell her the rest. Even though they couldn’t be together—even though she’d never belong to him—he wanted her to know how he felt. Especially because he didn’t expect to feel this way again. Once in a lifetime was probably all you got for this kind of thing.
So it would be a damn shame if he never got to say it out loud.
“I’m madly in love with you, Jenna.”
She looked up then, her eyes wide and her cheeks flushing. “Michael—”
“Don’t,” he said quickly. He wasn’t sure which would be worse—finding out she felt the same, or finding out she didn’t. “Whatever you were going to say, you don’t have to. I just wanted you to know because—well, I thought you should. But it’s not going to keep us from being friends,” he added. “Nothing’s going to keep us from being friends. If only so I can get free tickets to Red Mollies concerts.”
That made her smile, although her eyes were suspiciously bright.
“We should probably get back now,” he said after a moment.
She nodded. “We probably should. But...before we go...” She hesitated. “Would you kiss me goodbye?”
He couldn’t have said no to save his life.
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her softly, slowly. He savored the taste of her, the scent of her, knowing it was the last time. He pulled her closer, until he could feel her heart pounding against his.
And then he let her go.
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
A month and a half later, the Mollies’ reunion tour officially ended. They’d played Kansas City and Omaha, Madison and Minneapolis, and finished up with two shows in Chicago.
They’d been a raging success.
So much so that Derek’s old manager from his Irontown days wanted to take them on. That, of course, would mean an exhausting tour schedule and recording sessions—and an official launch into the big time.
Jenna should have been ecstatic.
Instead she was lying awake in a Chicago hotel room, thinking about Michael.
She’d been sure that touring would be the perfect distraction, that it would fill every corner of her mind so there wouldn’t be room to miss him.
She’d been wrong.
She missed him every day, every hour, every minute. It didn’t affect her playing—if anything, she was better than ever, because every time she went on stage she remembered that he’d called her incandescent, and she was determined to live up to that.
But she missed him all the time.
The worst was at night, alone in her hotel room. She missed him so much then it was like the phantom ache amputees talk about—an ache in the missing limb.
A part of her was gone, and on some level she couldn’t accept it.
She and Claire emailed back and forth all the time, but somehow she couldn’t bring herself to email Michael.
She’d finally figured out why. If they started using email as a means of communication, she wouldn’t have a reason to call him.
Which meant she’d never have a chance to hear his voice.
She turned her head to look at the clock. She’d gone to bed relatively early tonight and it was only eleven. Michael often stayed up that late, reading or working on the computer.
She sat up in bed and grabbed her cell phone from the nightstand. She wouldn’t call, but she could text him. Instead of a persistent ring that would wake him up if he’d gone to bed early, a text would send just a single beep.
Are you awake?
She lay back down, curling up on her side with the phone in her hand.
It rang in less than a minute.
“Yeah, I’m awake. How about you?”
He sounded amused, and the rich, deep timbre of his voice sent a familiar thrill coursing through her. “I’m awake, obviously. Did you think I was texting in my sleep?”
“Well, I know your schedule’s been pretty hectic. Are you on the bus, or in a hotel room?”
“Hotel room. We’re here another couple of nights, while we figure out our next steps. We...we don’t have any obligations for the next couple of weeks, although Mitch wants us in New York by November.” Mitch was Derek’s old manager. They hadn’t signed with him yet, but they were talking about it.
There was a silence, and she wondered if he’d suggest she come for a visit.
“Yeah, I think Claire mentioned you were heading east. She showed me your interview in Rolling Stone, by the way. Even I know that’s a big deal.”
She took a deep breath and tried not to feel disappointed. “Yeah, we were all pretty excited. But I don’t want to talk about any of that. I want to hear about you and Claire.”
She heard him chuckle. “Don’t tell me Claire doesn’t keep you fully informed. She emails you all the time.”
“Sure, but I want to hear it from you. How is she doing in school, now that she’s had a couple of months to settle in?”
“She’s doing great. She won a writing contest last week, did she tell you?”
“No! She didn’t tell me. I got a three page email detailing her fear that no one will ask her to the winter formal, and not one word about this. Tell me all about it.”
They talked for an hour, about anything and everything. Jenna felt the tension easing from her muscles as they spoke, until the unbearable ache was almost gone.
But when they finally hung up, it came flooding back.
The tears came, too.
It was weak and ridiculous to cry like this, over a man who’d given her exactly what she wanted.
Her freedom.
There was a soft knock on the door. “Jenna? Are you awake?”
Apparently she wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep. She grabbed a handful of tissues from the box beside the bed and swiped at her eyes. “Sure, Molly, come on in.”
She could see immediately that her friend had been crying, too.
“Molly! What is it? What’s wrong?”
The redhead sat on the bed beside her and took a deep breath.
“I’m pregnant.”
For a second Jenna just stared at her. Then she threw her arms around Molly and hugged her tight. “Oh, wow. Does James know?”
James was her boyfriend of more than a year. He was a grad student at the Art Institute of Chicago, and head over heels in love with her
Molly nodded. “Yes, he knows. He’s ecstatic.”
Jenna sat back so she could study her friend more closely. “And what about you? Are you ecstatic?”
Molly ducked her head. “I am,” she whispered. “I want this more than anything.”
Jenna frowned. “If this is your ecstatic face, I’d hate to see you looking dismal. What’s going on?”
“How can you ask me that? With the band taking off like it has...everyone so excited...all the plans we’ve been making...oh, Jenna. I don’t want to give up on the Mollies now, after all we’ve gone through to be together again.”
Jenna gave her another hug. “Okay, then, we won’t give up on the Mollies. Why can’t you have both? The band, and a family?”
Molly stared at her. “Are you serious? But the way Mitch was talking...”
“Yeah, well, we’re going to have to turn Mitch down. But who says we have to fast track?”
She frowned as she thought about it. Suddenly, the path forward for the Mollies was so clear she could almost see it unfolding in front of her. “We can record whenever we’re ready to, and whenever we’re all free. We can tour once a year, maybe, for a couple of months. During the summer, so James can travel with us if he wants.”
Molly was looking at her like she was the answer to a prayer. “Do you mean it? You’d be willing to settle for that, when the band could be so much bigger? If we do what you’re talking about, we’ll never be huge.”
Jenna grinned at her. “Since when have we cared about being huge? I thought the idea was to be good.”
Molly grabbed her hands and squeezed. “Oh, Jenna. I think everyone would go for this. We all have other lives. Thao has her solo career, and Honey does all that Habitat for Humanity work. And I know Barb’s back with us now, but she loves to travel—on her own, not with the band. But what you’re talking about...this could work, Jenna. This could really work.”
“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get everyone together and find out.”
* * *
They got a resounding yes from every member of the band. Everyone loved the idea of staying together, but on a smaller scale. It was such a perfect solution that Jenna wondered why no one had thought of it before now.
Maybe, like Jenna and Molly, they’d been so happy to be together again that no one had wanted to rock the boat. But they weren’t eighteen any more—and, as Molly said, they all had full lives. Rich lives, full of wonderful things they shouldn’t have to give up.
They agreed to go their separate ways for a couple of weeks, as they’d planned originally, but instead of meeting in New York they’d get together in Chicago to figure out exactly what they wanted to do next.
An hour after they said their goodbyes, Jenna was on I-88 heading west.
In five hours, she’d be back in Iowa.
But she had no idea what she was going to do when she got there.
She wanted to go to Michael. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and beg him to take her back again. But every time she imagined herself doing that, her old panic returned.
And suddenly she realized that as much as she wanted Michael, there was something else she wanted, too. Something else she needed.
Her family. She needed her family.
The first light of dawn broke in the eastern sky, shining in her rear view mirror. Her heart filled with a sudden fierce love for Iowa—for the state she’d always been so eager to escape. The clouds glowed with sudden flame, and all around her she could see the hills and farms and houses that had just been formless shadows in the predawn darkness.
She’d never seen anything so beautiful.
Her hands tightened on the steering wheel as she drove straight for her parents’ farm.
“Mom!” she called out even before she made it inside the house. “Mom, are you here?” The kitchen was empty, and she worried that maybe they’d gone out for the day. “Mom! Mom!”
Her mother appeared at the head of the stairs, a laundry basket on her hip. “My goodness, Jenna! You scared the life out of me. What are you doing home? We weren’t expecting you. I’m thrilled to see you, of course, but—”
And suddenly Jenna was crying. Her mother dropped the laundry basket and hurried down the stairs, hugging her close and murmuring into her hair the way Jenna had murmured into Claire’s, that day they’d been painting her dining room.
“It’s okay. It’s okay.”
“Oh, Mom...”
“Don’t worry, sweetheart. Just tell me what’s wrong.”
She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m in love.”
Once the words were out, some of the terrible tightness left her chest. She took another breath. “I’m in love, and I don’t know what to do.”
A little while later they were sitting at the kitchen table, and Jenna was warming her hands on a mug of her mother’s coffee.
“He’s told you how he feels, hasn’t he? Now you just need to do the same.”
Jenna stared down into her coffee. “Just like that, huh?”
“Well, why not? What’s standing in your way?”
She was quiet for a long time. Her mother watched her closely, but didn’t say anything.
Finally she spoke. “When Megan got sick, I didn’t come home. Remember? I stayed on tour with the Mollies.”
Irene Landry stared at her daughter. “Honey, you did come home. You came home every chance you had, between shows.”
Jenna shook her head. “I didn’t come home every chance I had. I could have been here a lot more.”
Her mother was frowning, trying to follow her train of thought. “Even if that’s true, what does that have to do with you being in love with Michael?”
“What if he gets sick? What if Claire gets sick? What if something scary and horrible happens, and I run away?”
Irene shook her head. “You won’t.”
“You don’t know that. I ran away from here, didn’t I? Even before Megan got sick. I ran away without even finishing high school.”
“You were running towards something, Jenna. Towards your music.”
Jenna shook her head. “I ran away from that, too. When I found out about Derek and Molly. I didn’t stay, to see if we could work things out. And, okay, maybe Derek wasn’t worth it—but Molly was. And I just walked away from our friendship, and from the band.”
She took a breath. “Allison would never have done that. She sticks with things. Jake, too. Allison wants to help everyone in the world. And Jake...he puts his life on the line every day to protect other people. There’s no way I can live up to that.”
“Jenna—”
Jenna wiped away her tears with the back of her hand. “Don’t you see? That’s the kind of person Michael and Claire deserve. Someone who’ll stick, someone who’ll put them first. Someone who—”
“My goodness, Jenna. I had no idea you put your brother and sister on such a pedestal.”
“You and Dad are the same way. Loyal and dedicated and...”
“So you think before you can deserve love, you have to be perfect?”
“Maybe not perfect. But...better. Better than I am.”
“If you need to be better, then you will be. But, sweetheart, you didn’t turn to music when Megan was sick because you were being selfish, or because you didn’t love her. You turned to music because you loved her so much that losing her almost killed you. Music saved your life. It kept you sane, when watching Megan get sicker was ripping you apart. That’s why we told you not to quit.”
She reached out and covered Jenna’s hand with hers. “I always wondered if you’d ever meet a man with a heart as big as yours. And now that you have, there’s no doubt in my mind that you’re exactly the person Michael and Claire need in their lives.”
Fresh tears ran down her cheeks. “How can you be so sure of that?”
Her mother smiled. “You know I had you and Jake just a year after I married your father? We were still in our early twenties, and the farm was just starting out.”
Jenna nodded.
“We hadn’t planned on having children so soon. We were going to wait three or four years, until we knew the farm was a going concern.”
Jenna smiled a little. “So we were a surprise, huh?”
“Very much so. The truth is, we were both scared out of our minds. Your dad even more than me, I think. We barely earned enough to support ourselves, much less a family. So many times during that first year, we wanted to give up...first me, then him...sometimes both of us at the same time. It put a real strain on our marriage. I actually asked for a divorce, when you and Jake were about six months old.”
Jenna stared at her. “You did?”
“I did. I’ve never seen your father so devastated. That night we talked, really talked, for the first time since the two of you were born. We talked about all the things that scared us...and it turned out that what scared us most was the idea of letting each other down. Of not being what the other needed. Of not being enough.”
Jenna ducked her head, a sudden throb making her chest ache.
Irene gave her hand a squeeze. “Nothing’s ever perfect, sweetheart—because we’re not. All we can do is the best we can. And in spite of what you believe about yourself, that’s all I’ve ever seen you do. And it’s what you’ll always do. You’re a loving, brilliant, incredible woman, and Michael obviously agrees with me. So for heaven’s sake go put the poor man out of his misery.”
* * *
Her mother made it sound so easy, she thought as she drove down Michael’s street.
Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. It was Saturday, so he’d be home unless he had emergency surgery. Or unless he and Claire had gone out somewhere. Or unless...
His car was in the driveway.
She pulled in behind it and sat for a minute, taking deep breath after deep breath. Her heart was beating wildly in her chest, and she couldn’t seem to make herself calm down.
Finally she got out of the car and walked up to the front door. She felt a little dizzy, and it occurred to her that she hadn’t slept for more than twenty-four hours. Also that she was wearing the same jeans and sweater she’d worn yesterday.
But if Michael rejected her, it wouldn’t be because of that. It would be because, in the last month and a half, he’d come to his senses and realized that he’d rather have her as a friend than...something more.
It was a long walk to his front door. She almost wished for something to stop her—a bolt of lightning or a meteor from above. Ever since she’d left Chicago she’d been thinking of this moment, but now that she was here, all the fears and uncertainties she’d ever felt seemed to be tugging at her, pulling at her, telling her not to say what she’d come here to say.
There was no lightning bolt. No meteor strike. She rang Michael’s front door bell, and waited.
It wasn’t long before he answered. He stood in the doorway, just staring at her, for at least a minute.
“Jenna,” he said finally. “My God, I can’t believe it’s you.”
He reached for her as if he couldn’t help himself, and hugged her tight. She wrapped her arms around him and closed her eyes, pressing her face into his chest. After a minute she felt his lips on her hair. “It’s so good to see you,” she heard him say, his voice a little shaky. “Come inside. Let me get you something. Do you want coffee?” She followed him into the house, and sat down at his kitchen table while he poured her a cup.
He sat down across from her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”
“I was afraid.”
“Afraid of what?”
“That you wouldn’t want me.”
He stared at her. “You were afraid I wouldn’t want you?” He sat slowly back in his chair, his eyes never leaving hers. “What do you mean?”
She took a deep breath. “I’m in love with you, Michael. I love you, and I love Claire, and I can’t imagine my life without the two of you in it. But I thought you might not feel the same way anymore.”
He didn’t say anything for a minute. He just kept staring at her, while her heart thumped painfully in her chest.
After what seemed like an eternity, he spoke. “You thought I might not feel the same way anymore.”
She nodded.
“You really thought that?”
She nodded.
He stood up. “Wait here a second, will you?”
He left the room, and less than a minute later came back with something in his hand. He came to her, and when he dropped to one knee her heart stopped beating. Then he held out a black velvet ring box.
“I got this a month and a half ago, but when I saw you perform I knew I couldn’t ask you to stay. Then I realized it doesn’t have to be like that. I don’t have to hold you back. If you can deal with my crazy hospital schedule, I can deal with you going on tour.” He took a deep breath. “I was planning to fly out to New York to propose. And now, here you are.”
He opened the box, and a square cut ruby winked up at her. “Jenna, I love you. Will you marry me?”
All the air left her lungs. For a minute she thought she might actually pass out.
She managed to pull herself together. “But you—” She ran out of breath and tried again. “As far as you know, I’ll be gone most of the year with the Mollies. That doesn’t bother you?”
“No,” he said. “I’ve thought about this a lot, Jenna. I’ll miss you like hell, and Claire and I might have do some traveling on the weekends to see you, but we’ll make it work. You do whatever you need to do, for your music. The only thing I care about is that when you do come home, you come home to me.”
Her heart swelled. “Well. As it happens, there’s been a slight change of plans. The band came to a mutual agreement at about two o’clock this morning. We’re getting back together, but part time. We’ll tour and record during the summer. I’m planning to teach during the school year—maybe in Des Moines.”
For a minute he just looked at her, and Jenna wondered how she could have believed even for a second that she could live without him.
He slipped the ring out of the box and took her left hand in both of his. “Is that a yes, Jenna? Will you marry me?”
There was a squeak—nothing more. A tiny squeak of excitement. But it was enough to make them aware that Claire was standing in the kitchen doorway, staring at them with enormous eyes and both hands covering her mouth.
“My God, don’t stop now! Keep going, keep going!”
When they looked at each other again, they were both grinning. “Yes,” she said, her voice shaking a little. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”
Michael slid the ring on her finger while Claire whooped. She ran over to hug Jenna, then her dad, and then Jenna again. Then she backed away, towards the door, talking the whole time. “I’m going to spend the day at Ellie’s. Also the night. You won’t see me until tomorrow. Tomorrow afternoon, in fact. And...I love you guys.”
Then she was gone, slamming the door behind her.
Michael turned to her with a glint in his eye. “Can you think of a way to pass the time?”
“Well...I could use another lesson in waffle-making.”
“Not what I had in mind,” he told her. He pulled her out of the chair and into his arms, and kissed her until her bones melted.
Then he scooped her up against his chest and carried her towards the stairs.
A minute later they tumbled onto the bed. “I love you,” Michael said when he could finally pull away from her.
“I love you, too. God, I love you so much.”
He laced his fingers through hers and looked down at their joined hands. “Magic,” he said softly.
Like the flow of music, Jenna could feel the harmony and counterpoint between them—the balance of mind and heart, body and soul.
“Magic,” she agreed.
And it was.
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