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Chapter One

 


Keith adjusted the focus on his binoculars
and smiled as the image of his true love’s, beautiful face
sharpened. Hidden behind the trees of the island dividing the
parkway, his view of her was perfect. He could almost hear her
swear at the flat tire on her beloved old car. His estimates had
been better than he’d anticipated. The slow air leak had caused her
tire to go flat at the perfect spot.

She kicked the tire and he chuckled. If those
black clouds opened up, it would be impossible for her to change
the tire. He'd just drive over and come to her rescue. Her
gratitude would…

"What the
hell?"

 


~~~

 


"Damn." Sheridan
McLaughlin threw the cross wrench to the ground. "It’s just not my
week." The jack joined the wrench on the ground next to the open
trunk of her classic Mustang. First her job, then her apartment and
now this. Maybe she should
have bought the tires instead of half the new
upholstery. The new paint would definitely have to wait
now.

The wing nut securing the
spare tire to the trunk was too tight, and she cursed at that as
well. Fixing her grip, she turned again until the nut spun free…
and broke her nail. With a growl, she bit the loose nail off her
finger and spit it to the ground. Wondering why she had even gotten
out of bed that morning, she pulled the spare off the bolt, hauled
it out and dropped it to the ground. Isn’t
rubber supposed to bounce?

"Oh, for God’s sake." She stared at the flat
spare and then gave it a kick for good measure. Her toe throbbed
and the tire sat, mocking her. Could anything else go wrong?
Thunder rolled over the brushy dune beside the road, the wind
pulling strands of her hair out of her bun and whipping it around
her face. Sheridan looked up at the darkening April sky. Lightning
flashed over the ocean and her skin prickled.

"Not having much luck, are you?"

The deep, masculine voice
sounded louder than the thunder and Sheridan jumped, turning so
quickly her forehead hit the latch of the trunk. Pain flared like
an explosion over her eye and her head snapped backward. Blinded,
she brought one hand to her head and reached for the side of the
trunk with the other. There was nothing to grab onto and Sheridan’s
balance wavered. I’m going to fall into
the trunk.

"Whoa." A solid grip around her arm righted
her. "You all right?"

Fear kicked in, her heart racing, and she
pulled away, blinking until her vision cleared. She hadn't heard a
car pull up, yet there was the red convertible, not ten feet
away.

Her gaze swept up the length of the man’s commanding
frame. He was a giant, a wondrously attractive giant. In all her
twenty-six years, she couldn't recall ever seeing a man like him.
Her heart continued to race, showing no signs of stopping, and she
was sure all the blood in her body was collecting in her face.

Jet black hair curled in an unruly fashion
behind his ears to brush the starched white collar of his dress
shirt. His muscular arms, crossed over his vast chest, caused his
shirt to strain over shoulders that looked capable of carrying the
heaviest of burdens. Sheridan had a few millstones she could donate
to test them. She bit her lip. Where the hell did that come
from?

Her gaze moved down the length of his
loosened tie to his narrow hips and long, black clad legs, which
were lean and well-muscled, and snuggly encased in precisely
creased trousers.

Sheridan blinked several times to see if he
was real or just a figment of her imagination. Maybe she had hit
her head harder than she’d thought. She shook her head, but he was
still there, over six feet of him and none of it wasted.

His face had a rugged, almost chiseled
structure with a wide jaw, wider cheeks and a nose that looked as
if it had been broken a few times. With the gray ominous clouds
behind him, the nearby surf crashing on the shore and the wind
ruffling his hair, caressing his hard form, it was as if his
appearance alone had caused the turbulent turn of weather. He
reminded Sheridan of an ancient god and she shivered, her mouth
suddenly dry.

She pictured him leaning
against the railing on the quarter-deck of a three-masted schooner,
instead of on the hood of a Mercedes-Benz, and he should be
wearingnothing
sprang to mind as her first choice, although an eye patch and a
sword were a close second. Either way, certainly not those
impeccably tailored clothes.

Yup, she had finally cracked.

Her gaze lingered on his engaging mouth until
his sensuous lower lip curled into an amused little grin and his
thick dark brows rose.

She sucked in a breath. So, he was amused,
was he? Her awe quickly disintegrated into annoyance. How long had
he been standing there? Well, he could go on standing there for all
she cared. She wasn't about to beg for help. One dose of humility a
week was enough for any McLaughlin to endure.

 


~~~

 


Russell Madison looked up as the first drops
of the promised rain sprinkled his face. He had admired the girl's
determination—until he noticed the flat spare.

Her gaze moved over him, as most women’s did,
and he smirked. Russell didn't kid himself. He had an impressive
physique. It amused him to see people’s initial reaction to his
size. He was arrogant, but in his profession, it paid to be.

She straightened to her full height, not more
than five-feet-four inches, and then, oddly, bent over and smashed
her fist into the back of her right knee. Her antics intrigued him,
even as the rain came down in earnest.

"There's no sense in us both getting wet."
She waved her hand dismissively. "Don't let me keep you."

Russell couldn’t help laughing. She had
dismissed him! His brother would have gone into a fit of hysterical
laughter. "We're both already wet," he pointed out.

He noticed her scraped brow and frowned,
reaching out to lift her face to see the damage. "Are you all
right?"

The girl jumped, moving away before his
fingers made contact with her face. "Don't touch me!" She grabbed
the wrench from the ground, holding it up between them.

He deliberately smiled, trying to ease the
fear he saw in her eyes. As she backed away from him, he noticed
her form was anything but girlish. Her wet sweatshirt clung to her
small figure, accentuating her feminine curves, and causing a
definite rush of heat through his veins. The rain, heavy now,
plastered her hair, twisted into a bun, to the top of her head
while the wind whipped a few, very long, sodden strands around her
face. She swiped at them and leveled her chin. Her glare was as
threatening as the lug wrench.

The lug wrench worried him. He didn't want
her hurting herself—or him, for that matter. "And what will you do
with that?" He did his best to maintain an air of levity. "I've
been told my screws are already loose."

She blinked at him. By God, she was lovelier
up close. The smell of damp roses wafted through the air and a
pleasurable tremor moved down his spine. He tugged on the knot of
his already loosened tie.

Clear, satiny skin glowed, her only makeup,
even a bit smudged, enhanced her huge, almond-shaped emerald eyes.
They outshone any jewel he'd ever seen. Her delicate bone
structure, straight nose and high, pronounced cheekbones, combined
with a slightly pointed chin, made her look like an elf. Her
coloring fascinated him. Pale ivory skin contrasted dramatically
with the massive knot of copper-gold hair, darkened now from the
rain, piled on top of her head. Not even the stubborn set of her
jaw detracted from her striking beauty.

He’d die if he didn't touch her. His heart
sped up.

"Don't be afraid." He reached toward her
injured brow, licking his lips. His fingertips brushed the bruising
skin and the softness thrilled him, sending a shiver down his
spine. The woman jumped back, pressing a hand to her cut. "Sorry, I
didn’t mean—"

She took another step away and he frowned. He
wasn’t used to people distrusting him. The striking little creature
still held the steel wrench between them, as if she would gladly
hit him in the head with it.

Another clap of thunder warned how severe the
storm had become. Russell reached for the wrench and she pulled
away from him. "Don't be a fool. Your spare is flat." He twisted
the tool from her grasp and tossed it into the open trunk. The
spare and the jack followed and he slammed the trunk lid shut.

Her jaw dropped open as if she wanted to yell
at him…or scream. Most people were rendered speechless when
confronted with a man of action. He’d used that method many times
to get what he’d wanted.

He strode around her car, retrieved the keys
from the ignition, locked the door and returned to his own car.

"Get in," he called over his shoulder. "I'll
give you a lift."

The woman still hadn’t moved. She stared at
him as if he was a moron. "I'm not going anywhere with you. And
give me back my keys."

Lightning flashed in the sky to the south,
the air crackling between them, and the rain continued to pound
down on them. His shirt was ruined and possibly his pants too. "The
storm is getting worse." He fished his keys out of his pocket and
hit the button. Both front doors opened. "Get in the car."

Her chin shot up. "Don't
order me around, you arrogant Neanderthal. I don't know you from
the devil, and I certainly will not
get into a car with you!"

"Fine. I assume you’re going to The Crystal
Rose. It’s the only building on this road. Do you know Joel
Turner?"

She bit her lip and crossed her arms.
Defensive or protective? He wondered.

"Yes."

She sounded confident so he pulled out his
cell phone, wiped the rain off the display and dialed the number.
Joel answered with a chipper, "Hello."

"Joel? It’s Russ."

"Russ? Everything okay?"

"Yeah, I’m fine. I’m trying to assist a woman
here who says she knows you. Hang on." He walked back around the
car and held the phone out to the women.

She peered up at him, her hair slick and her
bun straining at the pins from the weight. Water glistened on her
lashes, making her green eyes sparkle and smudges of dirt, or
grease, smeared across her cheek. Russell swallowed thickly. Now
was not the time to get excited, although his body didn’t
agree.

"Take it." He offered the phone again.

She moved her gaze to his hand, looking at
his iPhone like it was an alien. Gingerly, she reached out and took
the device, her eyes widening at its weight, and then held it to
her ear. "Joel?" She listened for a minute. "You’re sure?" She
paused again. "Yes, all right." She lowered the phone and stared at
the display. Russell was pretty sure she didn’t know how to end the
call. "How do you…oh." She hit the ‘end’ button and handed the
phone back. "He said I can trust you."

He nodded, offering her a reassuring smile.
"Will you get into the car now?"

When she hesitated, he
moved to the open passenger side door, the rain had spattered on
his leather upholstery. His annoyance returned at her stubbornness.
"Look, I am trying to help you. I will not leave a woman stranded
on the side of a deserted road in a thunderstorm."
Not even a stubborn, sharp-tongued little
fireball who probably deserves it. "Please, get in the car."

She glared at him but climbed into his
car.

Russell closed the door behind her, rounded
the car and slid into the driver’s seat. "And you can wipe that
hateful look off your face. I already regret my decision to
stop."

"No one asked you to stop. I was doing just
fine."

Her petulance seemed more internal and he
wondered if she was trying to convince herself. Was she accustomed
to such self-sufficiency? He pushed back his sopping hair. "I
noticed," he retorted and turned to gaze out the windshield at the
battered old Mustang. "That bucket of rust shouldn't even be on the
road."

"That 'bucket of rust' is
an antique. And, it was
in the process of being restored."

"Really?" Russell couldn't help his sarcasm.
"The restoration on an antiquity such as that would cost a
fortune."

"You think?" she returned with equal
sarcasm.

Nothing he had seen so far indicated she had
that kind of money. He also doubted she was as young as she
appeared, but he’d been wrong before. "So who’s funding this
restoration? Your parents?"

Her expression blanked as she looked out into
the heavy rain hitting the windshield. "No," she said softly.

"Flown from the nest, have we?" Russell had
meant to make her smile as well as get an estimation of her age. He
hadn’t expected the hand flying at his face. He caught it mid-air
and lifted his brows. Okay: parents—touchy subject. Maybe she had
been forced into independence. "Temperamental little thing. Well,
before you hit me, I think we should be properly introduced."

She pulled on the hand still within his grip
but he held on. Just touching her was enough to send blood racing
to all the right places.

"Joel said you could trust me, remember?"

She looked at him thoughtfully. "Sheridan
McLaughlin."

"Irish?"

"How clever. And without so much as a
hint."

He pressed his lips to the back of her hand,
smiling as he savored the silken skin. "Delighted," he
murmured.

She yanked her hand away. "And you?"

"Russell Madison." He rested an arm across
the back of her seat and smiled, waiting for the reaction, usually
delight. "At your service."

Sheridan McLaughlin glared at his arm and
then his face. "Is this when I bow down to your greatness?"

He stared at her. No
recognition at all. Either she didn't know who he was or didn’t
care. What an interesting
concept.

She shivered and Russell didn’t know if it
was from sexual attraction or if she’d caught a chill. He hoped it
was the former. If she was as turned on as he was, this trip down
to the club would be worth getting wet. "Are you cold?"

She shrugged her narrow shoulders. "A
little."

His gaze wandered to her lips. Would they
taste as good as her skin? Probably better. He shook himself. He
didn't usually have such wicked thoughts—okay, maybe he did, but
not women who are so antagonistic toward him. "I have a blanket in
the trunk. I’ll be right back."

He stood behind the car in the driving rain
for several minutes, tilting his head so the rain would fall on his
face, cooling his trembling lips. Eyes closed, he tried not to
think about the sweatshirt clinging to her full breasts. He took a
deep breath but could still smell the damp roses of her hair.

"Damn," he growled, grabbing the blanket from
the trunk. He returned to the driver’s seat and draped the fleece
around her.

Sheridan McLaughlin snuggled into it and
peered at him. At least that lush body of hers was covered up even
if those mysterious green eyes weren't.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome," he managed. He pulled out
his handkerchief and wiped the smudges of grease from her nose and
cheek, somewhat surprised she let him. Encouraged, he inspected the
bump forming on her forehead. "Looks like you may have a nice
bruise there, Miss McLaughlin." He paused to meet her gaze. "May I
assume that it's Miss?"

She nodded, and he held her gaze as she
stared back, a strange, puzzled expression on her face. Finally,
she looked away and moved as close to the door as she could.
Disappointment filled him, along with a desire to find out who she
was. Drawn, he reached out and wound a length of her fallen hair
around his fingers. Even damp, it slid like silk over his hand. "It
seems a shame to confine all that hair in those pins."

"What's that supposed to mean?" She pulled
her head back, her eyes wary.

"My apologies." He pulled his hand away and
lifted a brow. "I meant it as a compliment."

Her expression relaxed and her own brows
rose. "Is that what it was?"

Russell grinned. "Your sarcasm is lost on me,
Miss McLaughlin. I enjoy it."

"I'll try to remember that."

"I hope so." Russell really did. She was the
sexiest thing he’d met in a long time and her feisty attitude just
added to her appeal. He wanted to know more about her and he wanted
to know more of her. Her feigned disinterest didn’t convince him.
He could see her shortness of breath and the flush of her skin. She
was interested and she’d brightened what had threatened to be a
dull and ordinary day. A couple of drinks at the club and this
acquaintance could escalate pleasantly.

Sheridan stilled his hand as he reached for
the ignition. "Please." She swallowed. "Can we wait until the rain
lets up?"

If Russell hadn't caught a hint of panic in
her face, he might have assumed she wanted to remain alone with
him. It was odd that a woman who was ready to fight him to the
death with a lug wrench while hurling insults at him would rather
tolerate his company than journey forth into a blinding rainstorm.
He noted the restless hand massaging her knee and furrowed his
brow. "Are you afraid of the storm?"

"It's a long story." She stared out into the
weather, the rain beating a hypnotic melody on the windshield. "I
used to love thunderstorms. I used to sit for hours on our front
porch with my father trying to predict where the next bolt of
lightning would strike." She sighed, eyes unfocused as if she
pictured the scene inside her mind. "I remember once—"

She cut herself off, turning pink. "I'm
sorry. I didn't mean to ramble." She rubbed her temples.

"Having a bad day?"

"That's the understatement of the year," she
declared. "I just lost my job as a Marine Biologist and I found out
that my apartment building is going condo."

Russell nodded sympathetically, engrossed in
the sound of her voice. So she had cause to be cranky. "A woman so
lovely shouldn’t have so many worries."

"Don't waste your sympathies on me, Mr.
Madison. I'll survive." Her expression was sad but he’d heard the
bitterness in her voice. "I always do."

So she didn’t like pity either. "I have no
doubt. So, why are you headed to the club?"

"Rehearsal." She perked up from the swift
change of subject. "Although, I've probably missed it by now."

"Rehearsal?"

"I'll be working there for a while."

"Doing what?"

"Singing and tending bar."

Joel hadn’t said anything about hiring a new
singer. "Really? Sort of an odd change in careers, isn't it?"

She lifted her chin and looked him in the
eyes. "I worked there years ago while I was in college. Joel saw
fit to hire me back until I find a position in my field."

Well, at least he had an idea of her age now.
"I find that strange. Why would the owner of such a prestigious
nightclub hire a Marine Biologist as a singer?"

"I happen to have ‘the voice of an
angel’."

Russell raised a brow. She had used sarcasm
to inflect a direct quote. It actually sounded like something Joel
would say. How many years ago was she referring to? "I don't recall
ever seeing you perform at The Crystal Rose."

"Are you calling me a liar, Mr. Madison?" Her
eyes flashed emerald fire.

"Well, well. The lady is very enticing when
challenged." He grinned and glanced out the windshield. The rain
had slowed to a drizzle. He guessed they’d better get moving. He
would see if her passions ran as pure as her bravado.

"I was on my way there myself." Russell
fastened his seatbelt and glanced into the rearview mirror as a car
pulled up behind them. The man just sat in the blue Chevy watching,
and Russell frowned.

Sheridan must have seen his attention shift.
She turned in her seat to look behind them. "Good. Can we go
now?"

Russell glanced at her, noticing her interest
in the car. Did she know the driver? He switched on the ignition
and the engine roared to life. "Who's that?"

"No one. Can we go now?"

Russell studied her. Apprehension showed in
her eyes. With another look in the mirror, he depressed the clutch,
threw the car into gear and pulled back onto the road, leaving
Sheridan's lame Mustang and the ‘nobody’ behind.

Letting out a breath, Sheridan turned back to
Russell. "What business could you possibly have at The Crystal
Rose?"

"My own, Miss McLaughlin," he dismissed her
question. "Do you know that guy?"

"Maybe."

Russell grinned at her grumbling tone. "So,
who is he? The resident rapist? Local serial killer? Drive-by
sniper?"

She laughed. Finally, he had amused her.
"Hardly. I think he was a guy I used to date."

"Ah," Russell said with dawning realization.
"Rather journey forth with me, the 'arrogant Neanderthal’, than
face the jilted lover?"

Sheridan’s lips tightened and he smiled but
she didn't comment. He pulled his car into The Crystal Rose's
parking lot and parked before the large white building. Three
stories high, the building rose, with no windows on the parking lot
side, except for the double glass doors to the lobby.

Shutting off the engine, Russell turned to
her with a grin.

"The moment of reckoning, Miss McLaughlin.
Care to alter your story?"

 


~~~

 


Keith's knuckles turned
white as he gripped the steering wheel. He was supposed to be the one who
rescued her.

Sheridan hadn’t even
noticed the other car pull up. He had clearly seen her surprise
through his binoculars. That was his Sheridan. She never noticed
anything unless the results hit her in the face. That was why she
didn't see Keith’s love. A woman so smart and so beautiful
shouldn’t be so damned blind. That was the only reason he could
imagine for her total ignorance of the love waiting for her in his
arms. But then, she was
a scientist.

If only she could see how perfect they were
for each other. Just thinking about having her for his own made his
chest ache.

The red Mercedes
carrying his fiancée drove away. That man…that dark giant of a man, had
intervened, just as Joel had. Now he would have to try even harder
to show Sheridan that she belonged to him. This little obstacle
might delay their inevitable reunion, but now that Keith had found
her again, he’d be damned if he’d lose her. He was going to prove
how much she needed him, and she would finally be his.

 


~~~

 


Sheridan jumped out of the car and slammed
the door. "Alter my story? You don't believe me?"

Russell also stepped out
and rested his arms on the car's black top. The rain had stopped
and the sun peeked out between the thinning clouds. He smiled,
something else he found very easy to do around this particular
woman. That little Irish temper was
adorable.

"You are an irritating man, Russell Madison.
And I don't care what you believe."

So much for amusing. She was such a prickly
little thing.

She spun around and marched toward the
entrance.

Russell followed, his jaw clenched. "You
know, that acerbic tongue of yours is going to get you into trouble
one of these days."

"Who do you think you are?"

Russell stopped. "You really don't know?"

She shook her head.

"My dear Sheridan," he said. "You're in for
quite a shock."

 


~~~

 


Shock was nothing close to what surged
through Sheridan. Every emotion known to man had assaulted her
since Russell Madison had sneaked up on her. Since she’d laid
eyes—or rather, since her gaze had devoured—him, her body had
reacted with responses that she just didn’t have time for.

His arrogance made her furious. His silk and
honey voice made her all warm and mushy, impelling her to open up
to him. His touch made every organ in her body flutter. And his
eyes…God, when she met that black gaze of his, well, turmoil was
the only thing she could think of.

Turning away from that black gaze, she
stalked to the building and swung open the door to the lobby. "I've
been shocked before." She paused, turning to him, and then added,
"Russell."

Her use of his first name didn’t seem to
bother him at all, he continued to smile maddeningly at her as they
pushed through the inner doors together.

Her uncle rushed across the room and engulfed
her in his arms.

"Are you all right?" Joel hugged her until
she gasped for air. "Where have you been? I've been worried sick.
And did you have to bring two inches of rain in with you?" He
looked down at his now damp shirt.

 Sheridan laughed and the smug smile melted off Russell
Madison's face.

"What’s this?" Joel demanded, looking at the
scratch on her forehead.

"It’s just a scratch."

He didn’t look convinced as he continued to
inspect her for bumps and bruises and God knew what else.

"I'm fine," she assured him.

As Sheridan's godfather and her father's
oldest and dearest friend, Joel Turner had earned the honorary
position of uncle. After her parents’ deaths, he had become much
more than a beloved uncle to her and her brother. He’d become a
stabilizing force in the life of a virtually alone
seventeen-year-old. With her brother already in the military, Joel
had pulled Sheridan from a pit of depression and pushed her back
into life. A confirmed bachelor, Joel looked upon Sheridan as the
daughter he’d never had.

She gazed at him and pushed up onto her toes
to kiss his wrinkled cheek. His dark hair was gray now as he
approached his sixtieth year, and his tall frame was paunchy
despite Sheridan's nagging about his excessive eating and
drinking.

"Really," she insisted when he didn't seem
appeased. She fidgeted as his light blue eyes continued to examine
her damp form and disheveled hair.

Finally, he turned to the man beside her and
grinned. "Hello, Russ."

Russell returned a grin. "Think you might
have a couple of towels so we don’t drip all over the dance
floor?"

"Of course. Of course. Don’t move. I just had
it waxed."

Joel strode away, leaving Sheridan staring at
Russell Madison. She looked away, her gaze moving across the room,
over the dozens of empty tables surrounding the dance floor to the
stage. Several band members huddled together on stage, looking over
some papers. She hadn’t missed rehearsal then.

When Joel returned with the towels, he wore
an unusual smile. He glanced from her to Russell, the man who,
until an hour ago, had been a total stranger. Sheridan eyed her
uncle. Just what was he so happy about?

"I see you two have finally met." Joel
smiled, as if he had arranged the whole thing. "So, what
happened?"

Sheridan took the towel and began to dry off
as she tried to think of a way to tell Joel she’d threatened his
friend with a lug wrench. Russell beat her to the explanation.

"As you’ve probably surmised, Sheridan got a
flat on the parkway, and I stopped to help. Unfortunately, the
spare tire was also flat, so I gave her a ride here. And as she
didn’t know me, she diligently practiced caution before climbing
into the car with me. Hence the phone call."

Sheridan almost laughed at the precisely
worded and carefully edited detailing of events. Her estimation of
the man’s diplomacy went up a notch.

Joel chuckled and Sheridan bit her lip as he
scoffed, "Knowing Sheridan, my boy, I'll bet it wasn't as easy as
that." He ruffled the younger man's hair affectionately and to
Sheridan’s surprise, Russell let him.

"No matter." Joel waved his hand in the air.
"You're both here now, and safe." He took Sheridan's arm and
escorted her across the floor to the stage where the band members
waited with their instruments.

Sheridan stopped at the piano, on the floor
in front of the stage, and the band members she knew greeted her.
After they introduced her to the two new additions, Sheridan turned
to watch Joel and the imposing Russell Madison retreat behind the
bar and disappear into the adjoining office. Suppressing her
curiosity, she took a moment to look around. The place hadn't
changed in her years of absence.

Her gaze swept the massive rectangular room.
The glass south wall gave a panoramic view of the Atlantic Ocean
from Long Island's south shore and added a romantic atmosphere to
the room's simple decor. The sun had burned a path through the
clouds behind the club, throwing streams of sunlight onto the long
mahogany bar that stretched the length of the wall. How many times
had she complained about the heat from the sun thrown through that
window? Seeing it now warmed her in a different way.

She glanced at the overly large stage against
the adjacent wall and remembered walking its length countless
times. Beside her, the spiral stairs to the small mezzanine, which
everyone called the loft, coiled upward behind one of the suspended
conglomerations of speakers. The state-of-the-art sound system
usually resounded with music played from live bands or the corner
DJ booth. She leaned against the stage to gaze into the main room.
Scores of round tables dotted the carpeting around the polished
center dance floor between her and the smaller second bar.

Wrapping her arms around herself, Sheridan
looked up at the huge crystal chandelier. It gave the club a
nineteen-forties charm. Despite the modernizations, The Crystal
Rose still maintained the refined air of the big-band era from
which it had been born.

Sheridan smiled. She could always count on
this place, and Joel, to be there for her when she needed them.
Losing her job and her apartment didn’t hurt as much right now.
Everything would work out, because she was safe. She was home.

The band members were
gathered around the piano at the left front of the stage, choosing
their music for Sheridan's first night back on stage. The Crystal
Rose house band consisted of five motley but talented musicians. As
with all Joel's staff, there was little turnover in employment. He
treated his employees well and everyone enjoyed the benefits of
Joel's generosity. The only person Sheridan could recall who had
ever quit was Keith Cainam, a guitarist from her earlier days at
the club. He’d quit when their relationship had not progressed the
way he’d intended. The way he’d touched her…Sheridan shuddered. If
the man in the car was Keith, what had he been doing on the road to The Crystal
Rose? She shook the thoughts away, not wanting to think about
Keith.

Sighing, she headed up the side stairs to
join the band.

 


~~~

 


Russell moved a clipboard from the end of the
sofa, which extended the length of the small office, and sat. The
room, as always, was a cluttered disaster. Files littered the top
of the rear file cabinet, Joel's desk and the small bookshelf
directly across from Russell.

Reclining on the sofa, he stretched out his
legs and rubbed the towel over his hair. Joel rounded his desk
across the room, closing the side door to the stage as he settled
in the chair.

Patiently, Russell picked up the clipboard
and glanced at it. The month's schedule of bands was listed. He
tossed the board back to its corner and glanced at Joel, who
continued to shuffle papers around on his desk. Russell couldn't
bear his curiosity any longer. "So, are you going to tell me why
you've summoned me here today in such foul weather, or can I assume
it was to witness you clean your desk? However noteworthy the task
is, it doesn't really warrant my supervision."

Joel only laughed at his teasing. "Patience,
my boy."

Russell grinned, draping the towel around his
neck. "Or maybe you've decided to accept my offer to buy this
place?"

"You're nothing if not persistent, Russ."
Joel continued shuffling through his papers. "That's twice this
week you've offered to buy The Crystal Rose. What's that make? A
dozen times this month?" He chuckled. "Is this another lecture on
my health?"

"Yes," Russell said with conviction. "And
more," he mumbled under his breath.

"Ah, here it is." Joel had finally ordered
his papers and handed the stack to Russell.

Russell leaned forward to take them and
browsed through the stack. They were the usual receipts, nothing
that couldn't have waited until Tuesday. Then Joel handed him a
W-4—the one Russell had been waiting to see. While he was relieved
Sheridan hadn’t lied to him, he couldn’t quite decide if seeing her
at the club so frequently would be a good thing. "Sort of pricey
for a barmaid, isn't she?"

"Maybe." Joel shrugged, filling a glass with
Dewar’s from the bottle that always sat on his desk. "But that's
the salary I've decided on. And," he added, "she'll be singing
twice a week until further notice." He leaned back in his chair
with a look of smug satisfaction and took a sip of his drink.

"You look pleased."

"Oh, I am, Russ. Very pleased. She belongs
here, where I can keep an eye on her." He straightened abruptly and
pointed an accusing finger at Russell. "And you be nice to her. I
finally got her back here and I don't need you messing things
up."

"Me, Joel?" Russell grinned, tossing the
towel over the arm of the sofa. "I'm always nice to women."

"So I've heard, but that's not what I meant.
Just keep your boorish comments to yourself. She's very
sensitive."

"Sensitive?" That was a good one. Touchy,
temperamental, difficult, maybe. Sensitive? "That wasn't my
impression."

"Oh? What was your impression?"

Russell noticed the crafty glint in the old
man's eyes. "You're in rare form today, Joel. I haven't seen you
this damned animated in ages. Why is that?"

Joel laughed again. "And you're being
positively dense." He pushed his chair away from the desk and
swiveled it to face the couch. "Need a clue?"

"Please."

"The last time I felt this way was eight
years ago. I received a phone call." He tapped the telephone on the
desk before him and pointed at Russell. "And you, Russ, were
sitting exactly where you are now. You were in high spirits
yourself. Do you remember?"

Russell nodded, recalling the day. His
company had just gotten off the ground, and he’d reaped the rewards
of a very profitable investment. He and Joel had gone out to
celebrate later that night. Russell had little recollection of
either the events of the night or of the woman whose bed he had
awakened in the next morning, but, ever since, he had been labeled
New York's latest playboy tycoon. Madison Industries had taken off,
his well-publicized image proving to be very beneficial. For the
publicity, Russell had willingly lived up to the exciting portrait
the media had so eagerly painted of him. Those had been good times
for him.

"I remember. The call was from your old Navy
buddy who’d just been transferred back to New York from God knows
where."

Joel nodded. "Do you remember his name?"

"Of course, I do. How could I forget? I've
been pummeled near to death with the endless adventures of you and
Steve—" He paused for a moment of disbelief before he jumped to his
feet. "Are you trying to tell me the temperamental little fireball
is Stephen McLaughlin's daughter?"

"The one and only."

"That's impossible."
Russell pointed to the door. "That
woman nearly assaulted me with a lug wrench. You
led me to believe Steve's daughter was a convalescing basket-case
traumatized by a car accident."

"Sheri is hardly a convalescent, Russ. True,
her knee stiffens up occasionally but her limp is totally gone now.
As for being traumatized, the only therapy she ever needed," he
placed a hand over his heart, "was from here."

"You told me she was your other 'crystal
rose', so fragile she could break into a million pieces at the drop
of a hat," Russell argued, still unconvinced.

"And so she is, but not the way you think.
And," he added, refilling his glass with the remaining contents of
his bottle, "as you've already noticed, she has the sharpest damned
thorns."

Russell ran a hand over his head, eyeing
Joel’s empty bottle. He needed a drink too. Opening the door, he
stepped out behind the bar and filled a glass from the closest
bottle.

He downed the liquid and the vodka settled in
his stomach. The soft strains of music from the piano caught his
attention and he glanced up. Sheridan's head was visible over the
top of the piano, and he acknowledged that it all made sense, the
involuntary attention to her knee, her reaction at the mention of
her parents and her reluctance to move the car in the rain.

Joel's inconsistent evaluation of his niece's
character didn't make sense though. Either she had much more
resilience than Joel accredited, or Russell had imagined the girl's
stubborn exuberance. He smiled and brought the glass to his lips.
Finding out could be a real challenge and great fun.

He returned to the office, closing the door
softly behind him, and apologized for his uncharacteristic
outburst.

"Never mind, Russ. Sit down. I believe our
next topic of discussion will cheer you up considerably."

 


~~~

 


Sheridan ran through several scales, her
fingers flying over the keys. The timbre and resonance of the notes
as they filled the hall thrilled her. She smiled. This piano was
special. Hours of playing had comforted her all those long nights
when she waited for Joel to finish his office work after closing
the club.

Ray tapped his drumsticks together. "Are you
ready, Sheridan?"

She nodded, her nervousness held at bay by
the familiarity of doing what she loved. "Sure am."

On her count, they launched into the
introduction of a quick tempoed song, but Sheridan missed her cue
to sing, distracted by the sound of the office door as it opened.
Russell Madison emerged. His long strides carried him quickly
around the bar and across the floor toward the doors.

She should thank him. As irritating as he’d
been, she didn't want to appear ungrateful, especially to a friend
of Joel's. She’d already been very rude to him, even if he had
deserved it.

"I’ll be right back," she said to the band as
she stood and chased after Russell. He still had her car keys. She
caught him in the lobby, and he turned to her with an audacious
grin.

He crossed his arms, the still damp shirt
stretched tight across his shoulders. "Care to apologize?"

"All right, Mr. Madison. You first." The bum
laughed. "Seriously, I wanted to thank you for the ride and
retrieve my car keys." Hand on her hip, she held out the other
expectantly.

"Stubborn to the end? Very well." Russell dug
into his pocket and pulled out her set of keys. A devilish glint
lit his eyes and he prompted, "So, thank me."

"Thank you." His strange look puzzled her.
"May I have my keys, now?"

"You call that a thank you?"

"Would you like it in blood?"

"No, that won't be necessary." He grinned and
took a step closer.

Sheridan stood her ground but refused to
crane her neck to look up at him. Instead, her gaze lingered at the
open collar of his shirt. Still damp, it clung to his chest,
revealing a dark mat of curls beneath. An annoying stirring rose in
her belly, and she fought to squash it. He pressed the cold key
ring into her hand and she lifted her face. The odious man's black
eyes were glinting with amusement, like little dots of light
dancing in the darkness. How on earth did he make them do that? He
was smiling, too, with a mischievous grin that was adorably
boyish.

"Thank—"

Russell's hands clamped around her shoulders
and his lips descended on hers with a force that was far from
boyish. Sheridan had never received such a surprising kiss. She was
too shocked to react as warmth spread over her body.

He released her just as suddenly and she took
two steps back to balance herself. The warmth diminished as she
glared at him with a combination of contempt and astonishment. "How
dare you!"

Russell laughed. "I guess we'll have to work
on it."

Again, Sheridan swung her hand at his face.
He caught it, again—the lout. Bringing the hand to his lips, he
kissed her palm with far more tenderness than he’d assaulted her
lips with.

"Insolent cur," she hissed and pulled her
hand away.

He only grinned at her. "Until next time,"
he promised in his silk-and-honey voice, and left.


Chapter Two

 


Sheridan watched Russell’s car pull away and
re-entered the club, her jaw and both fists clenched. Just who the
hell was that infuriating man? She ran into Joel on his way out.
"Where are you going?"

"I'm meeting Roman for dinner," Joel told
her, kissing her forehead. "We have business to discuss."

"Your lawyer? What business do you have to
discuss with your lawyer?"

"Don't worry about it, Sheri. Keep rehearsing
and I'll see you tomorrow night. You still have your key, right?"
When she nodded, he waved from the door, which closed behind.

Sheridan watched him leave, grinding her
teeth. Her questions would have to wait until Joel had the time.
She returned to the band, and they continued to rehearse until the
group was confident of Thursday's show. The band would play more
frequently when the club resumed its summer schedule after Memorial
Day. As the house band, they usually only played on weekdays while
Joel hired popular local bands to perform on weekends.

Sheridan locked up the building and Zach, the
guitarist, and his brother, Ray, gave her a lift home. Once home,
she dug out the card for her mechanic and arranged for him to tow
her car and repair the tire and the spare. He assured her he would
drop off the car first thing in the morning.

Nichole, her roommate, had taken off on a
long weekend with her newest male interest, Michael…something.
Sheridan couldn’t wait to see Nicki’s reaction to everything that
had happened while she was away.

After a light meal, Sheridan sorted through
the belongings she’d retrieved from her old office. She shifted
through her plaques and achievement awards and she stroked her
framed degree, recalling the day she had received it. Joel and her
brother, Kenny, had cheered the loudest from the stands. She set
aside several reference books and pulled out a large manila
envelope. Inside she found her severance pay, a letter of
recommendation and a second letter stating that her last thesis
would be used in an upcoming documentary. She shook her head and
tossed the envelope back into the box.

She’d have to get her résumé up to date as
soon as she could.

She really wanted to talk to Nichole.
Unfortunately, it was almost dinnertime the next day before they
were both in the same place at the same time.

"Nicki?" Sheridan called from the hall after
a day of errands.

"In the kitchen."

Nichole DiVenti was forever in the kitchen.
As a chef, Nicki worked long hours over a stove. She’d claimed
control of their kitchen at home as well. The arrangement suited
Sheridan, who couldn’t see suffering through her own meals when
Nicki could whip up delectable dishes without even thinking.

Sheridan joined her friend in the small,
functional and immaculate kitchen. The table was already set, and
from the spicy smells wafting from the oven, she assumed dinner was
almost ready. She sat down at the dinette and watched Nicki flutter
about the room.

Nichole was tall and painfully thin, despite
her culinary proficiency. Sheridan attributed her trimness to the
endless amount of energy she possessed. She wore her rich brown
hair very short, lending roundness to her thin, cheerful face, and
her pale brown eyes were equally cheerful. Nichole's honesty
bordered on bluntness, disguising a unique canniness.

Sheridan wasn't sure what had inspired their
intense loyalty to each other, but it always comforted her. She
could count on Nicki. Even during their youth, when Sheridan's
family had moved around so frequently, Nicki had always been home
by the phone every time Sheridan called.

She still smiled whenever she recalled that
day in the second grade when Nichole had given her swing to
Sheridan because Sheridan had been too shy to ask for a turn.

"You're home early." Nicki looked up from a
mixing bowl and smiled.

Sheridan nodded. She’d spent the day shopping
for stage dresses and had even had her hair trimmed. So much for
her severance pay. "Did you have a good weekend?"

"I had a wonderful time." Nichole sighed
dreamily, wandering back to the stove.

"I'm glad one of us did."

Nichole frowned. "What's wrong?"

"You better sit down," Sheridan told her and
as Nicki dropped into a chair, she dropped the news. "I lost my
job."

"What? Why?"

"Financial cutbacks."

"Oh, no! What are you going to do?"

"What else could I do?" Sheridan stared at
her plate. "I crawled back to Joel."

Nichole jumped to her feet. "You're going
back to The Crystal Rose? That's wonderful."

Sheridan looked up sharply. "I don't see
what's so wonderful about begging my uncle for a job."

"Oh, Sheridan, don't
exaggerate. It is wonderful. You practically became a hermit working at that
lab. You'll be re-entering society. It'll be fabulous."

"And temporary," Sheridan reminded Nichole
but Nicki had never understood Sheridan’s love of science. Nichole
loved people, and loved mingling at The Crystal Rose, something
they rarely got to do together with their conflicting work
schedules. She let Nicki enjoy her thoughts a few seconds longer
before adding, "It gets worse." Having regained her friend's
attention, Sheridan retrieved the letter they had received in
Saturday's mail.

Nichole took the paper hesitantly and scanned
it. "This sucks."

Sheridan agreed, and suggested they start
looking for a new place to live as soon as possible. As she helped
Nicki serve their food, Sheridan bit her lip, wondering how to
broach the subject that had been gnawing at her brain since
yesterday.

"Oh, well," Nicki mumbled, digging into her
dinner. "This place was getting cramped anyway." She looked up. "Is
there anything else?"

"Just this." Sheridan lifted her bangs to
reveal the bruise that had developed into shades of black and blue.
Trying to sound indifferent, she relayed the events of her flat
tire between bites of her meal, dreading the third degree that
would inevitably follow.

"A wealthy stranger rescued you off the side
of the road? How exciting. Was he cute?"

Sheridan had no difficulty recalling.
"Thoroughly."

"You've been holding out on me," Nicki
accused. "What's he like? Is he married?"

"Mid-thirties," Sheridan guessed. "And I
didn’t see a ring."

"Did you flirt with him?"

"Certainly not. He was arrogant, conceited
and overbearing."

"Sounds perfect." Nicki eyed Sheridan. "You
didn't...well..."

"Lose my temper? Several times."

"You're hopeless."

Sheridan shrugged. "By the way, he's a friend
of Joel's."

"Really? Maybe you'll see him again." Nichole
brightened.

Picturing his bronze face and burning black
eyes, Sheridan’s face burned. "I hope not."

Nichole smiled as she rose to clear the
table. "So, what's his name?"

"Russell Madison." A plate crashed to the
floor.

"Are you serious?
The Russell Madison?" At
Sheridan's nod, Nicki picked up the pieces of the broken plate and
turned to the table. "Do you know who he is?"

Sheridan shrugged. "Should I?"

Nichole blinked at her. "Russell Madison as
in Madison Industries, the billionaire playboy. Ringing any bells
yet?"

Sheridan stared at her friend. She cursed
herself for not recognizing his name. Russell Madison was reputed
to be something of a financial genius, but his reputation in other
areas usually preceded him. Every gossip rag in town gloried in
following his latest folly, and his latest woman.

She groaned. He had kissed her. She had let
him.

"Let me get this straight." Nichole sat down
again, still holding the plate. "One of New York's most eligible
bachelors tried to help you change a tire and you blew up in his
face."

"I guess so."

"Are you crazy?"

"Obviously," Sheridan retorted, weary of
Nichole's attitude. Did all women react this way at the mere
mention of his name? No wonder he’d been so smug when he had
introduced himself.

"I didn’t know Joel knew him."

And just how did
that phenomenon escape
her knowledge? If this magnate was a friend of Joel's...? Joel's
friend?

Sheridan groaned again, resting her head in
her hands. Joel's friend, Russ. Joel had mentioned the name
numerous times, usually when her finances were in chaos, which they
often were. She’d pictured Joel's friend as some old, craggy-faced
accountant, not an investment mogul with the face of a god.

"If it's any consolation, I'll be sure to
introduce you if he's ever back at the club."

Consoled, Nicki stood and dumped the broken
plate in the garbage can. "Wait until I tell the girls at the
restaurant."

Sheridan shook her head.
At this point she didn’t dare mention that she might have seen
Keith, too. Nicki hated him more than Sheridan did and
the news would push
Nicki over the edge.


Chapter Three

 


The Crystal Rose vibrated with life. Sheridan
loved the place like this, filled with animation and sound, with
Joel stomping around giving orders, and the staff darting to and
fro. He hadn't even noticed Sheridan's arrival. He never did on
event nights. Sheridan expected his typical preoccupation.

Soft prelude music drifted through the club’s
speakers and moonlight from the window along the wall behind the
bar bounced off William Sanders' overly long blond hair as he
worked. She grinned, noting his black-and-gray-striped shirt, the
same as her own, was already rumpled. Judging by the looseness of
fit, he’d lost weight. He stood as tall as Joel and Sheridan
guessed his age to be around forty. Billy could always make her
laugh with his silly banter and she adored him. As her usual
partner behind the bar and Joel's head bartender, Billy had shown
her the ropes when she had first started working at the club.

He was joking with her now, as they worked
side by side at the main bar, but Sheridan spotted tonight’s hired
band setting up their equipment on the stage and her attention
shifted. Keith Cainam was with them and she prayed she could avoid
him. She sincerely wished to forget the man as well as the
memories.

"Pass me a Daiquiri glass, Dan," Billy said
and Sheridan was grateful for the distraction.

She took a glass off the rack under the bar
and passed it to Billy, but as he took it, an eerie sensation
struck her. Goosebumps rose on her arms and she nervously glanced
around the crowded bar. Her gaze collided with Russell Madison's
piercing black gaze.

His slow smile and blatant survey of her, in
her tailored shirt and short black skirt, could be called nothing
but predatory. Sheridan's skin burned and her heart lurched as
searing warmth spread throughout her body. She couldn't understand
how a man she hardly knew—and liked even less—could evoke such an
uncontrollable response from her body.

His gaze returned to hers practically
glowing. How many women fell victim to that intense probe? She
turned away, fuming at the man's boldness and shaken to the core by
the effect it had on her.

She prepared a couple of drinks for a waiter
and couldn’t help but notice a tall brunette who approached the bar
and stopped beside Russell. To keep from watching, she picked up a
lemon and began slicing. The mindless task didn’t help.

Russell looked at the woman with a smile and
offered his arm, which she took and they left the bar. Sheridan
clenched her fist.

"Damn," she muttered and grabbed a sponge to
wipe up the lemon juice she’d just squeezed all over the bar. Why
the hell was she discomposed by Russell Madison's damnable
presence? Even when the bar slowed during the band's first set,
Sheridan couldn't help seeking out Russell's dark head. His
towering frame stood out in the crowd like a beacon.

He doted attentively on the woman with him,
holding her intimately close and leading her slowly around the
dance floor with graceful ease. The tall, elegant woman didn't seem
to mind. She hung on his every word, laughing and touching him with
her perfectly manicured fingers. Sheridan couldn’t understand why
she cared.

"Don't even think about it."

Sheridan cringed.
Billy caught you staring, you idiot!
"Think about what?" She avoided his gaze by
washing glasses.

"Madison. You don't want to get mixed up with
a guy like that."

"Don't I know it," Sheridan grumbled and then
turned to him. "What do you know about him?

"Only that Joel has known him for years. Mr.
Madison is his accountant or consultant or something like
that."

"Really?" It was a start, anyway.

"Really. But," Billy's voice softened to a
whisper, "rumor has it, Mr. Madison has been trying to get his
hands on this club for months."

"Why?" she whispered back.



"Who knows? Russell Madison has his hands in
everything."

"Well, don't worry about this place. Joel
will never sell."

"And what about you, Sheridan? I saw the way
he looked at you. What's to keep you out of Russell Madison's
clutches?"

Sheridan lifted her chin. "Don't worry about
me, Billy. I can take care of myself." But as her gaze wandered
back to the dance floor, and coincidentally into Russell's black
stare, a shiver quaked down her spine. The Neanderthal was smiling
as if he had heard her daring challenge and accepted it.

She shot him a look of contempt and turned
away. How could he be so heartless? Looking at her that way while
holding another woman in his arms. Disgraceful.

"Sheri, can I see you for a moment?"

Grateful for the diversion, Sheridan followed
Joel into his office and sank onto the sofa while he poured himself
a drink.

"So, what do you think of Russell?" He took a
seat behind his desk.

Him, again.

"I'm trying not to."

"Why?" He watched her curiously over the rim
of his glass.

"Why?" Sheridan echoed. "Because he's
insolent, insufferable and thoroughly infuriating."

"So he is," Joel agreed with mild amusement.
"He's also intelligent, witty and trustworthy. He's also my
friend."

"If you're so chummy with the man, why
haven't I ever met him? Just how long have you known him?" Maybe
now she'd get some answers.

"Christ." Joel glanced at the ceiling
reflectively. "I've known Russ since he was born and his family
longer."

"His family?"

"Of course. Roman and," he paused to clear
his throat, "Margaret and Jason."

"Roman is Russell's
father?" Sheridan groaned, falling back into the cushions. He was
one of those Madisons. Where was her brain?

Joel sighed. "Honestly, Sheri, you really
should pay more attention to what goes on around you."

She had never met Roman Madison's family,
except possibly in her early childhood, but she did recall he and
his wife had two sons. "Strange we haven’t met before this," she
murmured.

"You were both too busy with your own
lives."

Joel’s comment jolted her from her
deliberation. "At least mine was productive."

"Are you calling Madison Industries
non-productive?"

"That isn't what I meant."

"I know exactly what you meant, Sheridan. I
suppose you think burying yourself at that lab was more beneficial
than having some fun?"

"Fun," she scoffed.

"That is enough." Joel hadn't used that
fatherly tone in a long time. "Russell is a fine man, as well as a
good friend and I don't want to hear you defame his character,
especially since you don't even know him. Most of what you're
referring to is either false or exaggerated. Just because a man
dates a lot of women, doesn't make him scum. And speaking of dates,
when was the last time you had one?"

Sheridan bit her lip, a little overwhelmed by
Joel's fierce defense of the man she had already decided she
detested. She didn’t answer—didn’t need to.

"I'll bet it wasn't for lack of invitations
either. You call that productive? The whole time you were working
at the lab, I heard from you exactly five times. Once," his voice
rose, "Christmas day, no less, was from your damned office. You
missed my birthday party last year because you had to work. Russell
was there. Even while he was building a corporation, he managed to
call now and then. Did you?"

A cold wave of shame washed over her. She had
considered herself to be asserting her independence. She’d never
meant to neglect him. "I'm sorry, Joel," she offered in a small
voice.

Joel inhaled deeply. "Sheri, I don't want to
argue. Just try to get along with him. You'll probably be seeing a
lot of him in the future."

"Is that all?" She wasn’t going to make any
promises.

"No. I was thinking of making you a
partner."

"A partner?" Surprised, Sheridan stood.
"What's going on here, Joel?"

"Nothing is going on," he insisted, as if
he’d expected her reaction. "I'm just getting too old to handle
everything on my own. Russ does my accounting now, and," he paused
for a sip of his drink, his eyes taking on a familiar clouded look,
"you're the only other person alive I trust with The Crystal
Rose."

Pacing the small office, Sheridan surprised
herself by considering his offer. After all, Joel would be sixty on
Saturday. Maybe he’d finally realized he had to start taking better
care of himself. Naturally, he would offer the opportunity to her,
his only family, and she presently had little else to do. Still,
was this another one of Joel's efforts to shelter her as her father
had? She turned to face his hopeful expression and almost conceded.
Almost.

"Joel, I'm a Marine Biologist. What do I know
about running a nightclub?"

"You did a lot for me years ago," he
persisted.

"I did some purchasing," she reminded him.
"If you need help, you know I'll do all I can, but I can't accept a
partnership."

Joel gave up far more easily than she
expected. "I didn't think you would go for it but you can't blame
an old man for trying."

Sheridan returned to her seat, satisfied that
at least this discussion had ended in her favor. "What else?" she
prompted, closing the subject.

"Keith Cainam."

Sheridan frowned. Joel will probably start
with the protectiveness now. "What about him?"

"You saw him with the band?"

"Yes." Sheridan relaxed her face. She was a
big girl and she didn’t need his—

"Stay away from him." Joel's voice became
concerned. "Sheridan, I know you parted on bad terms. The man
attacked you. He's unstable, and I don't like him. He was banned
from this club and the only reason he's here is I didn't know he
had joined the band I hired for tonight."

"Joel, I’m not helpless."

"No arguments. If he approaches you, I want
you to walk away from him." Reclining in his chair, Joel added,
"The bouncers have been given instructions to keep an eye on
him."

"For crying out loud. I can't believe you
would embarrass me. I can take care of myself." She didn't mention
she thought she’d seen him on the road the other day.

"Of course you can, Sheri," he dismissed,
sounding a trifle too appeasing for her self-esteem.
"Nevertheless..."

Sheridan agreed with little grace. "Oh, all
right." Why did he constantly treat her like a piece of glass? "Is
there anything else?"

Joel’s face turned serious. "Yes, tell
Russell I want to see him."

Sheridan bit her lip, her spirits sinking
further as she returned to the bar. She scanned the area, not
wanting to do the task herself. The less she associated with the
man, the better, as far as she was concerned.

Where the hell are the
bouncers? There wasn't even a waiter in
sight who she could send on the errand.

Sheridan eyed Billy skeptically but refused
to ask him after his recent warning. Chewing her lip, she realized
she would have to find Russell herself. Where was her courage? He
was only a man.

Walking around the perimeter of the tables,
she scanned the dance floor and then the surrounding tables. The
club was crowded, but it wasn’t packed, so she spotted the tall
couple conversing at a corner table.

Her gaze fell on his rugged face and she
studied the hard contours, softened by his smile. The man, a
definite distortion of terms, was nothing short of raw masculine
perfection. His smile lit the darkness of his eyes, and although
not directed at Sheridan, the smile beckoned to her. The sight of
the woman draped possessively over his arm brought her senses back.
She cursed that magnetic smile and marched straight to the table,
head high.

She was closer to the stage than she cared to
be, but she pointedly didn't look up to see if Keith noticed
her.

When she reached the table, Russell had his
head bent close to the woman's ear, whispering silk and honey words
and making her giggle. The suggestiveness of the scene, and the
fact that she stood there unnoticed, fueled her resentment.

"Excuse me, Mr.
Madison." So much for politeness.
Neither of them looked up so she raised her
voice. "Mr. Madison!"

Russell's astounded expression as he looked
up was priceless. Satisfied, she leaned toward him over the table
to be heard over the music without straining her voice and couldn't
help the sarcastic delivery of her message. "Mr. Turner requests
the honor of your presence in his office."

Russell blinked twice, and then sat forward,
stopping inches from her face. "Very cordially done, Sheridan. What
you meant to say was you couldn't stay away from me for one second
longer."

Sheridan's heart thudded against her ribs and
seemed to stop even though her blood rushed to her face. He was
very close. His soft, seductive tone eased the impact of his
arrogant words and the spicy scent of his cologne mingled with the
sweet smell of brandy on his breath. The combination was more
intoxicating than a keg of any liquor and nearly had her swaying.
All she had to do was lean forward and she could…

She straightened abruptly. Kiss him? Why the
devil would she want to kiss him? She didn't even like him. He’d
kissed her once and the experience had been deplorable. Maybe not
deplorable. The kiss had made her skin burn and drained her
strength but that had been surprise…and anger. Right?

He stood and Sheridan took an instinctive
step away, bumping into a waiter in the process. After profuse
apologies, she turned back to Russell, whose perceptive dark eyes
were lit with amusement. Recalling Joel's request, she sucked in a
breath. Be nice, she reminded herself. Nice! Holding his gaze for a
full ten count, she finally inclined her head. "I hope you won't
keep Joel waiting." She inclined her head and left. Not back to the
bar, but to the refuge of the ladies’ room.

Sheridan splashed her burning face with cool
water. What was it about the man that turned her into a clumsy
bundle of raw nerves? Was it his dominating air of self-possession,
his authoritative nature, his perceptive devil eyes, his damned
virile body? Quite a list.

That list didn't include any resemblance to
Roman Madison, but as Sheridan had never met his mother…

Joel claimed she didn't know him. Well, if he
could fluster her by standing five feet away, she didn't want to
think about what he could do if she spent any real time with him.
She quickly abandoned her vow to give him a piece of her mind. She
would be safer avoiding him altogether.

She was still thinking about Russell during
her break as she scanned the room for Nichole and her date,
Michael, especially since she’d eavesdropped and overheard Russell
and Joel arguing in Joel's office. She had cursed the thickness of
the door and the noise from the club, but she’d distinctly heard
the mention of a doctor, which was cause for immediate concern. She
would discover the topic of their conversation, even if she had to
interrogate Russell. That wasn't going to be an easy task.

The DJ had taken over, supplying interim
music and the dance floor had begun to refill. Sheridan hoped the
band didn’t break for long.

"Are you looking for someone?"

Sheridan started. "You have a terrible habit
of startling people, Mr. Madison."

"Just you, Sheridan."

"I see you're as aggravating as ever," she
mumbled, turning again to search the crowd.

Again, she changed her mind. She would be
safer dismantling a bomb than interrogating the man. She was too
sensitive to him. Already her body reacted to his closeness, her
legs shaking and her skin heating. She tried to steel herself
against him. Maybe if she ignored him, he would go away.

"I see there's a notable improvement in your
attire, if not your attitude." His voice was light, almost teasing,
and very close to her ear.

She'd have better luck ignoring an
earthquake. "Excuse me," she managed, stepping away. "I see my
friends."

Russell caught her hand, leaning close. "You
don't take compliments very well, do you?"

She glared at him, tugging at her hand.
"Maybe it's your delivery."

"Noted." He lifted her hand to his lips.
Sheridan twisted out of his grasp. "You don't trust me,
either."

"Such observation skills," Sheridan said to
no one in particular. Michael and Nichole were headed their way
now. Thank God.

"Why not?"

She met his gaze. "I know who you are."

"That distresses you?"

He was mocking her again, the lout. "No,
Russell." She shifted her weight under his piercing gaze. "But, as
you so eloquently warned, it came as quite a shock." He smiled,
almost triumphantly, and Sheridan wanted to hit him. The smile
faded as she continued. "It did, however, intensify my dislike for
you."

 


~~~

 


Russell frowned. She certainly didn't mince
words. She was honestly fighting with him, despite their obvious
chemistry. Her entire body was tensed. "Do you believe everything
you read?"

"No," she admitted. "But you haven't exactly
given me any reason to doubt it."

"I suppose not." Could nothing soften her
scowl? His wealth and his name proved insufficient, and even his
charm failed. Joel and his goddaughter were close, and that fact
alone hit a nerve in his chest. He also had no desire to drag
Joel's name through the gossip rags or cause unwarranted bad
feelings. Any pursuit of Sheridan McLaughlin could cause trouble,
yet he couldn't ignore his curiosity or his awareness of the
woman.

Sheridan's friends arrived.

"So, Joel finally let you out of your cell,"
the woman said and Sheridan smiled.

She smiled so easily for
most people. Her cold aloofness must be reserved exclusively for
him. He half-expected the group to leave, but Sheridan politely
turned to him and introduced Nichole DiVenti and Michael Gordon.
Nichole smiled and held out her hand. At least she was friendly. Russell took
Nichole's hand and kissed it.

Sheridan made a long-suffering noise which
Russell ignored as he shook Michael’s hand.

"I've met your father," Michael informed
him.

"My condolences."

"I happen to like Roman." Sheridan looked up
at Russell.

Russell raised a brow. "Do you know my
father?"

"I've met him several times." To Nichole, she
explained, "Roman is Joel's lawyer. He's outgoing, adventurous and
charming."

"Strange, how some people form a different
opinion of me for possessing similar characteristics." How would
she respond to that critique? She had judged him prematurely, and
he dared her to deny it.

Finally, she inclined her head. "Noted," she
quoted him pointedly.

Russell smiled and let out a relieved laugh
as her lips pulled into a grin. "Very wise." He held out his hand.
"Truce?"

Sheridan looked at his hand and Nichole
nudged her. But any acceptance was forestalled when a man
approached their little group.

"Hello, Sheridan." The man smiled at
Sheridan.

Sheridan flinched and the air around them
tensed. He heard Nichole's disgusted snort as the tall blond man
stepped up beside Sheridan. Russell recognized the lanky man from
the band. He also noticed two of Joel’s larger bouncers tailing the
man. He nodded to them, acknowledging their presence and they
deferred to him, remaining several feet away, behind the group. Was
Joel being his usual over-protective self, or was there real cause
for alarm?

"Hello, Keith," Sheridan said flatly.

She faced the man with a furrowed brow and
crossed arms, and Russell wondered if she acted the same with all
men. Again, she made quick introductions.

"Well," Keith Cainam said, shaking Russell's
hand. "Looks like your choice of acquaintances has taken an uphill
step."

Russell read Sheridan's lips as she counted
to ten. "And, of course, you remember Nichole."

Cainam nodded to Nichole but didn't shake her
hand, which wasn't offered anyway. Nichole glared at him with open
contempt. Russell's curiosity mounted. He took a moment to study
the newcomer. He was tall, almost as tall as his own six-feet-four
inches, but thin. His hollowed cheeks lent a severe look to his
face and his gaze, which rested on Sheridan, were deeply set and
startlingly blue. Handsome? Not really, but attractive in an
imposing sort of way. His feigned interest in everyone but Sheridan
made Russell distrust him and the intense way he regarded Sheridan
transformed the feeling to acute dislike.

"Dance with me?" Cainam begged.

Sheridan replied softly but firmly. "No,
thank you."

"You're not still sore at me, are you?"

Sheridan’s copper brows shot up. "I'd rather
not discuss it."

"I'd love to discuss it," Nichole
announced.

Cainam ignored Nichole. "I know I acted
badly. Let me make it up to you." He reached for Sheridan’s arm and
she backed away.

"Come on, Dan," Cainam persisted. "For old
times’ sake."

Nichole glowered at Cainam and the bouncers
took a step toward them, prompting Russell to action. He draped an
arm around Sheridan’s shoulders, pulling her against his side.
"Sorry, pal. Sheridan's next dance is mine."

Keith Cainam’s expression reflected surprise
and as Russell met his gaze, a flash of malice darkened the man’s
eyes before a mask of serenity fell over Cainam's face and he
smiled…falsely. "Some other time, then."

As he walked away, Nichole cheered. "Good
riddance."

Russell frowned at
Cainam's retreating back. His action had been effective, yes. But
prudent? Hesitantly, he peered down at Sheridan. She stared back
with wide eyes, pink cheeks and open mouth. The moist lips caught
his attention. She was already nestled against his chest. He could
just lower his head and

"What was that all about?" Michael looked
from Sheridan to Nichole.

Sheridan extricated herself from under
Russell's arm and found her tongue. "What did you do that for?"

"I found the entire conversation very
tedious. That is," Russell dared, "unless you wanted to dance with
him."

"Well, no," she admitted.

"I don't suppose you wanted to watch Nichole
resort to violence?"

"No."

"Surely, it's not the idea
of dancing with me that you find so appalling?"

Sheridan's cheeks grew pinker. She muttered a
strangled expletive and stormed away. Russell couldn't help but
laugh. He turned to Nichole. "Is she always so…?" he paused to find
the right word, but he didn’t have to finish.

"Yes," Nichole replied.

 


~~~

 


Sheridan's thoughts dwelled on Russell
Madison for the next couple of days. Every detail of every
encounter played in her mind over and over again. And her reaction
to him in front of Keith, Nichole, and Michael surprised her. She
had just stood there and let him protect her. The warmth that had
spread over her when he pulled her to his side must have affected
her. And his gaze had been filled with such tenderness that the
memory alone still sent shudders straight down to her toes.

She’d just barely managed to put him out of
her mind by the time she went on stage to open for the headlining
band on Thursday night, but only because she had to concentrate on
keeping her last meal in her stomach.

The spotlight warmed her as she drifted in an
aimless path on the stage and her nervousness drained away. Words
rolled effortlessly from her lips, the confidence of long ago
returned and contentment settled over her. Sheridan was home.

By the time she finished her set, she was
winded but content. The dance floor had, all the while, been full
which she attributed to the band and their selection of music. Warm
applause conveyed the crowd’s enjoyment of her show.

Smiling, she bid the audience to stay for the
headliner and to order from the club’s fine dining menu. But before
she turned to leave the stage, her gaze wandered to the loft and
into the piercing black eyes of the last man on Earth she wanted to
see.

 


~~~

 


Russell raised his glass to her in silent
salute and took a slow, deliberate sip. His gaze swept over her.
She wore a simple white dress, a sheath with spaghetti straps that
accentuated her vivid coloring, with a short but modest hemline.
The effect made her appear cool under the hot lights.

Their eyes met again. Sheridan flushed and
fled the stage, her long copper waves bouncing against her back.
Russell drained his glass and left the loft to find her.


Chapter Four

 


Russell spotted Sheridan behind the bar and
frowned. Did the woman ever stop? After meeting her, he had grilled
Joel for more information about her. Joel had told him how hard
she’d worked to overcome the physical damage of the crash and then
put herself through school. She’d finished at the top of her class
and maintained an excellent reputation in her field. But enough was
enough. The woman would work herself to death at this rate.
Although…she looked far from dead. Remnants of the glow that had
surrounded her on stage still illuminated her face.

And damn, she could sing. Her strong, clear
voice had projected confidently throughout the room, never
overshadowed by the volume of the instruments or by other voices.
The sound contained a purity of tone and pitch that reminded him of
stepping outdoors in the waning days of winter and hearing the song
of the first birds of spring.

Sheridan's talent didn't end there either.
Every time she sat before the piano it came to life to relive the
glory of the days when the instrument had played a more important
role in the club's entertainment.

He’d been startled by Sheridan's stage
presence. She hadn't kept to any particular style of music, jumping
twenty years between songs, like someone had inserted several
dollars into a jukebox and played whatever struck their fancy.

Russell had been captivated by the energy
encompassing the whole room, as eager as anyone to bask in her
light. She was a rainbow of glorious primary colors.

Is that you?

Had she opened up to a group of strangers and
revealed her most basic nature because they would never know what
they witnessed?

Russell's original desire to break down her
protective wall resurfaced. Eyes just couldn't shine the way hers
did without passion, and skin couldn't glow as hers did without
fire. And now that she’d shown him she wasn't as unaffected by him
as she pretended, he studied her with new hope.

Her hair, clipped back at her nape, cascaded
down her back in soft waves of copper-gold silk, and his fingers
itched to touch them again. Her lips were as ripe as freshly picked
strawberries. Russell recalled the taste of them and smiled. They
had tasted as sweet as the promise of that hidden passion.

Those lips smiled now, an absent smile that
led Russell to believe that as Sheridan worked behind the bar,
nodding occasionally to Nichole, she wasn't really listening to
anything her friend said.

Suddenly, Sheridan's head swung up, her gaze
meeting Nichole's and the wall, so carelessly left open, closed.
Curious as to why, Russell wound his way through the thick press of
bodies around the bar until he heard her voice.

"He is." Sheridan set a glass of water in
front of Nichole.

"He's here?"

"He was." Sheridan shrugged, picking up a
lemon. "In the loft."

Nichole looked around and then leaned toward
Sheridan. "You don't look pleased."

Sheridan cut the lemon in quarters and
grabbed another. "Pleased? Why should I be pleased? He's rude and
positively infuriating."

"Who's infuriating?" Russell cut in. Sheridan
started and sliced her finger in the process. "You're a veritable
klutz, aren't you?"

Sheridan pulled the cut finger to her lips
and sucked softly. "Only when you're around."

"Why is that?"

Sheridan scowled at him. "Don't be coy,
Russell. It doesn't become you." She wrapped her hand with a clean
rag and dropped the knife into the wash sink.

"Here I came to bestow you with compliments,
and I'm instantly harassed." Russell greeted Nichole with a smile,
and to Sheridan, he added, "I've been working on my delivery, you
know."

"I'm glad to hear it. Are you going to order
something?"

He nodded toward her hand. "Are you all
right?"

"It’s nothing." She washed her hands and
taped a bandage on the tiny cut. Picking up a glass, she looked at
him with a raised brow.

"Just water," he said and took her hand as
she set the full glass before him. She snatched it away.

"So what did you want to deliver, Mr.
Madison?" she prompted icily.

"I was about to say—"

"You were about to say," she interrupted,
"not bad for a Marine Biologist." Russell frowned, but Sheridan
didn’t seem to notice his growing annoyance. "Well, don't waste
your flattery, or your charms, on me, Mr. Madison. They won't
work."

Russell waited until she had poured two tap
beers for the man beside him. "I suppose it would take a wrecking
ball to break through that wall of ice."

"Isn't that what you use those charms of
yours for?" She grabbed some bills off the bar and stuffed them
into a jar. "To break through a woman's resolve until you get what
you want?"

Russell tightened the grip on his glass and
clenched his jaw. "You don't think much of me, do you?"

She fixed an order for a waiter and turned
back to him. "How long did it take you to figure that one out, Mr.
‘Madison Industries'?"

Russell leaned over the bar, taking her wrist
to keep her from moving away. "I'm beginning to think that not only
are you ill-mannered, but that you have suicidal tendencies."

"Good," Sheridan shot back, pulling her arm
from his grasp. "Maybe I'll be free from further manhandling."

Russell exhaled, letting his anger ebb. He
ran his fingers through his hair and drained his glass. What was he
doing? He was hardly a desperate man when it came to female
companionship and he couldn't call this particular woman’s company
pleasant.

She prepared two different
drinks at the same time. "I'm also beginning to think you use that
tongue of yours to keep men away, as effectively as I use my
charms to spark womens’
interest." He glanced at his watch and then around the
room.

"Bingo," Nichole muttered into her glass.

Russell heard but didn't comment. He set down
his glass and left the bar without a backward glance. Sheridan
McLaughlin was uncooperative and totally inaccessible. She was a
puzzle better left unsolved.

"So, what did you think?" Joel fell into step
beside him. A drone of chatter echoed around them from the
crowd.

"You're right, Joel, she's very talented. You
might also consider keeping her on a leash."

"Showing her thorns again?"

"Thorns have nothing on that razor tongue of
hers."

"I thought you enjoyed good banter?" Joel
teased as he accompanied Russell to the lobby, closing the inner
doors, which shut out the noise.

"Not from a vicious woman." Russell stopped
at the outer door and turned toward Joel. "I don't enjoy being
verbally attacked every time I look at her."

"Ha!" Joel grinned. "You're just not used to
women who have to be approached intellectually."

"Intellectually?" Russell scoffed. "The only
safe way to approach Sheridan is with a sword and shield."

"Sheridan's not the type to throw her favor
or her regard around lightly, Russ. She needs a gentle touch,
dependability, support."

"I still think she needs a leash." Were they
even talking about the same woman? "And, I don't see why I should
care one whit where, or to whom, she gives her regard."

"Because she's worth the effort."

Russell rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.
"Is this a set up?"

"Just some friendly advice."

Advice? Joel was practically shoving the
woman at him. Very strange. "Since when do I need advice on how to
handle women?"

"Obviously, since you met Sheridan." Joel
grinned. "I've known Sheri a long time, Russ, and I've learned that
if she's been that nasty to you, it's because she considers you a
threat."

"A threat to what?"

"To her safe little existence."

"Oh, I see. She’s nasty
because she likes me."

"Exactly." Joel beamed.

Russell shook his
head. He’s lost his mind.

"I think a little excitement would do her a
world of good."

"Are you suggesting
I be the one to draw her
out?" A part of Russell really liked the idea. The part that had
just been the victim of her tongue rebelled.

"Do you think you can?"

"Don't turn this into some mighty challenge,
Joel, it won't work. I won't grovel to any woman, and I'm not about
to force my attentions on Sheridan, not even for you."

"Not for me, Russell. For you."

"Me?" Russell snorted. It was far too late
for him.

"You two could learn a lot from each
other."

"This is a set up, isn't it? You'd love to
see me take the big
fall." In spite of his sarcasm, he smiled.
"But you know me."

"Yes, Russ. I know you." Joel grinned.

"Then you know my feelings on love and
marriage. I fail to see your reasoning behind setting me up with a
woman with the temper of a rabid dog, especially when you're
worried about her sensitivities. Aren't you afraid she'll get hurt?
Especially knowing my views on commitment and my somewhat
questionable reputation?"

"Actually, my boy, I'm more concerned about
the effect she may have on you."

"Me, Joel?" Russell feigned outrage as he dug
his car keys from his pants pocket. "Don't worry about me, I've had
my shots."

"She doesn't bite, Russ. Just bark."

"Pity." .Russell winked, backing toward the
outer doors of the lobby. "I may have reconsidered."

 


~~~

 


Sheridan couldn’t keep her thoughts from
Russell the next day as she sat at the piano at the club. She had
been surprised and reluctantly relieved to hear, via Billy, that
Russell frequently stopped by the club to take Joel home. Or, if he
couldn't come himself, he sent his limo. Russell's interest in
Joel's welfare was admirable. Loath as she was to admit, Russell
Madison, the insufferable lout, could be—nice.

The thought also occurred to her that he had,
regardless of his reproachable manner, stopped to help her change
her tire, and she had almost opened his skull with a lug wrench.
True, she hadn’t known he was her uncle’s friend, but she couldn't
help being embarrassed about her previous encounters with the man.
Last night she’d been positively rude.

A little smile pulled at the corners of her
mouth as her fingers ran effortlessly over the piano keys. The
notes required no conscious effort. The blinds along the south wall
were half-open, letting partial sunlight in to refract through the
crystals of the chandelier. The quiet solitude of the empty club
and her soft melody left Sheridan fanciful.

The fact that
the Russell Madison had,
more than once, shown an interest in her flooded her with warmth.
What would happen if she played up to his next advances? Trouble,
no doubt. He was as experienced as she was not. Still, a little
romance might be exciting. Crazy.
With him, any relationship would be all or
nothing. When he got what he wanted, he would be gone and just
where would that leave her? He was simply too far out of her
league. Worldly, sophisticated, charming,
manipulative

"Sheri?"

...arrogant. Irritatingly so.

"Sheridan?"

Conceited.

"Sheridan."

And far too appealing for her peace of
mind.

"Sheridan!"

She started, nearly falling off the piano
stool. "Good God, Joel. You scared me to death."

Joel chuckled as he spread some packages out
onto a nearby table. "You're lucky I wasn't a burglar."

"No, you're lucky you weren't a burglar,"
she corrected, joining him at the table and peering into the bags
containing their lunch. "You would've robbed you blind." She
giggled at such nonsense.

"Then you would have been out of a job, my
dear," he teased as he opened several cardboard
containers.

Sheridan murmured in agreement as she
surveyed the hoard of food. "There's enough Chinese food here to
feed the population of China."

"I'm hungry," he defended, dumping the
contents of a white box onto a plate.

"Joel!" Sheridan ogled the pile of starch and
sodium her uncle intended to consume.

"No lectures today, Sheri," Joel pleaded as
he settled into a chair.

She shook her head and
joined him. And he called her
stubborn.

"So, did our star enjoy her first night back
on stage?"

Shrugging, Sheridan popped a shrimp into her
mouth. "You bet she did," she assured him. "Easy money. I've been
busting my butt behind that bar since Monday. It was a walk in the
park just to stand up there and sing."

"Easy for you to say. I couldn't do it." His
eyes clouded. "Rose used to break out in hives before each
performance."

'Crystal' Rose Faraday, the previous owner of
The Crystal Rose and a stage actress, had been well known for her
management of the nightclub and had created an exclusive waterfront
establishment where the elite could meet for fine food and top
entertainment. Rose had grown ill suddenly, and The Crystal Rose
had deteriorated along with her health. Its building as well as its
reputation had sunk into a state of disrepair. When she ultimately
died, Joel had invested everything he had into restoring the place
to its former glory.

The Crystal Rose prospered under Joel's
careful management. "Sheri," Joel had told her long ago, "People
need people, regardless of who they are. As long as that fact
remains true, The Crystal Rose will thrive. You, for one, should
remember that."

Sheridan had never fully understood his
words, especially since Joel had never personally flourished. His
excessive eating, drinking and smoking, and the long hours he spent
working, left him a tired man, aged beyond his years. He was
satisfied with his ability to maintain what he had resurrected, but
the mistreatment and neglect of himself often caused sadness to
cloud his eyes.

"Rose used to break out in hives?" Sheridan
toyed with a set of chopsticks, trying to pick up a dumpling.

"From nerves. She found it hard to transition
between herself and whomever she portrayed that night."

"Even when she sang here?"

"Especially here. Acting was much easier
because she knew the role. When she sang here, she used to pick a
character at random."

Sheridan absorbed the new information,
although she’d probably heard it before. Joel loved to talk about
Rose.

"That's where you and Rose differ," Joel
continued.

"How's that?" Sheridan finally gave up on the
chopsticks and picked up a plastic fork

"Well," he began carefully. "You're just the
opposite. You show a lot of yourself when you sing."

She smiled. "Ah, but not everyone knows
that."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning, I can be myself. Pick songs that
have significance to me and sing them with what I feel. The songs
would sound terrible if I tried to sing something that meant
nothing to me."

"It takes talent to put your heart into a
song, Sheri."

"Not if it's real," she argued. "Not if the
feeling is already there."

Joel's eyes narrowed. "Don't try to diminish
your skills to me, Sheridan. The talent is in choosing the right
song and opening your heart." He smiled. "Of course, having the
voice of an angel doesn't hurt either."

"Oh, all right, Joel. There's no point
arguing over it." She finished her lunch and took a long sip of her
soda, contemplating her uncle's smiling expression. Dare she ask?
"So, how are we similar?"

"That's easy. Rose was a coward, too."

Sheridan’s chest hurt. Is this what he
thought? "I'm not a coward."

"Now, don't get offended, Sheri." Joel
reached across the table and patted her hand. "Rose," he explained,
"was terrified of being alone. Of course, she never had the chance,
as she died so young."

"I'm not afraid of being alone," Sheridan
defended.

"No? Sheri, you're so terrified, you've built
an entire defense mechanism just to convince everyone you're
not."

Sheridan pulled her hand out from under his,
confused and not sure if she should be insulted. "What's that
supposed to mean?"

"Look at your life, love," he said gently.
"Ever since you were young, you refused to make friends for fear of
losing them."

"What about Nichole?"

"She's known you since before you knew any
better. Aside from her, you kept yourself buried in your family,
believing they would never leave you. My God, Sheri, when they told
you your parents were dead, they had to sedate you. Now you don't
trust anyone enough to love them, for fear of them leaving you like
your parents did. You don't let anyone close to you."

"That's a contradiction in terms. I'm afraid
to be alone so I don't let anyone close to me?"

Joel stood and walked around the bar to
retrieve a drink. "Not as long as Nicki and I are around. We're
your buffers against the world right now. You're secluded, but
never quite alone."

"What are you trying to tell me, Joel?"

He tapped his fingers on the surface of the
bar. "Just that there are no guarantees. That's advice from someone
who knows first hand. Take some chances. Nicki and I aren't going
to be around all the time. Nicki has a life too."

"Is this another marriage lecture?"

"Not exactly. I'm merely trying to get
through to you that if you don't let anyone close, you may end up
virtually alone. I don't think you could bear that kind of
loneliness. I know Rose couldn't. She married the first man who
asked her just to ensure she wasn't."

"I'm not going to latch onto anyone just to
keep from being alone, especially without love."

Joel smiled at her. "I know, dear. But you
can't find love, or happiness, while you're hiding behind fear and
insecurity."

She flinched. Sheridan
wanted love, the same kind of love her parents had, but she wasn’t
insecure, she wasn’t. She was independent. "Is that the voice of
experience?"

"No, Sheri. The voice of regret."

Joel drained his glass. A sad, reminiscent
expression crept onto his face and he moved into his office as he’d
done a hundred times before.

Sheridan cleaned up the mess from their
lunch, thinking not of Joel's critical advice but of his own
suffering. She’d always believed a broken heart had confirmed his
bachelorhood. Of late, she was convinced that Rose Faraday had
captured Joel's heart only to rashly marry another man.

So, how could he tell her to take some
chances? He was a living example of the misery of lost love.

Take chances? Why did that
bring her mind right back to Russell Madison? She frowned as her
gaze lifted to the loft where he had saluted her performance so
boldly. All right, maybe that was too big of a chance. But she could
be at least a little tolerant next time.

If he could keep from pissing her off, or
being so arrogant, or smiling at her.

She sighed as she sat back down at the piano.
None of those seemed likely.


Chapter Five

 


Russell opened the door to the club,
balancing two bags in his arms as he stepped in. The door banged
against a ladder, and he heard a screech. Glancing up, he saw the
ladder shaking and a wealth of red hair.

"My God, Sheridan, are you insane?" He
dropped the bags onto the floor and grabbed the wavering ladder to
steady it. "Get down from there! This thing isn't even properly
secured. You could have gone right through that wall."

Clinging to the top of the precariously
propped ladder, Sheridan glared down at him. "If you hadn't come
crashing in and banged into—"

"If I hadn't come in—"

"I would have been just fine," she
insisted.

Boy, did that sound familiar. "Damn it,
woman, just get down," Russell commanded. "Now."

Sheridan descended. "Don't yell at me, Joel.
I'm not a child." Once her feet hit the floor, she spun to face
him. "And don't—"

Russell stared at her, now in the circle of
his arms at the bottom of the ladder. She had done what he’d told
her to do without an argument. The fact that she’d called him Joel
registered next. "Joel?"

"What?" She blinked at him. "Oh, sorry.
Joel's the only one who yells at me like that anymore. You sounded
just like him."

"Never mind." Russell
didn’t want to analyze that. "What the hell were you doing
up there anyway?"

Sheridan's gaze flew around the room. "I
thought I'd have a whirl at hang gliding."

Russell followed her gaze. The club was
tastefully decorated with balloons and streamers. It must have
taken her all morning to prepare for Joel's party. Joel had invited
everyone he knew, and would be closing the club to the public.

Okay, stupid question. Russell smiled. "Hang
gliding, Sheridan, or free falling?" he quipped.

She smirked, looking at the ladder.

"Do you mind? I don't intend to stand here
all day holding this ladder," he prompted her. If he let go, it
would trip them both.

"Are you ticklish?" She peered up through her
lashes.

"You wouldn't dare."

An impish smile curved her
lips. This woman
had to be approached intellectually? Ha! So much for Joel's advice.
If she wanted to play games, he would play. "You just can't keep
your hands off me, can you, Sheridan?"

Sheridan's smile disappeared. She ducked
under his arm and moved away quickly. He repressed a laugh.
"Coward."

"What are you doing here, anyway?"

"So, the iceberg's back." Russell lowered the
ladder to the floor and turned to address Sheridan's back. "Joel
asked me to drop off several things for the party."

"Fine." She picked up the bags he’d dropped
and brought them over to a table. "I’ll take care of them."

Russell ignored her. He strolled across the
polished dance floor and surveyed the decorations adorning the
room. "Very nice. Don't bother to thank me," he went on, his
sarcasm growing. "Don't bother about the ladder either. I've grown
accustomed to aiding ladies in distress. You know, flat tires,
falling ladders, insistent ex-boyfriends."

"Keith is not an ex-boyfriend."
Sheridan carried one of the bags to the bar. He followed and leaned
against the bar beside her.

"My mistake." He didn’t miss her flaming
cheeks. She was embarrassed or agitated. "I didn't realize I had
infringed upon a lover’s spat."

"He's not my lover or my boyfriend." Her
voice rose. "I dated him exactly twice and found out he wasn't even
nice."

Russell considered her anger. She revealed
more when she was in a temper than she would probably like. "I see.
May I?" He indicated the coffeepot sitting on the end of the
bar.

 


~~~

 


Sheridan nodded, puzzled by Russell's intense
study. A tremor ran through her. While he turned away to pour two
cups from the pot, she fought to slow her heart, which started
beating furiously. What had just happened? Russell had taken
control of the situation, just like he had with Keith. She couldn't
meet his gaze as he handed her a steaming cup. Her inexperience
left her completely unprepared to deal with the man.

After several sips from his mug, Russell
said, "So, what do we do about us?"

My God, he’s bold.
Sheridan sputtered on the hot liquid. "What us?
There is no us."

"Surely you're not going to deny the
chemistry between us?" He moved to tower over her.

He felt the attraction, too? Sheridan fought
to remain composed. She was in trouble. She peered at him over the
rim of her cup, contemplating her response to his loaded question.
She didn't want to encourage him, but he wasn't an idiot and
wouldn’t accept an outright lie. "I'm not denying that you're an
attractive man, but I'm not going to jump into bed with anyone on
the basis of a physical attraction."

"You admit it, then?"

"Um, I-I," she backed away, "I simply stated
a fact I'm sure you already know. I'm sure there are hundreds of
women who would jump at the opportunity to be with you."

"We're not talking about them."

"We have absolutely nothing in common."
Sheridan backed across the room as he walked toward her.

"How do you know?"

Sheridan bumped into the side of the piano
and he stopped in front of her. "If it wasn't for the club, we
would have never met."

"But we did," Russell reminded her softly as
he brushed the bangs from her forehead to reveal the fading bruise.
He slowly lowered his head and brushed his lips against the sore
skin.

Sheridan swallowed hard at the tender
gesture, but pushed on his chest as his lips began moving down her
temple. His pelvis pressed against hers. "Russell." She gasped. His
fingers lingered on her face then came to rest on the side of her
throat, his thumb supporting her chin.

"Sheridan," he murmured in response, his silk
and honey voice soft, his breath a feather touch within the shell
of her ear. His lips caressed the rim, all the way around to the
lobe, and a quiver shot straight down Sheridan's neck as goose
bumps rose on both her arms.

She squeezed her eyes closed, hoping to shut
him out, but the kisses continued slowly across her cheek, bound
for her lips, making him impossible to ignore. She fought for
control of her unmoving limbs, and for control of her breathing,
which was also malfunctioning. Finally, she turned her face away.
"Are you always so pushy?"

"Yes." Russell took full advantage of her
turned head to run his lips down her throat. "Especially with
something I want."

Tingles spread down her neck. "Something you
want?" she echoed. He traced little circles on her throat with his
tongue, and the tremor came back.

"Mm." He lifted his head to stare intensely
at her mouth.

The absence of his mouth on her throat gave
her the opportunity to look at him. "Why?"

He blinked at her. "You're an attractive
woman," he explained and again probed her face with his gaze.

Sheridan had never been faced with such a
blatant sexual overture. She turned away.

"Are you afraid of me?"

"Don't be absurd," she shot back, but heat
burned up her neck, searing her cheeks. She wished he would move
away. His closeness stole all her conviction.

"Why are you trembling?"

"I'm angry."

"You don't sound
angry." He had to notice. The rat.

"I am." Sheridan wiggled free of his trap
against the piano and sat on the bench, more to relax her shaking
legs than anything else. "What exactly do you want from me,
Russell?" She stared at the keys to keep from looking at him.
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