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Chapter 1

It was a quiet Friday afternoon.

Too darn quiet, Megan McGuire thought as she
scanned the nearly empty bar. She shifted to a more comfortable
position on the padded bar stool and looked back down at the laptop
sitting on the counter. How she wished she could will the credits
to exceed the debits, but the accounting program on the screen
didn’t lie.

Running her fingers through her short, dark
brown hair, she tried to figure out why they weren't attracting
more customers. It was the Friday before the Fourth of July. The
summer season was in full swing at Shady Lake. The Quarter Note
should have been busier.

When the new bar opened on the opposite side
of the lake, Megan and her father had known The Quarter Note's
business would be hurt. What they hadn't known was that bar, with
its loud, synthesized music and scantily clad barmaids, would
become the "in" place to be around Shady Lake. If their own
business didn't pick up soon, they would be in real financial
trouble.

The telephone rang, and her father answered
it in his office before Megan could stir from her stool. Her
concentration interrupted, she reached for her glass of iced-tea.
Just then the front door opened.

A slash of bright light cut through the dimly
lit barroom. She blinked against the glare, her hand poised in
midair. At first Megan could only make out a silhouette, but in
spite of a mass of unruly curls, she had no doubt that a man, not a
woman, was standing in the doorway. The moment he stepped inside,
she noted nothing about his features was feminine. His face was a
study in planes and angles, a clean shave revealing the strong
lines of his jaw. Dark-rimmed sunglasses covered his eyes.

He was dressed in attire typical of anyone
staying at the lake. A bright blue cotton sports shirt was tucked
into tight-fitting jeans—faded denims that hugged narrow hips and
seemed to go on forever. He wore tennis shoes, the blue wave on the
sides matching the color of his shirt. Megan didn't think she'd
ever seen him before, but then, during the summer, tourists came
and went faster than she could keep track of them.

Megan guessed his age to be early thirties.
As the door swung shut behind him, he removed his dark glasses and
slowly looked around the dimly lit room. She was certain his eyes
would be blue, though whether dark or light she couldn't tell from
where she sat. She realized, then, that she was staring, but she
couldn't stop herself—he had such an interesting face. One she
would love to draw.

There was an air of self-confidence to his
steps as he strolled toward the bar. Remembering why she was there,
Megan closed her laptop, slid down from her stood, and moved behind
the counter. "Still hot outside?" she asked, smiling.

"Like a steam bath." He wiped his arm across
his forehead before returning her smile. "How about a cold
beer?"

"What would you like?" Close as he was now,
she could see his eyes were almost iridescent blue—dark on the
outside, turning sky blue around ebony pupils.

"What do you have on tap?"

She named two popular brands; he chose one.
Asked if he wanted a tall or short; he picked short. As the cold
beer streamed from the tap into the mug she'd pulled from the
cooler, she asked, "You just here for the weekend or staying on
through the Fourth?"

"I don't know. Cash Barrigan playing here
tonight?"

Megan grimaced and shook her head. She
brought him his beer and took the ten-dollar bill he offered. "Cash
took off. He hasn't played here for over a week."

The old guitar player had gone without a
word, leaving them in the lurch. Not that Megan had been surprised
by his indifference to their situation. Long ago she'd learned
musicians thought only of themselves and their careers. Still, Cash
Barrigan's abrupt departure had caught them unprepared.

"Darn." The man in front of her frowned, his
brow furrowing. He took a long quaff of his beer, nearly emptying
the mug, then gave a sigh of relief and smiled. The harsh lines of
his face softened immediately. "Would you believe it? I've been
trying to catch up with that old guy for a month. He doesn't leave
an easy trail to follow."

"Is he a friend of yours?" It seemed
unlikely. Cash was a hillbilly, his southern accent strong, and he
favored corn whiskey and country music. The man facing her spoke
with a cultured voice…with an almost foreign accent.

"No, I've only heard stories about him and
his guitar. Know where he went?"

"No." She placed his change on the counter.
"And I don't care," she mumbled under her breath.

He heard. "Do I note a bit of sarcasm
there?"

Megan looked him straight in the eyes. "Do
you know how hard it is to find a good musician around here?

"Next to impossible," she answered, before he
had a chance to respond. "Now, if we were closer to Grand Rapids…or
even Kalamazoo, it wouldn't be a problem. But here in Shady Lake,
Michigan…" Megan shook her head and made a sound of disgust. "We
can't even afford to pay quality players enough to make the drive
back and forth worthwhile."

Her customer glanced over at the corner of
the barroom where a placard next to a piano announced that Joe
Panche would be playing at nine o'clock. "Looks like you found
someone."

Megan wrinkled her nose. "I suppose we should
count ourselves lucky, but Joe's playing really isn't all that
great." Thinking about Joe, she smiled. "However, he is darn
good-looking, which does attract the women."

"And interests one female bartender?"

"Me?" Immediately Megan shook her head. "No.
Musicians don't interest me."

"That so?" His eyebrows rose in question as
he pushed his empty mug toward her. "I'll have another."

"Coming right up." Megan turned her back to
him, pulled out another cold mug, and poured his beer. She realized
her response must have sounded rather abrupt, so she offered an
explanation of sorts. "I'm afraid past experiences have soured me
on musicians. Besides, Joe's just a kid. I don't think he's more
than twenty-two."

"You don't look much older than that
yourself."

He was studying her closely when she turned
to bring him his beer, his eyes traveling appreciatively down from
the top of her head to take in as much of her as he could see
behind the bar—then back up again.

Over the years she'd come to realize men
found her attractive, but Megan wasn't really sure why. In her
opinion her eyes were too wide set for her heart-shaped face, her
nose too small, and her mouth too full. And her hair absolutely
refused to hold a curl, so she always ended up having it styled in
a shag that made her look more like a pixie than the mother of a
ten-year-old boy.

As for what this man was seeing of her body,
Megan knew little of her figure was visible. Her slightly flared
maroon skirt came just above her knees, showing a modest amount of
leg, and although her short-sleeved white blouse had the first
three buttons left open, it was topped by a maroon vest. Only a
hint of the curve of her full bustline showed to entice a man's
imagination. "I'm twenty-eight," she stated honestly, setting the
frosty, beer-filled mug in front of him.

"A very attractive twenty-eight." He lifted
the glass in a salute, his eyes never leaving her face. As his lips
touched the rim, little butterflies fluttered in the pit of her
stomach, and she would have sworn she felt the touch of his mouth
on hers. It was really quite incredible.

Disconcerted, Megan lowered her gaze and
began to count out the amount he owed her from the change he'd left
lying on the counter. Without thinking, she licked her lips, almost
expecting to taste a hint of beer. Turning away, she deposited the
money in the cash register.

He's flirting with me, and I'm letting my
imagination run amok, that's all, she told herself. Not that it
bothered her. After a year of tending bar, she'd grown accustomed
to men flirting with her. It was good for the ego, and sometimes
she enjoyed flirting back. But she'd learned not to take the
flirting seriously. If this blond was like most, he would flatter
her a bit, probably tell her one or two suggestive stories, then
leave. Sometimes one asked her out, but she usually refused. She
didn't have time to get involved with a man.

"Tell me, what's a nice girl like you doing
in a place like this?"

"Oh, brother—now there's an original line if
ever I heard one." Megan laughed and came back to wipe a drop of
beer from the counter. "Actually, I own The Quarter Note. Along
with my father."

"You own this place?" He looked around
curiously.

Old guitars and banjos hung on knotty pine
walls, heavy drapes blocked out the glare of the afternoon sun, and
old-fashioned electric lamps provided subdued lighting. The tables
were round and wooden, surrounded by mates' and captain's chairs,
and the front bar was made of pine and topped with a wood-grained
Formica counter.

The only patrons were three old fishermen,
drinking beers and swapping stories about the one that got away;
two middle-aged women, sipping margaritas and munching nachos as
they talked; and a young couple in the corner, who were more
interested in staring into each other's eyes than in drinking or
talking.

"It's not much, but it's ours." At the moment
she wasn't sure if she should boast or lament the fact.

His gaze returned to her face. "Somehow you
don't fit the image I have of a bar owner."

"Which is?"

"The lady barkeepers I've known have either
been built like Amazons or were as tough as nails." He held his
hand up in the air, as if visually measuring her. "What are you,
all of five feet?"

"Five-feet-four, and I'm tough enough," she
said with a chuckle. She'd learned to be.

"And what do you do if one of your patrons
starts flirting with you?"

"It depends on who he is, and if I want to
flirt back," Megan teased, looking him directly in the eyes.

"You're not concerned for your safety?" The
lift of his eyebrows showed his surprise.

With you, no, she wanted to say. He
was tall, and if he wanted to, he could easily overpower her
physically, but she wasn't afraid of him. She'd learned to read her
patrons' characters by their facial expressions and body language.
He was no threat. She realized, though, that his question had a
deeper meaning. "If one of the customers gets too unruly, I call
for help." She nodded toward the closed office door. "Not many are
willing to take on my father. Before our local high school closed,
he not only taught art, he was the wrestling coach. And when Dad's
not around, there's Pete, our other bartender."

"So the lady is well fortified." His gaze
held hers, even as he lifted his glass to his lips. A slight smile
curved his mouth just before he took a drink, and when he put down
the mug, he leaned forward slightly, narrowing the distance between
them. "Do I have to ask your father's permission?"

"Permission for what?" she asked coyly,
pretending she didn't have the slightest idea what he might be
talking about.

"For a date with you?"

"Ah, a date." So he was going to skip the
suggestive jokes and sexual innuendos. She was glad. She much
preferred a straightforward approach, and actually the idea of
going out with him was appealing. He had such an interesting face.
"But I don't even know your name," she returned with a grin.

"Sam Blake." Politely he offered her his
right hand.

Megan put down the towel and touched her
fingers to his. She had meant the contact to be brief, but found
her hand immediately surrounded by a strong, warm grasp. A heated,
tingling sensation flowed up her arm, and invaded her body. Their
gazes locked, and her breath caught in her throat. She marveled at
how alive she suddenly felt.

"And your name is?" he asked, his voice keyed
seductively low.

"Megan," she rasped, totally aware that she
was overreacting to a mere handshake, but unable to stop the
quivering in her stomach. "Megan McGuire."

"Megan," he repeated softly, still holding
her hand. "I like that. It fits you." His thumb caressed the back
of her hand. "You know you have beautiful eyes?"

"Do I?" she asked inanely, wondering how
anyone with iridescent blue eyes could think gray eyes were
beautiful.

"Have dinner with me tonight."

"I can't," she groaned. "I have to work until
ten."

"Then we'll make it a late dinner." His smile
was beguiling.

Oh, how she wished she could. It would be fun
to forget her worries, to dress up, and spend a few hours being
wined and dined. But ruefully she admitted that was impossible.
With a sigh, she removed her hand from his. "I can't. I have a
ten-year-old son. I have to be home with him after work."

"And a husband?"

She could see him pull back, and respected
him for that. "No, no husband. My son and I live with my
father."

Immediately he smiled. "Then how about
tomorrow night?"

"Same problem. Getting a baby-sitter on a
Saturday night is almost impossible around here."

Sam chuckled. "Sounds like it's your son I'll
have to get permission from. Do you ever have time to
yourself?"

Megan shook her head. "Not much, but perhaps
tomorrow we could—"

She didn't finish her sentence. At that
moment her father opened the door of his office and came out
swearing.

Herb McGuire was just under six feet, burly,
and gruff looking. His size alone had deterred his high school math
students from starting any trouble in class, and it served him well
as a bartender. One glare from his steely gray eyes was usually
enough to convince a troublemaker that a retreat was in order.

As a child, Megan had idolized her father. As
a teenager, she'd rebelled against his strict rules. And when she
was fifteen, and her mother died, Megan found herself at odds with
him about everything. It wasn't until she was seventeen and
pregnant that she'd discovered her father was the best friend she
had. Now she loved him dearly and would do anything for him.

"Damn," Herb McGuire cursed a second time on
his way over to the bar.

"What's wrong?" Concerned, Megan turned to
her father.

"That crazy Panche kid went and got into a
car accident. I told him he drove too fast. But would he
listen?"

"Is he…?"

"He's all right. But he broke his arm. Damn!"
Herb McGuire hit his fist on the counter, jarring several glasses
and Megan's laptop.

"Left in the lurch again." Megan sighed,
feeling the same anger and frustration her father was
experiencing.

"I've tried all the names I had. There's no
one willing to fill in for him tonight. One piano player seemed
interested in working here, but not until after the Fourth." He
glanced over at the piano. "Looks like the customers are stuck with
me again. Can you work a double shift?"

"Who will stay with Josh?"

"Mrs. Arnosky?"

"Tonight's her bingo night."

"Can't he stay by himself for a few hours?
I'll put him to bed before I come back."

"Dad, he's only ten. I can't leave him
alone." Besides, she was away from her son too much as it was.

Grumbling to himself, her father ran thick
fingers through his thinning, gray-streaked hair.

"Could I be of assistance?"

Sam's question caught them by surprise, and
both Megan and her father turned toward him.

"Dad, this is Sam Blake," she introduced,
certain her rather staid father would sometime or another make a
comment about Sam's wild hair.

Herb McGuire's looked at Sam, and then at
her. Although she was trying to act casual, Megan knew her cheeks
were flushed, and she was sure her father was wondering what had
transpired before his interruption.

"If you just need someone for tonight," Sam
went on, "Perhaps I could help. I play the guitar."

A musician. Megan suddenly saw Sam in
a new light. And to think she was considering going out with him.
She almost shuddered visibly.

Her father shook his head. He knew her
aversion to musicians. "I'm afraid I can't take the loud noise
those electric guitars put out. However, there is a new place on
the other side of the lake. They might be able to use you."

He then turned to Megan. "Can't you convince
Mrs. Arnosky to give up her bingo tonight? If I'm on the piano,
we'll really need you behind the bar."

Sam cleared his throat. "I'm not looking for
a job, and I don't own an electric guitar. My singing's only so-so,
but I've been told I'm a pretty good guitar player."

Herb McGuire looked back at him, and his
words were abrupt. "You ever played in a bar before?"

"A few times."

Probably as often as he can, Megan
thought. She didn't like the idea that she'd been so entranced by a
musician, but under the circumstances it seemed fortuitous that he
was there. "Dad, you know nothing keeps Mrs. Arnosky from her
weekly bingo game. I think we'd better hire him."

Even if Sam weren't a great guitar player,
Megan was sure he'd be a better musician than her father. Not that
she would ever come out and tell her father that, but anyone who'd
listened to Herb McGuire's piano playing knew his repertoire
consisted of a half dozen old-time favorites that he played over
and over. Even the regulars begged for something new by the end of
the night.

"I suppose you're right." Her father looked
Sam up and down. "You'll start at nine, play forty-five-minute
sets, and finish at two." Then, as thought to make certain she
didn't get a chance to completely ignore the man, he added, "You
sign him up, Megan. I'm getting out of this place before we have
another crisis."

"But, Dad," she cried, watching her father
start for the door, "Can't you do that?"

He shook his head. "Nope. Time for me to get
home to my grandson.

Megan sighed in defeat. "Tell Josh if he
wants to stay up tonight, he can. I'll see him at ten."

As her father sauntered out of The Quarter
Note, the three men seated around the table called for another
pitcher of beer. Megan was glad. It gave her an excuse to get away
from Sam. Quickly she brought the men their beer, then checked on
the couple in the far corner. Their drinks had been barely touched.
From that table she moved on to the two women, but when she asked
if they wanted another round they shook their heads, and stood to
leave. Finally, no longer able to avoid it, Megan picked up the
empty glasses and returned to the back of the bar. Sam was still
nursing his beer.

"What hours do you work?" he asked,
running the tip of his right index finger slowly around the rim of
his glass mug.

"Two to ten." Her response was curt, and she
avoided looking at him.

"How about having lunch with me
tomorrow?"

"I'm busy," she replied, the words as cold as
the beer mugs in the freezer. She checked the two empty margarita
glasses for lipstick, then dunked them into the sink and let the
brushes give them an extra good cleaning before rinsing them.

"Breakfast?"

Her hands still in the water, Megan looked at
him. "Look, you're wasting your time. It doesn't matter what time
of day, I'm not going out with you."

"Why?"

"Because I don't want to."

"You wanted to before your father interrupted
us," he said.

"Well, I changed my mind." It disturbed her
to remember how close she'd come to setting up a luncheon date with
him.

"Because I play the guitar?"

"Because it's my prerogative." Quickly she
lifted the glasses from the sink.

"Don't you think I deserve some sort of an
explanation?"

"No." Wiping her hands dry, Megan began
looking for something to write with. By the cash register she found
a pencil and pad of paper. She was all business when she came back
to stand in front of him. "I'll need your full name and social
security number. You do belong to the musicians' union, don't
you?"

He nodded and frowned. "It's because I'm a
musician, isn't it?"

Lowering her eyes, she ignored his question.
"What name do you want on your check?"

"You were willing to go out with me before
you found out I played the guitar, but now that you know I'm a
musician, you don't want anything to do with me. That's ridiculous.
I just don't believe it."

"Well, if you're not going to tell me
different, your check will be made out to Sam Blake." She briskly
wrote the name.

"Good enough," he growled.

"Address?"

"U.S.A."

Her head snapped up, and she stared at
him.

He shrugged his shoulders, his blue eyes
decidedly cool. "You know how it is. We musicians are on the road a
lot."

"Yes, I do know how it is, but I'll have to
have an address. The IRS is fussy about things like that."

Sam gave her a Long Island address—whether it
was real or phony she didn't know and didn't care—then his social
security number, and the other information she needed for her
records. He mentioned that he was collecting folk songs, and she
gathered he'd been on the road since May, moving from town to town,
tracking down old musicians who played and sang little-known
pieces. But what he was doing in Shady Lake didn't matter, Megan
told herself. She wasn't interested.

Still, even as she tried to keep her eyes on
the paper, and her mind on her writing, she found it difficult to
ignore him. He had beautiful hair, so thick and curly that it
begged to be touched. And his eyes. How she wished she could find
paint the color of his eyes. He moved his hands, and her gaze
traveled from the paper to his fingers. Long, graceful fingers.

She noticed the nails on Sam's right hand
were carefully manicured. Trimmed to a sixteenth of an inch from
his fingertips, they were perfectly smooth. She knew that
guitarists who played finger-style, rather than using a pick, had
to keep their nails that way. Many even polished their nails with a
hardener to keep them from chipping and catching on the
strings.

"Is that what you'll be playing tonight? Folk
songs?" she asked, putting down her pencil.

"I imagine your customers would prefer them
to anything else I might play," he replied and finished his
beer.

"Want another?" She pointed to his empty
glass.

"No, two's my limit." Sam stretched and
smiled suggestively. "I don't suppose room and board goes with the
job."

"Definitely not," Megan said coolly,
narrowing her eyes.

"No, I didn't think so. Any suggestions,
then, on a place to stay?"

"Around here?" She paused to think. "Well,
there's the Shady Lake Motel, but I doubt if they'll have a vacancy
this weekend. In fact, I don't think you're going to find much
available. Most people who come to the lake rent or own
cottages."

She wanted to tell him to just leave after
he'd finished playing, to go to Grand Rapids, Kalamazoo, or
Lansing. She didn't want to see him after tonight. She didn't like
the way she couldn't seem to keep her eyes off him.

He picked up his dark glasses and the rest of
his change. "I'll find something," he said and slid off his stool.
"You'll be here at nine, won't you?"

"Yes…" She drew the word out suspiciously,
wondering why he wanted to know.

"Good." He winked at her, his long, blond
lashes veiling the blue of his right eye for just a moment. "I
think it's time someone prove to you that not all musicians are
cads."

"Don't waste your time, Mr. Blake," she
snapped, but a shiver of anticipation ran down her spine.

"Somehow I doubt if any time with you would
be wasted." He winked again, and smiled. "See you later."

Pete Henshaw came into the bar as Sam left.
He was fiftyish, nearly bald, and had a paunch that showed his love
of beer. Pete had been bartending for them ever since they'd opened
The Quarter Note, and Megan loved him as an uncle. As he came
toward her, he shook his head. "Did you see the hair on that dude?
Looked like he stuck his finger into a light socket.

 



Chapter 2

Sam arrived early, carrying a guitar case.
He'd changed into a black silk shirt, left open at the neck,
tailored black pants, and black leather boots. Despite her resolve
to ignore him, the effect of the all-black outfit was striking, and
Megan felt a strange curling sensation in the pit of her stomach
when he approached the bar.

The Quarter Note was half full, most of the
people regulars who came every Friday night, no matter who was
playing. Two cocktail waitresses, both attractive and in their
early twenties, had come on duty earlier and were tending tables,
while Megan helped Pete behind the bar. Setting a pitcher of beer,
two glasses, and a platter of crackers, summer sausage, and cheese
on a tray, Megan covertly watched Sam ease himself onto the bar
stool in front of her.

"Hi," he said softly.

"Hello," she returned coolly. Looking beyond
him, she motioned for one of the waitresses.

"Aren't you glad to see me?"

Megan narrowed her eyes. "If you mean, am I
glad you showed up to work, yes. You're early, however."

"I wanted a chance to prove what a nice guy I
am, that all musicians aren't alike." He grinned, and it was
obvious he was ready to resume their earlier conversation.

"Ha!" she scoffed. "You'd need more than—"
Megan glanced at her watch. "—forty-five minutes to prove
that."

"Then maybe I'll stay around for a
while."

His voice was soft and seductive, his gaze
mesmerizing, and Megan felt her pulse take off. She definitely did
not like the effect he had on her. She abruptly turned her back to
him and began fussing with the bottles behind the bar. "You'll be
an old man before I change my mind," she said.

"Well, well, well," crooned a young woman's
voice. "If it isn't the black knight. You're new here, aren't
you?"

Immediately Megan felt herself bristle.
Facing the barmaid standing next to Sam, Megan let her tone of
voice make it clear she wanted no flirting. "Nancy, this is Sam
Blake. He'll be playing here tonight."

"Playing what?" Nancy asked, ignoring Megan's
warning and edging closer to Sam. Seductively she batted her false
eyelashes.

"The guitar," he said and smiled.

Megan noticed his gaze dropped to Nancy's
chest. Despite the confines of the waitress's white blouse and
maroon vest, the ample contour of her bustline was obvious.

"Oh, I love the guitar," Nancy purred. "And
men dressed all in black. Tell me, is this for real?" Reaching up,
the woman wound a lock of Sam's golden hair around one finger.

"It's for real." He laughed, the sound rich
and warm. "Sort of a trademark, like my clothes."

Megan nearly gagged. How typical. First he
makes a pass at her, then he lets another woman play with his hair.
"Nancy!" Megan snapped.

Slowly Nancy withdrew her finger from Sam's
curly locks.

"Your order is ready."

Nancy reached for the tray, her grin impish.
"I'm going, I'm going."

She gave Sam a wink as she walked away, and
he chuckled. Megan glowered at him, grabbed two empty glasses from
the counter, and plunged them into the suds in the sink. "I know
you're only here for one night," she said, not bothering to look at
him, "but as long as you're employed by The Quarter Note, there
will be no flirting with the cocktail waitresses."

"I wasn't flirting, she was."

From the corner of her eye, she saw him reach
over the counter to pluck a green olive from a nearby tray.

"And I don't start work until nine,
remember?"

"A technicality."

He reached for another olive, and she turned
and slapped the bar mop across his knuckles. "Stop stealing the
olives."

"I haven't had any dinner. Think you could
fix me a sandwich?"

Without a word, she handed him a menu that
listed the variety of snacks they offered. He ordered crackers and
cheese, and a cup of coffee. Megan could feel him watching her
unwrap the crackers and slice the cheese, but she pretended to be
too absorbed in her work to notice. When she placed the plate in
front of him, she was ready to squelch any smart remark he might
make, but all he said was, "Thank you."

Nancy took every opportunity to stop by the
bar. She asked Sam where he was from, where he was going, and how
long he'd be staying. Megan told herself she wasn't interested, but
she found herself listening. Not that she learned much more than
what he'd already told her earlier that day.

When Nancy once again sashayed away from the
bar, Megan slapped Sam's chit down in front of him. "Do you turn
all women on when they meet you?"

He grinned. "I don't know. Did I turn you on
when we first met?"

"Of course not." But she realized her
question had betrayed her, and she could feel her cheeks growing
warm. She cleared her throat and changed the subject. "We never did
discuss how much you should be paid for tonight."

"Whatever you would have paid the piano
player will be fine."

Megan scoffed. "How do I know you're worth
that much? I haven't heard you play yet."

He nodded solemnly, but there was a bit of a
smile tugging at the edges of his mouth. "All right then—you listen
to me play and decide what I'm worth. Is that fair?"

"You'll take whatever I offer?" She eyed him
suspiciously. Either the money meant nothing to him, or he was
desperate enough to take anything. By the looks of his clothes, and
the fact that he wasn't asking for a permanent job, the former
assumption seemed the logical choice.

"Just what are you offering?" His eyebrows
rose in question, his smile suggestive. His blue eyes sparkled with
amusement.

"You know what I mean," she said with a sigh,
kicking herself for such a bad choice of words.

He chuckled. "Whatever you offer will be
fine. Have you decided when we're going out?"

His question took her by surprise. "I thought
I made myself clear. I'm not going out with you."

"But you didn't give me a good reason
why."

"You're a musician."

"And all musicians are cads, right?"

"Right," she responded, wishing he'd simply
drop the subject.

"Wrong," he said softly.

His gaze was intense, and for a moment she
could do nothing but stare into his eyes, her legs feeling like
lead. For eleven years she'd held on to one simple credo: Don't
repeat past mistakes. During that time she'd dated an artist, a
banker, a truck driver, and an engineer. Never a musician. And not
once had she questioned her reasoning. It had seemed simple. If
you're burned once, you stay away from the fire.

But Sam Blake, a man she barely knew, was
telling her she was wrong. And, crazy as it was, she felt tempted
to believe him.

"Well, maybe not all of you are cads," she
murmured. "But you've got to admit, your life-style isn't very
stable."

"Mine's quite stable. Trust me, Megan. I
won't hurt you."

Only when he reached forward and touched the
side of her face with the backs of his fingers did she realize she
was leaning toward him. As he gently caressed her cheek, Megan
wondered if possibly she could trust him. There was something about
the man that was reassuring. He possessed an aura of
self-confidence, of inner tranquility, and a sense of purpose.
Transfixed, she stood looking at him, not saying a word.

"Break it up, you two," Nancy said, coming up
beside Sam before either of them realized she was nearby. "I've got
an order for three more beers and a bowl of pretzels."

Embarrassed, Megan jerked back. Even as she
reached for the beer steins, she couldn't believe she'd actually
been standing there enjoying the touch of Sam's hand. Perhaps
besides being a musician he was a hypnotist. She still felt as if
she were in a trance.

When Nancy left with the beers, Megan tried
to shake off the sensation. "I don't know what it is you're trying
to prove, Mr. Blake, but you're wasting your time." She glanced at
her watch. "And speaking of time, you should start playing."

Sam grinned, his features taking on a strange
charm that fascinated her. He nodded toward the exit door, back by
the restrooms. "Where does that lead?"

"Outside. We have our Dumpster there.
Why?"

"I want you to meet me out there during my
break."

"No." She couldn't believe him. One minute he
was asking her to trust him, the next suggesting a rendezvous.

Again he reached across the bar and lightly
tapped his fingertip against the end of her nose. "You've got to
develop a more positive attitude, Megan McGuire. See you out there
in forty-five minutes."

"No you won't," she called after him, but he
continued to stroll across the room to the small platform with the
piano and stool. The nerve of the man! Meet him outside,
indeed!

He set his case down and opened it, pulling
out a well-kept guitar. It was a graceful-looking instrument, with
a fine-grained pine top, and a delicately designed rosette around
the sound hole. Nicer looking, Megan noted, than the ones with the
warped necks and scratched tops hanging on the bar's walls. And
quite different from what rock guitarists used. She clearly
remembered those electric instruments with their solid, lacquered
fronts.

Sam positioned himself on the stool, hooked
one boot heel on a rung, and placed the other foot flat on the
platform. At last he began to lightly pluck the guitar strings, his
tuning barely audible above the din in the bar.

Megan watched every move he made, both
fascinated and disturbed by her reaction to him. It wasn't as if
she were love starved. She dated, when she found time. Usually the
men who attracted her were the handsome, muscular type. Sam fit
neither category, although she did find his looks intriguing.

Also, with those she dated, she wisely set
rational limits to their relationships. After all, she had
responsibilities—her son, her father, and the bar. Attraction had
to be tempered with reason. Today reason seemed to have left
her.

Sam glanced her way and smiled. Then a loud
roll of chords announced to all that he was ready, and Sam Blake
began to play.

Megan couldn't believe the sounds she heard.
She wasn't sure what she'd expected. Perhaps the loud, strident
music played by most of the guitarists she'd known, or the twang of
strings that had marked Cash Barrigan's style, but neither was the
case. Instead, lyrical strains reached her ears, and she felt
herself drawn to the music.

The tune was a simple melody, reminiscent of
many folk songs she'd heard in the past, but Sam was drawing out
sounds from the depths of the instrument that Megan had never
guessed a guitar could produce—beautiful, crisp, clear tones.

It didn't take an expert to recognize that he
was good. More than good. Slowly the room began to quiet as people
stopped talking to listen. By the end of his first piece, one could
have heard a pin drop in the room. A moment passed before the
customers realized he'd finished, then the silence was broken by an
explosion of whistles and clapping. Sam nodded, waited for the
applause to subside, and began to play again.

As she listened, the hairs on the back of
Megan's neck stood on end, and goose bumps ran over her skin. She
shivered and tried to ignore the erotic effect of his music, but
found it impossible. Under Sam's skillful touch, a rich, warm
rhapsody filled the room. She was mesmerized, as was everyone else
in the bar.

He played familiar folk songs, and some she'd
never heard before. Occasionally he sang along, actually talking
the lyrics more than singing them. His voice, deep and sonorous,
was pleasing to listen to, and between pieces he began chatting
with the customers, telling them a bit about the origins of each
song.

Over a period of time, the noise level in the
bar rose, but never to its former pitch. People were listening,
drinking, and talking in hushed voices. Both Megan and Pete were
busy as Nancy and the other cocktail waitress moved about the room
taking orders and delivering drinks. New customers, visitors to the
lake, came in, and instead of leaving after one drink, stayed.

Sam finished his first set with John Denver's
"Follow Me," and, as he sang the words, his eyes were on her. Megan
tensed. That song brought back painful memories.

Once she'd followed a musician, leaving her
father, and all her friends behind. Rod Parrish had been everything
a teenage girl dreamed about—good-looking, talented, and sexy. He'd
come to Grand Rapids to play at a rock concert, they'd met at a
party, and she had fallen in love.

Megan shook her head, remembering that
fateful night. "Follow me," Rod had coaxed. He'd promised to take
her places she'd only dreamed about. Promised she'd never again
feel alone.

And oh, how lonely she'd been since her
mother's death. How confused and resentful. She'd felt her mother
had deserted her. And her father, still trying to cope with his own
grief, didn't understand.

One year—that's how long it lasted with Rod.
The exotic places he showed her were second-rate dives and sleazy
motels. She couldn't even remember the name of the town where he
left her—alone and pregnant. No, never again would she follow a
musician.

The melancholy sound of the guitar reached
deep into her heart, and Megan sighed. It all seemed so long ago.
Rod was now dead, and his son was ten years old. But in a way Rod's
prediction had been right. From the minute she'd called her father
and asked him to come and get her, she'd never felt alone
again.

"The dude's not bad," Pete said, when Sam
finished the piece. "Will he be taking the Panche kid's place?"

"He's just playing tonight. Tomorrow, who
knows where he'll be. You know how these musicians are."

"Too bad. A guy like that's good for
business."

"Two beers, screwdriver, and a strawberry
daiquiri!" Nancy yelled, dropping her tray on the counter and
leaning against the bar. "Man, he turns me on," she sighed,
watching Sam move across the room to the exit door.

"Can you take over?" Megan asked Pete, her
own eyes following Sam's progress. "I have to talk to him about his
wages before I leave."

"No problem," Pete assured her, reaching for
a bottle of rum.

Megan started for the back door. She knew she
didn't really have to talk to Sam about his wages; she could simply
go home and tell her father to pay him top dollar. He was worth it
just for the extra business he'd brought in. In fact, by meeting
him she was doing exactly as Sam wanted. But it seemed she couldn't
stop herself.

She pushed open the door and stepped out of
the air-conditioned bar. Clouds covered the sky, raising the
humidity level and making it as dark as midnight. A spotlight
mounted on the corner of the building flooded the area around the
door, illuminating the Dumpster and a patch of grass that ran from
the building to the lakeshore. Sam was nowhere to be seen. Then she
heard a click, and in a darkened corner away from the door, saw the
flicker of a lighter's flame.

"You're good," she said, stepping toward the
glow of Sam cigarette. "Really good. Certainly worth a lot more
than we can afford to pay you."

"I told you before, pay me whatever you were
going to pay that piano player."

"Who are you, Sam Blake?" she asked, stopping
in front of him.

"Just a guitar player."

"You know you're too good to be playing in a
bar like ours."

"No one's ever too good to play where people
appreciate music." He dropped his cigarette and crushed it out with
the toe of his boot. Reaching forward, he touched the side of her
face with his fingertips. "Besides, I'm enjoying myself." His
fingers moved over the contour of her cheek, and he stepped
closer.

Megan's heartbeat increased dramatically.
Experience told her to beware, to step back or tell him to stop.
Instead she took a deep breath, inhaling the aroma of aftershave
and a masculine scent that was distinctly Sam Blake's. She knew she
would never forget the combination.

"Have you ever been instantly attracted to
someone?" he asked softly, his other hand coming up to cradle her
face.

Megan said nothing. He was voicing her own
feelings, and she didn't know what to say. All she could do was
stare at him, her eyes focused on his lips.

"It's not just your looks," he went on, his
thumbs lightly tracing over the softness of her cheeks, "though
you're a very attractive woman, Megan McGuire."

Slowly he lowered his head toward hers.

"Sam, don't," she whispered, but even as she
objected, Megan tilted her head back slightly.

His mouth brushed over hers in a manner far
more gentle and hesitant than she'd expected. The brief contact set
her pulse racing, and it took all of her willpower not to reach out
and touch him. Instead, she closed her eyes and tried to block out
the delightfully erotic sensations coursing through her body.

"I've wanted to kiss you ever since I fist
saw you," he murmured, his hands moving to the back of her head to
gently massage her neck.

"I should go back inside," Megan mumbled, not
making a move to leave.

"Why?" He kissed her again, his lips
leisurely playing over hers.

It was impossible to ignore the feelings he
was awakening. She wanted to respond, to taste, to hold, to— "No!"
Megan gasped, pushing against his chest with her palms. "You've got
to stop this." She stepped back, hoping to free herself from the
control he seemed to have over her.

"What are you afraid of, Megan?" he asked
softly, his hands dropping to her shoulders to stop her
retreat.

"Nothing. I…I just don't want you to kiss
me." She didn't dare let him know how good his lips had felt on
hers.

"I think you do."

"Then you're wrong." Boldly she looked up at
him.

"Am I?"

"Yes, you are."

He said nothing in reply. Instead his thumbs
continued to make small circular motions along the sides of her
neck, and Megan knew the rapid throb of her pulse was telling him
exactly how he affected her.

Her body having thus betrayed her, she tried
a different approach. "Look, let's be sensible. I don't have time
to get involved with anyone."

His hands slid down to her arms, his fingers
lightly caressing her soft skin. "You know what they say about all
work and no play."

His were gentle fingers, graceful fingers.
Just as he'd stroked his guitar and brought forth beautiful music,
he was stroking her, bringing froth exquisite pleasure, and for a
moment she forgot everything but his touch. Then reason prevailed
once more. "It couldn't lead anywhere."

"Just where do you want it to lead?"

"Nowhere." She was trembling ever so
slightly, her heart beating wildly.

Gently he slid his arms around her. "It would
be good between us, Megan. I'm sure of that."

Breathless, she could hardly speak. "I don't
want to get involved with you," she whispered, her stomach reacting
strangely as he tightened his grip and drew her closer to his lean,
hard body.

"I want to get involved with you."

He was so positive, so certain, that it
frightened her. "Sam I—"

The rest of her sentence was swallowed by his
kiss, his mouth taking total possession of hers. She tried to
remain passive, stay stiff in his arms and pretend she wasn't
involved. But with their bodies pressed so tightly—curve against
angle, soft molded to hard—indifference was impossible.

She knew if she struggled, he would let her
go, but Megan discovered she didn't really want to be free of Sam
Blake's embrace. She liked the feel of his arms around her, the way
their bodies fitted together, and she liked the taste of his mouth.
Giving in, she reached out and wrapped her arms around his rib
cage, pressing her fingers into his back. Beneath her palms she
could feel the smooth play of his muscles and the heat of his body.
Her mouth became pliant, moving with his, blending with his, and
when his tongue darted out to tease and prod, she willingly parted
her lips to give him entry to the moist, warm inner sanctum.

All the while he kissed her, his hands
traveled over her back, seductively caressing her shoulders, her
neck, and her spine. The fire in her loins spread throughout her
body, warming her flesh and weakening her limbs. Curling her
fingers into his shirt, like a cat kneading a blanket, she groaned
in pleasure.

"Megan." He murmured her name almost
reverently, lifting his mouth from hers to gaze down at her flushed
face.

Confused by the emotions she was
experiencing, she could only utter his name, her hands moving up to
his hair. It was soft. Thick. His twisting curls beckoned her
touch. She combed her fingers into its mass and closed her eyes,
letting her head fall back. He kissed her throat, his tongue
darting out to wet the sensitive hollow at the base of her neck,
and she automatically arched against him, leaning on his arm for
support.

His breathing was rapid, the hard lines of
his body telling her of his growing desire. It excited her to know
she could arouse him. That she herself could feel such a burning
need excited and frightened her.

With a firm pressure of his hands, he lifted
her to her toes, and Megan was molded against his length. She knew
he wanted to make love to her, yet he maintained a tight rein on
his desires. His only aggressive act was the intimate exploration
of her mouth with his tongue. Time lost all meaning, and when the
exit door to the bar opened, the noise from inside flowing out in a
great rush, Megan jerked back in surprise.

Sam stopped her retreat, a finger placed
quickly against her lips silencing any comment as he drew her
farther into the shadows. With her back to the door, it was
impossible for her to see who had come out of the bar. Clinging to
Sam, afraid to even breathe, Megan listened.

The peacefulness of the night was shattered
by the curses of a man. It was obvious from the slurred words that
their visitor had had more than enough to drink and had missed the
door to the men's room. Everyone, especially the architect of the
building, was being cussed out for poor planning.

Clinging to Sam, Megan listened to the sound
of unsteady footsteps on gravel, and then the door being opened
again. As the noise from inside increased, then became muffled as
the door closed, she laughed self-consciously. "I thought for sure
he'd see us."

"He had other things on his mind."

"Sam?" She stared at him, wondering why it
felt so right to be held by a man she barely knew.

"What?" Lightly he kissed her lips.

One thing the drunk had succeeded in doing
was bringing her to her senses. Megan pulled back. "I don't know
what just came over me. I may work in a bar, but I'm not the sort
of woman who lets a man pick her up and then—"

"I know." Sam leaned forward to kiss her
again."

"No." Quickly she turned her head. "I've got
to go, and so do you." She was afraid it wouldn't take long for him
to rekindle the flame he'd so easily ignited. "It has to be past
ten. The customers will be expecting you to play again."

"They'll wait." Leaning close, he nipped her
earlobe and caught the tiny knob of her gold earring.

"I've got to get home. My son's expecting
me." The thought of Josh reminded her that Sam was one man she
definitely did not want to get involved with. Megan wriggled to
free herself from his hold.

He let her go and watched her back away, then
sighed. "All right, slave driver. I'll get back to work."

"I want you to know, I appreciate your
helping us out tonight."

"My pleasure."

"And I've enjoyed meeting you…and listening
to your music."

"Enjoyed meeting me?" He chuckled. "I think,
my dear, that we've done a lot more than just meet. I'd say we've
taken the first steps toward a very close relationship."

Shocked by his words, Megan backed up even
farther, raising her hands in front of her, as if to stop him
should he try to touch her. "Look, Sam, I'll admit I find you
attractive. And I love the way you play the guitar. I won't even
deny that I enjoyed being kissed by you, but I've said it before,
and I mean it. I'm not getting involved with a guitar player."

"I think you are."

"Then you're wrong."

"You're going to turn your back on your
feelings, simply because I'm a musician?" He frowned and reached
into his pocket for a cigarette.

"You'll be late for your next set if you
smoke that," Megan said quickly.

"So, fire me."

In the light of the flame from his lighter
she could see his face clearly. His blue eyes were focused on her,
his sensual mouth set in a firm line, his square jaw rigid. He
looked angry, and she felt guilty.

"Sam, I'm sorry. I never should have come out
here. I'm sure it seemed as if…"

He said nothing, his gaze never wavering.

"Maybe I'm wrong to…to feel the way I do,"
she stammered. "If you knew…" But once again she couldn't finish.
Taking a deep breath, Megan forced herself to act composed.
"Actually, right now I don't have time to get involved with
anyone." She turned away and took a few steps toward the door, then
stopped and faced him again. "I have to go home. It's time for Dad
to come on duty, and I have to be there for Josh."

Still he said nothing.

"Thanks again for helping us out tonight. Dad
will pay you." Closing her eyes, she whispered, "Goodbye, Sam."

It was then he smiled. "Good night,
Megan."

 



Chapter 3

Megan was late getting home. She apologized
to her dad without really explaining what had held her up, assured
him that Sam Blake was not just a good guitar player but fantastic,
and gave him a quick kiss before he left for his shift. Then she
tried to act as if nothing had happened, as if Sam had not held her
in his arms and kissed her.

Josh and she made popcorn, sat together on
the couch, and watched television. But her mind wasn't on the car
chases and shoot-outs flashing across the screen. As hard as she
tried to block him out, her thoughts kept returning to one blond
guitar player.

What was there about the man that made him so
attractive, she wondered. She'd been a fool to meet him out back.
She'd done exactly what he'd asked—virtually walked into his arms.
No wonder he'd thought he could kiss her. She, however, hadn't
expected it. Nor had she expected to like his kisses so much. Why,
oh, why was he a musician?

At eleven she put Josh to bed, did the few
dishes in the sink, and headed for bed, too, telling herself that
he'd be gone tomorrow. She should just forget him. But Megan
discovered she couldn't do that. And she couldn't sleep. Whenever
she closed her eyes, she saw images of Sam playing his guitar, his
fingers flying over the strings.

Her opinion of the guitar had never been
overly flattering. Anyone could play it, she'd always thought. Even
she could strum a few basic chords that Rod had taught her. Yet the
music she'd heard that evening had been so different from anything
Rod had ever played. And Sam seemed different.

Megan rolled to her side and bunched her
pillow beneath her head. Not since Rod had a man captured her
interest so quickly. Perhaps she had a strange penchant for
musicians. Or maybe it was just Sam Blake's looks that had
attracted her.

He certainly couldn't be called handsome.
Interesting, yes. Intriguing. But not handsome. His was a face with
character. A face she would love to draw, she thought, not for the
first time.

Drawing had always been her way of expressing
her feelings. But then, she supposed, that came from having a
mother who taught art. Mathematics certainly never gave her the
same emotional release she found in painting and sketching.

She longed to get back to her artwork. It had
been weeks since she'd done any painting; the bar was taking up too
much of her time and energy.

That was how she would get him out of her
system, she decided. She would draw him. Analyzed, fantasy would
give way to reason. She would capture Sam Blake on paper and purge
him from her thoughts. Megan left her bed to find her drawing
tablet and pencils. Sitting in the rocking chair by her window, she
began to sketch.

Simple curling lines became his hair; a
jagged, angular line the contour of his face. Closing her eyes, she
could picture Sam leaning over his guitar. Quickly her pencil
skimmed over the paper. She exaggerated the length of his fingers
and used thick, straight lines to represent the strings of the
guitar. Not satisfied, she dropped the drawing on the floor and
started another.

She drew him sitting on the stool, his left
leg higher than his right, the guitar forming a strong diagonal.
This time she sketched in every detail she could remember—the
buckles on his boots, the clean lines of his trousers, and the way
he left the top buttons of his shirt open, exposing the hairs on
his chest. When she began to work on his face, the shape and curve
of his lips captured her complete attention. How well she
remembered those lips—the top a little on the thin side, with just
a bit of a dip in the center…but not too much. The bottom curve
fuller. Warm, sensual lips that had felt so good against hers. Her
hand shook, and the line was ruined.

By three o'clock, five drawing of Sam lay on
the floor, and Megan was physically drained. Standing, she studied
all five and wasn't satisfied with any of them. But the exercise
had helped. When she returned to her bed, she was too tired to
wonder why she'd reacted as she had. Closing her eyes, she fell
into a deep sleep.

 


* * * * *

 


The sound of the television set going in the
living room told Megan that Josh was up. Then she could hear him in
the kitchen: the clatter of a bowl being taken from the cupboard,
the rustling of a box being opened, the opening and closing of the
refrigerator, and, finally, the clink of a spoon. Another cereal
morning. Megan looked at the clock at her bedside and groaned. Nine
o'clock. She'd planned on getting up early and fixing her son
pancakes and eggs. It was too late now.

Rising slowly, Megan wondered why she felt so
tired, then, seeing the drawings on the floor by the chair,
remembered. "You'd already forgotten him," she muttered, laughing
at herself, satisfied that her hours of drawing had been
beneficial.

A quick shower refreshed her, then she donned
white shorts and a red T-shirt. She relished the morning hours,
when she could be cool and comfortable. Later, that afternoon, she
would have to put on her uniform and once again play the role of
barkeeper.

Dressed, her short hair nearly dry, she
picked up the sketches of Sam and his guitar and stuffed them into
a folder. "Out of sight, out of mind, Mr. Blake, she insisted,
placing the folder on a shelf and leaving the bedroom.

She smiled as she strolled into the living
room. Her son was sprawled in front of the television set, an empty
bowl of cereal by his side. "Morning, Josh," she greeted, leaning
over to ruffle a head of thick, brown hair.

He looked up, his eyes a startling shade of
deep blue. "Hi. Boy, you and Grandpa sure are lazy. I even had to
get my own breakfast."

He grumbled the words and nodded abruptly
toward the empty cereal bowl, but Megan detected a look of pride on
her son's face. Lately he'd become more and more independent. "I
was up late last night. Drawing," she explained. "And Grandpa came
in after three, so he's probably very tired. Did you get enough to
eat?"

"Yeah." Josh's attention was caught by the
action on the television screen.

Megan wandered into the kitchen, wiped up
some spilled milk, and started a pot of coffee. A piece of toast
and a glass of orange juice sufficed as breakfast, followed by a
steaming cup of coffee. She peeked in on her father once,
concerned. Herb McGuire wasn't one to sleep in late. Hearing his
loud, resonant snores, she decided all was well.

"I've got to do some grocery shopping. Want
to come along?" Megan asked Josh.

He watched her buckle her sandals, and she
knew he was weighing the possibility of getting a treat if he went
along against missing the show he was watching. Finally, he shook
his head, but ventured, "Buy me some gum, Mom. Please?"

"What kind?" She searched for her purse and
found it next to the easy chair, where she'd dropped it the night
before.

"Wammy Wacko." Josh gave her a wistful
look.

"Wammy Wacko? What will they think of next?"
Megan leaned down and dropped a kiss on his forehead, then paused
to accept the hug he gave her in return. "If Grandpa's not up by
ten, you'd better wake him," she said, opening the back door.

It was going to be another hot day, but
overnight the sky had cleared and a slight breeze eased the
humidity. Megan paused for a moment to look across the lake. All
along the shoreline, nestled amid pines, were year-round homes and
summer cottages. On the water, sailboats, bass boats, dinghies, and
pontoons bobbed and pulled at their moorings. Several children were
already outside, swimming and playing.

Shady Lake wasn't a large lake—the opposite
shoreline easily visible until it curved around a bend—but its
appeal was its excellent fishing, sandy beaches, and good swimming.
Though many families came to Shady Lake for vacations, many lived
there year-round.

Megan and her father thought they'd had an
enormous stroke of good luck, when they'd seen the ad: "For sale.
Resort bar. Good business. Owner must sell because of illness."
Shady Lake had sounded like the perfect location for a bar.

They hadn't known then that they'd have stiff
competition or that they'd have so much trouble getting
entertainers. They'd thought they were getting a bargain. Now she
wondered.

The best aspect of their move from Grand
Rapids had been the house they were renting. It was right on the
lake so Josh could swim and fish in the summer, ice skate and ice
fish in the winter. And, if not exactly a mansion, the house was
spacious enough for the three of them. At least they each had a
bedroom, and the kitchen had been modernized. There was even a
guest cottage that Megan had immediately transformed into an art
studio. Unfortunately she hadn't found time to use it as much as
she would have liked.

Taking in a deep, refreshing breath of
morning air, Megan turned and walked toward the garage. Parked on
the grassy strip that separated their property from the neighbor's
was a black Porsche. "Classy," she murmured, eyeing the sleek car.
Mrs. Vitteck's taste in boyfriends was definitely improving. Even
so, Megan wished her neighbor would tell her guests to park on her
side of the property line.

Megan opened her garage door. Over a decade
old, rusted, and inclined to refuse to start on cold mornings, the
yellow Volkswagen inside was practically a member of the family. An
economical member. She backed out carefully, not wanting to think
what it would cost to repair a dent or scratch on the ebony finish
of the Porsche.

From her house it was only a mile to Shady
Lake's business district, closer by way of the path along the lake.
Within minutes she was pulling up in front of the grocery store,
which was two shops down from The Quarter Note. Wide aisles and
friendly employees made shopping a pleasure, and Megan would have
finished quickly if she hadn't been stopped just before the
checkout stand by Nancy.

"Find out what was wrong with the lights?"
the blond waitress asked, looking only half awake. She pushed her
nearly empty cart up next to Megan's.

"I didn't know there was anything wrong with
them." Megan looked at the eggs and bacon in Nancy's cart and
caught herself wondering if Sam Blake had ended up going home with
the attractive waitress. Was this to be a brunch for two?
Immediately she squelched the thought. "What happened?"

"Last night, about midnight, all the lights
in the place went out. Kaput. Nothing." Nancy laughed. "I didn't
know there were so many men with wandering hands. Why, ah barely
escaped with mah virtue."

"Were the lights out long?" Megan asked,
ignoring Nancy's feigned Southern drawl and concern for her
questionable virtue.

"About five minutes. Your dad reset the
fuses, and the lights were fine after that, but he and that guitar
player stayed after to check it out. I was wondering if they found
any thing?"

So Sam hadn't gone home with Nancy. For
reasons Megan didn't like to admit to herself, she felt relieved.
"Dad was still asleep when I left this morning. I don't know."

"So what do you think of that guy?" Nancy
asked, her penciled eyebrows lifting.

"What guy?" Megan tried to look disinterested
by checking over her shopping list.

"That guitar player." Nancy gave her a light
poke on the arm. "Is he a good kisser?"

"I don't know what you're talking about,"
Megan fibbed, but she could feel the color rising to her cheeks. It
bothered her that Nancy had never learned the proper respect for
her employers, but maybe, Megan realized, it was her own fault.
Pete was always telling her she was too friendly with her
employees.

"You two were certainly out back a long
time." Nancy grinned knowingly.

"We were discussing his wages."

"Fringe benefits would be more like it. Next
time don't forget to blot your lipstick before you start
negotiations."

No effort on her part could stop the telltale
blush from Megan's cheeks. "We…that is…I…"

Nancy laughed. "I think he must have been
pretty good." Still laughing, she pushed her cart away.

 


* * * * *

 


Megan eased her car past the black Porsche
and into the garage. As she carried the two grocery sacks and
balanced a gallon of milk in the crook of her arm, the first thing
she noticed when she entered the house was the quiet. She was just
beginning to wonder where everyone was when the telephone rang.
Setting the groceries on the kitchen table, she grabbed the
receiver.

"About time you got home," her father lightly
chastised.

"About time you got up," she responded.
"Where are you?"

"At the bar. The burglar alarm went off, so
the sheriff called. Must have been a loose wire. I think I'll stick
around and see if I can find the problem."

"I saw Nancy at the grocery store. She said
you had trouble with the lights last night." Megan was relieved
that there hadn't been a break-in. She cradled the received on her
shoulder, and began putting away the groceries, talking to her
father as she worked. "We should have the place rewired."

"You know we can't afford it right now.

"Is it safe not to?"

"As soon as business picks up," he promised,
ignoring her question.

"Right." It was becoming an empty promise,
yet she didn't know any alternative. They were extended to their
limits. "Ask Josh if he still wants to go swimming."

"Josh isn't here. I didn't know what I might
find, so I left him with Sam."

"Sam?" Megan's hand stopped in midair.

"Sam Blake, our guitar player," her father
answered matter-of-factly. "He's in the guest cabin. He couldn't
find a place to stay last night, so I told him he might as well use
ours. No one else ever does."

"But that's my studio," Megan cried, the can
of soup she was about to put away slipping from her hand and
dropping to the floor.

"It also has a bed and a couch. It seemed
senseless for him to rent a place when we had one available."

Quickly she picked up the can and put it
away. Sam Blake was still around. The car. The black Porsche. It
was his. He was here, only a few yards away, and he had her son
with him. "Dad, I've got to go." She hurriedly shoved the last of
the perishables into the refrigerator. "I'll see you later."

Megan ran the short distance between the
house and the simple two-room guest cabin. Her heart in her throat,
she knocked on the screen door. From inside she could hear the
hesitant plucking of a guitar and closed her eyes. She knew what
that sound meant.

From the time her son had been old enough to
ask, she'd told him about his father, keeping it as simple as she
could. She'd explained that Rod had been a musician, that he'd
played with a band, and that he'd died in a car crash. And one day,
after a cruel schoolmate teased her son, she'd explained what the
word "bastard" meant.

Josh had accepted everything, never knowing
his father hadn't wanted him. Lately, however, he'd been begging to
be in the sixth grade band and to take piano lessons. Both requests
she'd been able to put off. She'd told him they couldn't afford to
rent or buy and instrument right now, and that she didn't want him
using the piano at the bar. How long those excuses would last, she
didn't know.

Megan heard footsteps and opened her eyes.
She wasn't ready for this confrontation. Seeing Sam through the
screen door, she could feel the magnetism and was more aware than
ever that her drawings hadn't begun to capture the essence of this
man.

He was wearing only a pair of denim cutoffs,
curly blond hairs forming a pale covering across his chest, then
thinning to a V that ended somewhere beyond a leather belt. Though
not overly muscular, his body was lean and trim, his appearance
totally male and totally disconcerting. Involuntarily she took in a
breath as he opened the door. "Hi," he said softly, the low tone of
his voice seductively alluring.

She didn't like the way her pulse took off,
or that butterflies suddenly invaded her stomach. Staring at him,
her mouth open, she couldn't think of a word to say.

"I imagine you're looking for your son," he
supplied, stepping back in an unspoken invitation for her to come
inside.

"Yes." She hesitated, wondering if she
couldn't just stay where she was and yell of Josh. She could see
him in the kitchenette, seated on a chair, a guitar across his lap.
Megan decided against yelling. Knowing her son, she was certain he
wouldn't leave that guitar without a fuss. Head held high, a forced
smile on her lips, she stepped past Sam and walked directly toward
Josh.

"Hi, Mom," he said, beaming with excitement.
"Sam's teaching me 'Skip to My Lou.' Listen." He pressed two left
fingers against the neck of the guitar, and with the thumb and two
fingers of his right hand, plucked four strings in a pattern that
sounded vaguely similar to the song she knew.

Megan involuntarily tensed as she watched her
son play. Seeing Josh's head bent over the guitar, his long, brown
bangs falling across his forehead, brought back memories of his
father. Too many memories. "That's enough!" she snapped, grabbing
the guitar from his hands before he realized what she was doing.
"I've told you before, I don't want you playing the guitar!"

"But, Mom." Josh stared at her wide-eyed.

"No buts." She handed the guitar to Sam. "Now
say goodbye to Mr. Blake. We're leaving."

"But he promised he would teach me to play
'Blue-Tail Fly.'" Tears were forming in the boy's eyes. He looked
first at her, then at Sam, his expression a plea for help.

"Not now," Sam answered quietly.

"Later?" Josh asked hopefully.

"Mr. Blake won't be here later." Megan faced
Sam squarely, tilting her chin up to look at him. "Will you?"

Sam motioned with his hand for Josh to leave.
For a moment the boy paused, then hurried toward the door. Neither
Sam nor Megan said a word until the screen door slammed shut, and
Josh was on his way to the main house.

"You are leaving, aren't you?" she asked,
afraid she already knew the answer.

"Someday." Sam stepped away from her to carry
the guitar over to its case. Carefully, he put it away and snapped
the lid shut.

"But what about Cash Barrigan? You said you
were following him, that you wanted to learn some songs he knew."
She wanted desperately for him to say he was going, that he would
soon be out of her life—and away from her son.

Sam straightened, turned, and smiled at her.
"I have enough songs. I'll catch up with Cash another time. Your
dad offered me a job last night. I told him I'd stay for a
while."

"No…" She let the word out in an extended
gasp. Closing her eyes, Megan turned her back to him and tried to
understand what was happening. He could not stay. She didn't want
him teaching her son how to play the guitar—she didn't want him
confusing her life with his crazy appeal.

"Megan," he said softly, his hands touching
her shoulders.
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